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Jukebox Modernism and its Precedents

Jukebox modernism is an interdisciplinary approach to art history that both looks 
at and listens to Pop art. Jukebox modernism is a procedure by which Pop art-
ists used popular music within their works to disrupt decorous modernism during 
the 1960s. Through jukebox modernism, the recuperation of music asserts new 
art historical understandings of Pop art. I seek to recover one lost history of Pop 
art—its connection to popular music. Music, and the larger rubric of sound art, 
has become a major field within art history in recent years.1 Although Pop art has 
attracted a great deal of scholarly attention, its relationship to popular music re-
mains  under-investigated with a few notable exceptions.2 Music’s relative obscurity 
in Pop scholarship is surprising, given that many Pop artists used popular music to 
address the changing social landscape of gender, race, and class, as well as shifting 
notions of group identity offered by the category of “fandom.” This book explores 
a range of Pop artworks, investigating their unique intersection between visual art 
and musical work, to produce new insights about both. Through a recuperation of 
Pop’s jukebox modernism, we will recover other aspects of Pop art that have until 
now been ignored.

Pop art, in the generation after abstract expressionism, challenged that move-
ment’s approach to art, the concept of the artist, and its exhibition spaces.  Abstract 
expressionism and then its Greenbergian heir, post-painterly abstraction, were 
dominated by Clement Greenberg’s formalist ideas “as” modernist painting. 
 Greenberg’s focus on medium-specificity did not encourage a consideration of 
how the aural and the visual interact such as in “Towards a Newer Laocoön.”3 
 Additionally, earlier writing by Greenberg, such as “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” 
marked mass culture as detrimental to “art” and culture.4 Art historian Caroline 
A. Jones has noted that Greenberg’s modernism, with its focus upon the visual, 
could only be accomplished through the suppression of the aural.5 The suppression 
of sound in Greenberg’s writing should come as no surprise. For Greenberg, an art 
object was only successful, and actually qualified as art, when its materials were 
self-evident and did not attempt to enter any other sensorial sphere.6 A painting 
should only be, in other words, about and for the eyes, not the ears. Jones, in the 
chapter “The Modernist Sensorium” from her book Eyesight Alone, finds a con-
textual explanation for this sensory segregation, when she argues that Greenberg’s 
modernism was spawned in a culture that increasingly wanted to buffer itself from 
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2 Introduction

distracting and annoying things like sound.7 Jones notes figures of the art world 
who went into white cube-like galleries to get away from the noise of the street 
and invested in hi-fi personal technology to create a distilled space and sound re-
lationship.8 Artists disrupted this silence before, during, and after Greenberg, but 
that silence, like other Greenbergian approaches to art, tended to overshadow art 
historical memory until recently.9

While I do not want to get bogged down in a critique of Greenberg’s formalism (as 
this is a project that has been handled extensively, even exhaustively, over the past 
several decades), it is, nevertheless, important to note that Greenberg’s theories were 
dominant during the era of Pop’s rise in the 1960s. Greenberg’s disdain for Pop is not 
surprising given Pop’s ties to figural representation and mass consumer culture (what 
Greenberg would dismiss as kitsch), but its connection to music would be a further 
disqualification. Indeed, the emotions and subjectivities that popular music promised, 
and that Pop art would sometimes use, would be difficult for many to perceive in the 
art historical environment of the 1960s, especially when Greenberg’s critical argu-
ment was so inescapable and influential.

The first chapter, “How to Hear a Painting: Jukebox Modernism and Elvis Pres-
ley in Pop,” offers case studies of jukebox modernism and various works of art. 
 Images of Elvis Presley are particularly useful, such as Ray Johnson’s Oedipus (Elvis 
 Presley #1) (ca. 1956–1957), Mimmo Rotella’s L’assalto (1962), Peter Blake’s Got 
a Girl (1960–1961), and Andy Warhol’s Elvis paintings, to consider how the image 
of Presley heralds his music into artworks. Some of these images also incorporate 
Presley’s early films (Rotella’s piece uses a film poster in the work) further expand-
ing the media scope of jukebox modernism within Pop. This chapter elucidates how 
popular music moved beyond music to include movies and television. In addition to 
music and movies, the artists also reference fan culture within their work through 
their materials. By giving further attention to both Presley’s image and music, these 
artworks also garner (or regain) meaning in relation to homoeroticism, sexuality, 
race, and class. These international artists help us to further explore how jukebox 
modernism was part of an expansive definition of Pop art—a canon that is contin-
ually being revised.

The second chapter “Pink, White, and Black: The Strange Case of James Rosen-
quist’s Big Bo,” looks at a fundamental part of discussions of popular music and 
one that is not often addressed in Pop art: race. James Rosenquist’s Big Bo (1966)  
is a large-scale shaped canvas of a little-known blues musician, and it represents an 
African American singer; the canvas is painted pink. Music, one of the few popular 
cultural domains that made blackness visible to a predominantly white audience in 
this period, was one of the few categories through which (very few) white Pop painters 
allowed black subjects to enter into their painting (the remaining works mainly allude 
to violent Civil Rights events). Big Bo enacts Rosenquist’s (and, by extension, liberal 
white  America’s) deeply ambivalent position on the weight of black celebrity and, more 
crucially, black masculinity. Placed in juxtaposition with another work by Rosenquist, 
Painting for the  American Negro (1962–1963), Big Bo’s simultaneous aggrandize-
ment and diminishment of its subject is emblematic of one strain of white middle-class 
 America’s position on civil rights: a liberal yet tenuous support for an “equality.”

The third chapter, “The Sound and Look of Melodrama in Pauline Boty’s Pop 
Paintings,” focuses on gender and Pop art through a discussion of British Pop 
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artist Pauline Boty’s My Colouring Book (1963). My Colouring Book takes its 
title and subject from a song sung by Sandy Stewart, Kitty Kallen, Barbra Stre-
isand, and Dusty Springfield. The work is painted in rainy day colors, and it 
features, in a soft grid, the iconography of a young woman’s heartbreak—a neck-
lace, a disappearing lover, an empty room—all objects mournfully described in 
the song. Through a close reading of this painting, I elaborate upon the ways in 
which  Boty’s strangely naïve paintings reflect the pressures and freedoms offered 
to women by music in the 1960s. Girl groups, singers, and Hollywood melodrama 
seep into this reading of Boty’s paintings to register the complications of female 
fans’ relationships to popular music in this period. Through a focus on Boty and 
her works that include the formal use of a pop song’s lyrics, this chapter recovers 
the position of the female Pop artist, the use of emotion in Pop art through mel-
odrama, and how music deepens our understanding of gendered representations 
in Pop art.

In the fourth chapter, “Soundtrack Not Included: Andy Warhol’s Sleep,” I offer 
a new interpretation of Andy Warhol’s film Sleep.10 Warhol premiered the film on 
January 17, 1964, with a radio tuned to pop music playing on the radio  stations—
the only time the film was shown with a pop soundtrack. This lost formal element 
to Warhol’s film offers the opportunity to consider how Sleep allows for a mix 
of both chance and dictation: Warhol could not control what was played on the 
radio although he could switch the channel and, depending on the pop songs 
played, the meaning of the film would change. When seen and heard with some of 
the Top 20 hits in January 1964, Sleep’s meaning could change depending upon 
the pop song. Love songs, in relation to the film’s subject, Warhol’s boyfriend at the 
time, poet John Giorno, enhance the homoeroticism and emotional potency of 
the work.

The final chapter, “Sounding Pop Art: An Exhibition History,” looks at Pop 
art’s exhibition history in an international context. Music was present at Pop art’s 
first  exhibition, the Independent Group’s This Is Tomorrow, held at London’s 
Whitechapel Art Gallery in 1956. British Pop artists included a jukebox and an-
nounced music as an integral element in Pop Art and its exhibitions—an aspect 
of the important exhibition that is often ignored. My analysis of This Is Tomor-
row traces the continued use of music in Pop exhibits and installations through 
Pop’s second generation. In addition to This Is Tomorrow, I consider music in  
other exhibitions such as the Stedelijk Museum’s 1962 Dylaby exhibition,  Gerhard 
Richter and Konrad Lueg’s Living with Pop: A Demonstration for Capitalist Re-
alism (1963), and Yayoi Kusama’s  Kusama’s Peep Show or Endless Love Show 
(1966). The chapter considers how, within international exhibitions that presented 
 different variations and global connections of Pop art, music was included as an 
integral and continued part of Pop’s presence and expansion—and its ramifications 
within the museum setting. By looking at Pop through its exhibitions and instal-
lations, I  further assert the international implications of jukebox modernism in 
Pop art.

The conclusion addresses the ramifications of contemporary art with jukebox mod-
ernism. I briefly consider how contemporary art reflects a continuation of jukebox 
modernism in some of the same modes of the Pop artists discussed in the book: iden-
tity, sexuality, gender, emotions, and fan culture.
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Fan Culture

Issues of fandom permeate throughout the book. The practice of fans, their collec-
tions, and their affections, become part of some of the artists’ work. Boty’s My Col-
ouring Book makes subtle visual references to fandom’s mass culture: its rectangular 
sections recall magazine-size posters and the image of the boy who broke her heart 
looks like a movie star. Boty pictures love and heartbreak in girlish terms: bright, 
vivid colors, youthful brushstrokes, and images that appear similar to pages torn out 
of a magazine and put on one’s wall. When My Colouring Book is considered in com-
parison with other paintings that make more explicit reference to cultures of fandom 
(such as With Love to Jean-Paul Belmondo, an adoring homage to the French film 
star), Boty’s mastery of the visual codes of fandom becomes apparent.

Fandom takes a less specific form in the “Pink, White, and Black: The Strange 
Case of James Rosenquist’s Big Bo” chapter, where Rosenquist is uninterested in the 
specifics of Big Bo McGee. Instead, the social context of white fans and black musi-
cians, and the tensions of segregation and integration come to the forefront. Part of 
the dissonance of this work, comes from the fact that it is a monumental portrait of 
a musician of whom Rosenquist was perhaps not quite a fan. Indeed, as is clear from 
the inaccurate remarks that Rosenquist made about the musician in his painting, the 
artist chose to remain rather uninformed about the details of his subject’s life (any 
“good” fan knows every accurate detail). This positioning of “Big Bo” as someone 
who should have fans, but doesn’t, is one of the issues upon which the chapter pivots.

Additionally, fandom connects many of the artists within the book. Two of the 
chapters, including two British artists, bring a more unabashed (yet still complicated) 
fandom to the forefront. Both Peter Blake and Pauline Boty are fan-friendly, identi-
fying with (or through) fan’s approaches to pop singers. Ray Johnson and Mimmo 
Rotella participate in some habits of fans (collecting and re-using images of stars) to 
varying results. However, Rosenquist creates a tenuous painting, suggestive of fan-
dom yet a “non-fan” painting of Big Bo. The British context seems to allow for a more 
appreciative fandom in the 1960s than American artists were willing to contemplate. 
Certainly, some of this difference must be related to a British look at American cul-
ture instead of American self-regard. These second-generation British Pop artists, too, 
come after the perhaps more critical Independent Group whose manifesto presented 
a less celebratory view on popular culture.11

Theories about fan culture and what it means to be a fan inform the role of fan-
dom throughout the chapters; how these artists might employ the status or identity 
of a fan within their work. To be a fan is far more complicated than just liking a 
particular song or musician; it suggests an identification with a singer and lyric. 
Fans collect the images of their favorite stars, the songs, movies, and products fea-
turing their stars; fans invest time and energy in their support. The stereotypical 
view of a fan is one who devotes themselves to their favorite star, possibly at the 
expense of their best interests. However, scholars such as John Fiske and Richard 
Dyer offer ways to define the category of fandom in terms of empowerment. In his 
essay “The Cultural  Economy of Fandom,” Fiske argues that fandom can subvert 
popular culture. According to Fiske, fans choose “cultural forms that the dominant 
value system denigrates,” such as pop music, as a means of gaining collective iden-
tity (one that participates in and subverts popular culture) and gathering rebellious 
energy.12
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Additionally, Richard Dyer’s 2003 book, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Soci-
ety, describes some of fandom’s useful maneuvers against strict societal norms. Dyer 
convincingly explains the intersection of market capitalism and star media systems, 
with particular attention to how fans can co-opt and transform media phenomena 
for their own celebratory purposes (his example is Judy Garland and her gay male fan 
community).13

Fan theorists such as Henry Jenkins argue that fans often act as “textual poachers,” 
creating a participatory interaction within fan communities.14 Another fan culture 
scholar, Matt Hills, argues that to be a fan:

It is also always performative; by which I mean that it is an identity which is 
(dis-)claimed, and which performs cultural work. Claiming the status of a “fan” 
may, in certain contexts, provide a cultural space for types of knowledge and 
attachment.15

Additionally, the status of a fan is part of a shifting form of identity.16 At times the 
artists within this book gesture towards—or outright declare—themselves as fans of 
popular music and its attributes. Their use of the materiality of fandom—its mag-
azine pages, posters, badges, and other aspects—activate their works as part of a 
legible network of fan culture.

Art history, itself, may act as a kind of fandom.17 A tension between academic 
distance and, well, love for one’s scholarly subject is a balance most (I  hope) 
 scholars could relate to.18 The study of art history—its darkened rooms with 
 images projected, canons categorizing the “best” artists and art (and the ques-
tioning of such modes), the elevation of some artists over others, collections 
such as those in a museum— perhaps promotes a kind of fandom within its own 
discipline.

Questions in Popular Music

I would like to address my use of the term “popular music.” There has been a great 
deal written about the delineations between different styles of mass-marketed music 
and the differences between them. For jukebox modernism and its use by most Pop 
artists in the works discussed in this book, their interest resided where the music was 
popular—whether that be within pop, girl groups, rhythm and blues, rock, and so 
forth. I consider popular music almost as a “sonic popular,” a sound (namely music) 
that was everywhere and liked, i.e. popular. I look to scholar Adam Bradley and his 
similar use of pop music, instead of the term “rock,” in his discussion of the poetry of 
popular music:

In contrast, pop is inclusive, multiracial, and global in its appeal. Certainly,  
it  carries its own baggage, including assumptions that all pop is bubblegum 
 musi  intended for preteens, that it is mass-produced and indifferently crafted. 
However, the virtues of the term outweigh these detriments. Pop is encompassing 
and capacious. It is popular music. It is the Billboard charts, which reach across 
genres. Pop invites rather than excludes. At the same time, pop allows insurgency 
and opposition and stubborn isolation.19
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Bradley seeks the inclusive quality and prevalence of pop—yet asserts the differ-
ences in the genres. Additionally, Bradley addresses the “baggage” of popular music, 
which also invited Pop artists to reckon with both the positive and negative impact 
of the music. Popular music in the period of Pop could be treacle sweet or dangerous 
(or both or something entirely different). For the purposes of the study, I use popular 
music to cover the terrain of the music that was popular in this period and that the 
Pop artists exploited.

As the popular music gained momentum, teenagers seized upon music and fandom 
as a way to differentiate themselves from the previous generation and to find a com-
monality. Together, teenagers made the sonic popular into a burgeoning economic 
category during the 1950s. With the pocket change that the postwar boom helped 
provide, coupled with a desire to distinguish themselves from the older generation, 
young fans indulged in the accouterments of fandom: magazines, movie tickets, mer-
chandise featuring stars’ imagery, and more. This sensibility of rebellious consumer-
ism informs my understanding of the Pop artists explored here. While these artists 
were not teenagers when they made these works, all of them fed off of fandom and, to 
some degree, teen culture resonated in their artistic practice.

My use of popular music for different modes of music such as rock ‘n’ roll and 
rhythm and blues also enables us to consider how the music infiltrated both art and 
larger cultural apparatuses. Art historian Thomas Crow, whose work has given at-
tention to the intricacies of Pop art and popular music, describes a particular phe-
nomenon of both music and art in the high Pop era of the 1960s and names it “the 
absconding Pop referent.”20 Crow’s concept has helped me to see Blake and Boty as 
a last gasp of sorts in Pop art, representing the moment that Pop painting held the 
Pop referent before it escaped the art world and fully entered to its origin media of 
music and film. Crow describes Pop’s “wide migration of its characteristic motifs 
and procedures into the countercultural media, which enjoyed both a mass follow-
ing and far greater access to resources and visibility.”21 Earlier in his essay, Crow 
sees popular music and film as places, too, where the Pop referent inhabited.22 The 
artists who stayed within the previously accepted confines of art (i.e. painting and 
sculpture, or as Crow puts it, “remained bound by the dry museum paradigm”) got 
“left behind”23 as Pop entered into the “vernacular.”24 Boty and Blake were willing 
to surrender to music, to allow songs to possess their works, and, to allow for the 
viewer/listener to also feel those effects when in the presence of their pieces. The art-
ists whose work seize upon Elvis Presley’s image also feast upon his music. Presley, 
inherently tied to both his music and his film career, is a moment in which the Pop 
referent may still withstand this threshold. It is no accident these works are early 
Pop (or even proto-Pop) to its early crescendo with Warhol’s early gallery shows. In 
contrast, Rosenquist’s Pop quality might be described as post-exhaustion, too large 
and too pink. Big Bo, both known and unknown in its subject, becomes confused 
in its use of Pop. In the chapters on Pop exhibitions and Warhol’s Sleep, we see how 
the realm of art expands, and the Pop canon, in its attempts to contain or, perhaps, 
partake in the Pop referent.

Popular music is, for many critics, the place where modern culture is most visible 
and most easily ranked. For many, popular music is evidence of modernity’s deg-
radation (and fans of such music often ridiculed), while for others, it is the site of 
modernity’s greatest exuberance.25 Theodor W. Adorno wrote prolifically about 
the problems of popular music.26 In Composing Music for Films, Adorno and his 
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co- author, Hanns Eisler, disparage popular music in terms of its emotion provoking 
abilities: “The greater the drabness of this existence, the sweeter the melody.”27 They 
argue that “middle-class music” is welcomed because it sugarcoats the lives of the 
masses.28 As Adorno and Eisler see it, this recognition of one’s own emotional life in 
music is one way in which “commercialism” attempts to mollify the masses.29 Their 
ideas relate specifically to how the use of music in film manipulates the masses and in 
an earlier period, but are applicable to similar criticism of popular music. In another 
essay, Adorno further criticizes the emotional potency of music:

Most people listen emotionally: everything is heard in terms of the categories 
of late Romanticism and of the commodities derived from it, which are already 
tailored to emotional listening. Their listening is the more abstract the more emo-
tional it is: music really only enables them to have a good cry.30

For Adorno, these emotions are where commodity music ensnares the listener into 
thinking that they are seen and their feelings are important; yet music is just one form 
of entrapment into commodity culture.31

In another viewpoint on mass culture, Pierre Bourdieu, in Distinction: A Social 
Critique of the Judgment of Taste, writes that “nothing more clearly affirms one’s 
‘class,’ nothing more infallibly classifies, than tastes in music.”32 Music knowledge 
signifies the money to go to concerts, to purchase expensive instruments, and to 
take lessons.33 For Bourdieu, music is a pure marker of class because it is and can 
only be music, “it says nothing and has nothing to say.”34 Perhaps pop songs give 
voice to a non-elite audience using a language both vernacular in terminology and 
emotions to enable the listener to express feelings and instincts within the mass 
culture that surrounds their lives.35 The artists discussed in this book grapple with 
these questions. I fear that at times I may seem to wholly embrace popular culture 
and its music without the kinds of critiques of commodity culture and capitalism 
brought forth by these and other scholars. However, I argue for a jukebox mod-
ernism alongside and in conversation with those that challenge an acquiescence to 
commodity culture.

Fredric Jameson, as a critic of mass culture, argues that the repetition of pop 
songs—and popular culture, too—allows for its songs to entrench themselves within 
most people’s lives. While the audience might chafe under the demands of high cul-
ture, a pop song can become the antidote, soothing listeners through the replaying of 
familiar notes.36 This repetition makes popular music into a social balm:

The passionate attachment one can form to this or that pop single, the rich per-
sonal investment of all kinds of private associations and existential symbolism 
which is the feature of such attachment, are fully as much a function of our own 
familiarity as of the work itself: the pop single, by means of repetition, insensibly 
becomes part of the existential fabric of our own lives, so that what we listen to 
is ourselves, our own previous auditions.37

Jameson pinpoints a successful aspect of mass culture—it is everywhere and it pro-
vides an emotional connection by virtue of ingraining itself into one’s life. Indeed, 
his description of pop music’s ability to become entrenched personally to us yet be 
everywhere at the same time, articulates one of the aspects Pop artists seized and 
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exploited from popular music. Additionally, Jameson considers the time period of 
this book, the 1950s and 1960s, to be where a break in culture has occurred, as a 
shift towards postmodernism. He cites the symptoms of this break from the divi-
sions of elite and popular culture; his examples include Andy Warhol, John Cage, 
and the Beatles.38

Juan A. Suárez, in his book Pop Modernism, helps to elucidate how popular cul-
ture and modernism were interrelated. He argues that although Pop art has been 
usually regarded as postmodernism, “Yet modernism seems to have always been 
postmodern, and the postmodern seems to be the intensification of some formerly 
marginalized modernist traits rather than a substantially new logic.”39 He cites the 
connective tissue between modernism and mass culture as one in which  “Modernism 
and mass culture shared iconography, themes, and stylistic devices.”40 His work 
shows the link between the everyday and the avant-garde, the breakdown of the 
fissures of cultural distinctions: “Hence, in the era of the electronic media and mass 
consumption, distinctions between high and low, experimental and mainstream, 
avant-garde and kitsch designate temporary positions in the cultural feedback loop 
rather than actual substantive differences.”41 In some cases, Pop artists understood 
that this loop and the breakdown between “high” and “low” art is precisely where 
jukebox modernism was most effectively deployed in their artworks. It is also within 
this breakdown where the pop song carries the same potential for meaning as a Pop 
painting.

Music has marked scholarship on Pop art and the movement’s critical reception.42 
Popular music proliferates beyond its aural component and, within the following 
chapters, the artists grapple with this dispersion. In these artists’ use of fandom and 
fan culture, they interrogate both the pleasures and problems of popular culture 
through popular music. Of course, popular music did not appear from the ether, but 
was produced and managed by record companies, radio stations, and capitalist sys-
tems in this period.

Emotional Pop

Once we begin to understand the possible significations and new contexts for Pop art 
with jukebox modernism, another element to Pop becomes clear: its emotional capa-
bilities. While artworks may result in an emotional response in the viewer, Pop art is 
often regarded as “affectless” or without emotion.43 However, scholar Jennifer Doyle 
offers a revision to emotionless Pop; a suggestion towards where Pop can have feeling 
in works by Andy Warhol from the early 1960s: “These works are about the way 
our own feelings can seem like they belong to someone else, as if they are scripted, 
particularly when they feel quite sincere.”44 With Warhol, the distant experience of 
feeling is accurate; this distance, in addition to how Warhol talked about his own 
work, may be one strain of the affectless legacy of Warhol.45 This is one vein of emo-
tion in Pop, but there are others—depending upon the artist and the song. Pop music 
often encourages an embodied response from the listener—to dance, to sing along, 
and to feel. Thus, once we both look at and listen to a Pop artwork, newly recuperated 
effects and affects may be experienced. Throughout the chapters, I apply various ex-
ample songs to artworks to recover meanings within Pop. I do not suggest these songs 
as the only applications of jukebox modernism, but as a way to begin to consider this 
co-existence and, at times, relationship between song and artwork.
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Popular music attends to our emotions.46 The majority of pop songs are narratives 
of love and heartbreak; popular music scholar Simon Frith states that “The pop song 
is the love song, and by implication, putting these two findings together, is that what 
pop songs are really about are formulas of love.”47 Subjects such as the euphoric rush 
of love (such as Elvis Presley’s songs “All Shook Up” or “I Can’t Help Falling in Love 
with You” where the pain and pleasure of love seem to intermingle) or the devastation 
of heartbreak and love gone wrong (such as “My Coloring Book” sung by multiple 
female singers in the 1960s) populate the majority of pop songs. Frith’s “formulas of 
love” will be re-visited in my discussion about Pauline Boty. Additionally, as this book 
focuses on art and music from the late 1950s to the 1960s, nostalgia becomes another 
possible emotional arena for the contemporary viewer and listener of Pop artworks.

A brief consideration of film music is useful here, too. It is the place where some of 
the most erudite critics of popular culture have challenged its use and where we can 
also learn a great deal about how music, sight, and emotions come together. Simon 
Frith argues sound and vision come together in popular cinema for plot as well as 
emotional devices:

The cinema draws on both popular and art traditions—on vaudeville, melo-
drama, the circus, and pantomime, on one hand; on opera and ballet, on the 
other—and in very general terms I would suggest that in the former, popular 
forms, the music accompanies the action, is used to describe the action aurally, 
to identify characters, to “coax” extra emotion from the audience and so forth.48

As Frith describes—music often adds emotional meaning to a film scene or mo-
ment. A scene that may seem innocuous (his example is a woman on a staircase), 
depending upon the music, “takes on different meanings” such as suspense, mel-
odrama, scary, exciting, and happy.49 As popular music, particularly in the 1950s 
and 1960s, became integral to film and television, this emotional quality—the 
keying up of emotion—comes into consideration when Pop artists, astute to these 
mechanisms, use music in the visual work such as paintings and collage. Pop songs’ 
lyrics also impact the emotional response from the viewer; Adam Bradley states, 
“Lyrics are the emotional compass pointing the listener in a direction of feeling.”50 
I argue that Pop art’s use of music touches upon these strains of meaning in differ-
ent ways. For example, Boty’s work uses a song’s melodrama to further the viewer 
and listener’s emotional response as well as use the song’s lyrics to create the nar-
rative structure of the painting. Or, Warhol, when showing Sleep, may not have 
liked the way that different pop songs impacted the visual effects of the film. Pop 
art, too, with its use of popular culture and the tension produced by its placement 
in both the elite world of art and “low” popular culture, occupies a similar use of 
both traditions.

Additionally, as film music historian Claudia Gorbman wrote, sound fundamen-
tally challenges the focus and temporality associated with sight:

But music differs from lighting and other elements of film in several important 
ways. First, we hear it, we don’t see it. Hearing is less direct than visual percep-
tion; to see something is to instantaneously identify the light rays with the object 
that reflects them; in hearing, we do not as automatically identify a sound with 
its source. Moreover, hearing requires a greater duration of the sound stimulus 
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than vision requires of an image in order to be recognized. Thus hearing is at once 
more selective and lazier than vision; it “focuses” consciously on one or at best 
two auditory events at a time.51

As a result, by bringing sound into the museum or the gallery (or studio), the ethos of 
immediacy and focus is compromised. But this is part of sound’s disruptive  capacity—
its ability to corral the visual into new directions.

One of the reasons jukebox modernism re-asserts the musical associations of 
Pop art is because that reclamation allows us to also understand Pop as an emotive 
project. Pop, so often thought of as affectless, or only putting affect in quotation 
marks as something to be made ironic, remains the most prevalent—if not only—way 
most scholars treat Pop. The tendency to focus on Warhol’s deadpan delivery and 
 Lichtenstein’s comic book crises has erased other moments in Pop art, where the emo-
tive possibilities of popular culture proved to be of artistic utility. I recover the Pop 
that tapped into its audience’s emotions, using songs to provoke feelings of love or 
heartbreak.52 Many of the Pop works seize upon music’s uniting and challenging as-
pects too: the ways that music can draw you in and tie you to others in the sense that 
a song can “get you.” At the same time, I show that Pop artists could play to emotions 
to manipulate, annul, and to embrace the fallacies of fans’ emotional attachments, 
too. This is the full gamut of emotive range that the paintings, when viewed with the 
soundtrack of popular music, recover.

Additionally, we should remember that a great deal of Pop art was first viewed 
as music played. During the 1960s, New York City gallerist Ivan Karp lectured 
on Pop while Four Seasons records played.53 Music was often played at gallery 
openings.54 Artists played music while they were working and receiving visits from 
critics, curators, and gallery owners.55 Jukeboxes were even included in exhibi-
tions  themselves—such as at This Is Tomorrow. This mode of distracted looking 
is something that may need to be recovered, if we are going to think through the 
implications of returning sound to painting. Modern art-viewing experiences today 
typically disallow this sort of loud watching and looking. Music in a gallery setting 
would, undoubtedly for some, debase or distract from the viewing experience.  Music 
has a way of infiltrating the entire viewing space, distracting from the object or 
display, or infecting it, making the object or installation relate to the subject of the 
song. Verbs such as infiltrating and infecting decentralize the primacy often given 
to  Greenbergian formulations of (or wishes for) the purity of artworks. Music could 
even encourage dancing, interacting with strangers, and singing. Music, in the form 
of popular songs, may bring more affect—emotions, associations and references to 
love and heartbreak (the most common themes of popular music), and nostalgia—
into a visual and aural experience.

Jukebox modernism employs music as a Pop referent as well as employing other at-
tributes of music. Jukebox modernism may incorporate music’s formal attributes, its 
culture of repetition and mass reproduction, its fans, its emotions, and raises its stakes 
to include the social context in which it existed—taking into accounts its  subjects and 
their experiences in relation to race, gender, identity, class, and sexuality—and how 
mainstream society at large was reacting to changing norms in those regards—in 
the 1960s. Pop art, without its jukebox modernism, can describe these conditions, 
but part of its story is lost. Throughout these chapters, I suggest some new ways 
particular songs can accompany artworks and I urge the reader to consider playing 
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such songs, or different songs of their choosing, while looking at reproductions (or 
better yet, in front of the artwork if possible). I also considered the idea of a kind of 
soundtrack to accompany the book, one that I now suggest to the reader that they, 
too, find—what other songs should be heard? What other artworks, Pop or not?

