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To Lucy Hogg,
without whom this book—and its author—would barely exist.

And in memory of Matt Wrbican,
a lost mother lode of all things Warholian.
He wanted this book to be … longer.
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Warhol showing the scars from his shooting.
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Prelude

DEATH

Andy Warhol died, for the first time, at 4:51 P.M. on the third of June 1968. Or that was the grim verdict of the interns and residents in the emergency room of Columbus Hospital in New York. Some twenty minutes earlier, the artist had been shot by Valerie Solanas, a troubled hanger-on at his famous studio, the Factory, which had recently moved to a new spot on Union Square. During the time it took for the ambulance to arrive, Warhol slowly bled to death. Once the patient was dropped at the hospital, a few blocks away, the young doctors in the E.R. couldn’t find a pulse. There was no blood pressure to speak of. The patient’s color was newsprint tinged with blue. By any normal measure, this thirty-nine-year-old Caucasian, five foot eight, 145 pounds, was D.O.A.

At the moment that the dead-ish victim was being wheeled in on his gurney, a gifted private-practice surgeon named Giuseppe Rossi, forty years old, was checking on a patient recovering in the intensive care unit. He heard the page on the P.A. and rushed to emergency to see if he was needed. As his juniors filled him in on the case, he reached out to make one final check on the fresh corpse where it lay unmoving, eyes closed, soaking the gurney in blood. He lifted an eyelid and watched as a still-living pupil contracted in the glare of hospital lights. There was work to be done.

Rossi rushed to figure out why his patient, who he took for one of Union Square’s tramps, had gone into deep shock. He found the tidy entry wound of a single bullet on Warhol’s right side, about midway down his chest, and furious bleeding from a ragged exit in his back on the left. The doctors installed a chest tube to deal with a collapsing right lung, pushed a breathing tube down Warhol’s windpipe, started pumping in oxygen, called for blood and sped their patient along corridors and on up in the elevator to get to the operating room before he died.

Warhol was lucky in having Rossi for his doctor that day. The surgeon had immigrated from Italy after the war, when an expanding American medical system let him get training in the new field of open-heart surgery. Since it could still be hard for a foreigner like Rossi to get a staff position, he found gigs in emergency rooms all over New York—including in Harlem, where he saw plenty of gunshot wounds. Years before hospitals had trauma specialists, by pure chance Warhol had ended up in the hands of a highly trained thoracic surgeon who knew all about bullets.

Residents sliced into the veins in Warhol’s elbows, pushing in tubes for fluids and blood; they left scars that could have passed for stigmata in the arms of this lifelong churchgoer. Without wasting time on the usual five-minute hand wash, Rossi raced to find the source of the bleeding that was about to turn the body in front of him into a cadaver. He cut open Warhol’s left chest—the first tissues he sliced through were too drained to bleed—and found a nasty rip in the bottom lobe of the lung; a huge metal clamp took care of that for the moment. Even as Rossi worked the anesthetist declared a cardiac arrest. Rossi cut open the sac around Warhol’s heart, untouched by the bullet, and massaged the organ by hand. Death averted, once again.

Now Rossi cut into Warhol’s right side, slicing from near the entry wound almost to the breastbone as he hunted for damage. Stories have been told of three or four bullets piercing Warhol’s body, or of the lead from a single slug ricocheting inside his torso like some hellish pinball game, but Rossi found that a single slug had punched straight through the dying man. He saw where it had nicked the inferior vena cava, a garden-hose vein in the middle of the body that feeds blood from the legs back up to the heart, and that a clot had formed there that was keeping Warhol from instantly bleeding out. Making a new slice into the dying man’s chest, down to the bottom of the breastbone then deep through Warhol’s abs and straight toward his belly button, Rossi ratcheted the mess open with a steel retractor to get a clear look at the damage. “I’d never seen so much blood in my life,” recalled Maurizio Daliana, the chief surgical resident at the time.

Rossi found more destruction: two holes in the arc of the diaphragm muscle, pierced both right and left as the bullet crossed through Warhol’s body; an esophagus severed from the stomach, so that food and gastric acid were spilling out from below; a liver whose left lobe was mashed and bleeding and a spleen utterly destroyed and spilling more blood than any of the other organs. Solanas’s bullet had also cut a ragged hole in Warhol’s intestines, releasing feces and upping the chances of fatal infection.

What was left of the spleen had to go while the liver’s injured lobe was also a hopeless case. Rossi used huge stitches to seal it off from the bulk of the organ so it could be sliced away without losing more blood, which was still flowing into Warhol as a transfusion and out again through the new holes in his body. By the end of the operation, he’d received twelve units of blood; a body without leaks normally holds ten.

Just as things were getting under control, the O.R. was thrown into turmoil again by a visit from the hospital’s top doctors. They told the surgeons that the man whose life they had better be saving was the superstar artist Andy Warhol—the very man who had made the term “superstar” famous—and a crowd of reporters and groupies was waiting downstairs. “He cannot die,” said the visitors.

Rossi had barely heard of the artist or his antics.

He returned to the open body and took on the tricky repairs that remained. He tackled the oozing intestines, cutting out the damaged part and stitching together the clean ends. Then there was the severed esophagus to reattach, the most finicky procedure that evening. Rossi had to use the finest silk sutures and make sure the connection to the stomach was perfect. Any misalignment or excess scarring might have left Warhol in misery, unable to swallow properly. He did in fact go on to have trouble eating, remembered one doctor friend.

Exhausted from a long and tense operation, Rossi inserted all the standard tubes for drainage and closed up the body whose innards he had gotten to know. For convenience and safety—and maybe because he wasn’t at all sure his patient would live to care—Rossi used huge stitches that gave Warhol’s torso a network of Frankenstein scars. He showed them off for years to come.
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… with Julia Warhola and big brother John.
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1928–1934

BIRTH | PITTSBURGH | CARPATHO-RUSYNS | CHURCH


“The worst place I have ever been in my life”



Andy Warhol—or rather Andrew Warhola—was born on the sixth of August 1928, in a grim little flat on Orr Street, in Pittsburgh’s Soho neighborhood, on a middling-hot day under overcast skies.