A jukebox modernist approach to Pop art helps us to look further at aspects of 
Pop that art history has, until recently, left mute: the music itself, women in pop and 
mass media, and racial identities beyond whiteness. Pop artists used music to convey 
challenges that painting seemed unable to do. Popular music, so commercial yet so 
personal, provided a way for artists to confront gender, sexuality, class, and race. 
Indeed, one of the reasons they chose music as the medium with which to push the 
boundaries of painting is popular music’s cultural potency—its pervasiveness and 
youthful invasiveness. This music also performed a didactic role, teaching, in possibly 
misleading or even dangerous ways, how love and life should look and sound. Pop art-
ists visualized, in different ways, the possibilities and problems of this music. At the 
same time, popular music embodied the contradictions of mass culture—its potential 
for exploitation as well as redemption—with which Pop artists frequently grappled 
and that this book recovers.
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and Paul Schimmel (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 64.

 53 Tony Scherman and David Dalton, Pop: The Genius of Andy Warhol (New York: 
 HarperCollins, 2009), 65.

 54 In one example, Thomas Crow describes collector Richard Brown Baker’s experiences. 
Crow, The Long March of Pop, 200.

 55 For example, Andy Warhol describes a studio visit from Henry Geldzahler: “Henry 
liked all the rock and roll I kept playing while I painted.” Andy Warhol and Pat 
 Hackett, POPism: The Warhol Sixties (New York: Harcourt, 1980), 20.



Elvis Presley, a figure who occupied the national and international imagination, 
inspired different Pop artists in the late 1950s and 1960s. As music critic Greil 
 Marcus wrote, “Elvis Presley is a supreme figure in American life, one whose pres-
ence, no matter how banal or predictable, brooks no real comparisons.”1 While 
Marcus is writing in general terms about Presley and the magnitude of his influ-
ence, it applies to Pop art as well. Presley’s image weaves in and out of the Pop art 
movement, bringing with him his songs and his movies. Presley as a subject of Pop 
art, in addition to his music and film career, gains signification in relation to shift-
ing modes of identity related to race, class, gender, and sexuality. In this  chapter, I 
include Ray Johnson’s Oedipus (Elvis Presley #1) (ca. 1956–1957), Mimmo Rotel-
la’s L’assalto (1962), Peter Blake’s Got a Girl (1960–1961; among other works by 
Blake), and Andy Warhol’s silver Elvis Presley series to illuminate the interrelation-
ship between popular music and art objects in this period—and as an early origin 
point in Pop art itself.

These works, and Presley as a subject in particular, clearly show the sound element 
of Pop and broaden the range from the mainstream to periphery of Pop. These artists 
range from the most “legibly” Pop (such as Warhol and Blake) to those associated on 
the periphery as Pop artists (such as Rotella and Johnson). When Rotella and Johnson 
are included in Pop art scholarship, it is usually due to Presley’s appearance in their 
work. Overall, these artists present a small international sampling, American, British, 
and Italian, and offer a way of continuing to restructure the Pop canon. These artists 
and their works show the importance of jukebox modernism—that these works need 
to be heard again.

Erika Doss, in her book Elvis Culture, re-assessed Presley’s image through his fans’ 
use and determination with his image, and considered Presley’s role in visual culture. 
While Doss does briefly consider Presley’s image in Pop art (including  Warhol and 
Johnson), her main focus is on vernacular visual uses of Presley. Doss takes these 
fans’ cultural attachment and use of Presley seriously. She states that Presley’s cul-
tural meaning is “ambiguous but contradictory, solid but unstable.”2 Doss cites the 
primacy of Presley’s music for his lasting impact, but considers his image through 
television as one of the main sources for his ardent fandom.3 According to Doss, 
“sight is the dominant sense in modern Western culture—how else can we explain 
the phenomenal popularity of television compared with radio?—and Elvis, perhaps 
more so than any other performer in the 1950s, recognized this.”4 Doss considers 
Presley to “set the pace for the predominantly visual aura of contemporary pop-
ular culture” and she also points out our vernacular language surrounding music 
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culture—for example, we go “see” a musician or a band.5 Doss effectively argues that 
although we may use the term “seeing” to go see and hear a performance, Presley’s 
image activated a range of sensorial (and bodily) reactions, not the least of which was 
an emotional one:

“Seeing” Elvis, in other words, was never simply a matter of looking at him. Elvis 
was never just a picture or a statue, a beautiful object that his fans gazed upon 
and contemplated. Elvis demanded reaction and response, the physical and emo-
tional participation of an audience that was urged to become more than a body 
of listeners or viewers, but “an audience of performers.”6

Artists, when using an image of Presley in their works, would be cognizant of the 
visual, aural, and embodied impact of Presley’s image.

Presley, when seen on television screens, entered the home. The visual impact in 
the home space—in connection to the music that could then be listened to in one’s 
bedroom—created even more of a shock (good for teenage fans, bad for parents). 
Karal Ann Marling points out this “intimacy” of seeing Elvis’s performances in ones’ 
home, “became doubly shocking, as if a family friend had begun a series of bumps 
and grinds in front of the sofa.”7 Marling describes Presley’s first television perfor-
mances as the ones that drew the most ire for critics for their shock value; however, 
quickly his performances became rather tame.8 The sight of Presley—particularly his 
dancing and the kinds of attention it might garner from teenagers—gained primacy 
(although Presley’s music was also troubling) to critics and concerned parents. There 
is the well-known story about Presley’s two consecutive Sunday appearances on the 
Ed Sullivan Show: the first week Presley was presented “in full, unobstructed view” 
and, after much criticism, shot “strictly from the waist up during the last show, on 
January 6, 1957.”9

Presley’s image and music carry signification in scholarship about race, class, and 
sexuality—particularly in scholarship on the late 1950s in America. This scholarship 
is voluminous. Presley can signify societal tropes of the 1950s and 1960s, and re-
sistance to those norms, surrounding sexuality and identity. Race and class, in both 
separate and intersectional ways, are equally important to any discussion of Presley’s 
cultural signification. There are various and contradictory “histories” of Presley’s 
iconic image and sound and its relation to race. For some scholars, Presley signifies 
musical and cultural appropriation of African American music—one of the most vis-
ible signs in popular music’s history of musical appropriation.10 For others, Presley 
has been a sign of racial integration in the 1950s.11 Music history scholar Brian Ward 
argues that Presley is somewhat related to integration as he was met with resistance, 
along with his African American peers, by an older white audience.12 Presley’s legacy 
in this regard remains debated, but the language of these debates was present during 
his rise to stardom. To what degree the Pop artists discussed in this chapter were 
cognizant or considered race in relation to Presley is unclear and offers further avenue 
for future considerations of jukebox modernism and Pop art. In the next chapter, 
“Pink White, and Black: The Strange Case of James Rosenquist’s Big Bo,” I address 
the relationship between African American musicians and white music fans and its 
impact on Pop art.

Presley, an American icon, had an international scope. Presley’s star persona 
through music, movies, and consumer goods traveled throughout the United States 
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and Europe (in addition to when he was stationed overseas in the military). Presley 
influenced the first generation of Pop in England, the Independent Group. Thomas 
Crow describes Presley’s records as part of a trove of American popular culture 
upon which This is Tomorrow and Richard Hamilton’s insert for the exhibition’s 
catalogue, Just What Is It That Makes Today’s Homes So Different, So Appeal-
ing? (1956), pivot upon.13 Many British scholars were critical of the American in-
fluence on British culture during the 1950s (and after). British cultural historian 
 Richard Hoggart, in The Uses of Literacy (1957), condemns the culture of “juke-box 
boys” in milk bars in England as one mode of the deterioration of British  working- 
class  culture under the auspices of mass culture.14 Additionally, Hoggart remains 
convinced that popular music does not meet the needs of the British working class.15 
More recently, Adrian Horn argues that jukeboxes became a gathering place for 
many British teenagers during the 1950s. Through the music played on the jukebox: 
“Here regional interpretations were made and American and  American-style music 
was absorbed into a mainstream, predominantly working-class and British youth 
 culture.”16 Christopher Finch argues that rock ’n’ roll was one form of American 
culture that was ingested into British culture.17 Presley and his status as an American 
star, heard on jukeboxes and seen in movies, would have been legible as a form of 
the Americanization they saw occurring in England. To fans, Presley may have been 
seen as American, but also as a new and exciting musician whose records they were 
eager to listen to.18

Presley remained a subject for the second British generation of Pop, too. Presley 
was a part of the international expansion of American mass culture in the 1950s and 
1960s. Peter Blake, commonly linked with popular music through his work along 
with Jann Haworth on the Beatles’ 1967 Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band 
album cover,19 often used stars of both music and film as the subject of his paintings. 
Presley also appears in his Self-Portrait with Badges (1961), EL (1961), Elvis and 
Cliff (1959), and Girls with Their Hero (1959–1962). Presley and the stars featured 
in Blake’s Got a Girl are a form of American mass culture’s expansion into Europe.20  
Blake also included subjects such as the Everly Brothers, Sammy Davis, Jr., Bo  
Diddley, the Beach Boys, and the Beatles in his paintings and collages from the same 
period. Formal analysis of several Blake paintings demonstrate his cooption of Presley 
as a means to advance how capitalism, rooted in mass reproduction and fandom, also 
placed pressure on identity under those structures.

In Blake’s Girls with Their Hero, as the title suggests, the hero is Elvis Presley and the 
“girls” are ardent fans of the singer. Blake paints multiple images of Presley in various 
kinds of appearances (as singer, in his military uniform, and other images that might 
also appear as press or publicity images) along with a painted record. In case one missed 
the point of the subject from the images and the title, ELVIS appears in bold font and 
all capital letters on the right of the work. The top register of the work features four 
young figures (the “girls” of the title). They appear to be fans of Presley, but in varying 
modes of reception. The figure on the far left has their hands up to their head, a kind of 
screaming for one’s beloved star; yet, the one on the far right seems rather unimpressed 
by the whole event, or by Presley. The painting’s ambiguity and Blake’s loose brushwork 
challenge the viewer and our perception of these fans and their collected materials.

Peter Blake’s Got a Girl (1960–1961) teaches us how to look at and listen to a paint-
ing (Figure 1.1). The collage features a series of teen heartthrobs in the upper regis-
ter: Fabian, Frankie Avalon, Ricky Nelson, Bobby Rydell, and Elvis Presley—Presley 
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appears twice, first in a frontal view, then in left profile. On the upper left is the vinyl 
record also titled “Got a Girl,” a single by the Four Preps. The bottom register is a 
chevron of red, white, and blue. Blake’s work gets its title from the song as well as 
its formal attributes: the song, about a boy worrying that his girlfriend is thinking 
of those stars while kissing him, details these heartthrobs in its chorus and they are 
repeated in that order in Blake’s work. Blake includes two Presleys as a formal render-
ing of the song’s lyrics: “Yeah, there was Fabian, Avalon, Ricky Nelson, too … Bobby 
Rydell and I know darned well Presley’s in there, too.”21 Formally, the work follows 
the chorus, repeating Presley, and also, in that repetition, urging the viewer to keep 
looking and listening to the work. The record, which originally could be removed 
from the collage and played, activates both sight and sound as a Pop work.

Blake, through his focus on the chorus, seizes upon the mass reproduction of 
 popular culture in his work. Just as the chorus repeats in the song, he uses the culture 
of mass reproduction (the record and the images of stars), which also, one might im-
agine, could be repeated indefinitely in production. People could continue to purchase 
and listen to the record, go see movies starring the singers, and purchase their images. 
This culture of reproduction is supported by the chevron design underneath the teen 
stars—a design that also has the potential to repeat itself.22 Repetition is one of the 
main features of both Pop art and popular music.23 By using jukebox modernism to 
analyze art works, the interdependence of these different kinds of repetitions and 
reproductions becomes clear. Just as the chorus repeats, and the listener often repeats 
the song they just listened to.

Fan culture, too, often appears in Blake’s works. His painting, The Beatles, used 
a fan magazine autograph page as his source material. In another work, EL, Blake 
takes the image of Elvis from found materials: a fan’s scrapbook with a lipstick kiss.24 
Art historians declare about Blake: “He was a fan.”25 His painting, Self-Portrait with 
Badges, presents Blake as a fan, holding an Elvis Presley fan magazine and wearing 
the popular trend of badges for bands and other products (Figure 1.2). Blake appears 
to not quite meet the expectations created by fan culture; he is older and balding and 
wearing the clothes and trends of a younger generation. Blake’s discomfort in the 
painting is palpable—out of place and not quite fitting within these new pressures 
of popular culture. Additionally, Got a Girl includes components coming from fan 
 culture—pages of fan magazines and a record—pieces any good fan of the song’s 
stars (or the Four Preps) would own.

Another artist, Ray Johnson, made two artworks using the image of Elvis Presley 
in 1956–1957: Oedipus (Elvis Presley #1) and Elvis #2 (Figures 1.3 and 1.4). Amer-
ican and working slightly earlier than Blake, Johnson also uses fan culture within 
his work. Johnson, commonly associated with mail art or Fluxus (when given a cat-
egorization), appears in Pop surveys with these Presley works and a few other works 
such as James Dean (1957).26 Johnson’s Presley works share a red palette and use 
different press images of the singer. Oedipus (Elvis Presley #1) features Presley’s pro-
file in black and white. The tonal range makes Presley’s face, most likely taken from 
a fan magazine, particularly his cheek, appear porous and almost stone-like (or like a 
face recently recovered from a difficult period of acne).27 Johnson photocopied these 
works and may have adjusted the copier for this effect.28 The work is washed over in 
red via tempera and ink wash and the material is listed as a magazine page.29 The red 
drips from one of his eyes, a kind of bloody teardrop stream down his cheek. There 
are about twenty little red boxes in a loose grid on the lower left of the work (pooled 



Figure 1.1  Peter Blake, Got a Girl (1960–1961), oil, wood, photo collage and record on hardboard, 37" x 61" x 1 3/8" (94 x 154.9 x 4.2 cm), 
collection of the Whitworth Art Gallery, University of Manchester.

Source: © Peter Blake. All rights reserved, DACS/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 2017 and Elvis Presley™: Rights of Publicity and Persona Rights; ABG 
EPE IP, LLC. Image courtesy of Whitworth Art Gallery, University of Manchester, UK/Bridgeman Images.
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teardrops, perhaps?).30 The washes of red also seem lightest on his cheek, further 
enhancing this porous appearance. The pooling of the red in his eye, along with the 
intensely saturated shadow, makes his eye impossible to make out. His mouth is open 
and the placement of red squares also mimics a suggestion of song or words flowing 
out of his mouth.31 The mouth and void-like eye become the focus of the viewer’s 
gaze. On the lower right is Presley’s full name in bold, capitalized font along with 
number thirty-nine—making the source material in terms of fan magazines even 
more legible. Underneath Presley’s name, Johnson signed his.

Figure 1.2  Peter Blake, Self-Portrait with Badges (1961), oil paint on board, 1743 x 1219 mm, 
collection of Tate Gallery, London.

Source: © Peter Blake. All rights reserved, DACS/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 2017 and 
Elvis Presley™: Rights of Publicity and Persona Rights; ABG EPE IP, LLC. Image © Tate, London/Art 
Resource, New York.



Figure 1.3  Ray Johnson, Oedipus (Elvis Presley #1) (ca. 1956–1957), collage, 10 ¾" x 8".
Source: Collection of William S. Wilson, © The Ray Johnson Estate. Elvis  Presley™: Rights of Publicity 
and Persona Rights; ABG EPE IP, LLC.
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When we both look and listen to Johnson’s work, further opportunities for the 
work’s meaning and its possible emotional affects become centralized. For exam-
ple, the reader might listen to Presley’s hit “Heartbreak Hotel” (released in 1956) 
while viewing Johnson’s Oedipus (Elvis Presley #1), which Johnson worked on from 
1956–1957. “Heartbreak Hotel” was the first of Presley’s hits to enter the U.S. Bill-
board and held the first position for eight weeks.32 In the song, the vocal tease of 
Presley’s voice with the initial lyric, “I get so lonely, baby,” pulls the listener into the 
song. Interspersed in the song is the play of Presley’s voice and twang of the piano. 
As we have seen, the red drips that stream down Presley’s cheek and the red square 
collaged forms imbue Presley with emotion—rather legible, given as far as tears go 
as a subject, as heartbreak. Additionally, there is the suggestion of the heartbreak or 
perhaps yearning of a fan for Presley. Towards the end of the song, guitar and piano 
dominate while Presley is silent then the song ends with Presley’s lamentation of his 
broken heart. Thus, the work encourages the legibility of heartbreak of the song with 
the image itself. I am not arguing Johnson is explicitly referring to “Heartbreak Ho-
tel.” He might be, but broken hearts were the subject of a fair number of Presley’s hits.

Another work, Johnson’s Elvis #2, includes a publicity photograph of the singer. In 
this work, Presley’s face fills the work. He holds his chin and lower face in his hands, 
his lips somewhat pursed, again emphasizing the mouth. Elvis #2 also includes the 
red grid-like squares, here, covering his face (although the image of Presley is clearly 
legible). Johnson called these kinds of collages “moticos.” Johnson’s friend and most 
prolific scholar, William S. Wilson, described Johnson’s use of collage in his New 
York Correspondence School as part of Johnson’s network via mail art, as a system 
of references that take on private and public meaning through different references the 
image may hold for the intended viewer and recipient:

In this New York Correspondence School of Art, he takes public images (e.g. 
clippings from popular magazines) and sends them to friends for their private 
references. In the public collages, private references are made public; but they 
remain private; and thereby remain references.33

Thus, an image may be a private reference (or “joke”) between two friends, but then 
take on a more public meaning as well. For example, James Dean may be legible as 
the star to most, if not all, viewers of the work, but may have private meaning—as a 
fan or in reference to some inside joke among friends—just a few examples of possible 
private meaning that a star may take in Johnson’s work. Some of Johnson’s works 
include popular imagery and references that pertain to Pop art; others do not.

The work, too, fuses the new artistic generation with the homoeroticism of the im-
age. In 2010, curators Jonathan D. Katz and David C. Ward included Oedipus (Elvis 
Presley #1) in their exhibition, Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portrai-
ture, at the National Portrait Gallery. The curators describe the work, in relation to 
the exhibition, in terms of the homoerotic: “Johnson responded to an art world infatu-
ated with the hypermasculine purity of Jackson Pollock’s monumental paint drips with 
small, hand-wrought collages that celebrated the homoerotic appeal of all-American 
pinup boys—a subversive gesture indeed.”34 Furthermore, they write, “Johnson here 
touts America’s favorite heartthrob as his own.”35 The language choice of “his own” 
suggests Johnson’s control over the image of Elvis and the description by these curators 
and art historians suggests a correlation between Johnson’s artistic act and that of a  
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fan. One does not diminish the other; rather Johnson astutely used the practices of 
fans within his own work to exploit the fan practice for these varied understandings 
(which do not undermine one another). In the early 1970s, Johnson used a differ-
ent feature of fan culture, fan clubs, in his work when he “mailed individuals letters 
 enrolling them in fan clubs he created—the Cher Fan Club, the Shelley Duvall Fan 
Club, the Edie Beal Fan Club, the Deadpan Fan Club—that were phantoms, created 
entirely through  rubber stamps and existing only on paper.”36 Fan practices, used by 
Johnson in his work, is further evidence of Johnson’s interest in the subject position of 
the fan.

Another scholar, Jonathan Weinberg, also ties Johnson’s practices to that of a fan. 
In his essay “Ray Johnson Fan Club,” he cites the numerous celebrity appearances in 
Johnson’s work (such as Shirley Temple and Marilyn Monroe) as well as the previ-
ously mentioned fan clubs created by Johnson. Weinberg compares Johnson to Warhol 
for various reasons: their interest in celebrity (Weinberg compares Johnson’s Presley 
collage with Warhol’s Triple Elvis from 1964), their sexual identity, and how celebrity 
and sexuality might intersect. Weinberg sees the main difference between the two art-
ists to be Johnson’s “far more private and intimate” images of celebrities.37 Weinberg  
cites the emotive potency of the red tears in Oedipus (Elvis Presley #1): “Where 
 Warhol’s Elvis is a distant sex object, Johnson’s seems to love unrequitedly.”38 Emotion 
also transpires in Elvis #2, according to Weinberg, “This sense of vulnerability is even 
more pronounced in Johnson’s Elvis #2 (ca. 1956–57), in which the singer puts his 

Figure 1.4  Ray Johnson, Elvis #2 (ca. 1956–1957), collage, 10 ½" x 7".
Source: William S. Wilson, © The Ray Johnson Estate. Elvis Presley™: Rights of Publicity and Persona 
Rights; ABG EPE IP, LLC.



Jukebox Modernism and Elvis Presley in Pop 25

hands to his face in a gesture that suggests despair.”39 Most enticingly (although with 
some judgment), Weinberg ties these emotions to the status of a fan:

Yet for all of the silliness of the fan and the fan club, there is something touching 
in their desire for a connection with a fabulous personality that always remains 
out of reach. Johnson’s Elvis Presley #1 and #2 mirror this very quality of unre-
quited love which is the fan’s emotion.40

Weinberg then argues Johnson’s collage process retains “the feeling of scrapbooks.”41 
Scrapbooks, longing, and the kind of emotional investment a fan makes in their fa-
vorite star (in addition to an economic investment—buying records, magazines, and 
other merchandise) transpire within Johnson’s Presley collages.

Other scholars have also pointed, albeit in much looser terms, towards a kind of 
fan-like approach to Johnson’s work. Donna De Salvo compares Johnson’s Oedipus 
(Elvis Presley #1) with Andy Warhol’s collage of Elvis Presley (ca. 1956), which fea-
tures Presley as a gold boot:

Johnson’s Elvis equally functions on dual levels. Selecting a photographic and a 
public image, he used the mythic hero of Elvis to address the death of the mythic 
hero of Abstract Expressionism. The image also has a charged eroticism—a ho-
moeroticism that seems quite at odds with the machismo of the New York School. 
Ultimately, each artist retains in the image of Elvis the sense that it is a mirror on 
which viewers may project their own particular desires.42

According to De Salvo, Johnson’s Presley image utilizes many associations—and 
seeks abrasion through the stereotypical, commonly understood heterosexual and 
masculine persona of abstract expressionism versus Johnson’s use of homoeroti-
cism. Johnson employs eroticism, masculinity, and modes of fame (both in popular 
culture and art—abstract expressionist painters were then the fading stars of the 
art world) in his image. De Salvo also describes this “projection” as a way, if one 
loosely follows her description, of how some fan behavior operates—a fixing of 
desire or meaning that one may have for a star.

In a different kind of emotional investment, William S. Wilson describes Johnson’s 
approach to art within the terms of the networks and connectivity of friendship. 
Wilson writes, “Ray made art as a way to think about what was real to him—to 
think about the visual arts and to think about friendship.”43 Through Johnson’s con-
nections of imagery and references to language and to the people toward whom he 
directed his work, an affection is present in the work. While friendship and fandom 
are not the same network of connectivity or emotional attachment, such affection and 
attachment offers a tantalizing link. The music of Presley needs to be considered in 
relation to his image and this network in the context of Pop art.

Presley’s songs, too, further add to the associations and particularly the word play 
that Johnson utilized in his work. The only connection that I have found that (briefly) 
attempts to tie Presley’s song lyrics to Johnson’s work is scholar Wendy Steiner’s evoc-
ative suggestion:

Johnson was fixated on Elvis Presley. I think, not only because of the idol’s sex 
appeal and fame, but because of his song, “Return to Sender.” As repetition of the 
refrain indicates (“She wrote upon it:/Return to sender, address unknown./No 
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such number, no such zone,”) that woman’s refusal to receive the communication 
is unequivocal, but so is the persistence of the sender, who gives the letter to the 
postman, mails it out again time after time, then sends it “special D,” and finally 
decides to carry it to her personally.44

Furthermore, Steiner suggests that Johnson’s work in collage, mail art, and his death 
may all be tied to that song. While an evocative use of music in relation to Johnson’s 
work, I am not convinced Johnson was “fixated” on Presley. (While Presley appears 
in often reproduced works by Johnson, Presley is not the subject of the majority of 
Johnson’s works.) The play on “sender” and Johnson’s intricate use of language and 
their relationships to his network of friends and colleagues does support Steiner’s 
claims.

Johnson’s Elvis collages were produced from 1956–1957, the years in which Presley 
became a national phenomenon. In addition to his prominence in music, this is the 
same period his first movies were released. A bit later, Andy Warhol’s 1963 silver Elvis 
paintings (or “silver Elvises” as David McCarthy calls them) feature Presley in his 
role of movie star—Warhol used the press images from Flaming Star (1960) for the 
series. David McCarthy notes that Warhol “knowingly drew attention to cinematic 
convention, while also continuing to position his work in relation to contemporary 
vanguard art” through his use of the advertising source materials.45 Here, then, the 
film star Presley is the main attraction, not the singer. Although there is not much of a 
distinction between the music and movies of Presley, it is difficult to imagine someone 
in this period seeing an image of Presley in a film role and not also thinking of Pres-
ley’s songs—whether from the movie or other albums. McCarthy positions Warhol 
as an astute admirer of Presley’s star position, not as a “starstruck fan” of Presley.46 
For the exhibition, Warhol also showed paintings of Elizabeth Taylor; this, too, then 
focuses the attention on film. McCarthy gives film prominence for Warhol in his Los 
Angeles exhibition: images of film stars in the place of stars.47 For example, works 
such as Double Elvis (1963) feature a doubling of Presley, having just pulled his gun 
from its holster (Figure 1.5). The positioning of Presley encourages the viewer to read 
his hydra-like body as seeming to shift back and forth, causing the viewer to ques-
tion the work’s center. The meeting space between the two Elvises, the overlap of his 
body, seems to be the center; as Richard Meyer has noted, further focusing the viewer 
on bodies touching bodies and amplifying the homoeroticism in the work.48 Other 
works from the series, such as Triple Elvis [Ferus type] (1963) (in the collection of the 
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art), feature a centered Elvis, with less attention 
(although there is still some) to overlapping bodies.

Richard Meyer, in Outlaw Representation: Censorship and Homosexuality in 
Twentieth-Century American Art, offers astute analysis of how Warhol used the 
Flaming Star images in the silver Elvis series to link Presley to a homoerotic gaze.49 
Pop songs, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, were “supposed” to be meant for 
a heterosexual love story. The realities of popular culture, such as Meyer showed 
in his scholarship in regard to Flaming Star’s publicity photographs, was one in 
which mainstream popular culture, a place often inhospitable to gay identities 
in this period, could be re-used or re-purposed by those left out of such para-
digms. Pop songs, through their listeners, could, then, take on different meanings 
unintended by their singers and songwriters at the time.50 Sexuality played an 
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important role in Presley’s stardom—his heartthrob status and the dominant role 
sexuality played within his songs, movies, dances, and appearances. Film scholar 
Rick Altman, despite his mostly negative criticism of rock musicals and Presley’s 
movie career, writes that “Elvis nevertheless dominated a decade of musical film-
making because of his understanding of the sexuality of song.”51 The majority 
of Presley’s songs were about love, as is true of most pop songs. When listening 
to one of Presley’s songs about love, the listener may imagine themselves alterna-
tively as both the singer and the one to whom the song is addressed. Then, the 
viewer and listener occupy a place in which the Pop artwork may address their 
identity, desire, and heartbreak. Wrapped up in all this (swirling around like a 
fever, particularly at, say, the heights of Presley’s rise to stardom) is sexual desire. 
This visible and present emphasis on desire; perhaps first meant for a female au-
dience would have, as Meyer has shown, been made legible in coded and, at times 
not coded, homoerotic terms as well. Presley’s sexual presence and the erotic gaze 
were often attached to him.52

Figure 1.5  Andy Warhol, Double Elvis (1963), silkscreen ink on synthetic polymer paint on 
canvas, 6' 11" x 53" (210.8 x 134.6 cm). Gift of the Jerry and Emily Spiegel Family 
Foundation in honor of Kirk Varnedoe, Museum of Modern Art, New York.

Source: © 2017 The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc./Licensed by Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York and Elvis Presley™: Rights of Publicity and Persona Rights; ABG EPE IP, LLC. Digital 
Image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York.
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Art critic John Coplans integrates some musical analysis in his discussion of the series 
when it was viewed as a whole at the Ferus Gallery in September and October of 1963:

When all the paintings are strung out in a single space, the series becomes like a 
musical mural, so to speak; as the eye of the viewer travels from canvas to can-
vas, each is linked to the whole by a continuity of the rhythmic beat of the figure 
against the continuous silver ground.53

Presley’s image becomes the bearer of his song—that one cannot be divorced from 
the other. Coplans, writing in 1971, ties the light effects of silver Elvises to the multi-
sensory effects: “Yet when the paintings are continuously strung along a wall space, 
the pervasively rhythmic repetition of the imagery becomes a metaphor of Rock and 
Roll’s powerful incessant beat, the fragmented overprinted images suggesting optical 
after-images caused by stroboscopic light.”54 Coplans’ description here almost acts 
as a precursor to Warhol’s later work with the Exploding Plastic Inevitable, which 
layered the aural and the visual, and is discussed in later chapters. I argue, addition-
ally, that if the repetition becomes a metaphor for a visual effect via popular music’s 
sounds, so, too, does it act in a similar way aurally.

I would like to take Coplans’ suggestion of a musical montage a bit further, to apply 
and consider a Presley song in relation to a singular work from the series (although 
one that features Elvis in repetition). There are varied approaches one might take: a 
song from Flaming Star, or a popular hit from any of his movies. Since the series had 
its debut at the Ferus Gallery in fall of 1963 and Flaming Star was in theaters in 1960, 
I selected a popular hit from around the time Warhol made the work. Since David 
McCarthy dates Warhol’s series around “late spring and summer of 1963,”55 I chose 
a popular Presley song from the late summer, one that might be have been played in 
Warhol’s studio and still might be played in the early Fall or still in the aural memory 
of most visitors well versed in pop music: “(You’re the) Devil in Disguise.”56 The song 
begins slowly, listening the angelic qualities of a lover that are soon revealed to hide 
cheating behavior. Then, the quicker beat of the chorus lists the accusations to remind 
the listener to not fall for the hiding of bad behavior, denying the singer will fall again 
for the temptations. Considering the proliferation of Presley in the Ferus Gallery, the 
tensions within the song—the play between slower and quicker parts—might also im-
pact how the viewer looked and moved throughout the gallery. One might slow down 
their looking, linger on Presley at one point in the song, and move from image to im-
age as the beat picks up. As the chorus repeats, the multiple images of Presley repeat.

I apply, here, one song as an example of jukebox modernism—not as the only Pres-
ley song that might create further meaning. Rather than argue that this is the only 
specific song Warhol was thinking of, I am arguing that Warhol would certainly be 
aware of it given his aptitude for media and how pop radio worked, a topic later dis-
cussed in Chapter 4. Additionally, jukebox modernism also offers the opportunity to 
consider how other pop music, for example, the Ronettes’ “By My Baby” or Crystals’ 
“Then He Kissed Me,” both listed as top twenty songs in the U.S. charts in October 
1963,57 might impact the viewer—in the elite gallery space, looking at Presley, think-
ing about his songs, and then thinking about what they may have heard on the radio 
on their way to the gallery. Additionally, one then starts to think about how that song 
may apply to the viewer in conjunction to the images—does a song about heartbreak 
then possibly remind one of their own? This is a hypothesis that is unprovable, but 
one that has a foundation in our relationship to popular music. The use of Presley, a 
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readily identifiable star, brings the viewer into close proximity of their emotions. Hal 
Foster described Pop’s use of mass media in terms that encourage our attachments 
(although he is not quite arguing for an emotional Pop). Foster posits the tension of 
expectation of painterly aesthetic experiences:

In light of this aesthetic tradition, Pop and painting would appear to be in fun-
damental tension, for in its engagement with a mass culture given over to media 
and market alike, Pop mostly promotes interested, not disinterested, looking, and 
celebrates desirous, not detached, being.58

However, Fredric Jameson argues against the possibility of affect in the end of mod-
ernism and as it pertains to celebrities. He writes,

The waning of affect is, however, perhaps best initially approached by way of 
the human figure, and it is obvious that what we have said about the commod-
ification of objects holds as strongly for Warhol’s human subjects: stars—like 
Marilyn  Monroe—who are themselves commodified and transformed into their 
own images.59

Monroe, easily interchangeable with Presley for Jameson’s point, becomes the com-
modity, not the person under Jameson’s interpretation of Warhol. Monroe—and 
 Presley—were commodified into their own image. They were also loved, identified 
with, and even despised by many fans and critics. Mass culture in the era of Pop and 
under the auspices of jukebox modernism allows for both.

Another artist, Mimmo Rotella, also featured Presley as a commodified movie star 
in his work L’assalto (1962) (Figure 1.6). L’assalto features Presley from a poster ad-
vertisement for King Creole.60 The décollage, a torn movie poster from the streets of 
Rome, includes the layers of mass marketing that filled the city streets for movies and 
more. Presley fills the movie poster, his face writhing in agony—or perhaps  ecstasy—
with his jaw clenched and eyes squinting. The title emphasizes violence. As Presley’s 
face contorts, bodily harm is threatened by both the image and title. His contortions 
look, too, almost as if he is in mid-song. His red jacket nicely rhymes with the red 
type for “Oggi al Metropolitan,” announcing the film’s screening in a cinema. An-
other scene from the movie appears in the lower right, featuring a male figure in an 
alleyway with a car waiting, evoking the film noir moments of King Creole. Addition-
ally, on the lower left (a bit below Presley’s name), one can make out what appears 
to be the name Hal Wallis, the producer of King Creole.61 Given the poster’s subject 
matter and images of violence, King Creole’s narrative fits the poster more than other 
Presley films preceding 1962 (King Creole was released in the United States in 1958 
by Paramount Pictures). The movie’s narrative features Walter Matthau as a crime 
boss who comes into conflict with Presley’s character. However, the movie’s title does 
not appear on the poster—nor does it appear as if its lack is the result of Rotella’s 
intervention. The movie’s title is, maybe, besides the point—many filmgoers may only 
need to know Presley is the star for their attendance. At various areas throughout the 
work, other posters below start to seep up through the torn passages—mostly inde-
terminate, but, at one point, what looks to be a dead man comes through Presley’s 
shoulder. On the work’s upper-right corner is a stamp, associating the work with pub-
lic sanctioned postings in the city. On the bottom right, next to the other male figure 
in the work, is Rotella’s name, small, but recognizable.



Figure 1.6  Mimmo Rotella, L’assalto (1962), paper collage, 136 x 151 cm, collection of Staats-
galerie, Stuttgart, Germany.

Source: Mimmo Rotella © 2017 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/SIAE, Rome and Elvis Pres-
ley™: Rights of Publicity and Persona Rights; ABG EPE IP, LLC. Image courtesy of Bpk Bildagentur/
Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart, Germany/Art Resource, New York.
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Rotella, at times grouped with nouveau réalisme and occasionally associated with 
Pop, started using posters from the streets of Rome after a period as a painter.62 
Brandon Taylor describes Rotella’s process as it began in the early 1950s: “Made first 
in 1953 and exhibited in 1954, Rotella’s décollages required his taking down scraps 
of already torn advertising posters, sticking them onto canvas, and sometimes cutting 
or tearing them again to form textures of flagrant contingency and incoherence.”63 
Soon, Rotella’s décollages focus upon film.64 Taylor cites 1960 as the watermark year 
for Rotella’s work:

It was in that year that Mimmo Rotella began to introduce into his work images 
of spectacular human individuals (film stars especially) derived from the torn 
remains of full color Italian film posters from the Cinecittà film industry head-
quarters just outside Rome, where the films of Rossellini, Visconti, Fellini, along 
with American imports from Paramount and Twentieth-Century Fox, were being 
prepared for a new transcontinental public.65

Rotella included other film posters in his work such his Marilyn Monroe (1962) which 
uses Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot as its main source material.66 Rotella, through 
his use of advertising materials and often popular culture as those materials’ subject, 
enters into the Pop art domain.67 Usually, when Rotella and other décollage artists 
are discussed in terms of sound, it is noise—noise of the streets from which the post-
ers came and noises from the movies referenced.68

Rotella’s work focuses attention on associations with Presley’s music and films. 
Most obviously, the song associated with the movie (and the same title) the contem-
porary viewer would readily associate with the work (and the later museum viewer). 
Additionally, other sounds may come into play such as street noises since the work 
itself comes from the streets of Rome. The jukebox modernism of Rotella’s piece also 
includes a further sonic dispersion and disruption to the gallery space. The varied 
associations of Presley—music, film, television, print, and practically everywhere—
expands jukebox modernism in the 1950s and 1960s with the use of popular music 
in film.

Presley’s films, such as King Creole, Jailhouse Rock, or Loving You, were part of a 
larger market of films called “jukebox musicals.”69 These films were also interchange-
ably called “teenage films” by contemporary film critics.70 The term was applied to 
“jukebox musicals” as well as films focused on a teenage storyline, but might not 
include music, such as Rebel Without a Cause. An emphasis on the teen subject and 
market was intrinsically linked to rock ’n’ roll as the first indicator of the purchase 
power and economic potential of the teen market. Film scholar Peter Stanfield writes, 
“But if the film with universal appeal increasingly appeared as an impossible ideal, 
the sharpened awareness of the importance of teenagers (and their avid consumption 
of pop music) as a distinct and significant audience was not ignored.”71 Popular mu-
sic leads to its incorporation into film—movie studios’ plan to capitalize on the stars 
already found in music. These stars are not only found in rock ’n’ roll (although they 
can be); Stanfield argues that “teenpix” covered a variety of kinds of popular music 
from rhythm and blues to swing to folk and more.72 Stanfield points towards the di-
versity of popular music as a way to limit the view of teenage films’ emphasis on rock 
’n’ roll, yet this supports then a wider understanding of popular music and its role in 
the film, mainly “teenpic jukebox.”73
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Jukebox cinema becomes part of an overall commodification and proliferation of 
popular songs—and, in the case of Presley, the star. Film scholar David E. James 
describes how cinema tried to compete or usurp the audio-visual phenomena as orig-
inating from the popular music and dispersing outwards:

As popular music threatened its hegemony in conglomerated industrial culture, 
cinema was forced to compete, sometimes to attack or attempt to contain or take 
revenge upon upstart rock ’n’ roll, but more often to incorporate, enhance, or 
celebrate it in the creation of hybrid audio-visual forms.74

Music and film feasted upon one another and then expanded further. Popular music 
and its use in film was one way, according to James, that film tried to nullify any 
threat that music suggested to the social order of the period:

The project that the earliest rock ’n’ roll films undertook was to combine the 
modes of Rock ’n’ Roll Revue and Blackboard Jungle, to marry the former’s rep-
resentation of rock ’n’ roll performance, especially by African American artists, 
with the latter’s narration of its social meaning, but specifically to dispute its 
musical, social, and industrial threat. Referencing their social milieu and the hit 
records they featured, they became known as “Jukebox Musicals.”75

In these attempts to undermine the potency of rock ’n’ roll, some films may have 
been successful—but others possibly not. The image of the singer, the origin of the 
“threat,” remained—albeit for a possibly short period in the public’s imagination.

Movies, according to Ed Halter, had a “foundational influence on the development 
of Pop and its visual vocabulary.”76 He expands the view of Pop to include movies 
about Pop artists, movies that contain a Pop sensibility, underground cinema (and in 
relation to camp), and mass culture/cinema as Pop works. He sees Pop artists’ project 
having “explored what it felt like to live inside a media saturated culture.”77

Presley and other musicians extended their media presence to television as well. 
One could see a movie with Presley, catch his appearance on television shows, and 
listen to his songs on the radio in the car, or listen to records at home while reading 
a fan magazine and/or looking at a poster on your wall (likely torn from such a mag-
azine). A multimedia aural and visual immersion in and of Presley (and other stars) 
was possible, and often likely, during this period. Additionally, one could even wear 
Presley’s image or have his likeness (or name) through other marketed goods such as 
lipstick or clothing.78

Particularly when artists used elements of fan culture and ephemera in their works, a 
multimedia aspect of the artwork is amplified. Blake’s Got a Girl uses the Four Preps’ 
record (something ostensibly owned by a fan) and the kinds of images of the heart-
throbs that appeared in fan magazines. His Self Portrait with Badges incorporates the 
pin trend for fans as well as a Presley magazine. In Blake’s The Beatles, he uses as a 
source material the kind of autograph page that appeared in fan magazines, he even 
leaves the spaces blank on his painting where a fan would collect Paul, John, George, 
or Ringo’s autographs. While Rotella does not take the kind of poster a fan might have 
on their wall (although they might) as his source material, the excitement of seeing 
your favorite star’s face as you walk down a city street still applies here. Johnson’s Elvis 
collages, through his use of a magazine page and his alterations to the image, are also 
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not so distant from a fan’s intercessions or mark making on an image torn from a fan 
 magazine—lipstick kisses, drawn hearts, or the like. Warhol used publicity stills of 
Presley in Flaming Star for his series; using an image for the film’s promotion, but also 
one that would appeal to fans (to attract an audience to the theater or to tear out of a 
magazine).

Each of these artists participate in fan culture and, in some cases, act as a fan 
themselves in their work. Margery King, in her 1995 essay about Warhol’s Elvis and 
Marilyn works, succinctly positions Warhol’s role as fan from early in his career and 
onwards. She describes his acts as a fan—from his collection of publicity photographs 
and a signed Mae West photograph—to his childhood drawing of Hedy Lamar in 
addition to his early career work such as a drawing of James Dean soon after his 
death.79 In addition to the silver Elvis paintings, Warhol made other images featuring 
Presley, showing him in repetition such as Elvis 49 Times (1962), in the fall of 1962.80

Presley would soon be replaced by the phenomenon of the Beatles, a subject of and ex-
plored in a few works by Peter Blake, and, later, the Rolling Stones. The Rolling Stones, 
whose appearance in Richard Hamilton’s Swingeing London 67  (1968–1969)—using 
as the source image the press photograph of Mick Jagger and Robert Fraser under ar-
rest for drug-related charges—may perhaps be the last moment that Pop, in the sense 
of the art movement, held onto this quality of jukebox modernism.

In conclusion, when discussions of Presley enter art history, often his music is 
made peripheral or, usually, ignored. By reunifying sight and sound within an art 
historical study of Presley, further meanings and significations may be attached to 
the artwork. This new understanding helps us to reconsider how Pop art—often 
thought of as silent artworks—used images of Presley (and, by extension, other pop-
ular music icons of the period) to activate a musical component. This recuperation of 
sight and sound addresses the complexity of popular music in relation to art and how 
a new interdisciplinary framework may alter our understanding of art in the 1960s.
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In 1966 James Rosenquist created a painting that was remarkable for its subject 
matter. Unlike the vast majority of works made by (white) Pop artists in the 1960s, 
the painting registers the cultural prominence of an African American. Big Bo is a 
large work (92" x 66")—a shaped canvas of a black musician’s face. The only other 
work by Rosenquist to address African Americans directly is his earlier Painting for 
the American Negro (1962–1963), a large triptych filled with images of American 
products and black and white subjects (Figures 2.1 and 2.2). Both works are highly 
ambivalent, even confused, the products of a white artist whose attempted interven-
tions in the dynamics of racism arguably recuperated and even reinforced, rather 
than combated, the mechanisms of disenfranchisement and discrimination to which 
he was nominally opposed. This chapter addresses the ways in which music presented 
Rosenquist with a most particular vantage point on civil rights and class. Jukebox 
modernism, in this chapter, is often rendered silent. The failure of Big Bo offers an op-
portunity to look more closely at how Pop painters attempted, with varying degrees 
of success, to understand the tangle of music, race, and class that confronted listeners 
and viewers in the 1960s. 

While Rosenquist has never discussed Big Bo and Painting for the American 
 Negro as a pair, I consider these paintings to be forlorn pendants in his oeuvre. Big 
Bo, the portrait of a little-known blues musician, and Painting for the American 
 Negro, a work devoted to the black middle class, both fail as attempts to translate a 
black  subject—an aspect of contemporary life with which few Pop artists were con-
cerned. In the two works Rosenquist stumbled his way into the places where white 
 middle-class America feigned comfort when it came to race: music and consumer 
culture. It was through such stumbling that, I argue, his paintings catalogued the 
inability of white liberalism to confront the relationship between race and success 
in America. The subject of Big Bo was a musician who failed to gain celebrity 
through consumer culture and is rendered almost ridiculous in his reach for success 
as a black man, even as Painting for the American Negro, in typical bourgeois Pop 
fashion, seems to argue that success for African Americans is attainable and best 
measured by consumption.

By accident or design, Rosenquist has, in Michael Lobel’s estimation, become the 
history painter of the 1960s.1 Works such as F-111 (1964–1965) and President Elect 
(1960–1961, 1964), Lobel has argued, resonate politically with events such as the 
Vietnam War and President Kennedy’s assassination. Rosenquist is an artist who at 
times has registered with great precision shifts in the political environment (as was 

2 Pink, White, and Black
The Strange Case of James 
Rosenquist’s Big Bo



Figure 2.1  James Rosenquist, Big Bo (1966), oil on shaped canvas, 92" x 66 1/2", Musée d’Art 
Moderne et d’Art Contemporain, Nice, France.

Source: Art © Estate of James Rosenquist/Licensed by VAGA, New York. Image courtesy of the Estate 
of James Rosenquist.



Figure 2.2  James Rosenquist, Painting for the American Negro (1962–1963), oil on canvas, 203 x 533.4 cm overall; panels: 203 x 177.8 cm each. 
Purchased 1967. National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. Photo: NGC.

Source: Art © Estate of James Rosenquist/Licensed by VAGA, New York.
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the case with President Elect, which the artist altered after the assassination) and yet, 
at the same time, has denied the very moments his art intersected with significant 
political and historical events.2

Both Big Bo and Painting for the American Negro were made in a period when 
the civil rights movement and American racial injustice were highly visible. In the 
same year Rosenquist began Painting for the American Negro, violence erupted when 
James Meredith, an African American Air Force veteran, attempted to register for 
classes at the University of Mississippi in Oxford. Indeed, it is remarkable that most 
white Pop artists seemed so allergic to depictions of black people or investigations of  
race, especially since the early 1960s, the years of Pop’s greatest success, marked 
a high-water mark in the fight for racial equality in the Unites States. Aside from 
 Warhol’s Race Riot images and a few canvases by Rosalyn Drexler, Robert Indiana, and 
Allan D’Arcangelo, the best-known Pop artists remained silent about racial conflict.3

The identity of Rosenquist’s Big Bo has been a point of misunderstanding and dis-
agreement in recent scholarship. The work has been heralded as a great Pop portrait, 
yet scholars such as Emily Braun have mistaken his subject for the seminal rock ‘n’ 
roll star Bo Diddley.4 In fact, it depicts the blues musician Big Bo McGee. A great deal 
of the confusion began with Rosenquist himself, who was in many respects unclear 
about the particulars of his subject’s biography. The artist misidentified his subject as 
Big Bo “McGhee,” misspelling the name both in his 2003 retrospective catalogue and 
his 2009 memoir.5 Although McGee performed in the 1950s and 1960s in the duo 
Little Whitt and Big Bo, Rosenquist only paints Big Bo. McGee was neither widely 
known nor successful in his own lifetime.6 The Alabama Blues Project, devoted to 
preserving the state’s blues tradition, produced and released Little Whitt and Big Bo’s 
only album, Moody Swamp Blues, in 1995.7 The album’s release articulates the duo’s 
importance in the history of blues but also, in light of the lack of previously released 
material, the musicians’ relative anonymity.

Rosenquist has also mistaken other important features of McGee’s identity, writing 
“Big Bo was a blind Texas rock-and-roll singer.”8 Yet, according to multiple scholarly 
sources on McGee, the singer was active primarily in Alabama and Mississippi, and, 
most astonishingly, none of these sources mentions any visual impairment.9 Indeed, 
McGee supported his family by driving a truck carrying “dangerous chemicals and 
explosives,” an unlikely occupation for a blind man.10 Rosenquist remained satisfied 
with the details he misremembered, or what he was initially told about the blues singer.

The monumental size of Big Bo contrasts with the ostensible insignificance of the 
sitter and sets up the conditions for a misunderstanding of the work, since Rosenquist 
may have anticipated that viewers would (and often did) mistake McGee for the more 
famous Bo Diddley. The painting’s size suggests that this Bo is someone famous, more 
famous than McGee ever was. Rosenquist has stated that he chose this image (which 
he borrowed from a concert poster) because he was interested in what he called 
“self-inflation.” He has said he called works such as these “self- portraits, because by 
employing the same slick, glossy techniques they used in their own advertising and 
public relations I could mirror their self-inflation.”11 Rosenquist’s use of the term 
“self-portraits” suggests that he saw each advertisement as part of a self-determined 
image. In other words, the subject hopes that the advertised image and the “real” 
person will in the end become the same, resulting in celebrity. For Big Bo, Rosenquist 
chose as his subject someone who in his advertising promoted himself almost too 
much, and who, as depicted, quite literally had grown a big head, out of proportion 
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to his actual importance. However, without Rosenquist’s comments about Big Bo, 
this ostensible portrait lacks specificity. The ambiguity of the subject’s identity, in 
turn, functions to highlight his failed self-promotion. Were the work a portrait of Bo 
Diddley, the painting would be less troubling because it would be easier to identify 
and, thus, perhaps be easier digest or classify.

Why, if Rosenquist’s goal was to mirror the self-inflation of celebrity, would he in-
clude an obscure bluesman alongside figures such as Joan Crawford, Marilyn Monroe, 
and John F. Kennedy? Those three, after all, are subjects of Rosenquist’s better-known 
celebrity portraits, many of which he showed as a group in his 2003 retrospective, 
organized by the Guggenheim Museum in New York. As Sarah Bancroft wrote in the 
exhibition catalogue, Rosenquist “eviscerated these ‘self-portraits’ of their original 
purpose and content”—to a certain extent, their faces are rendered without the back-
ground information that would ground them in a particular context.12 Nevertheless, 
both the Crawford and Kennedy portraits are readily recognizable. In contrast, Big 
Bo’s lack of context obfuscates the sitter’s identity. Big Bo, Untitled (Joan Crawford 
Says…), and President Elect are Rosenquist’s best-known portraits, yet only the first 
depicts someone never really known in the first place.

Big Bo, without his musical identity, loses his sound. This loss derives, perhaps, 
from the perceived danger that black male singers could present in the 1960s. 
Compare Big Bo, for example, with another image centered on a black musician, 
Drexler’s Chubby Checker (1964), which depicts a singer popular in the 1960s  
(Figure  2.3). Chubby Checker, his identity undisputed, appears three times in 
 Drexler’s painting, performing his 1960 hit “The Twist,” as vignettes of a white couple 
happily dancing the Twist float at a distance. The jukebox modernist component to  
the work, the song and dance, readily appear within the Pop context. Checker is the 
largest figure, situated at the center within a blue rectangle delineated by white bor-
ders; his image appears again, partially cropped at the bottom right, and smaller at 
the upper right. At the left are four bubbles enclosing the dancing couple, their faces 
distorted in monstrous detail. Although Drexler’s work features both black and 
white figures, it suggests segregation more clearly than integration: couples danc-
ing the Twist never touched.13 Onstage, Checker generally performed the dance 
alone, removing any potential threat represented by singing or dancing with a white 
woman. Drexler’s painting emphasizes those solitary aspects of his performance. 
The repeating images of Checker and the white couple never quite meet, as the 
bubbles place the couple in a space distinct from that of the singer. Checker is fixed 
and encapsulated as the source of entertainment, “The Twist.” His white audience 
is buffered from him. Big Bo, in contrast, is rendered mute by the very ambiguity 
that surrounds his visage.

British Pop artist Peter Blake did not dwell on the issues of segregation in his 
images of black singers.14 In Bo Diddley (1963), Blake painted the rhythm and 
blues artist for whom Big Bo is often mistaken, playing his guitar and filling most 
of the panel (the work is about 48" x 30"). Blake emphasized Diddley’s position as 
a musician by using a record cover as his source material.15 There can be no mis-
taking Diddley, as Blake blazed his name in large stenciled letters across the top of 
the canvas. The artist painted the musician in rich brown tones against a muddy 
brown background, paying careful attention to the album’s details with a painterly 
flourish. Diddley wears his signature plaid jacket and looks away from the viewer, 
off to his left, denying the viewer eye contact. Additionally, Peter Blake’s Portrait 
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of Sammy Davis, Jr. (1960) attends to the black singer as a personage with an iden-
tity beyond the persona he offers for the amusement of audiences. Blake painted 
Davis in three scenes: Army veteran, pensive smoker, and actor. Blake’s Portrait 
of Sammy Davis, Jr. differs by presenting a complex identity, an actual identity 
beyond just Drexler’s depiction of Checker’s performance or Rosenquist’s assump-
tions about Big Bo McGee.

Another artist, Wallace Berman (not commonly associated with Pop art), made an 
African American singer and a song his subject matter in his collage, Papa’s Got A 
Brand New Bag (1964). Berman roots the image in James Brown’s image and through 
the use of the song title. While not exactly a Pop artwork, it is one that participates 
in jukebox modernism and pertains to the issues surrounding the Pop works in this 
chapter. Berman includes a frenzy of images: James Brown, Muhammad Ali, Hebrew 
letters, a woman’s eye, and more. Some images are readily legible, others are not. The 
result, a kind of conglomeration of America (common to Berman’s work), is made more 
visible through the use of the title, its connection then to Brown’s image, and his reli-
ance upon the viewer to then know the song—and ostensibly “hear” it in their memory.

Exacerbating the racial issues of Rosenquist’s painting is his choice of palette: 
Big Bo is a black man who has been painted in pink tones. According to the artist, 
he used pink because the rock ‘n’ roll singer “advertised himself in pink tones, just 
like I painted him.”16 Exactly how much power McGee had in such decisions re-
mains impossible to know, but the potency of the color pink seemed to resonate with 

Figure 2.3  Rosalyn Drexler, Chubby Checker (1964), oil and acrylic with photomechanical 
reproductions on canvas, 75" x 65 1/4" (190.5 x 165.7 cm). Hirshhorn Museum 
and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution.

Source: © 2017 Rosalyn Drexler/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York and Garth Greenan Gallery, 
New York.



James Rosenquist’s Big Bo 45

 Rosenquist. While pink has gone through many different connotations and gender 
twists, it remains a peculiar color to paint anyone.17

Until the 1950s, pink was generally considered a masculine color because of its 
association with red.18 Karal Ann Marling has discussed the ways in which pink 
became the color of the 1950s, arguing that Mamie Eisenhower created a mania for 
pink that was at its height from 1951 to 1953 and solidified pink as a “girl color.” In 
the postwar period, however, the meaning of pink remained unstable and, at times, 
shocking: “Color was a pick-me-up, the visual symbol for the shock of the new.”19 
Notable examples of the use of pink in the visual culture of the 1950s included Jayne 
Mansfield’s pink swimming pool, Elvis Presley’s pink suits and Cadillac, and pink 
housewares. Marling posits the possibility of different pinks, wondering:

Or were there two pinks on either side of a growing generational divide? Mamie’s 
pretty, ladylike shade versus the aggressively hot pink of the teenagers, the former 
a visual code for receptivity to new styles and products, the latter a mark of re-
bellion against social conventions, including the rigid sexual coding of blues and 
pinks?20

Pink roved from safe to scandalous, insinuating itself with both the bland accepta-
bility of Mamie Eisenhower and the fleshy sexual heat of Elvis Presley. The color was 
entirely suitable for the boy that parents hoped their daughters might marry: “the 
popularity of pink apparel began with a Brooks Brothers shirt, suitable for Ivy League 
men or women,” and was eventually adopted, in a tango of Mamie and Presley, by 
middle-class men who wore “at work, the occasional pastel shirt; at home, sports 
shirts in busy prints and multicolored appliqué.”21 At the same time Presley kept pink 
dangerous. The color moved between genders and variations in masculinity in this 
period; depending on the shade, the color could be appropriate for a white-collar dad 
or the heartthrob at high school.

Pink, in short, was a freighted category that carried within it many of the contra-
dictions of consumer culture. The “shock of the new” may be one reason that Big 
Bo (or those responsible for his publicity) advertised in pink—it was the color that 
marked new purchases and captured the energy of youth—yet it could also be the 
color of security and femininity. Pink could seem safe to one generation and exciting, 
trendy, and different to a younger one.

When Rosenquist saw McGee’s advertisement, however, he saw “self-inflation,” a 
reach for fame or even visibility. Rosenquist’s attribution of self-inflation is based on 
the assumption that McGee controlled his image and propagated it in the poster that 
Rosenquist cites. Rosenquist further magnified McGee by making the musician so 
very big and pink. Perhaps the tonal shift, or even the action of negation, that pink 
performed in McGee’s ad is what enticed Rosenquist to paint him. Pink washes over 
Big Bo, quieting racial difference and making the portrait odd.22

Pink paints over, or paints out, McGee’s blackness. Pink hides Big Bo in plain sight, 
calling attention to his anonymity, yet in its chromatic washes rendering him some-
what unreadable. In effect, by adding pink, a color often used to critique or under-
mine masculinity, the advertisement circumvented the threat that the large, looming 
face of a black man may have posed to a white audience during this period. Perhaps 
this is what Rosenquist seized on with the color of Big Bo: pink renders Big Bo visible 
but safe. 
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A few years earlier, Rosenquist had painted another work that deals with race, 
Painting for the American Negro, which anticipates one formal aspect of Big Bo: 
both works feature a black man painted pink. Thus, Rosenquist made race the 
focal point of two works: in Painting for the American Negro, through his evo-
cation of the black middle class, and in Big Bo, through his depiction of a black 
musician.