Andy’s eldest brother Paul, who was born in the same room six years earlier, told the story that he’d heard his mother’s screams “and then somebody said, ‘It’s half past five’”—although whether that was morning or evening has never been clear. Depending on who you believe, either a doctor or a midwife was in attendance.

Warhol’s father was also Andrew (born Andrej or Andrii), a Slav who became an American a few months before his namesake was born.

Andrej was a laborer, like the thousands who worked in the Jones and Laughlin steel mill, a few steps down the hill on the shores of the toxic Monongahela River. He worked there before he went into heavy construction, when he traveled widely for a firm that moved buildings on rollers. It seems he would always have preferred the “easier,” indoor, more settled life of a millworker, but somehow couldn’t manage it. Although he was only five feet five inches tall he weighed 185 pounds and people remarked on his massive arms. A little after Warhol’s birth, Andrej—likewise always known as “Andy,” which was even how he signed his will—had his gallbladder removed, without complete success according to his son Paul. Six decades later, Andy Jr. would die after the same operation.

The screaming young mother was named Julia. She was thirty-six years old, an immigrant housewife with almost no English and a husband and three boys to tend: A middle son named John was three years older than Andy. For weeks or even months at a time her husband would live on construction sites across several states. A 1930 photo shows him and his work crew in Indianapolis, shifting a 12,000-ton building that was still occupied. Julia was a sort of work widow—when things were going well. With the arrival of the Great Depression in 1929, there were times when Andrej had no work at all and Julia cleaned houses and sold crafts door to door. According to one story Warhol told, their soup wasn’t Campbell’s. It was made from water, salt, pepper and ketchup—Heinz brand, of course, a signature Pittsburgh product produced by a family that became patrons of the artist.

The Orr Street “apartment” was two rooms on the second floor of a tiny wooden row house. The walls were “just wooden panels going across—not even panels, just slats,” one neighbor remembered. There was only cold water to wash in and the toilet was an outhouse in the alley—not a special indignity in the Warholas’ world, but it couldn’t have been fun in winter. A bit earlier, a Pittsburgh reformer’s study of the Soho neighborhood had voiced contempt for its “insanitary, disease breeding vaults without sewer connection, ever ready to spread contamination and endanger the health of the neighborhood” and had described its houses as “veritable fire traps.” In 1922, the year Paul Warhola was born, a newly published history of the city was describing the neighborhood’s housing as “old and not attractive … populated by foreign mill workers and their families.”

Within two years of Warhol’s birth the Warholas had moved twice, ending up just down the street, and a touch up the ladder, in a four-room flat with a potbellied stove, a galvanized hip bath and an indoor but unplumbed toilet. The three boys slept in one bed, “but you didn’t feel you were poor, because everybody else lived the same way,” recalled John Warhola. They shared that house on Beelen Street with another family and paid $18 a month for the privilege, about a quarter of their monthly income.

The Pittsburgh that Andy Warhol grew up in wasn’t just an example of blue-collar America. It was the archetype of that life and its struggles. In 1914, a charitable organization called the Russell Sage Foundation finished publishing The Pittsburgh Survey, whose six massive volumes contained the nation’s first notable example of systematic urban sociology. The Survey became famous worldwide and made the city it treated famous, too, as a potential site of industrial progress and an actual site of hardship. As H. L. Mencken put it, in a famous essay written not long before Warhol was born, “Here was wealth beyond computation, almost beyond imagination—and here were human habitations so abominable that they would have disgraced a race of alley cats.”

In American culture, being from Pittsburgh and working class was a distinctly “marked” condition, like being from Los Angeles and in movies. And for all his adult life Warhol did more to escape his clinging roots, or obscure them, than to exploit or explore them. In 1949, when Warhol had just arrived in New York, a magazine editor asked him for a potted biography. Warhol gave him almost nothing: “My life wouldn’t fill a penny postcard. I was born in Pittsburgh in 1928, like everybody else in a steel mill,” he wrote, getting the steeler cliché out of the way even though it didn’t quite apply to him, given a father who actually worked on faraway building sites. Yet that vita was a high point of self-revelation. Once he’d truly made it in New York, Warhol’s story got even vaguer: He was born in 1929, or maybe ’30, or even ’33—he lied about his age even to his doctor—in toney Philadelphia or Newport, Rhode Island, or in humble Forest City or McKeesport, Pennsylvania. Over Warhol’s thirty-eight years in New York, he barely returned a handful of times to his hometown, “the worst place I have ever been in my life,” as he described it; he once reminisced with a college classmate about how the smog would turn a white shirt black by the end of the day. “I never give my background, and anyway, I make it all up different every time I’m asked,” Warhol once admitted—more or less, in an interview in which his words were rearranged and sometimes made up. By ’65, he’d told Who’s Who that he was born in Cleveland to the aristocratic—and fictional—“von Warhols.” Two years later, a Warhol scholar threw up his hands: “It is generally believed that he was born sometime between July 27 and August 17 and that he is somewhere between 39 and 47.” The confusion lasted into the ’90s.

Warhol’s Pop Art is sometimes described as a celebration of his lowly origins—many of the other Popsters were more middle class—but it’s just as much about moving up from those roots. His actual childhood didn’t involve supermarket tuna, cans of Campbell’s Soup or any of the other shiny brands of Eisenhower America that Warhol later showed in his art—before World War II, those were still products targeted at the elites. (It was only in the early 1960s, when Warhol was riffing on these brands, that the working class was being coaxed to buy them.) A 1930s neighbor of the Warholas, still living in her childhood home in 2015, didn’t remember any canned goods of any kind in her mother’s kitchen, even though their family was relatively prosperous. “Canning,” she said, meant putting up your own vegetables in glass jars.

Julia cooked with crude utensils handcrafted by Andrej, and when the Warholas could afford better than watered-down ketchup their soup was immigrant fare, made by Julia herself, almost daily, from homegrown tomatoes, kohlrabi and radishes, or, as one brother remembered, from the pet chicken in the yard. The family made their own “kolbasi” sausage, rather than buying it ready-made from a butcher. Even once Warhol’s career was taking off in New York, Julia was still offering visitors chicken soup cooked from scratch, not poured from a tin.
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Andy Warhol wasn’t born on the ladder’s bottom rung. Even by the low standards of working-class Pittsburgh, he was in the mud at its feet. His parents’ thick accent wasn’t any of the standard, almost-respectable ones: Scottish or German, Irish or Italian. The Warholas would have been thought of as generic “Slavs” and, as The Pittsburgh Survey would have it, “a Slav is slow and unspectacular in making an impress upon the imagination of the community … [and] lacks the animation so characteristic of the Italian.”

A chapter heading in the Survey had to remind its genteel readers—in the decent Scottish brogue of a Carnegie—that “A slav’s a man for a’ that.” The Survey condemns the higher rents Slavs were forced to pay, and the contempt they were held in by their immigrant neighbors because of “their willingness at the outset to work at any wages and under any conditions.” Among unskilled laborers, the Survey explains, “the Slovak, Croatian, Servian, and Russian (Greek Orthodox) may be said to perform tasks the roughest and most risky, and the most injurious to health.” Something like 80 percent of the laborers at the giant Carnegie Steel were Slavs.

Andrej Warhola Sr., one of the “sturdy and submissive” Slavs that Pittsburgh’s foremen sought out, was born in 1886 in a hungry village called Mikova, on what was then the remote eastern edge of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was populated by a little-known ethnic group now called the Carpatho-Rusyns, and one Pittsburgh Rusyn remembered a 1930s article in Life magazine that described her homeland as where “the least civilized people of Europe live.” The village is still hungry but is now in Slovakia, huddling on its border with Ukraine and Poland, on the edge of the Carpathian Mountains. For most of Warhol’s life Mikova was in the artificial, pan-ethnic country of Czechoslovakia and Warhol usually referred to that nation-state as his family’s homeland, even though he was well aware that it was a purely artificial, political entity of recent date. Like many immigrants of his era, he preferred the ethnic vagueness of political borders to greater cultural specificity—although he certainly knew that Czechoslovakia itself was founded in part by his fellow Rusyns, in Pittsburgh no less, when his father was a new arrival there.

Mikova had fewer than five hundred occupants when Andrej was young, although that was enough to divide it into an “upper” and “lower” town. Its inhabitants lived off the land: Every family had a little mill to grind its grains, while local flax and hemp were spun into cloth and each family’s sheep provided cheese, wool and hides. Still, it was hard to make ends meet without finding seasonal work on larger farms in the Magyar or Slovak lowlands. By 1914, something like a quarter-million of these villagers considered a brutal, bankrupting, even illegal trip to America, followed by brutalizing manual labor once there, as an improvement over life at home.

In 1909, the Warholas—or rather “Varcholas”—from the upper town and with a decent little plot of land and several beehives, were better off than some Mikovans, but that wasn’t saying much. It wasn’t, at any rate, enough to impress the seventeen-year-old Julia Zavacky, a fellow villager of Andrej’s whose family, also from Upper Mikova, had about the same middling-poor status as his. Six decades later, Julia remembered having wept at the prospect of her arranged marriage, even to the “so good-looking” Andrej, until he bought her affections with a legendary gift of candy. Andrej’s sweets might have meant less than his American connections: He’d already made one foray to the New World sometime around 1905, when he probably worked for a bit as a coal miner. That was the standard first employment for new Slavic immigrants to Pennsylvania, and it’s the stock workingman’s occupation that Warhol sometimes liked to claim for his dad—when he wasn’t busy denying it.

When the May wedding came, it was, as Julia remembered it, a grand three-day affair, with her hair dressed “like gold.” Andrej wore ribbons and a white coat and there was a feast of “eggs, rice with buttered sugar, chickens, noodles, prunes with sugar, bread, nice bread, cookies made at home,” as well as a band of fully seven Roma playing music.

Within a few years, however, Andrej was off to America again, leaving behind his wife and infant daughter, never to return again. He was fleeing conscription into the Austro-Hungarian army. Steamship agents working for American industrialists, but wearing local folk dress to avoid the imperial authorities, would remind young men of their impending service as they sold them tickets for the American passage. One Warhola brother who stayed behind did end up in the army and died from wounds sustained in World War I. Although around the time of Andrej and Julia’s wedding, a Pittsburgh veteran of Russia’s wars said that he “looked upon his experience on the battlefields as quite commonplace compared with his experience in the steel mills. From the first he emerged without a scratch; in the second he lost a leg.”

Andrej’s departure couldn’t have much surprised Julia. It was a standard event in the region, and several of her own siblings had already settled near Pittsburgh, in the area around Lyndora where their descendants still live. But it did leave her in a difficult fix. She was stranded among her aging Warhola in-laws, who she was expected to serve hand and foot while also caring for younger siblings and an infant. Her life’s first tragedy came when she lost the baby after only six weeks.

During World War I, the Germans and Russians fought over and through the region, with the conflict reaching right into Mikova, leaving the earth scattered with skulls of dead soldiers that shone “like large white mushrooms,” as Julia remembered. She fled up the mountains and into the woods, her house was torched and she lost everything—“War, war, war …. Oh, you don’t know how bad.” Her father (yet another Andrej) had died the year of her marriage, and her mother died in the war’s last year—of grief over a false story that her son had been killed in battle, says one tale—leaving Julia with two much younger sisters to care for. Family lore said that Andrej often tried to send money for his wife to join him in America, and that it was always stolen en route. In 1921, Julia finally arranged the trip for herself, thanks to a loan from a village priest.
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It’s not hard to imagine the contrast between life with five hundred near neighbors and kin among the fields and forests of the Carpathian mountains and life in a smoke-choked city of six hundred thousand people, bustling with Italians and Germans and Irish and Jews—as well as the occasional Presbyterian busy voicing contempt for the others. Andrej didn’t even arrange for the couple to live among their own, in the so-called Ruska dolina—the “Rusyn valley”—down deep in a creek-bottom “run” where other villagers had crowded together and built a church.