Painting for the American Negro, unlike Big Bo, has no relationship to popular 
music; rather, it is a jumble of overlapping images from other aspects of American 
life. It is a large work (about 6' x 17'), comprising three panels. Painted in bright 
colors—yellow, blue, green, and red— it is filled with suited men, basketball players, 
a horse, sunglasses, a white family, a washing machine, a cake, a Chevy, and a black 
man painted pink. The work presents race and Cold War American culture in bits and 
pieces as a triptych companion to President Elect, and Rosenquist claims the work as 
one of his “more overt social commentaries.”23

In 2006 Jan van der Marck asked the artist about his first retrospective, in 1968. 
Rosenquist focused his memories on Painting for the American Negro:

Then there was a multipanel painting with the title Painting for the  American 
Negro. I had gone to school with black people my age and I met them 
at the Art Students League. They were all middle class but they were still 
discriminated against. I naively believed that in a country that is built on cap-
italism, money should set you free. Blacks owned property, had money, but 
were they really free? Not too long ago, when convicted of a crime, a white 
man gets six months but the black man gets ten years in jail. We really always 
had a civil rights crisis, but we failed to recognize it. What it [the painting] 
all means, I don’t know. The main character is a black man, but I painted 
him pink. The chocolate cake is a giveaway. Of the eyeglasses, one lens is 
opaque, the other  is  clear. The painting is held together by a green Chevy, 
symbol of  American middle-class existence. There are the white babies re-
ceiving loving care and those black heads stomped on by a faceless suit. What 
the black horse is doing there, I don’t remember, but the upside-down legs 
belong to  basketball players. So are you satisfied now that I explained my own 
picture?24

Rosenquist places the work within the context of the civil rights movement, but 
while he highlights the fact that he painted a black man pink, he does not offer any 
reason why. The artist’s own comments suggest a Pop approach to the civil rights 
struggle: the situation must be bad if consumerism can’t solve it. Rosenquist’s point 
of access to issues of civil rights remains class driven, and he can only see that, in 
America under capitalism, if black and white citizens spend money, buy the same 
things, and still are not equal, it is a sign of injustice.25 During a period when 
 American citizens were denied civil rights and often subjected to racially motivated 
acts of violence, including murder, to seize on this particular version of injustice 
may seem to diminish, or even negate, these horrific events. Perhaps, in somewhat 
problematic language, Rosenquist also understands that economic inequality is one 
form of structural racism.

We might further read Rosenquist’s approach generously by acknowledging the 
ways in which access to material prosperity has, as Paul Gilroy notes, played an 
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important part in black empowerment, even if consumerism has tended in the long 
run to perpetuate segregation:

Gradually, it became possible for some of North America’s racial inferiors to 
buy and to enjoy things that they were not supposed to have. Indeed, forbidding 
legitimate access to those desirable objects often made them all the more attrac-
tive. Rendered valuable, and employed as a medium that transmitted pleasures, 
dangers, and opportunities of transgression, blackness could be offered slyly to 
whites as well as blacks. Its double appeal should be seen in the historical context 
created by emergent consumer culture and the social and political forms which 
corresponded to consumerism while racial segregation endured.26

Thus, consumerism has tempted both black and white consumers with the possi-
bilities of not only conforming to but also rebelling against social norms. Members 
of each race were able to “buy” into the other. A 1961 Harvard Business Review 
article by Henry Allen Bullock, cited in Gilroy’s essay, detailed advertisers’ attempts 
and strategies to exploit the intersections of race and class. Bullock urged companies 
to learn the habits and desires of African American consumers, arguing that black 
and white Americans had different views on “belongingness”: “Negroes want group 
identification, [whereas] whites, feeling that they already have this, want group dis-
tinction.”27 Significantly, an automobile occupies most of the canvas of Painting for 
the American Negro, presiding over images of other consumer goods as a sign of 
mobility. However, Gilroy argues that the power offered to African Americans by car 
ownership also had subversive implications. Those with the ability to purchase a car, 
those behind the wheel, have equal power, at least momentarily:

…U.S. highways produced an artificial space where all the people driving these dan-
gerous machines could encounter one another as formal equals, even if the neces-
sary privacy of their individual transit experiences contributed to the way that they 
lived out their widening social separation. The highway produced a uniquely pow-
erful sense of the peculiar historical and political logic of “separate but equal.”28

Consumer goods—especially cars—offered a momentary rush and false promise of 
equality.

Many voices in the civil rights movement, however, contested the usefulness of con-
sumerism as a means to achieve black empowerment. During the 1960s, figures such as 
Malcolm X condemned African Americans who sought equality through class mobility. 
In his speech “Message to the Grass Roots,” Malcolm X berated the black middle class 
for assimilation within and appeasement of the white upper classes. He argued that no 
racial equality of any kind could be achieved in America, precisely because of capitalism:

This modern house Negro loves his master. He wants to live near him. He’ll pay 
three times as much as the house is worth just to live near his master, and then 
brag about “I’m the only Negro out here.” “I’m the only one on my job.” “I’m the 
only one in this school.” You’re nothing but a house Negro. And if someone comes 
to you right now and says, “Let’s separate,” you say the same thing that the house 
Negro said on the plantation. “What you mean, separate? From America, this 
good white man? Where are you going to get a better job than you get here?”29
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Malcolm X described a parallel between the black middle class and the situation of 
house slaves in the pre-emancipation period, and sees betrayals in both instances. 
In his view, those African Americans who live in white neighborhoods, buy con-
sumer goods that are marketed to white consumers, and work in white-dominated 
occupations have lost ties to their larger community. Malcolm X argued, to some 
extent, that those who have bought into the (white) American Dream (a house 
in a good neighborhood, a car, a job, a family) have been assimilated into white 
 experience—one in which they still have limited rights and access. Rosenquist’s 
comments about Painting for the American Negro, express concerns that even if 
a black citizen buys a green Chevy or plays on a high school basketball team, he 
will still face discrimination.

Rosenquist has described the work’s impact on viewers from his own milieu:

Yes, he [James Michener] came to my studio and he paid me a compliment. 
[Michener said,] “That’s what I have been trying to write about in my books; the 
plight of the middle-class American Negro.” He was an art collector, you know. 
But he bought pictures by people nobody had ever heard of. He was a nice guy, 
though he didn’t buy one of mine. I remember him being married to an oriental 
woman. We had dinner together in Chinatown, not once but twice. The Sculls, 
too, came to see that picture, but when Ethel heard the title, she said, “Jimmm, 
you don’t have African tribes dancing in it,” and I told her, “Sorry, this is not a 
musical.”30

Ethel Scull’s racist comments are, of course, troubling. She sees African Americans 
and wants African tribes. The Sculls, prominent Pop collectors and tastemakers, may 
be viewed as representative of a white, upper-class response to a painting addressing 
the African American experience of class and consumer culture.

Given Rosenquist’s recollection of Painting for the American Negro, and  Michener’s 
response to it, the work may be described as the privileged but failed attempt by a 
white artist to take a stand for civil rights. In his memoir Rosenquist noted with re-
gard to Painting for the American Negro:

Artists keep looking for the truth, but the truth can be very ugly, it can be a veil 
or a pair of glasses you put on so you can turn a blind eye to things you don’t 
want to deal with, such as how our perceptions of black people are distorted by 
stereotypes.31

His use of “our” is telling, his understanding of racism is filtered through white 
understanding rather than including black experience. His use of “our” also sug-
gests a white public as his intended audience that he is trying to reach—and his 
intent to change that audience’s prejudices. The painting, such as in its inclusion 
in the 2014 Brooklyn Museum of Art exhibition, Witness: Art and Civil Rights, 
has come to find signification in the context of the civil rights movement. In the 
catalogue, Teresa A. Carbone writes about the work: “At the very least, Painting 
for the American Negro calls into question the viewer’s complicity in accepting 
images of race promulgated through the seemingly factual evidence of popular pho-
tographs.”32 Thus, in some ways Rosenquist was successful in his efforts to effect 
social change through his painting. Carbone describes his use of “images sourced 
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from popular magazines and advertisements” as how he, in part, “challenged the 
authority of widely circulated popular imagery by reshaping and completing it.”33 
Rosenquist imagines a white viewer who looks at or beyond these stereotypes, and 
he approaches the subject through the frame of a predominantly white cultural 
force—consumerism.

Andy Warhol’s Race Riot series offers another example of Pop paintings that 
tested the relation between white viewers and black suffering. He exploited the 
repetitive nature of newspaper images and silkscreen printing to foreground a white 
viewer’s assumptions about racial violence. Warhol, too, painted race in pink 
tones in his (Pink) Race Riot of 1963 (Figure 2.4). The subject matter was Charles 
Moore’s Life magazine photograph of the violent response that year in Birming-
ham,  Alabama, under Public Safety Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor, to 
peaceful civil rights protestors. Martin A. Berger has discussed images of those 
protests by the Associated Press photographer Bill Hudson, noting that white view-
ers focused on the violent aspects of these images, and that “the good citizenship 
of northern whites was predicated on the ability of the image to establish a contrast 
between whites in the North and the South.”34 White viewers responded to these 
images as a call to police the South, to address a problem “there,” not “here.” In 
Berger’s view, “The appeal of such photographs to whites rested largely on the 
 success of the images in focusing attention on acts of violence and away from 
historically rooted inequities in public accommodation, voting rights, housing pol-
icies, and labor practices.”35 While white Northerners may have supported civil 
rights initiatives when violence began to receive media coverage, everyday racist 
practices (which in some cases were as pervasive in the North as in the South) were 
more easily ignored. Berger’s argument helps to frame Rosenquist’s painting (and 
 Warhol’s images, which derived from a visual culture similar to Hudson’s) as part 
of a larger problem: the tradition of a white gaze onto black struggle.36 Artists who 
fed primarily on mass-media perspectives of that struggle were ever more likely to 
be trapped within that tradition.

Warhol’s attempt to picture this struggle was a bit different than Rosenquist’s. 
Warhol took an image of violence, repeated it, and covered the images in candy 
colors. There is an obvious political allusion with his red, white, and blue Little Race 
Riot (1963), but other versions were pink, mustard, and turquoise. The repetition 
of images and bright colors seems to evacuate meaning from the events depicted.37 
 Warhol’s use of bright colors with images of violence relate to his Disaster series of 
the same  period including subjects such as electric chairs. Where Warhol focused on 
one  moment and expanded outward, Rosenquist’s Painting for the American Negro 
filled the canvas with many different images, losing any cogent message in the pro-
cess. While Rosenquist’s title claims the work is for African Americans, it is more 
accurately a painting about, or of, the African American experience, for an elite, 
white audience.

Further testing the capabilities of Pop art to address race, Drexler emphasized the 
terrifying figure of white racial violence by leaving a black subject out of her paint-
ing altogether. Like Warhol, she made the Birmingham race riots her subject in Is 
It True What They Say about Dixie? (1966).38 While Warhol repeated a dramatic 
moment in the riots, Drexler captured images of men complicit in the violence, but 
who publicly keep their hands clean. The image, black and white with the exception 
of Connor’s red tie, does not show the explicit violence of the riots. The figures, made 
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of oil- paper collage, are almost cinematic in their imposing onslaught on the viewer. 
Drexler cropped the work so that the men appear as an army of suits coming at the 
viewer in perpetuity. While Rosenquist looked at racism’s relation to consumerism, 
Drexler focused on the systematic nature of racism’s violence. As with Painting for the 
American Negro, the title of Is It True What They Say about Dixie? is telling.  Drexler 
asks the viewer what is true about the events. One senses that she doesn’t doubt 

Figure 2.4  Andy Warhol, (Pink) Race Riot (1963), silkscreen ink and acrylic on linen,  
128 ¼" x 83". Museum Ludwig, Cologne.

Source: © 2017 The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc./Licensed by Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York. Image courtesy of Rheinisches Bildarchiv Köln, rba_c004383.



James Rosenquist’s Big Bo 51

the veracity of the reports. But if she needs to ask, it suggests that she was not there 
and does not know anyone who experienced the riots. Again, we have a displaced, if 
sympathetic, white viewer.

Looking at Rosenquist’s Painting for the American Negro along with Warhol’s 
Race Riot series and Drexler’s Is It True What They Say about Dixie? it becomes 
ever more apparent that Pop artists who wanted to consider race simply could not 
picture it.39 When Pop artists attempted to address race in their works, the black 
subjects were either glossed over (Warhol), absent (Drexler), or not rendered clearly 
( Rosenquist, who painted Big Bo in pink).40

Big Bo, with its pink portrait of a musician and its perspective on issues of race 
and consumerism, shifts the directionality of consumption away from the dynamics 
of Painting for the American Negro. In the latter, African Americans are staged as 
consumers who should have access to goods (and, as an extension, equality) but do 
not—a fact that is, to the painter, a source of outrage. Big Bo, in contrast, stages the 
black musician as someone who should be in the position of selling. He is pitching 
his music, and in the process making a claim to fame—which, to the painter, appears 
inflated.

Rosenquist enacts this asymmetry between consumerism and equality in the con-
text of popular music—an arena of popular culture in which segregation was a par-
ticularly complex subject. This shift comes in part from the realities of popular music 
and race during the 1950s and 1960s, when popular music became a contradictory 
sign of both integration and segregation. As discussed briefly in Chapter 1, music cut 
across races in a limited way when white teenagers began paying for records written 
and performed by black musicians.41 Teenage music fans sought out rock ‘n’ roll (first 
performed by black musicians) because it was new, good, and maybe  dangerous—
and inspired parental disapproval.42 At the same time, the economics of the music 
industry perpetuated racist practices; black musicians were often cheated out of roy-
alties or paid less than their white counterparts, such as Pat Boone, who recorded 
songs first made popular by black performers.43 White parents were often uneasy 
with their children buying “race records” (a term commonly used in the period), 
and record companies responded by selling recordings of white musicians playing the 
same songs.44 When white musicians such as Presley became popular, however, many 
parents worried that he sounded “black” and that he encouraged integrated listening; 
if both black and white teenagers could be fans of his music, they could potentially 
share the same space.45 Presley’s sexual threat only exacerbated these racial fears in 
some white adults.

When McGee advertised himself in pink, was he hoping to shock or to reassure 
his audience? If he played a role in the decision to use pink, did he choose the color 
to seem safe—borrowing from Mamie Eisenhower? Or was he using a more raucous 
pink, tinged in Presley vibrations? Depending on where the poster was hung, it could 
be either or both. In any case, he most likely was aware that he had to pitch himself 
carefully—to entice concertgoers without inviting violence. In other words, he had 
to make sure he didn’t seem too appealing to white women. As rock ‘n’ roll began to 
infiltrate mainstream musical practices, many white resisters were fearful of the effect 
black musicians might have on white women.46

Some black musicians attempted to maintain their visibility in ways that white 
mainstream culture might see as safe. Little Richard created a public image that bor-
dered on the ridiculous, to appear nonthreatening to white parents. In his biography, 
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The Life and Times of Little Richard, by Charles White, Little Richard described his 
success as the result of straddling the precarious and outlandish:

We were breaking through the racial barrier. The white kids had to hide my re-
cords cos they daren’t let their parents know they had them in the house. We de-
cided that my image should be crazy and way-out so that the adults would think 
I was harmless. I’d appear in one show dressed as the Queen of England and in 
the next as the pope.47

According to Little Richard’s own assessment, he created an outlandish presence that 
mollified parents and excited teenagers. He turned the white audience’s own preju-
dices against them, subverting expectations through wild showmanship. What one 
group saw as ridiculous, another saw as sexual and dangerous. Even his name, Little 
Richard, diminished his potential threat. Little Richard’s perspective is complicated 
by his biographer’s analysis of the performer’s work in the 1956 Hollywood rock 
‘n’ roll movie The Girl Can’t Help It. White writes that the film’s director, Franklin 
Tashlin, chose to show Little Richard, “probably the most overtly sexual Rock ‘n’ 
Roller ever,” ogling the film’s star Jayne Mansfield.48 As noted in his biography, Little 
Richard found a persona that would allow him to be both safe and dangerous at the 
same time.

Part of the reason Little Richard needed to present such diverse public identities can 
be traced to the white audience’s relationship to black success. He chose a diminutive 
name and an outrageous persona to temper possible protests—and to reach a wider 
audience. Similarly, Rosenquist experimented with scale and spectacle, so enlarging 
the face of McGee that his persona was made to seem smaller. He rendered McGee 
pink, a color that could seem hip but that could also serve to render him possibly 
neutral (like Little Richard in a dress). The devices as described by Little Richard to 
infiltrate white audiences were, in Big Bo, reversed and redeployed by a white artist 
who achieved minimization through maximization.

Rosenquist is a canonical Pop artist, yet both Big Bo and Painting for the American 
Negro are largely ignored in the scholarship. Big Bo, a pink painted canvas, draws 
attention to the reverberations of music and race in the 1960s. It relied on popular 
musical culture because it troubled racial and economic lines. Music transgressed 
race precisely because both white and black people had access to music made by 
black singers and musicians and wanted to purchase their records. Big Bo, however, 
is a painting about a musician without a great number of fans. Rosenquist painted a 
“portrait” about trying for fame but also about failing to achieve it. In the process, he 
denies McGee both his identity and his body.

Rosenquist’s other work about African Americans, Painting for the American 
 Negro, attempted to address racial and class disparities in America at the height of the  
civil rights movement. In some ways, it may be a failed painting, as the artist espouses 
equality but the painting’s message is unclear—he claimed to paint “for the American 
Negro,” but the subject remains messy in its ambiguity. Just as the message and stakes 
claimed by Painting for the American Negro are vague, the identity of the subject of 
Big Bo remains nebulous. It may be that there are so few Pop paintings with black 
subjects in part because, beyond music, white artists did not understand how to rep-
resent the black experience of consumer culture in this period.
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Rosenquist, through his Pop perspective on commodity culture, can only picture 
race in white, middle-class American terms: music and consumer culture. Rosenquist 
was not alone among white Pop artists in this rendering. Rosenquist’s Big Bo and this 
case study offer an example of a silencing of jukebox modernism. The singer is left 
silent, misidentified in art history, and muted in the gallery space. The two paintings 
are an oppositional pair: Big Bo emptily aggrandizes the seller (of McGee’s image 
and music), and Painting for the American Negro renders consumerism as confused. 
To the surprise of Rosenquist (and perhaps some white Americans), even when given 
the opportunity to buy and sell, black citizens were still not equal in America in the 
1960s. Just as Rosenquist stumbled in his reckoning with race and class, so too has art 
history. Big Bo, a painting whose subject was inaccessible to the artist and art histori-
ans alike, helps us to consider how both have attempted to address race—and failed.
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the context of less violent but just as horrifying everyday acts of racism. Rosenquist and 
Dalton, Painting Below Zero, 188.
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York: Pantheon, 1981), 94–95. Christopher Hight’s article “Stereo Types: The Operation 
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1 and 4 percent of the retail price of recordings sold, or else provided one-off payments of 
around $200 in return for performances which sometimes made millions of dollars” (48). 
For example of a song’s history of covers, see Christopher A. Waterman’s essay “Race 
Music: Bo Chatman, “Corrine Corrina,” and the Excluded Middle,” which traces the song 
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through its 1928 debut as part of a “race record catalog” by its music publisher through 
various covers by white singers through the 1994 movie that takes the song as its title 
(171). Christopher A. Waterman, “Race Music: Bo Chatman, “Corrine Corrina,” and the 
Excluded Middle” in Music and the Racial Imagination, ed. Ronald Radano and Philip V. 
Bohlman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 167–205.
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threatening.” Frith, Sound Effects, 24. 
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doxies.” Ward, Just My Soul Responding, 38.

 47 Charles White, The Life and Times of Little Richard: The Quasar of Rock (New York: 
Pocket Books, 1985), 65–66
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Pauline Boty’s short life was the stuff of melodrama: she was a young artist, an oc-
casional bit player in films, and a figure at the center of a burgeoning mod scene 
in London who worked and played with other painters such as Peter Blake, David 
Hockney, and Derek Boshier. She married a literary agent and television producer 
after a ten-day romance (devastating other would-be boyfriends). When she discov-
ered she was pregnant and underwent routine tests, she learned she had cancer. She 
refused chemotherapy to save her unborn child and died in 1966, at the age of 28, 
eight months after giving birth to her daughter. Mostly forgotten after her death, Boty 
was rediscovered about thirty years later when her paintings were uncovered in her 
brother’s barn. This biography, glamorous and tragic as it is, sets the stage for a closer 
look at Pauline Boty’s painting, My Colouring Book (Figure 3.1). I summarize her 
biography not because it is going to be terribly important for the analysis I will offer, 
but rather because the story of her life might provoke an emotional response in the 
reader. For affect is the main subject of Boty’s painting. It was a tearjerker, trafficking 
in emotions between viewer and object, listener and song.

Pauline Boty’s My Colouring Book (1963) features six vignettes of brightly painted 
heartbreak: empty arms, a vacant room, and a lover’s gift. Derived directly from the 
lyrics of the song, “My Coloring Book,” the painting focuses upon the melodrama 
of female desire as codified by popular music. Melodrama, in this chapter, operates 
in two senses. First, the historical meaning: the genre of melodrama originated as a 
kind of performance in which music (melos) accompanied action and enhanced the 
viewer’s experience of dramatic—and particularly emotional—moments in a play or 
narrative.1 Music is used to amplify the narrative, in this case, a pop music song. 
Additionally, a more contemporary meaning applies to the work: a genre of narrative 
familiar from mid-century film in which exaggerated characters and events appealed 
to the audience’s emotions.2 In both cases, music is used to make the audience feel 
more.3 Boty’s art bridges both intimacy and universality: it is imbued with personal 
heartbreak, yet based on mass-marketed source material that could be heard on any-
one’s record player.

Boty’s determined following of the song provides a guide, or a template, of emo-
tional response. More specifically, Boty’s work derives emotional templates from the 
kind of girl group songs that functioned as directives for women in this period: how 
to cry and when, how to get over a cheating boyfriend, how to tell other girls to stay 
away from your man, and if a hit should feel like a kiss.4 Female fan culture in the 
1960s elucidates the ways the directives of popular culture worked upon women in 
this period. The work’s formal attributes, the collection of images, the movie star-like 

3 The Sound and Look of 
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Figure 3.1  Pauline Boty, My Colouring Book (1963), oil on canvas, 152.4 x 121.9 cm, Collection of Muzeum Sztuki in Łódź.
Source: Pauline Boty Estate/Whitford Fine Art. Image courtesy of Muzeum Sztuki in Łódź.
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boyfriend, trade in a female fan experience—the kind in which movie and record 
companies encouraged women to dream of heartthrob boyfriends and collect their 
images. Boty’s painting, under jukebox modernism, places the work within the frame-
work of heightened emotional popular consumption directed at women around this 
period: Douglas Sirk-style melodrama and popular music’s screaming, weeping girls.

Boty takes her work’s title and narrative structure from a popular song of the pe-
riod, “My Coloring Book,” and the artist quotes the song throughout the painting.
Boty transposes the song’s lyrics in stenciled letters onto the painting’s six scenes 
proceeding from left to right, top to bottom beginning with the third verse.5 In the 
upper left corner, the eyes that watched her lover walk away (accentuated by glasses) 
correspond to the above lyric; the top middle, her blue broken heart; the top right, 
her now empty arms; the bottom left, the beads she wore, green with envy as she is 
to be replaced; the bottom middle, her lonely room; and the bottom right, her absent 
lover—a cinematic bad boy smoking in his black turtleneck and leather jacket.

Kitty Kallen was the first singer to release the song “My Coloring Book.”6 The 
song, written by Fred Ebb and John Kander, was then released as a single by Barbra 
Streisand in 1962.7 The length of Streisand’s version suited it for album play rather 
than radio.8 Boty’s choice of this song, destined for play on a record player at home 
rather than on the radio, suggests a domestic, private listening experience, with in-
cessant repeats, occasioned perhaps by personal heartbreak. The album version uses 
musical arrangements, string melodies, and “1940s movie-score harmonies” to em-
phasize the melodramatic aspects of the song.9 It was released by another female pop 
singer, Sandy Stewart, the same year. Perhaps the song’s most popular incarnation, 
sung by Dusty Springfield, was released in April 1964 in the United Kingdom on the 
album A Girl Called Dusty.10 Thus, Springfield’s version—perhaps the most famil-
iar one today—comes too late for Boty’s painting. Springfield’s interest in the song, 
coupled with the two earlier performances, gives evidence of the ways in which this 
particular song resonated among young women at the time.11

Barbra Streisand’s exaggerated performance complements the overwrought content 
of the song. She wails with longing.12 Pauline Boty, in linking her painting to such a 
performance, tapped into larger operations of melodrama in modern culture. Peter 
Brooks, in The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and 
the Mode of Excess, describes melodrama’s origin and history as a popular medium 
and locates its presence in contemporary mass culture. Additionally, he describes 
 melodrama as imbued with music, even those melodramas that do not come with a 
predetermined soundtrack:

Even though the novel has no literal music, this connotation of the term  melodrama 
remains relevant. The emotional drama needs the desemanticized  language of 
music, its evocation of the “ineffable,” its tones and registers. Style, thematic 
structuring, modulations of tone and rhythm and voice—musical patterning in a 
metaphorical sense—are called upon to invest plot with some of the inexorability 
and necessity that in pre-modern literature derived from the substratum of myth.13

Brooks’ concept of melodrama remains both popular and musical, emphasizing the 
need for music to further encourage the audience to feel. To put it another way, music 
is intrinsic to both the narrative and its meaning. Boty, by making her painting reliant 
on lyrics and music, establishes an emotional response to My Colouring Book.
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Just as My Colouring Book emphasizes feeling and a song, many of Boty’s other 
works foreground the complexities and pleasures of popular culture, particularly 
as they related to women and sexuality. Indeed, this painting is best understood 
against the backdrop of Boty’s larger oeuvre, most of which is characterized by smart 
 understandings of women’s sexuality in popular culture, though without (for the 
most part) the emotional intensity of My Colouring Book. Her paintings contain 
sexualized imagery, including a labial coronation of a Godard heartthrob (With Love 
to  Jean-Paul Belmondo), the British sex scandal star Christine Keeler (Scandal 63), 
and pornographic-style magazine images (It’s a Man’s World II). These images speak 
to the pleasures preferred and encouraged by mass culture (looking and fantasizing 
about celebrities) and celebrate the disruptive effects of women’s sexuality as it ap-
pears in the media (perhaps, in the case of Ms. Keeler, even threatening to overthrow 
the government). Additionally, Boty’s habit of posing, often nude, with her paint-
ings highlights the ways she seems to both celebrate sexuality and problematize mass 
culture’s role in shaping it.14 In Boty’s paintings, the relationship between depicted 
figures, photographs, and the artist’s own implied body is key to the complexity of 
these images. My Colouring Book resonates amid these works as the breaking point, 
the place where the passions of sex and popular culture become too much and over-
wrought emotions prevail as the only response.

Boty was often interviewed in newspapers and on the radio, becoming a kind of 
celebrity in her own right. Her nicknames, the “Wimbledon Bardot” or the “Brigitte 
Bardot of the Royal College of Art,” connote a collapse between her identity and 
other popular female celebrities of the time. She was an aspiring actress, playing bit 
parts in movies such as Alfie (1966). Boty was entrenched publically in popular cul-
ture and Pop art—further evidenced by her role as the only female artist included in 
Ken Russell’s BBC Monitor program, Pop Goes the Easel (1962).

Feminist scholars have championed Boty as someone who used her public persona 
to complicate modes of thinking about women and sex in the 1960s. Boty takes on 
the persona of the sexualized icon in a way that disrupts expectations. Sue Tate has 
been an important recuperative scholar for Boty’s place within art history. Tate also 
describes Boty’s engagement with fan culture in her work as: “Taking the viewer deep 
into pictorial space, she uses the language of paint to render the empathetic, embod-
ied if transitory experience of the fan.”15 Additionally, in one of the most prominent 
studies of the artist and her era to date, Kalliopi Minioudaki maps the significance 
of women Pop artists in her important essay, “Pop’s Ladies and Bad Girls: Axell, 
Pauline Boty, and Rosalyn Drexler” and her 2010–2011 exhibition, with Sid Sachs, 
Seductive Subversion: Women in Pop, 1958–68, to assert Boty’s place within the 
revised canon.16 Minioudaki argues that Boty used her media presence to challenge 
conventional notions of women and sexuality. While previous scholars had focused 
upon Boty’s own sexuality as a device in her artwork, Minioudaki emphasizes Boty’s 
use of her burgeoning celebrity such as her regular radio appearances on the Public 
Ear, where she criticized romance stories in magazines directed at women for their 
emphasis on marriage.17

Both Tate and Minioudaki have briefly mentioned the layering of image and lyrics 
in My Colouring Book. Tate describes the “melancholic pleasures” of the painting 
and pop song.18 By further engaging with jukebox modernism and the painting, the 
use of music and melodrama continues to raise the stakes of women in Pop and mass 
culture—a project first put forth by Tate and Minioudaki. Their scholarship provides 
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an important foundation for understanding Boty, and through a focus on the jukebox 
modernist strain in Boty’s work here, we will better understand how music and melo-
drama, with My Coloring Book as our primary example, trapped women into feeling.

The scholarship on Boty has focused on her work as a gender specific and sexually 
provocative artist. Emphasizing Boty’s use of her own body, which functioned as 
a type of prop or supplement to her paintings, scholars have debated the extent to 
which Boty embraced or challenged the male and media gaze. Sarah Wilson, in her 
catalogue essay for The Sixties: The Utopian Years, contrasted Boty’s sexualized im-
ages with those of Peter Blake:

Whereas Blake’s ‘fanzine’ attitude in his Girlie Door (1959), with its female 
pin-ups, or homage to Elvis, Got a Girl (1960–61), is shot through with frus-
tration and a wistful sentimentality, Boty—through her sex and authorship 
alone, but surely with deliberately referential irony—subverts the genre with the 
 Playboy-like, boob-shot painted fragments of It’s a Man’s World II (1965–66).19

Wilson argues for an interpretation of Boty as a different, maybe better, Pop artist 
than her colleague Peter Blake, thanks to her powerful interrogation of her subject 
position. Where Blake’s Girlie Door is infused with overblown male adoration for the 
female body, Boty paints similar images in It’s a Man’s World II and, according to 
Wilson, through her identity as a female, poses a challenge to those kinds of images. 
It’s a Man’s World II has a strange composition, a center vertical “panel” filled with 
various nude images of women, against an English countryside landscape.

Boty’s earlier companion piece, It’s a Man’s World I, from 1964, regales the viewer 
with painted images of prominent men: Elvis Presley, a Beatles photograph, celebrity 
images intermixed with John F. Kennedy’s assassination, Muhammad Ali, a fighter 
pilot, Albert Einstein, and Lenin.20 This work, as well as its accompanying title, 
suggests some of the positive and negative career possibilities available to men. As we 
have seen in Chapter 1, Presley brings jukebox modernist applications in his inclusion. 
When the two paintings are considered as a pair, the male and female experience in 
consumer culture comes under pressure. In It’s a Man’s World II, women’s bodies are 
presented in a sexualized lushness and offered up to the viewer. As we consider both 
paintings, we see Boty working through the ways in which masculine and feminine 
“success” is catalogued in this period.

Furthermore, Minioudaki also points to Boty’s challenges of societal expectations 
of women, focusing upon a

…woman’s duality in post-war media as either mother/wife and household con-
sumer or as consumable object of male desire, be it star or pin-up. Exploiting the 
sexy glamour of the latter two in art and life, she found a way to voice and defend 
women’s neglected right to pleasure.21

Boty’s 5-4-3-2-1 (1963) typifies this “right to pleasure” with its explicitly floral labial 
image and the provocative almost-expletive text, “Oh, for a fu…”22 (Figure 3.2). It 
is also a painting that, like My Colouring Book, relies on song lyrics for part of its 
meaning. The sequence “5-4-3-2-1” was the countdown from Manfred Mann’s theme 
song for the Pop mod television show “Ready Steady Go!” Boty once appeared on this 
popular British television show, dancing with fellow Pop artist Derek Boshier on the 
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program.23 Minioudaki has described 5-4-3-2-1, as opposed to Peter Blake’s works, 
as a way that Boty asserts an evocation of individuality, personality, and feeling, in 
this case, a bodily sensation:

…Boty celebrates not the paper body of Blake’s pasted pin-ups but the ecstatic 
laughter of the show’s celebrated presenter, lost in what has been justly inter-
preted as an orgasmic pandemonium of labial and hairy rose petals, reinforced by 
the illustrations of some explicitly empowering lyrics: “Oh, for a fu**.”24

In Boty’s use of stenciled numbers, lyrics, and the show’s hostess Cathy Magowan 
(who, we assume, is calling for the “fu….”), 5-4-3-2-1 evokes the sounds of sex as 
they could be articulated by a woman in the mass media.25

Figure 3.2  Pauline Boty, 5-4-3-2-1, 1963. Current location unknown.
Source: Pauline Boty Estate/Whitford Fine Art.
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Sexual longing in Boty’s work could also be expressed by romantic fixation on celeb-
rities. She participated in the culture of fandom in which she became a collector of idols’ 
images, developing a visual vocabulary of unrequited love-at-a- distance. Boty’s choice 
of stars, Jean-Paul Belmondo, the French New Wave bad boy of  Jean-Luc Godard’s 
films, suggests a more sophisticated desire than the American pop stars of Blake’s Got 
a Girl. In With Love to Jean-Paul Belmondo, the actor is rendered in grey newspaper 
tones with a sexualized floral halo under brightly colored, youthful hearts, melding 
the imagery of mass culture and feminine sexual desire (Figure 3.3). Boty claims him 
by pinning him in place with her red floral halo. With Love to Jean-Paul Belmondo, 
re-directs mass culture’s gaze back upon a male figure and, by doing so, asserts a female 
gaze. Minioudaki discusses With Love to Jean Paul Belmondo as an image of female 
desire and one that uses female fandom as an avenue of a sexualized female gaze. 
 Minioudaki describes this “subversive inversion” of fandom:

She thus turns Belmondo into an equivalent of Bardot, but “for women only,” in 
a subversive inversion that locates female desire within Pop’s iconology and in a 
fanzine gesture that validates the pleasure of the female gaze that is involved in 
popular culture’s objectification of male pop stars and in the consequent expres-
sions of female fandom. 26

Additionally, Sue Tate mentions a reversal of the gaze. She contends, “This is not 
a painting about Belmondo per se, but about the emotions he generates among his 
female fans.”27 Thomas Crow also describes the work as participating in fandom’s 

Figure 3.3  Pauline Boty, With Love to Jean-Paul Belmondo (1962), oil on canvas, 59 7/8 x 48 
in. Private collection.

Source: Pauline Boty Estate/Whitford Fine Art.
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terms: “Her rendering of Belmondo’s face (in the black and white of Breathless) 
resembles the workmanlike, photo-based modeling of fan tributes more than the 
techniques of a trained painter.”28 Boty effectively uses the material culture of 
fandom, directed at young women, to critique how that culture directed ways of 
looking.

Boty’s embrace of fan culture reaches a crescendo in paintings like Celia Birtwell 
and Some of Her Heroes (1963), which features Boty’s friend and textile designer 
(Figure 3.4). In a state of partial undress Birtwell holds a rose, a token of love, sur-
rounded, ostensibly in her own room, by fan-like images of men, most notably a 
possible appearance by Elvis Presley again.29 Images seemingly torn out of maga-
zines of Presley and other movie star-like men (and the strange appearance of a man 
on a water buffalo) surround Birtwell. With her shirt undone, she looks out at the 
viewer without almost any emotion. Her partial nudity contrasts with the placement 
of her hands, clasped in front of her pubic region, denying access to the viewer. Boty 
was often photographed with her works, participating in a fashioning of her own 
identity in association with her art.30 She was photographed by Michael Ward with 
Celia Birtwell and Some of Her Heroes. In one such photograph, she wears the same 
clothing (without the pants) as Birtwell and strikes a similar pose. Boty slips between 
subject and creator of her paintings.31 Boty enacts the fantasies most of us might 
have—of living a friend’s life and  celebrity crushes—by physically placing herself 
in these photographic afterlives of her paintings.  Additionally, Boty’s photographs, 
along with her paintings, create  another layer of fandom by presenting Boty, possibly, 
as a fan of her own works.

Figure 3.4  Pauline Boty, Celia Birtwell and Some of Her Heroes (1963), oil on canvas, 
152.5 x 122.5 x 2 cm. Collection of Museu Coleção Berardo, Lisbon, Portugal.

Source: Pauline Boty Estate/Whitford Fine Art. Image Courtesy of Museu Coleção Berardo, Lisbon, 
Portugal. © Elvis Presley™: Rights of Publicity and Persona Rights; ABG EPE IP, LLC.
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Boty’s paintings offer different conflations of female experience, sometimes sexual, 
under the aegis of celebrity culture. Under a rubric of fandom and jukebox modern-
ism, works such as With Love to Jean-Paul Belmondo and Celia Birtwell and Her 
Heroes traffic in readily seen signs of fandom, pictures on walls and odes to heart-
throbs, while her other works such as 5-4-3-2-1 take a broader approach to fandom, 
focusing on the countdown to the orgy of celebrity supplied by a television theme 
song. Indeed, in her paintings, through Boty’s use of her own body in photographs 
with her works, and by surrounding women with the bric-a-brac of admiration and 
romance through the collecting of media images, Boty taps into the ways in which 
women might fantasize a libidinal attachment to celebrities in general.32 She under-
stands fandom, particularly among young women, as something that structures fe-
male identity in important ways.

Fandom and female identity were intertwined in this period. Just a look at one 
version of fandom—Beatlemania—highlights how young women responded to music 
and found a new, subversive release through it. In their essay “Beatlemania: Girls Just 
Want to Have Fun,” Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess, and Gloria Jacobs provide 
a glimpse at the female frenzy over the Beatles that erupted in England in 1963, and 
in the United States the following year. The authors see the Beatles phenomena of the 
1960s as the second, but most pronounced, episode (after Elvis in the 1950s) in which 
teenage girls discovered a new sexual outlet and became an economic market.33 While 
Boty was not a teenager, and her works are not about teenage lust, the response of 
teenage girls to the Beatles is a useful reference point for understanding our broader 
themes. For fandom offered a range of fantasies that could promise a break from 
bourgeois norms. As the authors wrote, “part of the appeal of the male star—whether 
it was James Dean or Elvis Presley or Paul McCartney—was that you would never 
marry him; the romance would never end in the tedium of monogamous terms.”34 
 Excitement—an explicitly sexual excitement—enticed these girls, not dreams of 
 marriage. Beatlemania, in some ways, offers a moment to look at how young women 
reacted in ways that not only surprised parents but also record companies. The authors 
explain Beatlemania as a way to protest the circumscribed route that was supposed 
to predetermine teenage girl’s lives. It is important to note, as we return to Boty’s 
painting, that this culture of fandom often pivoted on the emotional excess and the 
magnitude of affect that the “hopeless love” of celebrity admiration could provide:

Adulation of the male star was a way to express sexual yearnings that would 
normally be pressed into the service of popularity or simply repressed. The star 
could be loved noninstrumentally, for his own sake, and with complete abandon. 
Publicly to advertise this hopeless love was to protest the calculated, pragmatic 
sexual repression of teenage life.35

Girls chose the path of heartbreak, of unrequited love, of melodrama, in opposition 
to societal expectations. By placing their affections upon a man they may never meet, 
they indulged in a fantasy life over reality—choosing the impossible over parental 
expectations.

At the same time young women were screaming for Paul, John, George, and Ringo, 
they were also demanding to hear voices that sounded closer to their own on the re-
cord player. They were happy to spend their allowances on the Beatles, but they also 
craved female stars to emulate. Earlier in this same period, girl groups began to release 
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records in 1957 and dominated popular music sales from 1960 to 1963. Jacqueline 
Warwick, in Girl Groups, Girl Culture, writes: “girl group music was at the forefront 
of popular music during the early 1960s, an unprecedented instance of teenage girls 
occupying center stage of mainstream commercial culture.”36 Girl groups and female 
singers offered an opportunity for female fans to explore different modes of feminin-
ity through different singers’ personas—in their rooms and “through singing, girls 
can ‘try on’ the voices and stances of different kinds of femininity, in much the same 
way that they might try on clothes, makeup, and hairstyles.”37 And, as addressed 
earlier in the Introduction, Simon Frith argues pop songs function as “formulas of 
love.”38 Songs about love and heartbreak offered to girls, in this period, moments of 
playacting with emotions and sex:

Singing into her hairbrush and strutting and pouting in front of her bedroom 
mirror while listening to a record about the thrills of love and the perils of heart-
break may indeed have been playacting for the sexually inexperienced girl at mid- 
century. To dismiss a musical event because it does not stem from lived  experience, 
however, ignores one of the most valuable functions of music.  Listeners can turn 
to music to seek access to their inner selves and find new ways of experiencing 
emotion through rehearsing the passions of others, whether through listening or 
otherwise participating in music.39

As Warwick notes, these moments of emotional experimentation and release usually 
took place in the girl’s home, namely, her room. Home was the private sphere where pop 
music rituals directed at girls were carried out: playing records, trying on clothes, and 
reading the proliferating romance comics that filled woman’s magazines at the time. 40

These are the terms in which we should keep in mind as we return to Boty’s 
 painting—the terms of sexuality as they were changing in the early to mid-1960s 
under the pressure of the mass media, as the meanings of girlhood shifted in the 
burgeoning culture of female “fans.” Boty’s My Colouring Book makes the private 
sphere of girl’s fandom its centerpiece, picturing a girl’s room in the lower, middle reg-
ister. According to “My Coloring Book’s” lyrics on the painting, this room is where 
the woman goes to cry and be lonely. This is the space that Boty knows should be 
covered with posters. As we have seen from other paintings, Boty understands how 
to decorate a girl’s interior with, say, Jean-Paul Belmondo or Elvis Presley. However, 
Boty is working on a different register here. She takes the absence and longing that is 
the core of the fan’s emotional state, and makes it physical through this architectural 
example.41 The room is marked by the absence of figures—even the dollhouse (a girl’s 
room en abyme) is unpopulated. And the room pictured seems unlike a room that 
would be occupied by the protagonist of the song—it is weirdly unlived in, strangely 
haut bourgeois, and antiquated in décor. Outdated and outmoded, it seems like a par-
ent’s vision of how a girl’s room should look. The fancy dollhouse mimics the room’s 
décor, seeming to portend that the girl should end up in a home similar to where she 
grew up. Boty also paints Celia Birtwell, as an adult, but in a room that intersperses 
fan imagery with Pop-like paintings. The modes of how fans and listeners interacted 
with—and took on identifications with music—are further activated under jukebox 
modernism in relation to Boty’s paintings.

Yet, this is just the kind of space that would have been packed with imagery, ripped 
from the pages of fan magazines. Perhaps while listening to their favorite records in 
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their rooms, young women were also reading popular British magazines such as Val-
entine, Jackie, and Romeo.42 By 1968, British teen magazines gained a readership of 
nine million.43 Most magazines consisted of photographs of pop stars, features and 
gossip stories about pop stars, readers’ letters asking for information about such stars, 
readers’ letters asking for help with problems, advertisements, short stories, fashion 
and beauty advices, and comic-strip romances.44 The magazine titled Jackie, for an 
example—a British magazine first published in 1964—used a female name as its title 
to promote identification and group identity among its female teenage audience.45 For 
magazines such as Jackie:

Adolescence comes to be synonymous with Jackie’s definition of it. The consen-
sual totality of feminine adolescence means that all girls want to know how to 
catch a boy, lose weight, look their best and be able to cook. This allows few 
opportunities for other feminine modes, other kinds of adolescence.46

Magazines, in addition to dictating the kinds of lives girls should want to lead, also tutored 
girls in how to listen and be a fan of music. Magazines for boys would give more technical 
musical analysis; however for girls, the emphasis focused upon how to be a fan and con-
tained fictional love stories that originated in pop song narratives.47 While  Pauline Boty 
was not a teenager and these magazines’ target audience, the magazines were inescapable. 
Historian Jon Savage describes these magazines as part of a media system that was “a 
sophisticated, comprehensive and fast-moving economy.”48 Pop music was a driving force 
of teen magazines, music magazines (presumably for an older audience), television shows, 
movies, pirate radio, and more.49 Music and media became intertwined.

While Boty’s painted room is free of the posters that should inhabit it, the form 
of the painting takes the place of those posters. The painting, My Colouring Book, 
is about 47" across, so the width of each soft rectangular image in its grid is about 
12" across, mimic the size of magazine sheets, similar to those one would expect on 
a girl’s wall. The painting, then, offers two somewhat contradictory yet simultaneous 
scenarios: it expresses a fan culture that a girl was not able to display due to parental 
control—mom and dad didn’t want all those messy magazines wrecking the wall 
paint and/or the painting expresses a girl’s fantasy of what a glamorous room would 
look like—and it is conspicuously free of fan paraphernalia. The very culture of fan-
dom encourages its own erasure in the domain of fantasy.

This doubled absence, part deprivation of the girl, part inflation of the girl, is a 
feature of the entire painting, even of the operations of fantasy upon which the song 
hinges. While the song is titled “My Coloring Book,” repeatedly throughout the song, 
someone else is beseeched to do the actual coloring: the song’s protagonist begs some-
one else to color the room lonely, please, her heart blue, or her lover gone. This is a 
painting about the female subject that is displaced and yet inhabitable by an entire 
population of similar fans. Displaced identity prevails throughout her works.

Such operations of absence and fantasy are the lifeblood of melodrama—a genre 
upon which a few other Pop artists would also meditate, Roy Lichtenstein in par-
ticular. Both My Colouring Book and Roy Lichtenstein’s Drowning Girl, from the 
same year, traffic in heightened melodrama (Figure 3.5). Other scholars, in particular 
 Minioudaki, have emphasized Boty’s innovation in her layering of word and image 
and its possible relation to Lichtenstein’s work.50 Additionally, Minioudaki places 
Boty’s use of pop music in opposition to Peter Blake and Roy Lichtenstein:
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Literalising Blake’s Pop art goal of achieving the equivalent of Pop music in paint-
ing, Boty expands her sources from visual to musical and radically mingles word 
with image. By denying the representation of her female heroine, she rejects the 
canonical victimization of the feminine in Pop romances such as those by Licht-
enstein and instead visualizes the voice of her desire (as well as that of its singer, 
Dusty Springfield, a rare female Pop star of the time) and its loss.51

I would like to further expand Minioudaki’s important comparison to analyze the 
modes and means by which Boty employs melodrama to amplify both her use of lyrics 
and emotions.

Figure 3.5  Roy Lichtenstein, Drowning Girl (1963). Oil and synthetic polymer paint on can-
vas, 67 5/8" x 66 3/4" (171.6 x 169.5 cm). Philip Johnson Fund (by exchange) and 
gift of Mr. and Mrs. Bagley Wright. The Museum of Modern Art, New York.

Source: © Estate of Roy Lichtenstein. Digital image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/
Art Resource, New York.
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Pop art scholar Michael Lobel, in his book Image Duplicator: Roy Lichtenstein 
and the Emergence of Pop Art, relates Lichtenstein’s work, and in this particular 
case, Drowning Girl, to melodrama. Lobel considers Lichtenstein’s use of melodrama 
in subject matter (early 1960s romance comics) and in technique (Lichtenstein’s 
close-up, cropped views find a parallel in the tight shots of a Douglas Sirk film). These 
cropped images focus emotion; the viewer is directed to experience the heartbreak of 
the Drowning Girl, not to consider what may have led to the break-up or to sympa-
thize with the male involved. According to Lobel, Lichtenstein’s “images represent 
an extreme emotionalism without the ‘center’ to which melodrama in other genres 
pointed: in other words, they proffer a world of surface without depth.”52 This lack of 
depth and extreme emotionalism is encapsulated by the female figure: a girl choosing 
to drown after a heartbreak.

Lichtenstein’s source material, the romance comic, was also directed towards the 
 female viewer. In 1968 Connie Alderson, in Magazines Teenagers Read, surveyed three 
British and American popular magazines, Trend, Jackie, and Valentine, and found all 
three devote the most space to romance strip-stories.53 Additionally, romance comics 
and other features of teen magazines often were imbued with a cross-pollination of 
pop stars and content. For example, “in Valentine every strip-story has the same title 
as the name of a current pop song and a picture of the star or group appears at the 
beginning of the story.”54 Romance comics would use songs or singers as narrative 
anchors for love lost.

Thus, both Boty and Lichtenstein use melodrama differently to attend to women’s 
emotionality. And, like Lichtenstein’s Drowning Girl, My Colouring Book withholds 
and denies visual information. The protagonist, whose heartbreak the song and im-
age lament, is hinted at and taken away from the viewer at various intervals. In the in-
itial, upper left vignette, where her face fades while she watches her lover walk away. 
In the upper right section, in which she wraps her arms around her disappeared love, 
her face is marked by schematic blurs where the eyes, nose, and mouth should be. 
 Objects stand for her as well, such as the green necklace that floats, disembodied. In 
My Colouring Book, where the painting and song’s subject is the female experience, 
yet we are denied access to that very woman.55 The physicality of My Colouring 
Book, the viewer entering the work through an absent subject and its emotional ef-
fects, enacts an environment in which the live bodies of the viewer/listener responds 
to the emotions evoked by the art through its use of music.

To that extent, Boty and Lichtenstein’s works are inverses of each other. Where 
 Lichtenstein provides the girl, Boty shows the objects and spaces that define femi-
ninity. The difference lies in the willingness of each work to welcome the identifica-
tion of the viewer. Lichtenstein’s melodrama is emotion in quotation marks. It is our 
opportunity to stand back and smirk at the excess. Boty’s absences, while cast in a 
knowing tone, nevertheless are there in part to beseech the viewer to step in. And the 
further absences in this work activate the longing that melodramatic fantasy allows. 
Thus in Boty’s work, through her use of the lyrics and absent subject, we experience 
the depth of melodrama. The viewer gets a map entrenched in bodily sensations: the 
eyes that watched him walk away, the heart now blue, the empty arms, absent neck 
upon which a necklace would rest, the sanctuary of a room, and the actual boy who 
broke her heart. Indeed, the 1950s construction of the melodrama, or tearjerker, is 
one of a “physical response” to an emotional story, then Boty’s painting is far more 
melodramatic than Lichtenstein’s Drowning Girl.56
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Pauline Boty’s My Colouring Book is unusual for Pop art in large part due to its 
welcoming of big emotion. The painting’s emotional abundance is the engine for 
the painting, with words that continually point the viewer and listener towards 
certain feelings and narrative scenes, with bright colors for love and deep blues for 
sadness. Boty employs the language and moods of melodrama, a mode predicated 
on excess, to problematize and help us understand how pop songs and, maybe, 
paintings can toy with our emotions.57 Boty’s painting bubbles with emotions and 
release, no longer repressed, and these emotions use both the visual and sonic for 
expression.

Peter Brooks describes melodrama as a form of modern understanding: “as a mode 
of conception and expression, as a certain fictional system for making sense of ex-
perience, as a semantic field of force.”58 Melodrama is the mode where repression 
breaks through and emotional responses are given primacy—and punctuated by mu-
sic.  Melodrama, from its origins, gained its greatest success, in its formative years 
and now, with a popular audience. Brooks argues that people need these melodramas 
because they capture the conflicts of our daily lives and, in turn, “popular melodrama 
daily makes the abyss yield some of its content, makes us feel we inhabit amidst those 
forces, and they amidst us.”59 Such a sense of the abyss occurs in My Colouring Book 
(both the painting and the song), where the melodrama becomes a potential vehicle 
for the viewer/listener to both feel catharsis and relinquishing control. The song lasts 
only about four minutes (three of which feature Streisand’s vocals as one example), 
but it feels much longer.60 Each singer draws out the lyric’s pain and heartbreak, rev-
eling in the song’s melodramatic impulse. According to Brooks,

Melodrama is similar to tragedy in asking us to endure the extremes of pain 
and anguish. It differs in constantly reaching toward the “too much,” and in 
the passivity of response to anguish, so that we accede to the experience of the 
nightmare.…61

Melodrama is a type of brinkmanship, then; it takes us to the edge of our emotions 
and watches us spill over. It is in that emotional spillage that, according to Brooks, 
“melodrama offers us heroic confrontation, purgation, purification, recognition.”62 
Brooks finds a kind of heroism in melodrama: A melodrama can be said to succeed 
when it forces the audience to feel the extremes of emotions, and through this excess 
of feeling, they feel cleansed.

Hollywood melodrama, perhaps best exemplified by Douglas Sirk’s films such as 
Magnificent Obsession (1954), Written on the Wind (1956), and Imitation of Life 
(1959), enjoyed a broad audience, but was specifically meant to appeal to women and 
teenage girls.63 Sirk’s melodramas appealed to those who might feel repressed or op-
pressed by the world around them and hungry to see some reflection of themselves 
on-screen. Films such as Written on the Wind took on class tensions and repressed sex-
ualities; Imitation of Life tackled racial and class taboos. These classic incarnations of 
“women’s films” seized upon a new consumer possibility—the female audience. There 
was a “new ‘female market,’” according to film historian Maria LaPlace, which might 
even subvert early feminist demands and needs: “woman’s desires for sexuality, power, 
freedom and pleasure could be channeled into the passive purchase and consumption 
of mass-produced commodities.”64 My Colouring Book relates to another kind of 
Hollywood cinema aimed at the new teen consumer: the teen melodrama.
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Teen melodramas such as A Summer Place (1959), Peyton Place (the 1957 film 
version coming after record breaking book sales), and Where the Boys Are (1960) ad-
dressed serious problems through teenage experiences. A Summer Place featured teen 
stars Sandra Dee and Troy Donahue as star-crossed lovers, a parallel to their respec-
tive father and mother separated long ago by class divisions, whose union results in an 
unplanned pregnancy and teen marriage. Peyton Place presented an ordinary town 
filled with scandalous secrets ranging from out-of-wedlock children to incest. Where 
the Boys Are’s teen girls came of age at the cusp of the 1960s, attempting to negotiate 
changing sexual mores, and, in one part of the movie, sexual assault. Teens were at 
the center of the heightened drama in each film. The films were marketed to teenagers 
and often cast with the teen audience, known to love pop music, in mind. For Where 
the Boys Are, Connie Francis was cast by executives hoping her success as a singer 
would transfer to the film’s box office.65 Francis’ song for the film (with the same title 
as the film) became a hit in the United States and abroad.66 As with any melodrama, 
music heightened the emotional impact in all three films. Additionally, the music from 
each movie became popular hits resonating with audiences who wanted to bring the 
music home and continued to feel the film’s emotions.

This, then, might be a way of understanding the stakes of Boty’s painting. In fo-
cusing on the melodramatic presentation of song, Boty comprehends the usefulness of 
popular music and its fantasy potential, allowing for re-imagination of a self. Perhaps 
the melodrama helped women live a bit larger, see their own feelings validated on 
the big screen, and share that experience with others.67 This expansion of personal 
feelings onto and into mass culture reverberates in the way Boty impersonated her 
paintings in photographs, multiplying herself in many mediums, seeing and molding 
herself into a star persona, and her continual play of presence/absence. At the same 
time, melodrama could also, particularly at mid-century, provide such pleasures pri-
marily as a means of rechanneling female discontent. Consumption of fan magazines 
and records could take the place of real political change. These stakes are entirely 
congruent with Boty’s works, many of which are much more literal in terms of their 
framing women’s identity as consumers as well as pretenders to a certain model of 
femininity.

Pauline Boty’s My Colouring Book expands upon pop music’s tendency toward 
melodrama and accents the excess of emotional directives foisted upon the female 
listener in this period. Simon Frith wrote:

Pop songs work precisely insofar as they are not poems … The pop song banal-
ities people pick up on are, in general, not illuminating but encouraging: they 
give emotional currency to the common phrases that are all most people have 
for  expressing their daily cares. The language that hems us in suddenly seems 
open—if we can’t speak in poetry, we can speak in pop songs. They give us a way 
to refuse the mundane.68

For Frith, pop songs can, for about four minutes at most, allow listeners to recognize 
themselves in harmonies and rhythm, to find a little of themselves on the radio. He 
argues for the potential of pop music to subvert the societal pressures. However, pop 
songs also function by letting the listener not think too deeply and, perhaps, remain 
complacent.69 A song can be liberating, but it holds you within the confines of soci-
etal expectations. This may be where and when a pop song can trap you, the moment 
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a song on the radio summarizes your own personal heartbreak. Pauline Boty’s My 
Colouring Book is an example of what happens when we speak in pop songs. Music, 
while in many instances provided a new outlet and voice to women in this period, also 
directed how women should act and feel. Within jukebox modernism, we both hear 
and see Boty’s version of Pop and the full range of emotion and its manipulations is 
made evident. Pauline Boty took the emotional currency of a pop song and aims it at 
us, both the viewer and listener, to make us play at feeling emotions.
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One familiar version of Pop art history features Andy Warhol as a Pop artist whose 
works in various media often incorporated music in a multitude of ways. Indeed, mu-
sic was an integral part of Warhol’s practice from the start. Some prominent examples 
of Warhol’s links to popular music include (but are not limited to) his paintings of 
Elvis Presley (discussed in a previous chapter), which troubled fixed definitions of sex-
uality; his album covers (produced both early in his career as a graphic designer and 
later for the Velvet Underground and the Rolling Stones); his dance diagram series, 
the Exploding Plastic Inevitable, his management of the Velvet Underground, and 
his participation in the art Pop music group The Druds. Additionally, Warhol was 
the coded subject of Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone.”1 As discussed in Chapter 1, 
Warhol is well known as a fan, too: evidence ranges from his vast music and fan col-
lections to a love of opera and sugary pop.2

In this chapter, I focus upon Warhol’s film, Sleep (1963), not commonly associ-
ated with popular music (Figure 4.1). His use of popular music in this piece is not 
well known, and his decision to show the work without music after initial screen-
ings suggests an important shift in Warhol’s career and Pop art. In fact, the film is 
regularly counted as one of Warhol’s “silent films” in scholarship. However, when 
Sleep premiered, on January 17, 1964, it was accompanied by a radio tuned to pop 
music.3 Warhol controlled the dial, actively making his own soundtrack as the film 
progressed.4 Sleep thereby offered a mix of chance and control: Warhol could not 
determine what was played on the radio although he could switch the channel and, 
depending on the pop songs played, change the meaning of the film.

The Top 20 hits in January 1964, songs that would have been regularly featured 
on the radio, ranged from bubblegum heartthrob Bobby Rydell’s “Forget Him” to 
the romantic, torch song style of Lenny Welch’s “Since I Fell for You,” to the driving 
beats of car song “Hey Little Cobra” by the Rip Chords.5 A soundtrack including 
any of these songs would have created an entirely different experience of Sleep than 
when it is shown without accompaniment, which is how most people know the work. 
Using these three songs as possible examples, Warhol could inflect Sleep with humor 
and double-entendres; melodic, forlorn love, or romantic optimism.6 Even silent, the 
film is imbued with elements of the erotic, we are watching Warhol’s boyfriend at 
the time, poet John Giorno, sleep, after all. Pop songs, combined with watching a 
man sleep, would enhance such a reading. Warhol’s use of a radio soundtrack offers 
a revised understanding of the film in the context of Pop art through the application 
of jukebox modernism: the inescapability of pop songs on the radio, the emotional 
inflections such songs could provide in any moment, the incongruity of watching a 
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man sleep and listening to the beat of pop songs, and the historical specificity of a 
musical context.