If life in the United States might have been dislocating for Julia, that was a dislocation shared by all her kin in Ruska dolina, even more than by your average immigrants. Back in the Old Country, Mikovans like the Warholas and Zavackys were just “our people,” with no more specific ethnic identity than that, or any need for one. They were set off from other groups by where they lived, in villages in the back of beyond in the mountains, more than by some idea of who they “were.” In the United States, however, these newcomers were expected to fit into an ethnic pigeonhole, the way other Ellis Islanders did. Were they Poles? No. Romanians? Certainly not. Hungarians, Serbians, Croats? None of the above. They had a language that was distinct to them, rather like Slovak and not that far from Russian or Ukrainian but also quite different from all three—po nashomu, Warhol’s kinfolk called it, meaning “what we speak.” It’s only since the fall of the Iron Curtain that “Carpatho-Rusyn” has become the preferred term for the group, recognized as distinct by most of the countries where they now live.

American immigration records, and The Pittsburgh Survey, sometimes set Warhol’s people off from other Slavs as “Ruthenians,” except that that name could also cover people who were more clearly Ukrainian or Slovak. The Warholas and their ilk might also be called “Rusyns,” unless they were going by “Rusnak”—or even, confusingly, “Ukrainian” or “Russian.” A Zavacky from Warhol’s generation said that he referred to himself as Russian, knowing that he wasn’t, “because it was a big country everyone knew.” To this day Julia’s relatives in Lyndora call their old-timers’ language “Russian,” rather than using the other misnomers, “Slavish” or “Czech” or “Slovak,” favored by Warhol and even today by some Pittsburgh Warholas. A woman who lived near the Warholas in Soho described them as “Slovak and Pollack”—like Slavic pushmi-pullyus—while their more Americanized neighbors simply thought of the Warholas as a few more “Hunkies” to be despised and made fun of. It didn’t help that their Rusyn Bibles and ethnic newspapers were often written in the same Cyrillic script favored by commies.

The world movement for Carpatho-Rusyn culture has tried to spot the roots of Warhol’s art in his parents’ rural homeland. His “touch” has been compared to the touch on the Rusyns’ hand-painted Easter eggs, ignoring the fact that one of Warhol’s more notable achievements was to push back against both signature touch and hand painting. And while it’s true that there is a notable folk element in his early commercial art, rather than being specifically Rusyn, it is generic enough to have come out of almost any peasant culture—or to have been invented whole by any good illustrator. Folksy styles were everywhere in Warhol’s early years, as has now been largely forgotten.

It may be more sensible to see how being a Rusyn—or Rusnak or Ruthenian or Russian—might actually have left Warhol in a particularly good place to make his new country’s most all-American art. On a rare occasion when he was asked about his ethnic identity, Warhol denied any interest in it: “I always feel American—100 per cent.” Since the Rusyns never had much hope of getting their own ethnically based state, they could make a special investment in America’s nonethnic nationhood, as well as in its panethnic consumption—of canned soup, tuna fish, cars and movie stars, all subjects of Warhol’s greatest art. In this the Rusyns were a bit like the world’s wandering Jews, except without the binding force of evident and wholesale persecution. Warhol’s people were hyphenated Americans, just like all the Italian-Americans and Hungarian-Americans they had as neighbors, but with the unique distinction of having nothing to put before their hyphen. Warhol grew up “one of us” at home, and pretty much a blank slate—a “figment,” as a reporter suggested his tombstone should say—out in the wider world. This underspecified outsiderism might have been the most precious gift his forefathers handed down to him. It let him adopt the role of American Everyman: He could explain the nation’s culture to itself as only an outside observer could, while also reshaping it from deep inside.
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A few days after Warhol’s sixth birthday, just before he entered first grade, his family moved up in the world to the newly built, pan-ethnic Dawson Street, on the southern edge of a bourgeois East Pittsburgh neighborhood called Oakland but also just up the hill from the Rusyn enclave. In the depths of the Great Depression, Andrej had somehow found the $3,200 in cash to buy a nice little house being repossessed by the bank, next door to a home already owned by his brother Jozef—“Joseph,” by then—a giant man who worked in the mills. The brothers had matching scars on their faces earned during a drunken fight after a wedding, and people were afraid of them. Real estate records list Andrej’s new home as having been bought for one dollar, which might signal some sort of tax dodge—the kind of thing Warhol was not above trying later, once he began to make money.

The Dawson Street house, semidetached and faced in brick, was only eight years old. It had both a yard and a bathtub, unheard-of luxuries by Soho standards and especially prized by the six-year-old Warhol. Despite the repossession, the price of the house—a little less than three years of a working man’s salary—matches others for sale in Pittsburgh at the time. It looks as though the years in cheap-and-uncheerful Soho could have been a financial choice, to help save for a home, rather than because the family simply could not afford better. Andrej had a reputation as a penny-pincher: In Soho days, the family would be uprooted each time Andrej found a place that would save a few dollars a month on rent; he fixed his own children’s shoes with tools that survive to this day. With work scarce during the Great Depression, he spent his time getting the new house ready for the family to move in, sanding floors, scraping wallpaper and getting a painter cousin to refinish the walls because he was “real reasonable.”

Andrej also seems to have had notable social aspirations. One neighbor described him as “a little bit of a step above,” while The Pittsburgh Survey describes “Slovaks” like him as “the most ambitious and pushing” of Slavs. The family’s new East Pittsburgh location must have been chosen in part for the opportunities it represented: The area’s development was held up by planners as a model of the new City Beautiful movement, while the Survey launches its denunciation of Soho by contrasting its horrors to the carefully planned and much publicized glories of Oakland, with its parks and impressive new museums, concert halls and library.

For most of Warhol’s childhood, the ultimate symbol of Oakland’s excellence was going up just blocks from Dawson Street. Both the skyline and headlines were dominated by the new Cathedral of Learning, a forty-two-story, neo-Gothic skyscraper at the heart of the University of Pittsburgh, and a huge source of civic pride. As a publicity stunt for the Cathedral, the university got ninety-seven thousand of the city’s schoolkids to contribute dimes to a buy-a-brick program that supported the construction, with Warhol’s own school raising $76. He would have watched the tower’s completion from his front porch—he even took pictures of it—and this colossal childhood presence must have lurked behind one of Warhol’s most important film works, his eight-hour observation of that other colossus on his later horizons, the Empire State Building.