Music operated as a soundtrack in Warhol’s studio. As Warhol wrote in POPism, 
the repetition of pop songs found a complement in Pop art’s goals and Warhol’s re-
moval of the gestural stroke or mark in his painting:

I knew that I definitely wanted to take away the commentary of the gestures—that’s 
why I had this routine of painting with rock and roll blasting the same song, a 45 
rpm, over and over all day long—songs like the one that was playing the day Ivan 
[Karp] came by for the first time, “I saw Linda Yesterday” by Dickey Lee. The music 
blasting cleared my head out and left me working on instinct alone. In fact, it wasn’t 
only rock and roll that I used that way—I’d also have the radio blasting opera, and 
the TV picture on (but not the sound)—and if all that didn’t clear enough out of my 
mind, I’d open a magazine, put it beside me, and half read an article while I painted.7

Music became a tool that Warhol relied upon to clear his mind, a noise to evacuate all 
other noises. This kind of distracted listening—or looking—a practice most are guilty 

Figure 4.1  Andy Warhol, Sleep (1963). Still from a 16 mm b/w silent film. First performance 
organized by Film-Makers’ Cooperative at Gramercy Arts Theatre on 17  January, 
1964. AM1991-F1204. Location: Musee National d’Art Moderne, Centre 
Georges Pompidou, Paris, France.

Source: © 2017 The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc./Licensed by Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York. Image © CNAC/MNAM/Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, New York.
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of on a regular basis, in our media-saturated lives, was one that Warhol seized upon 
most often through pop music. It wasn’t just the beats and repetitions of a popular 
song, but that those same beats and choruses could be counted on to be played over 
and over again on the radio.

Sleep is usually described as a single, silent uninterrupted shot of John Giorno sleep-
ing (and usually proclaimed to be over eight hours long, sometimes longer). The film 
was shot at the standard 16 mm sound speed of twenty-four frames per second, but 
was projected at the silent film speed of sixteen frames per second—thus the running 
time increases by 50 percent and creating a slow motion effect (which may be, among 
other reasons, why the film feels so long).8 The film lasts about five and half hours, and 
consists “of twenty-two separate close-ups of Giorno’s body, multiply printed, and then 
spliced together in variously repeating sequences.”9 As art historian Branden W. Joseph 
has noted, this aspect of Warhol’s film, its internal repetition, is usually ignored.10

More recently, a different kind of evacuation of sound and use of repetition has 
been considered in relation to Sleep: Branden Joseph’s 2005 essay “The Play of Rep-
etition: Andy Warhol’s Sleep.” In the essay, Joseph points to a discussion Warhol had 
in late September 1963 with Ruth Hirschman (Pacifica Radio) about his (at the time) 
unfinished film Sleep and John Cage. Hirschman asked Warhol: “Is there any tie-up 
between this and let’s say Cage, John Cage’s music?” to which Warhol replied: “Yeah, 
I think so.”11 As Joseph also points out, Warhol had recently attended Cage’s pres-
entation of Erik Satie’s Vexations (840 repetitions of an 80-second piano phrase that 
contained repetitions as well).12

John Cage has taught us that silence is the absence of intended sounds, but is never 
absolute, and the same “Cagean” theory has been applied to repetition, where no rep-
etition is exactly the same.13 Indeed, Henry Geldzahler’s description of Sleep, which 
has been one embraced by many scholars (although it has some errors), holds that the 
film is not a repetitive film of a man sleeping, but instead accentuates the subject’s 
many small movements. Geldzahler wrote:

The slightest variation becomes an event, something on which we can focus our 
attention. As less and less happens on screen, we become satisfied with almost 
nothing and find the slightest shift in the body of the sleeper or the least move-
ment of the camera interesting enough.14

According to Geldzahler, watching a man sleep becomes so monotonous that any 
small change becomes “an event.” The viewing experience is so boring that he doesn’t 
even notice that he’s watching the same footage again and again.

Joseph provides a close formal reading of Sleep and offers a detailed analysis of how 
the film repeats reels.15 Joseph’s essay eventually leads the reader to a less Cagean ver-
sion of Sleep, finding more in common with LaMonte Young’s theories of repetition 
and Young’s drone music of sustained, repeated sounds.16 Warhol might have learned 
quite a bit about repetition from Young during his brief stint in the artist/pop music 
group The Druds in 1963, which preceded the filming of Sleep—and also included 
LaMonte Young who played tenor saxophone for the band, which also featured Lucas 
Samaras and Warhol singing back up to Patty Oldenburg’s lead vocals; lyrics were 
by Jasper Johns, and Walter De Maria was on drums.17 Additionally, Warhol would 
later commission Young to compose music for a 1964 showing of Sleep, Eat, Kiss, 
and Haircut during the New York Film Festival. We must, then, also consider Sleep 
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with its radio soundtrack—what is more repetitive and more compulsive than a pop 
radio station?

American Top 40 radio, particularly in the 1960s (after the Senate had outlawed 
“payola”) developed the formula whereby “hits” were played in a regimented model: 
hit, jingle, hit, commercial, hit, older song, and so forth.18 For a song to be placed 
on the playlist almost ensured it would be played—repeatedly. Repetition remained 
inherent in Top 40 radio (the very kind of station Warhol most likely sought out 
to use in his first showing of Sleep). By playing the same songs over and over, the 
station hoped to catch listeners eager to hear their favorite song.19 Radio station pro-
grammers predicated their logic upon teenage listening behaviors, “irregular, always 
switching off or over, impatient to hear their favorite tunes”; repeated playing of the 
same song increased the odds of a given song being heard.20 Todd Storz, owner of 
a chain of radio stations in New Orleans in the 1950s and 1960s, noticed teenagers 
grouped around jukeboxes, playing the same song again and again rather than a 
variety of tunes.21 Storz ordered his stations to “mimic teen behavior” and one song 
could appear on a station as many as forty times a day—hence the term, “Top 40” 
(though the term would later refer to the forty most popular songs of the day).22 Of 
course, once you hear a song a few too many times, you get sick of it, increasing the 
demand for new songs to exhaust.23 Repetition and distracted listening formed a 
self-sustaining cycle, on which radio stations counted to ensure their listeners.

Warhol’s use of the radio as a soundtrack may seem random or reliant on chance; 
however, once we’ve considered how pop radio worked (and how well-versed Warhol 
was in popular music) chance seems to be a minor aspect of the piece—Warhol would 
have been able to count on certain songs appearing more than once over an almost 
six-hour period (the length of Sleep). Furthermore, Warhol himself described radio as 
a repetitious cycle (and seeking it out for that very quality, too) for his road trip out to 
LA for his second Ferus Gallery show (in his book POPism):

The radio was on the whole time—full blast. As a matter of fact, I was the one 
who insisted on blasting it because I get very nervous about people falling asleep at 
the wheel. You sure get to know the Top 40 when you make a long trip like that—
over and over again, the same songs: Lesley Gore, the Ronettes, the Jaynettes, 
Garnet Mims and the Enchanters, the Miracles, Bobby Vinton.24

Whether Warhol’s use of a pop soundtrack was a one-time experiment or not, the ram-
ifications of considering the work as coming with—and losing—a soundtrack is tanta-
lizing. As the work ages, does the soundtrack remain frozen in 1964 or does it change 
to the Top 40 of each passing year? When Sleep was screened as part of “The Films of 
Andy Warhol: Part II” at the Whitney Museum of American Art in 1994, it was shown 
with “a live radio accompaniment from an ‘oldies’ station.”25 In some ways, the lost 
soundtrack operates as a ghost artifact of Warhol’s Time Capsules, his archive of his 
personal ephemera, functioning for one brief moment in the mode of popular music.

Furthermore, we should consider the top hit songs’ sounds on the radio dur-
ing December 1963 and January 1964. These are a few of the songs that Warhol 
would have known, given his understanding of pop radio, to expect to hear. They 
include (along with those previously mentioned) songs such as “Dominique” by the 
Singing Nun, “Louie, Louie” by Kingsmen, “There I’ve Said it Again” by Bobby 
Vinton, “She’s a Fool” by Lesley Gore, “Sugar Shack” by Jimmy Gilmer and the 
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Fireballs, “Quicksand” by Martha and the Vandellas, and “Little Red Rooster” by 
Sam Cooke.26 Some are love songs; others are not. The songs traverse the terrain 
of popular music. In just this small sampling, the songs include the teen pop power 
ballad of Lesley Gore, Motown (“Quicksand” by Martha and the Vandellas), the 
saccharine pop of Jimmy Gilmer and the Fireballs (“Sugar Shack”), the more raucous 
“Louie, Louie” (Kingsmen), and the drawn-out croons and melodies of “There I Said 
It Again.” From Warhol’s perspective, these songs were all part of the sonic popular. 
Warhol, turning the radio dial on January 17, 1964, produced a soundtrack of popu-
lar music touching upon its varied modes at that time.

These singers and groups are included in Warhol’s earlier statement in POPism 
about listening to the car radio for his cross-country road trip to Los Angeles for his 
Ferus Gallery opening in October 1963. Later in POPism, he even repeats some of 
the same singers and bands in connection to a layered aural experience at the Factory. 
Warhol describes what happened when Billy Name brought a phonograph to play 
opera records in the Factory:

The opera records at the Factory were all mixed in with the 45’s I did my painting 
to, and most times I’d have the radio on while the opera was going, and so songs 
like “Sugar Shack” or “Blue Velvet” or “Louie, Louie”—whatever was around 
then—were blended in with the arias.27

Warhol reveals how popular music, at times as part of a larger, layered sonic experience, 
was part of his artistic practice as a kind of background “noise.” He would also, then, 
implement popular music’s possible impact—along with other sounds—in later screen-
ings of Sleep (without popular music) as well as with the Exploding Plastic Inevitable.

At another point early in Sleep’s historiography, Warhol discussed the film as hav-
ing a kind of soundtrack. In a fall 1963 interview with Ruth Hirschman, Warhol 
describes his plans for Sleep: “Oh, well, it’s a movie where you can come in at any 
time. And you can walk around and dance and sing.”28 Warhol discusses this after 
Hirschman asks if he plans to have Sleep reviewed “the way the last Cage concert 
was, with all the reviewers going from 11 to 12?”29 Hirschman refers to Cage’s pres-
entation of Erik Satie’s “Vexations” in September 1963, which lasted eighteen hours 
and forty minutes.30 Warhol’s expectation that people will “dance and sing” suggests 
there is some kind of music accompaniment people will recognize and sing and dance 
along to. This experience is different than the audience experience at a John Cage 
performance, a difference between an avant-garde performance versus hearing the 
kinds of music one might sing along to and have heard earlier that day on the radio.

Additionally, Taylor Mead, a member of Warhol’s Factory and actor in Warhol’s 
films, participates in the interview and interjects about Warhol’s intentions for Sleep 
and how it may or may not be influenced by John Cage. Mead makes a distinction 
between Warhol and Cage and, perhaps, a distinction between pop and avant-garde 
musical performances. Mead gives Cage credit for what potential he offers, but con-
tends that Cage’s kind of music is not actually very fun and infers a kind of emotional 
response more often offered by pop:

I think it’s more fun to. It’s more fun to have an hour concert than something that 
people wander in just to see—well, I don’t know, it’s fun both ways, but I’d like 
it, I like it, I’m very theatrical, I like a theatrical evening really, that gives you a 
great overall feeling that really charges you.31
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In the same interview, Taylor Mead interjects about Sleep, “I’m doing the music for 
it.”32 Later in the interview, Warhol states of Sleep, “It won’t be silent. Taylor’s going 
to do the music.”33 Mead then responds, “I’m going to do a spontaneous sound track, 
I think. With using pianos or whatever’s available in the studio, and everything. My 
radio, and everything.”34 Sleep is most commonly regarded as a “silent” Warholian 
work. In this moment, Warhol states multiple times, and emphatically, that Sleep 
would not be silent and would be accompanied by music.

Hirschman then prompts a discussion with Warhol and Mead about Cage’s influ-
ence on Warhol. A sticking point, a turn against Cage, is brought up by Mead: “Well, 
with Cage or those other people you come in and maybe you’re intellectually piqued, 
you know, but you aren’t stirred emotionally and overwhelmed.”35 Warhol gives Cage 
credit for his influence on other artists, yet seems to agree with Mead.36 It is the emo-
tional, the “romantic” capabilities of music that Warhol finds appealing—and lacking 
in Cage’s work.37

If we consider Warhol’s Sleep alongside another avant-garde filmmaker’s use of 
pop songs and film, Kenneth Anger’s Scorpio Rising (1963), the comparison offers 
one possible suggestion for why Sleep may no longer have a pop soundtrack. Ac-
cording to Sleep’s star, John Giorno, he and Warhol went to see quite a bit of un-
derground cinema at the start of their relationship in the Spring of 1963—Giorno 
lists Jack Smith’s Flaming Creatures as well as other films including Anger’s Scorpio 
Rising.38 However, Scorpio Rising was first shown publicly on March 4, 1964 at 
the Cinema Theatre, Los Angeles.39 In any case, Warhol and Giorno did see Flam-
ing Creatures, Smith’s film that used popular music to similar effects as Scorpio 
Rising. As Juan A. Suárez points out, “The films of Anger and Smith, for example, 
played off image and soundtrack against each other, creating witty commentaries 
on the gender assumptions underlying pop lyrics, and exposing the song’s manip-
ulability.”40 While Sleep was only shown once with its pop music soundtrack, An-
ger’s film is always accompanied by its pop sounds. Scorpio Rising, running about 
 twenty-eight minutes, features a motorcycle gang in various vignettes set to thirteen 
pop songs (an exception of two were released in 1963).41 Most of the songs are ro-
mantic and, in the period, an assumption of heterosexual couples as a subject in the 
songs. The film intersperses images of the motorcycle gang members buffing their 
vehicles, lounging around reading comics, and partying with images of 1953’s The 
Wild One (starring Marlon Brando) and The Road to Jerusalem. Anger’s Scorpio 
Rising takes a hetero-normative motorcycle gang and uses a soundtrack to add ho-
moeroticism to the film. What might seem like a common trope in films using popu-
lar music—stories about teenagers and/or teen rebels and their lives and interests set 
to a popular music soundtrack—in  Anger’s film, the lingering shots on the “body” 
of the motorcycle, empty boots, in the opening sequence of Scorpio Rising co-op the 
visual and aural culture of somewhat mainstream America for other means. Indeed, 
the opening credits transpire on the back of a motorcycle jacket (with “Kenneth 
Anger” appearing at the very bottom of the jacket). As the figure turns around and 
walks toward the camera, the focus is on his bare torso. The song “Fools Rush In” 
accompanies the opening sequence and suggests a love forbidden or at the least one 
that may not end well.

In other moments, Anger uses a visual and sonic abrasion between the toughness of 
the motorcycles and the soft voice of singing girl groups. In “Wind-Up Doll,” the song 
plays while the viewer watches a man work on the motorcycle. The lyrics suggest the 
“subject”/singer is the wind-up doll, toyed with by the partner for their pleasure—at 
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the possible detriment to the singer. There is a lot of “actual” winding or mechanics in 
the film as we watch the man work on the motorcycle. This is further suggested by the 
sequence including a motorcycle toy. Through our position as viewer, the wind-up toy 
shifts the song’s meaning towards questions of the motorcycle as the sequence’s toy and/
or the male himself as the wind-up toy for possibly the director/camera and the viewer. 
During the song’s final laments, the emphasis is on the muscular arms of the male figure 
while he works on his vehicle. There is a correlation between the pride in the machine 
and admiration of both the vehicle’s and the male figure’s body. Anger used hit pop 
songs for an immediate context in the film. As another example, Bobby Vinton’s “Blue 
Velvet,” was at the top of the U.S. charts for ten weeks beginning in September 1963.42 
Suárez provides a parallel between Anger and Smith’s use of popular music:

Two famous such juxtapositions were the “Blue Velvet” sequence in Scorpio Ris-
ing, in which Bobby Vinton’s song (“She wore blue velvet …”) is edited to im-
ages of muscular men in blue denim and leather; and the final sequence of Jack 
Smith’s Flaming Creatures, which uses Gene Vincent’s “Bo-bop-a-loo-la (She’s 
My Baby)” as background to a party of male transvestites slow-dancing with 
each other. In these examples the oppositional thrust of pop music is overlaid 
with a further layer of unconventionality deriving from the gay appropriation of 
the songs.43

In this instance, the languid crooning song about a lover wearing blue velvet lingers 
on the male members of the motorcycle gang as they dressed in blue jeans and black 
leather jackets. The frame opens with a shot of blue jeans at shin length then slowly 
moves up the body to the bare torso, as the subject buttons his jeans and buckles his 
belt.

Juan Suárez considers Anger’s use of rock ‘n’ roll in Scorpio Rising as perhaps one 
of the reasons for the film’s success in the art cinema theater circuit, more so than its 
“theme or style.”44 Indeed, as Suárez points out, Anger applies pressure to the songs’ 
meanings, layering and playing with the gender motifs of the visual and  aural.45 
 Furthermore, Suárez describes the persona of Scorpio as absorbing mass  culture to 
further problematize it:

Mass-produced images determine Scorpio’s looks, gestures, and stance, and 
can thus be said to erase his own identity and authenticity. From another point 
of view, these shots extend the gay spectatorial gaze that structures the film’s 
early sequences to a number of mass cultural texts ranging from the songs of the 
soundtrack, to the comics (“Dondi,” “Freckles and His Friends,” “Li’l Abner”), 
to movie stars (besides the ones already mentioned, there are quick shots of Bela 
Legosi and Gary Cooper). In this sense, the biker’s mimicry should not be read 
as a blind reflex conditioned by the media, but as a defamiliarizing reading that 
“outs” the repressed homosocial and homoerotic significations of these specific 
texts.46

The persona of Scorpio wears the signs of mass culture to question its significations. 
Mass culture, in the form of popular music, and the assumption in the 1960s that pop 
love songs were heterosexual love songs, becomes material under Anger’s direction.47 
Music helps to render queerness more visible in Scorpio Rising.48
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Additionally, Warhol may have been interested in the ways pop songs could (some-
times unintentionally) amplify the homoeroticism of the film. John Giorno, in his 
book You Got to Burn to Shine, describes Sleep in part as a reaction to the homo-
phobia Warhol encountered in the New York City art world: “Andy got around hom-
ophobia by making the movie Sleep into an abstract painting: the body of a man as 
a field of light and shadow.”49 Giorno argues that Warhol used abstraction to negate 
or subvert the eroticism inherent in the project. And, yet, the work remains suffused 
with homoeroticism. Recent scholarship has seen the abstraction of Giorno’s body 
to be steeped in homoeroticism. Joseph writes that, in reel two of Sleep, “The first 
three shots depict Giorno’s buttocks, providing the film’s most overtly homoerotic 
imagery.”50 Perhaps, with a pop music soundtrack, Sleep became “too legible” as 
homoerotic, too similar to the ways in which Anger’s Scorpio Rising would operate.

Film scholar David E. James also ties Warhol and Anger’s films together through 
each artist’s use of popular culture. For James, Scorpio Rising’s popular music in its 
“juxtaposition of the best and the worst of pop songs makes for a pervading ambi-
guity and polyvalence in any given image.”51 The layering of music and image don’t 
work for James, who finds the music confused:

As with Warhol’s invocation of classic screen stars, references to media icons ag-
grandize and belittle; Scorpio is on the one hand ennobled by the mythic rhetoric 
of pop music’s fantasy context, but every “Devil in Disguise” or “Wipe Out” 
resonance is undercut—for example, by “Wind up Doll” as the motorcycle is ini-
tially assembled, and, at the most vulnerable point as the epic hero is completing 
his armoring, by “She Wore Blue Velvet.” Similarly, the comic strip images of 
boyish affection that suggest Scorpio’s homosexuality trivialize what is elsewhere 
presented in epic proportions. On the other hand, the film does embrace the 
massive energy of its music and propose itself as the filmic form of that energy.52

How the film’s use of gay identity “trivializes” what is elsewhere epic is unclear. How-
ever, popular music seems to be accountable both for this and for the film’s redemp-
tive quality. According to James:

The traditional capability of collage to speak what cannot be directly said—here, 
most obviously, the revised models of sexuality—becomes thus a cinematic as 
well as a filmic function, and the actual footage of Brando and the actual pop 
songs, as well as being intradiegetic markers that internally restructure signs, are 
the means by which the restored signs can be socially negotiated.53

Music, along with appropriated film such as the footage of Brando, manipulates and 
alters the original source materials.

Anger’s use of a soundtrack and his film shots key up how the music accents the ten-
sions (or lack thereof) between sound and image. Carel Rowe describes Anger (along 
with Jack Smith) and his use of music as a specific, contemporary moment beholden 
to that music:

Anger and Smith take different advantage of the nostalgic resonances of pop 
music; Anger places a film in a specific “AM radio-time.” This is the time zone 
in which a song got the most airplay on popular radio and, therefore, becomes 
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the time when the film is forever taking place. Anger’s images serve as a social 
documentary of the era. The pop narrative lyrics serve, simultaneously, as a social 
commentary on the images.54

The pop soundtrack freezes Scorpio Rising in 1963. Warhol’s showing of Sleep with 
a pop radio soundtrack operates in a similar fashion. Although we may not know the 
exact songs Warhol played, we have the Billboard Top 40 as a reliable guide.

At times Anger’s film plays upon that difficult to define term: camp. The term, 
made most famous by Susan Sontag, and often, as is the case with Sontag, becomes 
a term defined by lists of what forms may constitute camp, rather than a defined 
term.55 Anger’s use of camp plays upon the idea that if the pop music soundtrack is 
taken at initial listen, no deeper meaning or tension between image and music might 
be garnered. The viewer who understands camp, then understands the tensions be-
tween pop songs and images of men. Suárez links the film work of Warhol and Anger 
(along with avant-garde filmmaker Jack Smith) as representative of camp, identified 
as a “gay sensibility”: “Their reworkings of mass cultural products are most often 
informed by gay identifications and desires, and by the gay remotivation of cultural 
artifacts known as ‘camp.’”56 According to Suárez, these three filmmakers’ work, 
emblematic of American avant-garde cinema, “takes place when mass culture has 
already ‘won out’ over other cultural modes” and camp is their answer to systematic 
mass culture.57 Or, as Susan Sontag wrote about Jack Smith’s Flaming Creatures, 
it reveals: “the modern ‘camp’ way of relishing mass culture.”58 Perhaps this is why 
Warhol retreated from a possibly camp soundtrack while showing Sleep and chose, 
instead, to use a modernist silence to emphasize the abstracted quality of Giorno’s 
body as rendered in Sleep. It is possible, that when viewed with a soundtrack, Sleep 
became camp, an effect Warhol did not intend for his early films—similar to the im-
pact Anger’s music choices have on his images.

Mass culture was re-used and then, depending on your camp sensibility, celebrated, 
mocked, and relished the original mass culture object. Camp, in its use in under-
ground film, veered towards a Pop sensibility as well. Ed Halter describes this phe-
nomenon in relation to many of the filmmakers discussed in this chapter:

In the United States, underground filmmakers such as Kenneth Anger, Jack Smith 
and Ken Jacobs, George and Mike Kuchar, and of course Conner and Warhol 
simultaneously parodied and celebrated mass culture’s “maximal forms” through 
a camp sensibility. And underground camp, like Pop, required its own menu of 
media artifacts: teeny-bopper songs and comic strips in Anger’s Scorpio Rising 
(1963), syrupy easy-listening tracks in the Kuchars’ mock-Hollywood mini-epics, 
or television commercial footage, interpolated whole into Warhol’s Soap Opera 
(1964).59

Popular music is another artifact of mass culture used for camp (and Pop’s) functions. 
Just as camp can be difficult to fully define or delineate, popular music helps to en-
hance that nebulous—and potent—quality to both Pop and camp.60

Geldzahler, in his “Some Notes on Sleep,” writes that what holds Warhol’s work 
together is the “absolute control” he had “over his own sensibility—a sensibility as 
sweet and tough, as childish and commercial, as innocent and chic as anything in our 
culture.”61 In listing Warhol’s multitude of personality traits, Geldzahler could easily 
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be describing a pop song, too. Geldzahler, writing in 1963, is hinting at what Sontag 
would further elaborate upon a year later in her essay “Notes on ‘Camp.’” Sontag 
declares: “A sensibility (as distinct from an idea) is one of the hardest things to talk 
about; but there are special reasons why Camp, in particular, has never been dis-
cussed.”62 Sontag further tries to define camp in terms of its exaggeration, or artifice. 
Thomas Meehan, in his 1965 New York Times Magazine response to Sontag, names 
Sleep as number two on his list of “some movies, people and things that are generally 
agreed to be Pure Camp.”63 Referring to Sleep without its soundtrack, Meehan sug-
gests that the length of the film (erroneously listed as eight hours) is one way in which 
the film is “too much” and thus camp.

Furthermore, art historian Douglas Crimp considers the question of camp in re-
lation to Warhol and asks, did Warhol see “a sleeping John Giorno ironically?”64 
Crimp answers this question (among others) by claiming that Warhol “sought 
 expansion—‘liking things’—not by constructing fantasy worlds but through a 
 single-minded attentiveness to the world as he found it.”65 Here, the camera’s atten-
tion is focused upon Giorno’s body. Additionally, Crimp also suggests that Warhol’s 
film Batman Dracula was left unfinished because, due to the costumes, narrative, 
and more, the film became “too camp.”66 Perhaps this is also the reason that Warhol 
abandoned a pop soundtrack with Sleep—popular songs’ lyrics wove a narrative that 
became “too camp,” or just “camp,” against Giorno’s body.

There are mentions of Giorno’s romantic relationship with Warhol in scholarship 
as well as more recent discussion of Warhol’s work within a queer theoretical frame-
work, and some discussion of Sleep’s eroticism.67 There are fissures in the myth that 
Warhol was “asexual.”68 Giorno is explicit about the romantic and sexual nature of 
his relationship with Warhol, describing their first kiss, in part to find solace after 
John F. Kennedy’s assassination:

I started crying and Andy started crying. We wept big fat tears. It was a symbol of 
the catastrophe of our own lives. We kissed and Andy sucked my tongue. It was 
the first time we kissed. It had the sweet taste of kissing death. It was all exhila-
rating, like when you get kicked in the head and see stars.69

Both looker and looked at as subject positions are vital to our understanding of 
Sleep, and Giorno, at whom we look, is not only the star, but the subject of Sleep. 
Crimp includes Sleep among a list of Warhol’s early films that “can be thought of as 
portraits,” suggesting that Giorno’s subject position is integral to the work.70 Thus, 
 Giorno’s identity within Sleep (as John Giorno and as love interest of Warhol) starts 
to maneuver the film from anonymity. And, then, the relationship between Warhol 
and Giorno—the affection, eroticism, and the possible emotional attachment—also 
enters into the film. Sontag also writes about camp: “Camp is a tender feeling.”71 
Here, too, this sentiment or feeling camp carries and popular music encourages may 
pivot on Sleep. A slow pop love song may, instead of or in addition to, create a more 
tender and sweet “portrait” of Giorno. This is one new mode of viewing of Sleep (not 
the only, but an amendment).

As is often the case with Warhol’s early films, one common mode of thought sug-
gests the viewer embodies Warhol’s vision as filmmaker. Geldzahler, again with some 
possible errors, describes the correlation between the camera and Warhol’s eye: “for 
it is Andy Warhol that holds the camera and it is through his eyes that we see the 
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scene.”72 For Geldzahler, the camera, Warhol, and the viewer’s experience become 
intertwined. We look as Warhol looked; we become beholden to his camera’s gaze. 
At times this is uncomfortable—particularly when watching Warhol’s Screen Tests. 
Warhol’s Blow Job has a similar effect—at first what may appear titillating; as it 
goes on, becomes less pleasurable. Sleep may also cause discomfort, because of the 
voyeuristic element of watching someone who is at his most vulnerable, unaware he 
is being watched.