Warhol’s school was Holmes Elementary, housed in a grand 1893 building that was only a few doors up on Dawson Street where more than one thousand kids from every ethnic group took their lessons. “It was the most wonderful place to go to school,” said one classmate of Warhol’s, recalling its orchestra and other ambitious offerings.

Like many schools that had bought into the twentieth century’s progressive education movement, Holmes offered its students ambitious art classes. “This little kid was very, very good at drawing,” remembered Catherine Metz, Warhol’s second-grade teacher, fifty years after she’d taught him. “All his teachers seemed to recognize his art ability, and they would get him to come in and maybe make a border for the room or something.”

Without money for toys or entertainments, or even a radio until Warhol was eight, Julia kept her boys busy with art. That’s a major theme in the older brothers’ accounts of their youth—“the three of us used to make all As in art,” said John. Julia rewarded good pictures with candy bars, often won by Warhol, and made sure basic art supplies were at hand. The three boys based their pictures on magazine photos (“football players, airplanes, and the like”) as Warhol went on to do for his entire professional life, while Julia particularly encouraged pictures of butterflies and angels, which became staples of Warhol’s commercial imagery in the 1950s.

A telling story has circulated, in various forms, about Warhol’s first day in first grade—or possibly kindergarten, in a version that seems set near the first Warhola homes in Soho. Dragged to school by his big brother Paul, or in some accounts by a neighbor, Warhol had such a miserable time that he ran home early in tears. One explanation for the tears has Warhol getting slapped by a little girl, who Paul Warhola has sometimes described as black. That hazy first-day-of-school story often gets paired with another that places Warhol in the outfield of a neighborhood baseball game, but disappearing halfway through to make drawings on the Warholas’ front stoop. Whether the slap or the ball game ever happened hardly matters: These are important genesis stories, told to establish the origins of someone who was clearly less virile than Pittsburgh expected of a boy child, and who went on to be a pioneer transgressor of gender roles. “He was drawing pictures of like flowers and butterflies—that’s where I noticed he was different,” recalled his brother John of that fateful baseball day, and also described the colorful tulips that a ten-year-old Warhol later tended in their garden. Forty years later Warhol could proudly proclaim his difference: “Everybody knows that I’m a queen.”

The ultimate proof of Warhol’s particular brand of “difference” might have come when his brother Paul bought him one of the manly meat-and-French-fry sandwiches from Primanti’s famous lunchroom, and he could only get through half of it.
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When the Warholas chose their new Oakland home, one big selling point was how close it was to the family church of St. John Chrysostom, which belonged to its Greek (a.k.a. “Byzantine”) Catholic congregation. It was down the hill in Ruska dolina, and every Sunday since Soho days, Julia and the boys, with Andrej if he was in town, trekked there to confess and hear various services; they might go other days as well, for other liturgies their church year offered up. Andrej’s sons remembered him as strict and devout, forbidding all play or work on Sundays, “but all the people were like that,” said John Warhola. Julia’s religiosity was probably similar: more churchy than some, but not bizarrely so, for a community that was built around prayer—or by it, they’d have said. There has been awed talk of Julia’s “six-mile” walk to church from the family’s Soho apartments, but that counts both going and coming, and a three-mile trudge at that time was unremarkable, not a sign of extreme, penitent devotion. When the trolleys shut down after the great flood of 1936, Julia made her boys walk even farther just to call on a relation, while her brother-in-law in Mikova dragged his family many times farther to get to the particular church he preferred. After the move to Dawson Street, the Warholas’ walk to church was cut to a pleasant half hour down shady lanes and cobblestoned streets.

Chrysostom had been founded in 1910 by some of Pittsburgh’s new Rusyn immigrants. At first they built a wooden church and steeple in an almost New England style that didn’t carry any memory of the beautiful timber churches of their Carpathian homeland. That was where Warhol was baptized. But by 1932 the flourishing parish needed something bigger. Instead of tearing down the old building, they put it on rollers and moved it over one lot so their new, Byzantine-inspired masonry church could go where the original one had stood. Since Andrej Warhola worked on house-moving teams, it’s likely that he was involved in the project—later, he actually went on to work for the very firm that had handled the church’s move.

St. John Chrysostom inaugurated its grand new building just as the Warholas moved to its neighborhood. That church was the focus of their Rusyn community, and of Julia’s life in it. Rusyn identity, such as it was, was as much religious as strictly ethnic. The Carpatho-Rusyns’ very peculiar history as Christians was inseparable from who they were and where they came from. Christian devotions in the Carpathian Mountains had always been built around Eastern Orthodox rites and rules: The liturgy was chanted in Church Slavonic (the Slavic equivalent of Latin), priests could marry and children were confirmed when they were still infants. About four hundred years ago, however, these rural worshippers were convinced to pay allegiance to Rome and the Pope, as a new “Uniate” or “Ruthenian” church that wasn’t asked to change much in its worship. Strictly speaking, that made the Warholas, Zavackys and their kinfolk Roman Catholics. Once in the United States, however, they were suddenly asked to obey Irish bishops who couldn’t stand the way these Slavs did things, and vice versa. In the 1920s, the conflict led Rome to grant American Rusyns their own level of church administration called the Apostolic Exarchate for the Byzantine-Rite Faithful of Subcarpathia, which had its base in Pittsburgh and fingers reaching back into the Old Country. The name alone gives a sense of the baroque complexities of these ecclesiastical politics.

All the many Warhol explicators who simply label him “Catholic” ignore what a vexed term that was in Andrej and Julia’s world. Warhol’s brother John remembered a “natural animosity” and even actual violence between the Irish and “Slovak” Catholics in their childhood neighborhood.

“No Byzantine Catholics would consider themselves Roman Catholic,” said the Rusyn theologian David Petras. If Julia Warhola had spent a Sunday in a Roman Catholic church of her era, what she heard and saw would have felt deeply alien. Why did the priest mutter in Latin instead of chanting boldly in Church Slavonic? What was with all those parishioners sitting silently with their rosaries, instead of joining in with the liturgy as she and her kin did? Why didn’t the men and the women keep to their own sides of the church, and why did these Irish prefer dour, thin hymns to the lusty folk singing she was used to?

The year that the Warholas moved to Oakland, the Vatican itself said that it was worried that the Old Country customs of Byzantine Catholics, especially their married priests, would be “a source of painful perplexity or scandal to the majority of American Catholics.”

Both as a child and a grown man, Warhol felt that his peculiar religious identity made him stand out awkwardly: Byzantines crossed themselves “backward” and celebrated Christmas on the “wrong” day. A niece of Warhol’s talked about Byzantine Christmas being “so very special and meaningful” compared to the Roman Catholic masses, and the Warhola church of St. John Chrysostom was a militant force in preserving such specialness, pushing back against the Catholic establishment when some Rusyn churches were giving in.

The crowd of mainstream Roman Catholics in Warhol’s later circles, often mentioned as telling, may be nothing more than a standard statistical fluke. The Warhol studio counts as a sample size of one, so there’s no reason to expect it to show an even distribution of America’s religions. It may be more accurate to say that Warhol favored outsiders, strivers and fellow immigrants—not to mention beautiful young men with curly black hair—and that those categories would naturally net a large Catholic contingent, not to mention several Jews. At least some of Warhol’s most prominent followers—Edie Sedgwick, most notably—were old-time American Protestants, his boyfriend for all of the ’70s was Lutheran and one of his closest confidantes of later years was a Christian Scientist. In any case, it’s hard to know how he would have gone about guaranteeing a Catholic majority among his followers: There’s no record of Warhol making newcomers fill out a religious questionnaire or of him dropping an acolyte who turned out not to also genuflect to the Pope.

The links between Warhol’s religious background and his later identity are complex. “When Andy was a boy, we thought he was going to be a priest. Even under pressure he never swore,” John Warhola once said, but that sounds more like a general comment on the boy’s demeanor than a real assertion of his religiosity—he never even took the lessons in Church Slavonic that his brothers endured. Throughout his life, Warhol was certainly a regular churchgoer, at least off and on; one Rusyn source claims he was an actual “supporting member” of his mother’s Byzantine Catholic parish in New York. But there’s no way to look into the artist’s heart and know whether this shows deep religiosity or instead a mix of aesthetics and of a quite practical superstition—after all, he also wore crystals to ward off disease, and it can’t be right to bill that as less sensible or normal or less effective than Christian prayer.

In terms of sheer word count, Warhol’s diaries show him having a much keener interest in his crystals than in his religion. The way he sprinkled holy water around the house, as a kind of heavenly disinfectant, seems more pagan than Vatican II. Warhol certainly wasn’t “religious” in the sense of knowing or caring about the details of his faith’s actual precepts and theology—which must be a requirement for counting as a good Catholic of either the Byzantine or the Roman rite.

According to his longtime employee Bob Colacello, raised Roman Catholic, “He said mass took too long, and confession was impossible because he was sure the priest would recognize him through the screen and gossip about his sins, and he never took communion because he knew that it was sacrilege to do without confessing.”

His frequent Sunday visits to church only occasionally took place during Mass. Mostly, he would show up either before or after the liturgy, when he would sit quietly toward the back in the shadows. “I always go for five minutes,” he said in his diary. “Ten or five minutes.” Warhol actively denied the existence of an afterlife, which is just about the most basic belief of any Christian faith. “I believe in death after death,” he once said. And, “When it’s over, it’s over.”

Warhol could sometimes sound less like a divine than an aesthete, like all the atheists and Jews who also adore and study ecclesiastical architecture and liturgies: “I like church. It’s empty when I go. I walk around. There are so many beautiful Catholic churches in New York. I used to go to some Episcopal churches too.” The Roman Catholic Church of St. Vincent Ferrer, which he frequented in his later years, was in fact a stunning, neo-Gothic pile that looked very like one of New York’s posh Protestant minsters, and would have attracted a visit from anyone at all with an eye for beauty. Warhol said that he’d always found the Catholic liturgy “delightful.”

Ethnic habit might have played a fair role in his churchgoing, such as it was. As one Rusyn activist said of her own visits to Warhol’s childhood church, “I’m a heathen, but I’m still there every Sunday.”

One of Warhol’s very first boyfriends insisted that the artist never went to church when they were sleeping together in the early 1950s, and a follower who spent several years in close contact with Warhol in the mid-1960s said that she couldn’t imagine him having any religion at all. In the early 1970s, after the religious “awakening” that Warhol was supposed to have experienced on recovering from being shot, he answered point-blank questions about whether he was a Catholic, or in any way religious, with a clear-cut “no.” (Although a few years later, when asked “Do you believe in God?” his answer was “I guess I do.”)

Warhol certainly lived a less holy life, made more profane art and committed more mortal sins than should have been on the conscience of any devout Catholic, as defined in his era. On Good Friday of 1977, a day of commemoration for the death of his Lord, Warhol’s choice of evening entertainment was a screening of the grotesque horror film Carrie. One of his later followers, a Catholic, said he believed that acting in Warhol’s films was a sin; his priest agreed, but said it could be forgiven because it was done only to survive. The prior of Warhol’s last church, who clearly had some tolerance for Warhol, nevertheless said that the artist’s lifestyle was “absolutely irreconcilable” with Catholic doctrine.

After Warhol’s death, the Roman Catholic clergy in New York were willing to give his ungodly behavior a pass by allowing a memorial to be held in St. Patrick’s Cathedral. But the eulogy he got at his funeral in Pittsburgh, from a Byzantine Catholic priest, described Warhol as having wandered far from the Church. It compared him to the sinning thief who Jesus managed to forgive. “I had to adopt some defensive measures, to stand up for the image of the Church,” said that Ruthenian eulogist when he came under fire.

Maybe the most important thing to recognize, whatever the internal, unknowable state of Warhol’s soul, is that he came across to his contemporaries as your standard secular, gay, lefty, party-going avant-gardist, and that was the image he chose to let loose on the world. “Church is a fun place to go” was his comment on religion in one of his very last interviews. Since his death, some of Warhol’s greatest supporters have wanted to sanitize his mores and morals and memory, as though their artistic hero would be greater were he more conventional and rule bound in his ways, when in fact a lot of his greatness and identity always derived from his transgressions.