Giorno said the work originated in Warhol’s erotic desire:

I looked over and there was Andy in bed next to me, his head propped up on his 
arm, wide-eyed awake, looking at me. “What are you doing?” I said with a rub-
ber tongue. “Watching you,” said Andy. I awoke again and Andy was still looking 
at me with Bette Davis eyes.73

Giorno’s waking and Warhol’s looking continues throughout the night. It culmi-
nates with Warhol inspired to make his first film, Sleep.74 Stephen Koch noted the 
eroticism in Sleep early. He describes the work (along with Kiss): “In each of these 
two films, the camera voyeuristically stares at images of people for whom—in 
sleep, in eroticism—the experience of time has been radically, metabolically, made 
other, rendered private, changed.”75 For Koch, the eroticism in Warhol’s films is 
linked to voyeurism.76 The filmmaker gazes with longing; the viewer may do so, 
too. But by lingering on the sleeping body, and acknowledging its vulnerability, 
we may also be led to a consideration of death. Additionally, Joseph describes 
some moments in Sleep as “noticeably morbid,” “almost Gothic,” and says one 
shot “evokes a medieval death mask, the pillow that of a death bed.”77 He also 
points the reader towards Stephen Koch’s similar reading of Sleep. In addition, 
Koch relates Sleep to a somewhat coded (or decoded to those with art historical 
knowledge) homoerotic gaze:

…in Warhol’s lusting, in a pornography intriguingly close to the central line of 
Western homoeroticism, the image of the Beautiful Male Body in its excruciated 
final anguish, from the Saint Sebastians to Michelangelo’s Dying Slave to Geri-
cault’s shipwrecked men writhing on the rafts to Gustave Moreau’s Cecil B. de 
Mille Babylon catastrophe to—Sleep, Vinyl.78

David Bourdon similarly linked Giorno’s appearance in Sleep to the lineage of the 
“sleeping nude” in Classical and Renaissance art.79

Additionally, Wayne Koestenbaum discusses Sleep in terms of its erotic voyeur-
istic potency: “Apparently, Mrs. Warhola liked watching her son sleep, as he liked 
watching his boyfriends sleep; spying on motionlessness is a rather specialized erotic 
discipline.”80 While Koestenbaum’s parallel between Warhol’s mother and his prac-
tice of watching his boyfriends sleep is confusing, he does declare the homoeroticism 
as visible in Sleep. Koestenbaum’s comments, along with Joseph, offer differing ac-
knowledgments of the eroticized gaze in the film.81 Sleep, with its invitation to pro-
longed looking, asks just who is doing the looking, who is invited to stay so long by 
someone’s bed, and suggests a possible post-sex exhaustion and gaze.82

Another correlation to underground cinema is Jack Smith’s Normal Love  
(1963–1965). Douglas Crimp describes how Smith orchestrated his screenings of the 
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film along with a soundtrack: “Smith turned every screening of his Normal Love into 
a one-of-a-kind performance by playing selections from his vast record collection 
to accompany the silent footage and by resplicing the film’s sequences in the projec-
tion booth while showing it.”83 Warhol was familiar with Smith’s film; he was at its 
filming and photographed Smith.84 Smith’s “one-of-a-kind performance” of Normal 
Love bears similarity then to Warhol’s first screening of Sleep. Smith also layered 
film and music in his film Flaming Creatures. Suárez links Smith’s use of music with 
Warhol’s Velvet Underground, Warren Sonbert, and Kenneth Anger. The filmmakers 
used popular music as a way to garner interest in their work and/or to complicate 
its meaning through “subversive readings of the iconography of the song’s lyrics.”85 
Suárez includes Warhol in this argument for his collaborations with the Velvet Under-
ground, but Sleep and its soundtrack apply here as well. Thus, we must also consider 
relevant to Sleep Suárez’s declaration:

Hence besides being part of the history of the American avant-garde cinema, un-
derground films were also part of gay American culture. They fashioned models 
of subjectivity and desire that reflected the experiences of the (male) urban gay 
communities of the time.86

Thus, Sleep—with its pop music soundtrack—allowed for a new interpretation.87

Another avant-garde filmmaker, Bruce Conner, applied a pop soundtrack to his 
work.88 In COSMIC RAY (1961), Conner chose a song, Ray Charles’ “What I’d 
Say,” to amplify and play with his images’ significance. P. Adams Sitney cites Bruce 
 Conner’s COSMIC RAY as a possible forerunner or earlier parallel for Anger:

Formally, Scorpio Rising’s precursor (by a few years at most) was Bruce 
 Conner’s second film, Cosmic Ray. Whether or not Anger had seen the film is 
hardly relevant here, as I can hardly believe it had a direct influence upon him. 
Nevertheless, Conner should be credited as the first film-maker to employ 
ironically a popular song as the structural unit in a collage film. The title of his 
film is a pun, referring both to Ray Charles, whose song “Tell me what I say” 
forms the sound track of the film, as well as atomic particles from outer space. 
Conner intercut material which is primarily the irrelevant dance of a naked 
woman, which he photographed himself, with stock shots from old war films, 
advertisements, a western, a Mickey Mouse cartoon, etc.,  ridiculing warfare 
as a sexual sublimation. The structure of the ideas evoked by  Conner’s collage 
is straightforward; unlike  Anger’s film, there is little room for ambiguity in 
Cosmic Ray.89

Sitney sees—and hears—a parallel and disjuncture in each artist’s use of music in 
their films. I am not sure there is actually much ambiguity in Anger’s Scorpio Rising 
to the contemporary viewer or whether that ambiguity existed for the initial viewer. 
For Sitney, it appears that Conner is the more successful artist—that although both 
Anger and Conner used popular music and found footage, the “ambiguity” Sitney 
sees in Anger makes Scorpio Rising less successful.

Conner’s use of music in his films has recently received more scholarly attention. 
Conner, not nominally grouped within Pop, occasionally has some crossover with 
the movement.90 David Byrne describes Conner’s layering of music and particularly 
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imagery as an early form of “sampling.”91 Conner’s COSMIC RAY, with its direct 
use of music, its reliance upon the layering of sound and image, departs from Warhol’s 
Sleep: it is much shorter and made with a fixed song and image relationship.92 An-
other work by Connor, BREAKAWAY (1966), also layers music and image; another 
precursor to the music video as we know it, and a different form of jukebox modern-
ism.93 Due to Conner’s specific and affixed use of music, it is somewhat “easier” to 
treat those music choices with signification; neither the song nor the image changes in 
viewing.94 Diedrich Diederichsen argues that Conner’s song choice in COSMIC RAY 
adds further social and political meaning to the work: “The song is a product of the 
culture industry as well as the absolute opposite, the product of a social community 
in the grip of historical experiences: the African American community on the eve of 
the civil rights era.”95 While Conner combined image and song in a specific assembled 
relationship, Warhol—well versed and aware of how popular radio worked—chose a 
random yet “known” soundtrack for Sleep.

While it is lamentable that Warhol’s soundtrack is now “lost,” the songs that ac-
companied Sleep can be imagined since they were “selected” from the Top 40 availa-
ble on January 17, 1964. Ironically, Warhol would later use Sleep as a kind of visual 
noise for performances by the Velvet Underground and the Exploding Plastic Inevita-
ble.96 Sleep, a silent movie that once came with a soundtrack, became a form of visual 
static for a sensory overloaded experience.
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In previous chapters, jukebox modernism has been used to reconsider various artists 
and Pop works. In this final chapter, I consider how a series of Pop exhibitions fur-
ther expands the canon of Pop art and how music was linked with the movement’s 
expansion. The use of music in these exhibitions expands our understanding of Pop’s 
exhibition history (and the movement’s history itself). I consider the influence of juke-
box modernism beginning with the Independent Group’s This Is Tomorrow, held at 
London’s Whitechapel Art Gallery in 1956, and through a select group of Pop exhi-
bitions such as the Stedelijk Museum’s 1962 Dylaby exhibition, Gerhard Richter and 
Konrad Lueg’s Living with Pop: A Demonstration for Capitalist Realism (1963), and 
Yayoi Kusama’s Kusama’s Peep Show or Endless Love Show (1966). Raysse’s Raysse 
Beach, part of the Dylaby exhibition, is emphasized due to its unique position “in be-
tween” Pop art. These exhibitions trace the varied and international potencies of Pop. 
The interdisciplinary nature of these exhibitions appears to have been a challenge to 
their contemporary critics, who often dismissed the music in Pop art in derogatory 
terms, as well as in subsequent art historians’ treatment of music and Pop within the 
discipline.

 Popular music was present at Pop art’s first exhibition, the Independent Group’s 
This Is Tomorrow exhibition. British Pop artists included a jukebox in the exhibition 
and announced music as an integral element in Pop art and its exhibitions. The exhi-
bition’s jukebox, rarely discussed in great depth in scholarship, relates to the silencing 
of Pop’s art history, a muting of its jukebox modernism.1 The exhibition’s use of mu-
sic transformed the gallery space and marks a foundational encounter missing in art 
historical scholarship. When the jukebox was not being ignored in scholarship, it was 
often denigrated in contemporary criticism of the exhibition. An anonymous critic, 
writing in Apollo, ended his or her fierce criticism of the exhibition by lingering on 
its sounds:

May I add that quite ceaselessly a juke-box (that beloved tune creator sacred to the 
pin-table saloon) screams the poorest kind of popular contemporary music, punc-
tuated by barbaric yawps and squeals which came, I believe, from a contraption 
bidding one “Speak” into a speaking-tube nearby. This ensured pandemonium.2

The critic, harsh throughout the review, saves the most pointed criticism for the use of 
music until the conclusion. Music in the form of the jukebox, and the sounds from the 
other contraption, are heard only as a disturbance to the reviewer. In contemporary 
criticism, popular music, much like other elements of mass culture in Pop art, is met 
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in coded terms of class transgressions (this collision of mass culture and elite culture 
ensured a tangling and disturbance of British hierarchies of class and culture).

Even in recent scholarship on This Is Tomorrow, scholars describe the jukebox 
as both a gathering and a divisive force. In the 2008 Europop exhibition catalogue, 
Walter Grasskamp wrote:

Group Two’s contribution became a real attraction for the general public, not 
least because of the jukebox, even if the visitors were predominantly young people 
from the working class immigrant quarter of the East End where the Whitechapel 
Art Gallery was situated, and not the sophisticated London art public.3

Grasskamp’s later analysis reveals what was “coded” (and often not so coded) in 
contemporary British criticisms of popular music in terms of possible class trans-
gressions within British culture during the period.4 He also suggests Pop art—and 
popular music—brought people into the gallery space who might not otherwise have 
felt welcome in those spaces. Grasskamp only begins to consider how the jukebox 
transformed the gallery space itself in terms of bringing people within the space. 
Another scholar, Brian Wallis, mentions “children from the working-class neighbor-
hood came in off the street to hang out by the jukebox.”5 The jukebox drew viewers 
into the gallery.

As we have seen in previous chapters, popular music was integral to the second 
generation of British Pop artists such as Peter Blake and Pauline Boty. In the tele-
vision programme, Pop Goes the Easel, Pop art was introduced to the British with 
popular music vingettes. Artists such as Blake and Boty (along with Derek Boshier 
and Peter Phillips) were featured in different vignettes, at times with music. The film, 
directed by Ken Russell for the BBC series “Monitor” had its debut on March 25, 
1962.6 The film, both as an introduction to the British public of Pop art and its “dis-
play” of what constitutes the movement, adds to our understanding in this chapter 
of how Pop art was displayed—along with popular music. As Lisa Tickner describes, 
Russell filmed the artists in an attempt to make his film typify the art movement with 
its emphasis on mass culture.7 Russell intended for the film to be a different kind of 
documentary about art: “Russell’s ambition was not to make a film about Pop Art 
(or even, as he also put it, a film about popular culture with art as his excuse), but 
a ‘Pop Art Film.’”8 Russell edited the film to create for the viewer a sense of the art 
movement and featured scenes of the artists in a varying array of situations alongside 
other media: “His film had dream sequences and clips from westerns and Hollywood 
musicals; its tone was knowing and irreverent, its editing snappy, and its soundtrack 
packed with pop songs from Buddy Holly to Chubby Checker.”9 The film culminates 
with a dynamic party scene set to “Twist Around the Clock” (1961) and, as Tickner 
states, “The BBC provided the alcohol, everyone become rather merry—including 
the camera crew perched in the rafters—and the sequence is remarkable for its lack 
of dialogue and a joyous physicality that culminates in Boty’s shimmying twist.”10 
This ecstatic pop culmination is somewhat abated by the film’s final moments; the 
film shifts from popular music to classical music.11 The presentation of British Pop 
art to the public, while not in a traditional exhibition, did inhabit a different media 
space for Pop: television. Pop Goes the Easel, through Russell’s presentation of the 
artists alongside music as well as film, created a new, and apt, vehicle for the move-
ment to reach a larger public.
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Additionally, in Pop’s second generation another landmark exhibition, Dylaby, 
held at Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum from August 30 to September 30, 1962, fea-
tured an international group of artists such as Niki de Saint Phalle, Jean Tinguely, 
Per Olof Ultvedt, Daniel Spoerri, Martial Raysse, and Robert Rauschenberg.12 The 
museum’s director and curator, Willem Sandberg, along with curator Ad Petersen, 
worked with the artists, but, mostly, they gave the artists control over the exhibition. 
The exhibition invited guests to interact with a series of installations.

Martial Raysse’s Raysse Beach (1962) infused the gallery space with the party-like 
atmosphere of the beach (Figure 5.1). The installation included a children’s inflatable 
pool, plastic flowers, inflatable beach toys such as swans, beach balls, and sharks, 
sand, neon signs, towels, mannequins dressed in various kinds of beachwear, and 
life-sized photographs of bathing-suit clad women taken from magazines.13 Raysse 
emphasized the beach experience by adding lamps to create artificial sunlight and 
radiators to increase the heat.14 Furthermore, Raysse included sound—in the form 
of popular music—with a jukebox that played American pop songs.15 Within this 
international exhibition, music was included as an integral part of Pop, expanding its 
ramifications and challenging the traditional museum space.

The Dylaby exhibition itself is included in Bruce Altshuler’s Biennials and 
 Beyond—Exhibitions that Made Art History (1962–2002) suggesting the exhibi-
tion’s importance. Dylaby earns its position as a pivotal exhibition because, accord-
ing to Altshuler:

“Dylaby” (“Dynamic Labyrinth”) was set in a major museum known for its 
support of contemporary art and artists, and it thus exemplifies the increasing 
influence of art institutions over artistic activity. But it was also an artists’ inter-
vention, a project that disrupted both the physical and mental space of Amster-
dam’s Stedelijk Museum with a meandering path of participatory installations.16

Figure 5.1  Martial Raysse, Raysse Beach (1962), installation from the exhibition, “New 
 Realism Exhibition, Paris, March 2007.” Mixed media, 1962. Inv.: AM2008–187. 
Photo: Jean-Claude Planchet.

Source: Martial Raysse © 2017 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. Image © CNAC/
MNAM/Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, New York.
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By this account, the Dylaby exhibition was exceptional due to its institutional sup-
port from the Stedelijk Museum, and its disruption of a museum experience. In con-
temporary criticism of the show, Gerrit Kouwenaar wrote that the show turned the 
“passive viewer into an active co-creator.”17 For example, the museum visitor could 
enter through two installations: Spoerri’s, which forced the viewer to rely upon touch 
to navigate it, or Per Olof Utvedt’s, a structure through which the viewer could climb. 
Some other examples of the installations include a second one by Spoerri, which fea-
tured furnishings turned at a 90-degree angle, and Niki de Saint Phalle’s Shooting 
Gallery, where visitors shot bags of colored paint above an installation of prehis-
toric monsters. The visitor’s experience would culminate in Tinguely’s balloon-filled 
room.18 In Raysse’s installation, music was the “disruption” that shook the passive 
viewer into a participant.

Raysse Beach occupies a tenuous position in the Pop art canon: sometimes repro-
duced and rarely analyzed in Pop art surveys.19 While seldom written about in detail 
in terms of its music, the installation used music (American music) to disrupt or en-
hance (depending on your viewpoint) how viewers interacted with it. Furthermore, it 
encouraged visitors to dance. Raysse Beach was not alone in this invitation to inter-
act; many of the works in the Dylaby exhibition encouraged viewers to participate 
with the works, often in a playful manner.

Typically Raysse’s works, and Raysse Beach in particular, are seen as responding 
to a French context; however, I place the work within an international and  American 
context, particularly since Raysse Beach emerged in an international exhibition. 
While Raysse is from Nice, and the Côte d’Azur is often a featured locale of his 
works, the jukebox and its songs lend an American influence, as does the title “Raysse 
Beach” (never Raysse Plage).20 In title and in materials, the work remains rooted in 
an American environment. Additionally, in the jukebox’s early days, it was often seen 
as a vehicle of Americanization in Europe.21 This is not to undermine the work’s 
decidedly French Riviera attributes. Rather, perhaps Raysse Beach can have it both 
ways: be both French and American, as such distinctions became increasingly entan-
gled in the postwar period.

Raysse Beach was first shown in a French context: an earlier, miniature ver-
sion (without music) of Raysse Beach debuted in 1961 at the Festival of Nouveau 
 Réalisme in Nice.22 Rosemary O’Neill, in her book Art and Visual Culture on 
the French  Riviera, 1956–1971, describes Raysse Beach as a “simulacra” and 
that “the environment represented, in Raysse’s words, ‘the ideal life, the eternal 
and beautiful dream, eternal youth, and eternal vacation.’”23 O’Neill’s work on 
L’École de Nice places Raysse’s important and active role within that group of 
artists, including artists such as Yves Klein and Arman, and provides a foun-
dational French context for Raysse’s oeuvre. O’Neill argues that although Yves 
Klein is credited with L’École de Nice, Raysse was its “exemplar” through his 
“emphasis on the consumerism of the Mediterranean leisure industry and his use 
of ‘solarized’ color to capture the region’s visual aesthetic.”24 While Raysse Beach 
appears to be a celebration of fun in the sun and leisure culture, Martial Raysse 
grew increasingly critical of both Pop art and its modes and incorporations of 
mass-produced consumer culture.

Emmelyn Butterfield-Rosen, in her essay “La Vitrine/L’éponge: The École de Nice 
and the ‘Hygiene of Vision,’” further locates Raysse within a French artistic circle 
and artistic practice. She focuses on Raysse’s “hygiene of vision” in the context of a 
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“trinity of Klein/Arman/Raysse” within L’École de Nice and Nouveau Réalisme. She 
describes emphasizes Raysse Beach’s importance to the artists:

How might Le Vide and Le Plein look different if considered as components of 
a triplet rather than a couplet, in relation to Raysse Beach, once referred to by 
Pierre Restany as Raysse’s own incarnation of Le Plein? Raysse Beach, a simu-
lacral waterfront, stages a confrontation of organic and synthetic worlds. The 
installation, populated by mannequins in sunglasses, consisted of a jukebox, a 
neon sign, radiant heat lamps, blow-up beach balls, and plastic swans. Although 
this polychrome panoply was characterized by John Ashbery as a “terse homage 
to the pleasures of plastic,” it was of course expressly built around the conceit of 
pleasurable immersion in the ocean and the natural world.25

Butterfield-Rosen gives Raysse primacy among the artists. Additionally, she firmly 
places Raysse Beach within a French context. According to Butterfield-Rosen, the 
installation relates closely to postwar French modernization:

Raysse Beach, a portrait of postwar Nice in all her “purity of spirit,” was a culmi-
nating point in the period of Raysse’s career (1958–62) when he identified himself 
as a docteur or ingenier de la vision (doctor or engineer of vision), producing 
work under the provocative slogan Hygiène de la Vision (Hygiene of Vision). At 
the end of a decade in which consumption of personal and domestic hygiene prod-
ucts rose in France by 86 percent, Raysse developed a body of work that placed 
bathing and ablution, health and purity, the optimum maintenance of objects and 
persons, at its very core.26

The increasing influx of consumer culture—and Raysse’s interest in “hygiene”— 
relates to the postwar modernization of France based upon cleanliness, which, as 
Kristin Ross has shown, was considered part of the Americanization of France.27

The American beach and French Riviera scenes were, maybe, not two entirely differ-
ent places for Raysse. Perhaps Raysse’s inclusion of American popular music—and the 
jukebox—situates Raysse Beach within two places at once. When the work is viewed 
in relation to English in the title, the beach could be located in different places than the 
French Riviera. The emphasis was on fun: brightly colored beach toys, smiling images 
of models in neon colors, and music made for dancing. This beach scene, familiar to the 
Côte d’Azur, was becoming typical of the American imagination of fun, too. Popular 
Hollywood movies such as Gidget (1959), Gidget Goes to Hawaii (1961), Elvis Presley’s 
Blue Hawaii (1961), and Where the Boys Are (1960) promoted the American beach as 
the site of fun in the sun—and include pop soundtracks. Later, from 1963–1965, Beach 
Blanket movies would solidify the American presentation of California and a teenage 
beach culture.28 The California sun would also become familiar to Raysse. The artist 
had gallery representation in the United States with the Dwan Gallery in Los Angeles.29

James Meyer, in his essay “The Art Gallery in an Era of Mobility,” part of the ex-
hibition catalogue Los Angeles to New York: Dwan Gallery 1959–1971, emphasizes 
the American legibility of Pop in Raysse’s work:

Far more than Arman, Tinguely, and Saint Phalle, the work of Martial Raysse, 
the last of the nouveaux réalistes Dwan represented, drew from the commercial 
imagery then being explored by American pop artists, and it was within the criti-
cal discourse of international pop that Raysse’s practice was now received.30
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Meyer points out that Raysse’s first exhibition with the Dwan Gallery followed their 
first Pop exhibition, My Country ‘Tis of Thee, which received negative criticism.31 
Raysse’s exhibition also met with harsh criticism and in terms familiar to other 
negative Pop reviews of the period, questioning whether Pop was even art at all.32

In another work, Soudain l’été dernier (1963), Raysse used beach culture as his 
subject matter and, through his title, created ties to American popular culture. The 
work’s title resonates with Tennessee Williams’ play Suddenly, Last Summer and 
evokes the 1959 film starring Elizabeth Taylor, Katharine Hepburn, and Mont-
gomery Clift. Raysse belies, with his work’s brightly neon colored image, Williams’ 
dark  narrative of homophobia, cannibalism, and lobotomies. The emotional tone of 
Raysse’s assemblage, with its smiling model with blocks of bright blue, green, orange, 
red, and purple divided into pieces and a beach blanket and hat that protrude into 
the viewer’s space, does not bear much resemblance to that of the film’s plot, in which 
Taylor’s character, Catherine, witnesses a “terrible” event and her cousin’s murder 
on a beach in Europe. Although the work does not have much visual relation to the 
Elizabeth Taylor melodrama, Raysse’s title (the same title used when the film was re-
leased in France) imbues the work with possible darker undertones. The interchange 
between Raysse’s work and the film’s plot gives the work, typical of Raysse in this 
period, a sharper potential for criticism of leisure and beach culture, and, perhaps, of 
the American influence on both in French culture.

A month after the Dylaby exhibition, Raysse re-created Raysse Beach at the 
 Alexander Iolas Gallery in New York City, November 12–25, 1962. The installation’s 
American debut was met with tepid critical response by Donald Judd in Arts Magazine:

“The Swimming Pool corresponds to sophisticated and expensive tastes and not 
to the ordinary needs of life.” This is the stated purpose of a room with sand on 
the floor, a full rubber swimming pool, rubber seals, geese and balls, a jukebox, 
mannequins in bathing suits and life-sized photographs of girls, some of which 
are overpainted or have flowers and fruit attached. The purpose of this room, 
designated Raysse Beach, is not evident. Anything that Raysse has altered, such 
as the photographs, is corny. The rest looks like any unsophisticated and cheap 
backyard in Canarsie.33

Judd’s review details the artist’s failure to convey a cogent message in his use of mate-
rials. And, Judd places such criticism in American terms; the work looks “unsophisti-
cated and cheap” and belongs in a Brooklyn neighborhood, which, in the 1960s, was 
considered primarily middle class. According to Judd, the work was not only bad, it 
was also decidedly American. For Judd, Raysse Beach was not an imagining of the 
bright French Riviera.

At the same time Raysse Beach was installed at the Iolas Gallery, Raysse was included 
in the New Realists exhibition at the Sidney Janis Gallery in New York City.34 His work, 
Supermarket, Hygiène de la Vision (1961), was an assemblage based upon the displays 
of the French store Prisunic. The display case, made of twenty-eight compartments, was 
filled with toiletries aimed at the female consumer.35 The New Realists show blurred the 
lines between Pop and nouveau réalisme and included Raysse, Arman, and Klein along-
side American Pop artists such as Andy Warhol and James Rosenquist—the exhibition, 
effectively, “launched American ‘Pop Art.’”36 It is important to note that the New Real-
ists show, similar to Dylaby, asserted, or perhaps hoped for, an international movement.

Another New Realist artist (and colleague of Raysse), Ben Vautier, had connections 
to Nice, but is rarely (if ever) qualified as a Pop artist. He is typically placed with 



102 Sounding Pop Art: An Exhibition History

Fluxus and nouveau réalisme—defying the boundaries of categorization. In terms 
of Fluxus, Ben was inspired after seeing George Brecht perform to participate in the 
movement and to produce his own scores, “often closely related to music.”37 How-
ever, he used popular music in his works. In relation to Raysse and his use of popular 
music, and the change in gallery setting, he should be briefly discussed in this chapter. 
Ben’s “Living Sculpture” series (1959–1962), a multidisciplinary work that incorpo-
rates pop music, challenged the boundaries of the museum space. In Ben’s Window 
(1962/1992–93, Walker Art Center), the storefront features phrases in his handwrit-
ing such as “art,” “drink Coca-Cola fresh,” “we have had enough of it all,” and “art 
is a dead story.”38 When the work was reproduced, Ben included new materials such 
as cassette tapes “Greatest Hits of 1962” and “Greatest Hits of 1963.”39 The addition 
of music from an earlier period creates a kind of stasis in the work musically, placing 
it within the musical context of the 1960s.

In the late 1950s, Ben also exhibited his paintings in his record store, Le magasin, 
in Nice, France.40 While I do not claim Ben to be a Pop artist, his work, like Raysse’s, 
shares (although to a lesser degree) some Pop symptoms when viewed through juke-
box modernism. Le magasin, his record store, was more than a store—it was also 
a gallery and “nucleus of the art scene in Nice.”41 In the exhibition catalogue Ben 
 Vautier: Is Everything Art? Andres Pardey describes Le magasin as:

On the one hand, Ben’s Le magasin was the founding site of the École de Nice 
and, on the other hand, a gallery for many befriended artists. The networking 
with friends, artists and visitors here virtually became an artistic act, an attitude 
that alludes to Ben’s openness to new media.42

Ben exhibited his own work as well as other artists’ work in a space open to experi-
mentation in art, performance, happenings, and other events.43 Le magasin, as both 
music store and gallery, became a different kind of site for collaboration.

At Raysse’s 2014 retrospective at the Centre Georges Pompidou, his Raysse Beach 
once again invited museum visitors to dance. When I visited the exhibition on a June 
afternoon, I witnessed families with young children, teenagers, and older couples 
dancing in front of the work and its jukebox. The steady play of the Beach Boys 
evoked the California sun. The museum dates Raysse’s installation as 1962–2007 
allowing for the work to change and (perhaps) materials to be replaced. According 
to a list of the jukebox’s songs from the Centre Pompidou-Metz in 2011, they were a 
range of singles from the early 1950s through the mid-to-late 1960s.44 Although most 
of the songs listed were released in the mid-to-late 1950s, some songs were released 
and added to the work after the Dylaby exhibition.45 Although the sand, inflatables, 
and other aspects of the work appear to have been updated for later incarnations, the 
songs, after the late 1960s, do not. This may suggest that at one point, Raysse was 
interested in updating the jukebox’s singles, but he does not continue. Rather, the 
work becomes frozen in a 1960s context (in a similar mode as Ben’s Window) and, 
while still inviting participation in a museum exhibition setting, turns out to be an 
experience tinged with nostalgia—through its popular music.46 As the music remains 
static in the late 1960s, the works itself no longer evolves.

Raysse Beach, through its inclusion of popular music, disrupts the gallery space. 
Through a consideration of how the music operated (and still does) via the work and 
in the gallery space, jukebox modernism impacts our understanding of the work. By 



Sounding Pop Art: An Exhibition History 103

considering Raysse’s inclusion of pop music, we increase the international legibility 
of his work—which is lost when we ignore the work’s pop sounds. Raysse Beach’s 
pop music allows for a vantage point that helps us to summarize the international 
components of Raysse Beach and the Dylaby exhibition. Both in title and in the use 
of American music, Raysse Beach asserts both French and American popular and 
mass culture, or, at the very least, the blurring of such boundaries. At the Dylaby 
exhibition, the other artists included incorporated play or interaction with their in-
stallations through other senses and experiences to herald international claims for a 
new kind of art. Raysse chose to use pop music to further the participatory aspect of 
the exhibition. Raysse Beach’s pop music invited museum visitors to play, to dance, 
and to have fun in the installation. By losing Raysse Beach’s pop sounds, we are in 
danger of losing such international claims.