Even in more practical terms, as a stylistic influence, it’s hard to know what his childhood attendance at St. John Chrysostom might have meant. His art’s use of repetition has been compared to the ranks of images decorating the church, but seriality was everywhere in modern art and image culture by the time Warhol came of age. Besides, the point of Orthodox icons is that each one has an utterly distinct meaning and identity, as expounded by Byzantine Catholic priests in their homilies, whereas Warhol’s endless repetitions were as much about diluting an image’s essence and power as reinforcing them. He turns Marilyn Monroe’s unique face into just another product on the supermarket shelf, surrounded by more of the same. In branding terms, she was the “Heinz” to Liz Taylor’s “Hunts.”

More coherently, observers have often compared the glowing gold background on a handful of Warhol’s Marilyn paintings to the gold-ground paintings on view today on the giant altar screen of his family’s church. Unfortunately for that theory, old photos prove that all those gilded images weren’t installed until long after Warhol’s Sundays at Chrysostom. In his era, the altar screen was covered in images of saints posing against landscape backgrounds, inspired by Italian Renaissance paintings. Those were also the model for the saints that parishioners would have seen painted in churches in the Old Country, where blue skies were more in evidence than burnished gold.

A more likely source for Warhol’s gold were the Russian icons in a famous exhibition held in 1944 at the local art museum, where Warhol took classes; the show launched a national craze for the art form during his last year in high school. His college art text also included a chapter on “Early Christian and Byzantine Art,” with a subsection on icons and with a gold-ground mosaic as the chapter’s only color plate. “We looked at all sorts of art books—this is what he was good at, picking up on things,” remembered one college classmate. By 1954, a New York Times article about Christmas cards—including a goofy one by Warhol—mentioned how a taste for the Byzantine was gaining ground.

Or maybe sacred gold of any kind is a red herring in thinking about Warhol’s Pop Art, as one ’60s boyfriend of his believed: “The gold is there because Andy was into gold and glitter …. The gold in Gold Marilyn doesn’t represent Byzantine icons; if it represents anything, it represents Miami Beach.”

There’s one last mental image at Chrysostom that’s hard to resist. It’s of the young Warhol, sitting in church every July for the major Byzantine Catholic feast of Saints Peter and Paul, staring at the day’s icon of the two apostles—who were often shown kissing. Utterly chastely, of course.
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… as a cheerful Pittsburgh kid.
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The photos show a contented, ordinary American boy: a skinny first grader with a bowl cut and goofy grin sitting next to his stylish mother; a gap-toothed eight-year-old wearing a tie and too much Brylcreem on his corn-silk hair; a middle school boy joshing with his teenage brothers. Through his first years on Dawson Street, and even beyond, Warhol’s existence looked pretty much like any other neighborhood kid’s.

Warhol played with his brothers and neighbors and Lucy the family pet, a shaggy blond dog named for Lucille Ball. (There was also a white cat as well as two fluffy rabbits in a hutch in the yard: The black one was John’s and the white was for Warhol, who took it hard when it died.) Warhol went to school, went roller-skating and sledding in the park, read comics and dabbled in art. One childhood friend remembered him being just as interested in having fun as any other neighborhood kid—but also how he would collapse at the slightest contact during games of street hockey. Like every Pittsburgh child, he watched movies as often as he could. If Julia couldn’t spare him the eleven cents for admission—ten cents plus a one-cent tax—Warhol’s brothers might treat him. They earned an extra dime or two, or ten, hawking papers and peanuts at the ballpark, where Paul got smaller kids to subcontract from him, teaching them how to make the bags of nuts look bigger than they were. The boys also sold used bottles to moonshiners and old boxes to the junkyards, or in the winter they shoveled walks and carted coal ash. Paul would fill in for observant Jewish neighbors when they couldn’t tend their businesses on the Sabbath or holy days, and he attributed his work ethic to that Jewish influence. The Warholas were, to say the least, an industrious family, setting a standard for hard work and business savvy that Warhol stuck to until his last day.

Julia was also bringing in extra cash, especially when the Great Depression kept Andrej from earning enough, since the Eichleay Co., where he worked moving buildings, cut back heavily in the 1930s. By the end of the decade Andrej was bouncing from job to job as a laborer. He told census takers he had earned $1,200 in all of 1939; a decade later, a Pittsburgh steelworker said that even earning double that still meant “making out the grocery order with a pruning knife.” The family also took in boarders, something quite standard for Rusyn families and for others throughout their neighborhood. To make way for some Jewish tenants—“they had the businesses; they were the ones that had the money”—the boys all slept on one mattress on the attic floor, beside their parents’ bed. “What I used to dream about,” Warhol recalled in his heyday, “was having a glass of fresh orange juice in the morning and a bathroom of my own.” In fact, breakfast on Dawson Street was always the same: a bowl of oatmeal, half an orange and Warhol’s daily glass of milk with Ovaltine powder.

On top of her housecleaning jobs—standard work at the time for immigrant women from Eastern Europe—Julia Warhola also crafted sparkly flowers out of old peach tins, selling them door-to-door with her kids for a quarter and using the funds for Warhol’s new sneakers. Not long before he died, Warhol credited Julia’s cans as the inspiration for his decision to paint the ones from Campbell’s. Whether or not that was a true tale about the birth of Pop Art, which had happened twenty-five years before he told it, it shows Warhol wanting to credit his mother as the source of his first blockbuster work.

You’d imagine that little Andy might have been mortified to help flog his mother’s crafts, but it turns out he shared her entrepreneurial spirit. He earned his own movie money by offering to draw portraits of neighbors. Those first Oakland patrons prefigure the Dolly Partons, Giorgio Armanis and other paying sitters who made the artist’s last decade so profitable.