A year later, Gerhard Richter and Konrad Lueg’s international Pop exhibition, Liv-
ing with Pop: A Demonstration of Capitalist Realism, included music as well. Richter 
and Lueg (known after as Konrad Fischer)’s well-known installation was held in a 
Düsseldorf furniture store (Möbelhaus Berges). The artists challenged the sound and 
the space of the exhibition. Visitors entered to see life-size sculptures of President 
John F. Kennedy and Alfred Schmela (an art dealer). Next, there was a kind of living 
room area, which included the artists, both dressed in a suit and tie, sitting on furni-
ture placed on pedestals. Among the other items included in this room were common 
household elements such as cake, coffee, a television playing, pine air freshener, and 
flowers. There were other elements such as Joseph Beuys’ clothes hanging on the 
wall.47 Notably for jukebox modernism, it was “accompanied by dance music period-
ically interrupted by advertising slogans for furniture.”48 Additionally, eight paintings 
by the artists were hung throughout the store. The exhibition displayed furniture, the 
artists, and paintings as, equally, forms of commodity. Scholar Christine Mehring 
described the exhibition, via its subtitle:

The subtitle, Demonstration for Capitalist Realism, unmistakably summoned 
the economic miracle, which had come in the form of food, furniture, and a new 
Western capitalist alliance. This was the experience of the lower middle class that 
appeared to be the subject of the performance, but, we ought to note, it was also 
that of the artists.49

The placement outside of the gallery setting and in a store, along with the other ele-
ments of the exhibition, further support the installation’s suggestion of the West (and 
capitalism) and place the work in a lower middle-class experience. Mehring empha-
sizes the class of the artists as immediate in the performance. Music, and specifically 
dance music (as has been noted in numerous places), becomes part of this cipher of the 
West—and capitalism—as well as part of the exhibition’s noise.50

Additionally, the exhibition invitation evoked other kinds of noise, prompting 
the guest by including a deflated balloon: “1. Blow up! Follow inscription! 2. Let 
it burst! Note sound! Pop!”51 Here, again, sound (the play of the sound of popping 
and the word “pop,” if not music in this instance) is included as an important—and 
 introductory—element to Pop and this exhibition. In addition to the wordplay on 
“pop,” the sound of a balloon popping is disruptive—surprising and not usually wel-
come. Sound, suggested in the exhibition’s invitation, promises a different kind of 
exhibition experience—one outside of the traditional museum or gallery space.
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Another exhibition on the edges of what might be considered Pop art is Yayoi 
Kusama’s Kusama’s Peep Show or Endless Love Show (1966).52 The environment 
featured, as described in the 2000 Kusama monograph, “A mirrored hexagonal room 
with coloured lights that flashed in time to piped-in rock and roll, Peep Show, like its 
bawdy namesake, was experienced by viewers through slots located at eye level.”53 The 
viewer then saw one’s own reflection repeated throughout the walls, among blinking 
lights and set to rock ‘n’ roll music.54 In Kusama’s own words, the lights were part of 
an audio-visual tandem, “Embedded in the ceiling were small red, white, blue, green, 
and yellow light bulbs programmed to blink incessantly in changing patterns as mu-
sic played.”55 Scholar Midori Yamamura writes that when Peep Show debuted at the 
Richard Castellane Gallery, the music playing was the Beatles.56 Another installation, 
Driving Image (1964 and 1966) also featured the Beatles’ music. When exhibited 
in Essen, Germany, “the piece had been made all the more startling by the addition 
of a loud soundtrack of Beatles songs playing in the background.”57 Additionally, 
Kusama’s Love Forever installation included Beatles music; the artist “proposed an 
84-inch high, 112-inch-wide mirror-lined kaleidoscopic hexagonal room, where for 
the show’s duration a tape of music by the Beatles would accompany flashing strobe 
lights covering the ceiling.”58 Kusama’s mirror rooms, part of her larger project of 
self-obliteration, use music as one way to amplify the sensation of self-obliteration.59

Kusama’s installations do not fit perfectly into the Pop art canon, but there are 
shared interests. Her obfuscation of categorization may also be part of why she has 
only recently been heralded.60 Her installations such as Peep Show, through her use of 
popular music, create some connections to Pop art. Additionally, her use of lights (and 
the use of light and sound together) place her works such as Infinity Mirror Room 
(1965), by Yamamura’s accounts, within psychedelic art: “Sound, flashing lights, 
projected images, and mirrors were all elements that became essential to Kusama’s 
psychedelic art.”61 Kusama approached social change in her works through her use of 
music. Yamamura argues Kusama used music as one way to engage with youth cul-
ture against the U.S. involvement in Vietnam and to “connect her art with the youth 
engaged in that struggle. One solution for her was to introduce music by the Beatles, 
a group especially admired by peace-loving hippies.”62 Kusama’s later work in the 
1960s included music, such as the film Self-Obliteration, with Jud Yalkut, which 
featured music by Joe Jones and the Tonedeafs as a kind of soundtrack.63 In 1968, 
her “Anatomic Explosions,” featured naked dancers (with polka dots on their bodies) 
who “gyrated to rock ‘n’ roll music in front of public buildings like the New York 
Stock Exchange, the Statue of Liberty and the Alice in Wonderland Statue in Central 
Park until they were forced to stop by the police.”64 Kusama’s work during the 1960s 
continued to use popular music as part of her larger project of self- obliteration in 
addition to representing psychedelic culture and social change.

Kusama’s work in this period has been predominantly understood in scholarship 
in relation to art in the United States and Europe. The Yayoi Kusama Retrospective 
at the Center for International Contemporary (1989–1990), places Kusama’s work 
within a Japanese context and beyond a categorization in terms of style.65 In her essay 
in the catalogue, Alexandra Munroe quite effectively states: “Ultimately, Kusama is 
best understood as an original, independent artist whose work prefigures some and 
relates to several styles, but resists fitting in any one modernist movement.”66  Kusama’s 
uniqueness beyond art movements or any one category is a common thread in schol-
arship on the artist.
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Kusama, often discussed in parallel to Pop because of such practices as her accu-
mulations,67 is linked regularly with Andy Warhol, particularly his Exploding Plastic 
Inevitable. In both Kusama’s Peep Show and Exploding Plastic Inevitable, music was 
part of a kinetic, multisensory experience. While Kusama’s work was shown in a tra-
ditional gallery setting, the Exploding Plastic Inevitable debuted at the Dom, a Polish 
meeting hall in New York City rented during April 1966 by Warhol68 (Figure 5.2). 

Figure 5.2  Poster for a concert with Andy Warhol, the Velvet Underground and Nico, at  
St. Mark’s Place (Manhattan): Exploding Plastic Inevitable Live!

Source: © 2017 The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc./Licensed by Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York. Image courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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In both instances, the meaning of what constitutes an exhibition space, including 
presenting art as relating to a sex show and/or as a party—as some other kind of 
experience than just looking at art—is emphasized.

As I discussed in Chapter 4 regarding Andy Warhol’s Sleep, the Exploding Plastic 
Inevitable featured images from Warhol’s films along with the music, performances, 
and an aural and visual sensory overload. Warhol’s production of a roving art party 
featured the Velvet Underground, screenings of Warhol’s earlier films, light shows, 
and dance performances by Gerard Malanga, Mary Woronov, and Ingrid Superstar 
that incorporated sadomasochism.69 Branden W. Joseph explains the EPI experi-
ence as:

At the height of its development, the Exploding Plastic Inevitable included 
three to five film projectors, often showing different reels of the same film si-
multaneously; a similar number of slide projectors, moveable by hand so that 
their images swept the auditorium; four variable-speed strobe lights; three 
moving spots with an assortment of colored gels; several pistol lights; a mirror 
ball hung from the ceiling and another on the floor; as many as three loud-
speakers blaring different pop records at once; one to two sets by the Velvet  
Underground and Nico; and the dancing of Gerard Malanga and Mary 
 Woronov or Ingrid Superstar, complete with props and lights that projected 
their shadows high on the wall.70

In addition to the Velvet Underground and other non-musical sounds occurring at 
the Exploding Plastic Inevitable’s performances, multiple pop records were played—
creating a cacophony of both sight and sound. Or, as Joseph states, “The cumulative 
effect was one of disruptive multiplicity and layering, as the Velvet Underground, 
Nico, and other of Warhol’s superstars appeared amidst the barrage of sounds, lights, 
images, and performance.”71 Repetition goes beyond its use in Pop and popular music 
towards overabundance.72 The “multiplicity and layering” results in the Exploding 
Plastic Inevitable being considered part of Warhol’s expanded cinema (along with the 
use of his films).

The Velvet Underground fit a different musical category than Kusama’s use of 
 Beatles music or Raysse’s jukebox hits. Whatever my defense of popular music as a 
form that can be used for other purposes beyond commercial by the artists in earlier 
chapters (albeit those artists were not always successful), the musical experience of 
the Exploding Plastic Inevitable was decidedly different—possibly at times aggres-
sively so. At the Up-Tight (an earlier variation of EPI) performances, Barbara Rubin 
and Jonas Mekas would use lights, cameras, and language to confront the viewer.73 
Additionally, as Joseph states, the group surrounding Warhol—and performed in the 
EPI—consisted of “delinquents, drag queens, addicts, and hustlers … It was a group, 
however, that would later emerge within punk and a politicized gay subculture.”74 
EPI included people not often recognized within 1960s popular music, and as Joseph 
argues, mainstream culture in the 1960s. Existing beyond the gallery and museum 
exhibition space, EPI performances translate a different mode of jukebox modernism. 
EPI serves to further consider this transition from Pop’s jukebox modernism to its 
later possible applications within the realm of punk and may have other attributes 
with the later commodification and inclusion of the Velvet Underground into popular 
music.
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The Velvet Underground’s songs and music exist as both art and popular music. 
David E. James eloquently described the Velvet Underground’s music as:

At once pop and anti-pop, capable simultaneously of the loveliest melodies and 
extreme atonal drone, with Reed’s vocals oscillating between speaking and sing-
ing, between poetry and music, their formal vanguardism corresponded to a 
moral vanguardism, a celebration of otherwise anathematized people, practices, 
and ways of life.75

The Velvet Underground, early in their career, were influenced by minimalist music 
more than popular music due to their atonal sound and John Cale’s work with  LaMonte 
Young.76 The subject matter of their songs, such as “Heroin,” also shifted their audience 
from the pop singers previously discussed in this book. John Cale, member of La Monte 
Young’s Theater of Eternal Music, then the Primitives (with Tony Conrad, Lou Reed and 
Walter De Maria), and later the Velvet Underground, is one link of avant-garde music to 
Warhol’s Pop. Atonal minimalism met rock ‘n’ roll in the Velvet Underground.77 Cale, 
quoted in Victor Bockris’ biography of Lou Reed, described the overstimulation of EPI 
and the band’s experiences playing at the events, as well as how the group saw themselves 
in between La Monte Young’s Minimalism and more popular forms of music:

“I’d never seen a show like that,” John Cale said. “You just ignored it and played. 
Lou and I had an almost religious fervor about what we were doing—like trying to 
figure ways to integrate some of La Monte Young’s and Andy Warhol’s conceptions 
into rock and roll. It was exciting because what Lou did and what I did worked. 
What he put into words and what I put into music and what the band put together, 
the combination of everything and the mentality involved in it, was stunning.”78

Additionally, Cale’s quote further supports how the Velvet Underground saw them-
selves as an integration of rock ‘n’ roll. This integration places their music within the 
purview of jukebox modernism, participating in the sonic popular. Cale, was a mem-
ber of La Monte Young’s Theater of Eternal Music along with Marion Zazeela, Tony 
Conrad, and Terry Riley. Cale, in his autobiography, links his earlier experiences with 
La Monte Young to the Velvet Underground:

The members of the Dream Syndicate, motivated by a scientific and mystical fas-
cination with sound, spent long hours in rehearsals learning to provide sustained 
meditative drones and chants. Their rigorous style served to discipline me and 
developed my knowledge of the just intonation system. I also learned to use my 
viola in a new amplified way which would lead to the powerful droning effect 
that is so strong in the first two Velvet Underground records.79

Victor Bockris evocatively described the experience of hearing and seeing the Explod-
ing Plastic Inevitable, in addition to Joseph’s description of the performances, further 
emphasizes the collision of sight and sound:

The colored lights played across the whole ensemble, and the spinning mirrored 
ball sent slivers of light splintering in a hundred different directions. This created 
a flickering effect, which, combined with the loudest rock music ever heard at the 
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time, disoriented the audience, with mixed-up messages of love, peace, hate, and 
revenge. Nico sang trancelike, fixated, aloof, her beauty as removed from conven-
tional concepts of warmth as Alaska; Warhol’s show filled the space with images 
as disturbing and abrasive as Reed’s songs.80

The atonal qualities of the Velvet Underground and the not quite Pop of Warhol’s films 
do place the Exploding Plastic Inevitable on the outskirts of “Pop” and perhaps juke-
box modernism. However, there are connections and overlaps in terms of rock ‘n’ roll 
and elements of the Warhol’s Pop production. Even within the avant-garde, there was a 
tenuous intersection with popular music. Edward Strickland, in his study of Minimal-
ism, connects the Velvet Underground’s music to both avant-garde and popular music:

Along with their harmonic stasis the Velvets borrowed their relentless volume 
from Young’s drones. In this, Cale’s arrival with his electrically amplified instru-
ment had been crucial, as had Conrad’s introduction of contact mikes, which 
enabled Young to realize more adequately his construction, in avant-garde adap-
tation of rock producer Phil Spector, of a “wall of sound.”81

Spector and his “wall of sound” are best known for pop hits by groups such as the 
Ronettes and the Righteous Brothers.82 Some music historians describe Spector as 
raising the stakes of popular music (even in terms of art). Mick Brown, in his biogra-
phy of the producer, describes Spector’s wall of sound as:

Marshalling armies of guitars and keyboards and brass and drums, celestial sleigh-
bells, and voices keening like angels, he made records of a hitherto  unconceived- 
of grandeur and majesty, elevating the themes of teenage love and heartache to 
the epic proportions of Wagnerian opera—”little symphonies for the kids,” as he 
put it.83

By Strickland’s description, popular music influenced the avant-garde (Spector  impacts 
Young) and then both influence the Velvet Underground (who at various moments 
 occupy places in both avant-garde and popular culture).

Warhol’s work with the Exploding Plastic Inevitable emphasized an experience 
beyond the gallery setting—and is most commonly situated within Warhol’s career 
as part of the expanded cinema movement, not Pop.84 David Joselit described two 
modes of Warhol’s work:

Just as Warhol’s EPI dramatized a model of subjectivity in which kinesthetic 
experience is always on the verge of transforming into mediated experience, his 
model of objectivity developed years earlier, established an analogous alternat-
ing current between the commodity as a representation and the commodity as a 
use-value.85

While Joselit bases his argument on how Warhol’s work with EPI continues his use 
of media through the figure/ground relationship in Warhol’s earlier paintings, this 
demarcation between subjective and objective experiences is important. Warhol’s 
Exploding Plastic Inevitable, through a “kinesthetic experience,” becomes a bodily 
one and occupies the subjective. The immersive environment, expanded cinema, and 
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the Velvet Underground’s music work in tandem to further the bodily and sensorial 
experience.

Rehearing and re-seeing these exhibitions and performances expands our knowl-
edge of Pop art’s music and its applications to jukebox modernism. Additionally, we 
may also then expand how we view and hear works that may not have music playing. 
These works, too, participate in a disruption of quietude as a form of jukebox mod-
ernism in the gallery setting. Artworks playing music can bring into the gallery their 
beats or melodies and change its soundscape, but works that include the imagery of 
music—whether it be images of pop stars, words to a song, or other formal elements 
derived from musical culture—by bringing into the gallery space associations with 
music, also disrupt the quiet gallery as (most) museum visitors invariably hear such 
associations in their own minds.

A problem with today’s re-presentation of Pop works in the museum setting is 
that most often the sonic aspects are quieted or nulled. There are exceptions (such as 
Raysse Beach’s inclusion in the Martial Raysse retrospective at the Centre Georges 
Pompidou in 2014). Additionally, some of the exhibitions challenged the museum 
setting by going beyond the confines of a museum or gallery (such as a furniture store 
or a meeting hall). The Independent Group embraced music as part of their manifesto 
and in the exhibition space. Richter and Lueg’s use of music was part of the overall 
impact of moving beyond that traditional space meant for viewing. Kusama used 
popular music in her installations to create bodily responses to audio-visual effects. In 
the case of an individual Pop artwork such Peter Blake’s Got a Girl at the Whitworth 
Gallery in Manchester, England, the record that originally played music is now glued 
on the collage, silencing the work. When we usually see Pop art in museums, unless 
in an exhibition focusing on the movement itself, it is rare to hear the works being 
shown. When the music is ignored (or silenced) in histories of Pop art, or in exhibi-
tions, the ramifications of that sound—such as its disruptive quality, its unifying or 
inviting quality (its accessibility), and possible other modes of understanding of the 
movement—are also silenced. Pop art then remains silent, hung on white walls in 
museums.

By looking at these select exhibitions, we can also consider how Pop art and its 
 exhibitions impacted the museum soundscape. In The Soundscape of Modernity 
Emily Thompson argues: “Like a landscape, a soundscape is simultaneously a phys-
ical environment and a way of perceiving the environment; it is both a world and 
a culture constructed to make sense of that world.”86 Music, in these installations 
and exhibitions, altered the soundscape. At times, popular music was used to con-
vey meaning, to impact how the viewer perceived the installation within the gallery 
or museum. There were concurrent explorations of sound in the gallery space and, 
at times, beyond such spaces, with artists such as Carolee Schneemann’s Meat Joy 
(1964) and its Motown soundtrack, Robert Rauschenberg and his work Broadcast 
(1959), which included three concealed radios as well as his later work with Experi-
ments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.), Happenings, Fluxus events, group ZERO and 
its networks, and performance art in further studies.87 Additionally, Yayoi Kusama’s 
work, as previously discussed, fits some aspects of different movements, moving be-
yond categorization. Perhaps Pop encouraged these different uses of the museum and 
gallery space—and challenged notions of where art should be seen or heard—but, as 
the criteria for what constitutes Pop art comes under pressure, some of these move-
ments have moments of overlap, and the use and meaning of the museum space as an 
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“exhibition space” were also challenged. The museum or gallery space itself was only 
at times sustainable for the jukebox modernist strains of art in the 1960s.

In conclusion, a reconsideration of Pop art’s exhibition history allows for new 
interpretations of popular music in art in the 1960s and for the inclusion of other 
missed moments in art history. Pop survey exhibitions in 2015, International Pop 
and The World Goes Pop, also expanded the canon of Pop art. As their titles suggest, 
the expansion focused on an international context of the Pop movement and incor-
porated previously excluded artists—and countries—in the Pop canon.88 Popular 
 music, when heard alongside Pop art in these exhibitions, impacts the experience 
of the artworks and gallery space. Exhibitions such as This Is Tomorrow, Dylaby, 
 Living with Pop: A Demonstration of Capitalist Realism, Warhol’s Exploding 
 Plastic Inevitable, and Kusama’s installations created immersive environments, and 
 music helped to enhance the visitor’s experience. Pop art’s exhibitions may help us to 
see or hear other parts of Pop art previously unacknowledged and point us toward 
new scholarship in exhibitions, artists, and new approaches to the movement and the 
omissions left unheard.
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Room no. 8 (Summer 2002): 80–107. An earlier incarnation of the Exploding Plas-
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By recovering Pop art’s jukebox modernism, I hope other muted histories of Pop art 
are re-heard and re-seen in art history. While there has always been an association 
between Pop art and popular music, jukebox modernism further elucidates the stakes 
by which different modes of identity can be explored and incorporated into Pop art 
history or “the canon.” By adding music back into our understanding of Pop art, 
we also added emotion and feeling back into Pop. While my book focuses on Pop 
art of the 1960s, it is a project made possible by the continuing art and culture that 
remembers this connection, between the sonic and the visual, more than ever before. 
Jukebox modernism’s use of popular music urges us to look and listen more closely 
to art in the following decades and in contemporary art. Interventions in the inter-
mediate years, such as Dan Graham’s Rock My Religion (1983–1984), continue to 
expand jukebox modernism in art after Pop. I see jukebox modernism as a theoretical 
approach to art history, as one that has malleability—1970s funk and punk are just a 
few suggestions for further study.

Contemporary artists, following their Pop antecedents, remind us of the highly 
sensorial lives we live: ones that demand us, at practically every moment, to be look-
ing and listening to objects, screens, spaces, and, occasionally, other people. My ex-
ploration of the particular, very rich exchange between art and music in the 1960s, 
offers a foundation for understanding the globally connected, media saturated world 
of today. Today, contemporary art asserts a global presence, one that uses sound, 
music, noise, and ruckus. Artists, to name a few examples of many, such as Christian 
 Marclay, Kehinde Wiley, Doug Aitken, Rineke Dijkstra, and Candice Breitz, remem-
ber and expand upon these visual and aural connections.

Doug Aitken’s SONG 1 summarizes some of the affective subject positions dis-
cussed previously in relation to jukebox modernism. In 2012 Aitken’s projected video, 
on the full circumference of Washington DC’s Hirshhorn Museum, played “I Only 
Have Eyes for You” on a loop, repeating the song for thirty-five minutes.1 The song 
made most famous by the Flamingos was repeated differently each time, sung by var-
ious contemporary musicians such as Beck, James Murphy (of LCD Soundsystem), 
and others. On the walls of the Hirshhorn, different narrative vignettes played, each 
lasting about the length of the song featuring scenes of drivers on the Los Angeles 
freeway, waitresses, a middle-aged man at a pay phone, factory workers, and actress 
Tilda Swinton seeming like a ghost or avenging Pop angel in white, all singing in 
voices most likely other than their own. In some instances, more than one singer 
could appear, unaware of each other. Visual rhymes with the museum and its sur-
rounding space emphasize the repetitions in both pop songs and daily life: cars that 
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circled a parking garage in an oppositional circle against the Hirshhorn’s concaves, a 
sequence of cars on a Los Angeles highway that seemed to rival the cars on the Wash-
ington, DC streets, and, most resonantly, spinning recording devices which mimic not 
only the song’s repetitions, but also the repetitions of the Hirshhorn’s own spiraling 
walls. The piece ran nightly, for two months (March to May 2012).

SONG 1 captures the essence of a pop song: its repetitive nature, its ability to reso-
nate differently to various audiences, its potency to get people to dance in the streets, 
and to connect us, sometimes despite ourselves. The song acts as the work’s binding 
tissue providing moments of connectivity. However, while the actors in the work sing 
of only seeing “you,” none of the vignettes show anyone actually connecting. In other 
words, most of the scenes do not render anyone listening or seeing someone else. I 
argue the work’s popularity is precisely its Pop-ness—the emotional connections, the 
repetitions that stayed the same yet changed every few minutes when a different singer 
appeared on the Hirshhorn’s concave concrete walls. The song was about connections 
and seeing one another, yet the visual component of the work emphasized the lack of 
connections among us. The evening I saw the work, some people stopped and stared 
and many others danced with loved ones. Reviews of the exhibition emphasized the 
importance of the pop song and its potency for the public.2 Aitken’s work, struc-
tured by a song, reiterates Blake and Boty’s use of pop songs to structure their works 
and then re-interpreted the messages those songs attempted to deliver to its listeners. 
Aitken, by utilizing sound and space, finds Crow’s lost Pop referent, and asserts its 
presence in the city, Washington, DC, and specifically on the outside walls of a con-
temporary art museum. Music makes people stop and the visual made them stay. 
SONG 1 employed music to establish a connected listening public, even though they 
were watching images of loneliness and disconnection. The act of listening connected 
people while the act of viewing reminded us of our difference, of just how lonely a 
pop song can be.

Another work seizes upon the emotional pull—and fallacy—of popular music. 
Rineke Dijkstra’s 1997 video piece, Annemiek, provides us with a contemporary ex-
ample of the emotional force of a pop song. Dijkstra asked students at a Dutch high 
school to bring their favorite music to a video shoot. Annemiek, a teen girl, lip-sings 
to the Backstreet Boys’ song “I Wanna Be With You.” The video lasts about four min-
utes, the length of the song, and the pre-teen girl’s angst is palpable. Her face fidgets 
and changes, she laughs at herself and, in one moment, looks as though she might cry 
under the pressure of the video’s gaze.3 However, none of these emotions matches the 
song she lip-syncs. The girl gives up her voice to a pop song and may not even know 
English. Annemiek, in a similar fashion to My Colouring Book, presents the potential 
emotional damage a pop song can do. Dijkstra, by placing words and emotions out 
of sync, highlights the betrayal of a pop song. Once we learn the words, we must sing 
with feeling.

A different mode, but similar in the use of lip syncing and the ways people may 
identify with pop stars through their music, directs the viewing experience of Candice 
Breitz’s works such as Queen (A Portrait of Madonna), King (A Portrait of Michael 
Jackson), and Legend (A Portrait of Bob Marley) (all from 2005). These works use 
fans within the works. Queen (A Portrait of Madonna) consists of a thirty-channel 
installation showing different people singing, karaoke-style, songs from Madonna’s 
Immaculate Collection album. The piece lasts seventy-three minutes. Breitz adver-
tised in Milan for fans of Madonna to contact her and to perform the album while 
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being videotaped for seventy-three minutes. However, there is no musical accompani-
ment. These fans perform their expertise in Madonna’s greatest hits. The piece relies 
upon the viewer/listener’s ability to know the song and singer and the perhaps emo-
tional muscle memory of the song to elicit recognition. The title suggests this work is 
a portrait although Madonna herself is absent. The portrait of Madonna is marked 
by her fans, or vice versa.4

Kehinde Wiley, a painter of portraits inflected with art historical and contempo-
rary hip hop styles, provides, in some ways, an answer to James Rosenquist’s Big 
Bo. Rosenquist’s Big Bo, all style with confused meaning, meets Wiley’s overload of 
sumptuous painterly style that, likewise, troubles meaning. Wiley names his portraits, 
if not with the real names of the sitter, then with grand names, such as  Napoleon 
Leading the Army Over the Alps (2005) or as part of an art historical tableaux such 
as Tribute Money (2011) or Ecce Homo (2009). In these works, Wiley mines the 
art of painting’s own history, as well as the contemporary visual culture of hip hop 
and its music videos, to confront contemporary assumptions about race, class, and 
sexuality.5

Another artist, Mingering Mike, answers Big Bo differently. Mingering Mike, the 
invention of an outsider artist, was a “funk and soul musician” mainly active in 
the late-1960s to late-1970s. Mingering Mike’s music is only known through hand-
painted, fictional album covers—with no records included. Working mainly in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s, Mingering Mike would place his titles such as Minger’s 
Gold Supersonic Greatest Hits (Vol. 3) and Can Minger Mike Stevens Really Sing, in 
record store bins around the Washington, DC area. Mingering Mike, a cult figure in 
the record collecting community and only now included in contemporary art shows, 
is a singer without sound. In the process, he becomes a kind of avatar, a soul superstar 
who sings nightly alongside James Brown in his sonic imagination. The artist’s sound-
less music is very different from Big Bo’s. Mingering Mike, working outside a record 
production system and with no real music to promote, evacuates sound but attempts 
to make himself be seen.6

In a different approach, artists use music instruments, or reference music’s sound 
culture, in their works. Christian Marclay uses the materials of sound to make visual 
and audio works. In one of his best-known pieces, Ghost (I Don’t Live Today) from 
1985, Marclay plays an instrument of his own making, which allows him to play 
records in the same stance as one would strike to play a guitar. He plays the record 
of Jimi Hendrix Experience’s 1967 Are You Experienced? while concert footage of 
Hendrix played in the background. Other works by Marclay include installations of 
vinyl records on gallery floors such as Untitled (1987–2007) and Footsteps (1989) 
and “Recycled Records,” which took broken records and reassembled them to create 
new, unintended sounds (1980–1986).7 Another artist, Jamal Cyrus, uses musical 
instruments that should have sound yet mutes them in his work.8 Additionally, Jennie 
C. Jones makes work that references hard-edge abstraction while using materials such 
as an acoustic absorber panel.9

These artists are only a sampling of contemporary artists who continue to use mu-
sic in their works. They resonate in this study due to their rich use of the same terrain 
that Pop artists first encountered in the 1960s. They respond to popular music for 
many of the same reasons earlier Pop artists did: its emotional potency, fan culture, 
and the pleasures and problems of both looking at and listening to a work of art. 
Popular music, too, offered ways for these artists to address identity: gender, class, 
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race, and sexuality. The structures of popular music, both sonically and within mass 
culture, were used by Pop artists to assert jukebox modernism. Jukebox modernism 
teaches us to listen more carefully to Pop and contemporary art’s music, to hear and 
see what has been muted by its absence.

Notes
 1 The piece “played” every night from March 12, 2012 through May 13, 2012 beginning at 

sunset and ending at midnight.
 2 See reviews such as Esther Yi’s “When a Museum’s Exterior Becomes a Canvas for Video 

Art,” The Atlantic, published online on March 27, 2012, www.theatlantic.com/entertain 
ment/archive/2012/03/when-a-museums-exterior-becomes-a-canvas-for-video-art/ 
255125/, accessed October 22, 2017. Another review, “Millions of People Go By: Doug 
Aitken’s ‘Song 1’ Distills City Life,” by Daoud Tyler-Ameen, The Record: Music News 
from NPR, published online on May 20, 2012, also cites the way the work, through song, 
seemed to connect people in the city, www.npr.org/blogs/therecord/2012/05/18/153029745/ 
millions-of-people-go-by-doug-aitkens-song-1-distills-city-life, accessed October 22, 2017.

 3 Jennifer Blessing, in the catalogue for Dijkstra’s retrospective at the Guggenheim, offers a 
different view on the work, seeing it instead as an exploration of gender ambiguities un-
der popular culture. Jennifer Blessing, “When We Still Feel: Rineke Dijkstra’s Video,” in 
Rineke Dijkstra: A Retrospective (New York: Guggenheim Museum, 2012), 30. Blessing 
cites a connection to Warhol’s Screen Tests with Annemiek (31).

 4 Olesya Turkina, “Candace Breitz,” in Ice Cream: Contemporary Art in Culture, ed. “The 
Ten Curators” (New York: Phaidon Press, 2009), 64. In a 2007 compendium of con-
temporary artists, curator Olesya Trukina describes Breitz’s work as within a matrix of 
manipulated emotions. While less specific in its identifications with a pop celebrity, Phil 
Collins’ The World Won’t Listen (2004) shares some similarities in its use of karaoke. 
Sergio Edelsztein, “Phil Collins,” in Ice Cream: Contemporary Art in Culture, ed. “The 
Ten Curators” (New York: Phaidon Press, 2009), 88.

 5 See Krista Thompson’s Shine: The Visual Economy of Light in African Diasporic Aes-
thetic Practice (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 215–270.

 6 See Dori Hadar, Mingering Mike: The Amazing Career of an Imaginary Soul Superstar 
(New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2007) for an overview of Mingering Mike.

 7 Barbara London, “Do-It-Yourself,” in The Record: Contemporary Art and Vinyl, ed. Tre-
vor Schoonmaker (Durham: Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University, 2010), 129–130.

 8 Naomi Beckwith, “Only Poetry,” in The Freedom Principle: Experiments in Art and 
Music 1965 to Now, ed. Naomi Beckwith and Dieter Roelstraete (Chicago: Museum of 
Contemporary Art Chicago and University of Chicago Press, 2015), 49. Beckwith places 
Cyrus’ work, in addition to other artists, in the context of asserting the importance of 
African Americans in music and culture. See also the full text for further considerations of 
art and music.

 9 Beckwith and Roelstraete, The Freedom Principle, 148.
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