Especially as a teen and young adult, Warhol gained a reputation for shyness, but it may always have been more theatrical than disabling. Zavacky girl cousins recalled that Warhol was so mischievous they had to tie him to the bedpost when they were babysitting. (They made sure his mother didn’t find out.) The landlord’s son in Soho remembered Warhol as “a holy terror devil” who once peed on him, not quite the move of someone eager to avoid attracting notice. In his college psychology textbook, next to a passage describing bedwetting as an “attention-getting behavior,” he scribbled, “Wet my bed! Ha! Sorry ma.”

What Warhol could not have known is that bedwetting is also a common symptom of a neurological disorder he seems to have had as a kid, and that shaped the rest of his childhood and maybe the rest of his life. It struck in the spring of 1937, when he was eight years old and just finishing third grade, after he contracted a streptococcal infection that turned into scarlet fever. Because the illness was untreatable in that era before antibiotics, it led to the dangerous autoimmune disorder known as rheumatic fever. Warhol’s disease progressed, as it often did in those days, into a neurological condition called Sydenham’s chorea, then known as St. Vitus’ Dance. Almost overnight, a perfectly normal child became a mess of writhing limbs and uncontrollable grunts. Sydenham’s was only just being defined at the time, and one young doctor described how “twitching and sudden spasm of the muscles of the face produce the most abrupt and bizarre changes in facial expression …. Loss of moral sense is almost invariably present. The child displays an increasing peevishness, sensitiveness, disobedience or selfishness.” Today, doctors might also consider a diagnosis of PANDAS, a similar poststreptococcal condition with tics and psychiatric symptoms—including bedwetting—that are especially close to what Warhol suffered. All his relatives cite this as a transformative moment, to the point that the illness sometimes gets mythologized into something close to the plague. Warhol’s levelheaded brother John, however, insisted that the illness wasn’t as bad as others have made out.

The reality is that the original, life-threatening sickness would most likely have kept Warhol in bed for a few weeks, and then the Sydenham’s chorea or PANDAS would have afflicted the little boy with a few more weeks or months of spasms, and in Warhol’s case blackouts, but no lasting disability. (Although recurrences aren’t all that rare, records show that Warhol’s memory of three yearly attacks was accurate.) More interestingly, scientists have recently discovered a correlation between rheumatic fever in children and adult psychiatric problems such as obsessive-compulsive behaviors and the severe body-image issues of what’s now called body dysmorphia—just the symptoms Warhol displayed as an adult hoarder and hygiene freak who was fixated on the idea that he was hideous. In 1973, when Vogue magazine asked Warhol what was on his mind, half his answers had to do with such classic OCD preoccupations as hygiene (“I can’t go to sleep if I know there’s dust in a bureau drawer”) and safety (“Are the cigarettes out? Is the back door closed? Is the elevator working?”). Warhol once said that he felt as though he was “missing chemicals” that other people had, which sounds like a realistic intuition about a difference in how his brain was wired. It is possible that his relatives were more right than they knew, and that Andrew Warhola started becoming the artist Andy Warhol, in a quite concrete and even neurological sense, in tandem with his childhood illness. Those shakes were what first made him stand out from the people around him: A playmate remembered Dawson Street kids making fun of his twitching. The disease’s effects on his psyche may have doubled down on that difference.

One other symptom of PANDAS is an unreasonable attachment to a parent, and family lore had Warhol moving into bed with his mother in the dining room while his father slept upstairs with Paul and John. But as far as art lovers are concerned, the illness probably did more good than harm. Walter Hopps, a curator and friend of Warhol’s in the 1960s—who also had the strangest of habits as an adult—remembered childhood spells of rheumatic fever leaving him “cut off from other kids, so the life of the imagination was what I had.” Warhol was in the same boat, except that he had his mother to help feed his imaginings. Bed rest left him in the perfect position to absorb her creative eccentricity.

“My mother would read to me in her thick Czechoslovakian accent as best she could, and I would always say ‘Thanks, Mom,’ after she finished with Dick Tracy, even if I hadn’t understood a word.”
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The key background to Warhol’s later excellence as an artist probably has little to do with his generically Rusyn, Warhola roots—the brothers’ anecdotes barely ever mention their father, who Paul considered a “shadowy figure”—and everything to do with being Julia Zavacky’s son. After all, how many laborers’ wives thought it natural to keep their sons busy with art, or kept the supplies on hand to do it? Once, when a critic was planning a book about Warhol, the artist demurred: “The book should be about my mother. She’s so-o-o interesting.”

All the stories of Julia’s childhood mention her artistic talents. Whether those stories’ details are correct or not, they give a good idea of how others remembered her. (Caution is called for: They were “remembering” someone who they knew went on to be the mother of one of history’s greatest artists; they needed to recall her in that role.) As a girl, legend has it, Julia had helped decorate the church in Mikova, a job usually reserved for men. She was also said to have practiced the Rusyn art of ornamental house painting, figuring out how to mix the traditional colors when there was no money for premixed paints.

She was known for singing Orthodox chants in church—again, something usually reserved for men—and folksongs at home. (The two genres of music had more overlap among Rusyns than in other groups.) Julia didn’t pass any musical talent down to Warhol, except maybe as a kind of overall urge to perform, revealed in his forays into dance and theater.

The most important gift Julia gave to her son might have been something you could call the Zavacky Way—a willingness to be recognized as different and eccentric and, in some indefinable way, a touch more cultured and interesting than others. Warhol’s circle in New York may have seen the woman living in Warhol’s basement as a standard-issue babushka from the Old Country, but that was because they couldn’t see through their own clichés to the more interesting woman beneath. “Everyone who went there thought she was stupid, but she was brilliant beyond belief … marvelous. And much smarter than Andy … much smarter,” recalled one friend who got to know her especially well. Warhol built an underground movie around Julia in 1966, and it shows her playing along with the babushka clichés but also messing with them in ways worthy of her artist son.

Recent visits to the Zavackys of Lyndora, who Warhol saw many weekends as a boy, found them still living in the peculiar family compound where they’d gathered for decades, and still reveling in a sort of cultured singularity. Warhol’s Lyndora cousins are famous for treating visiting Warhol scholars to daylong feasts of stories and Rusyn pierogies. They have been caught on film fearlessly bellowing Old Country songs and declaring their kinship to the family’s most famous character: “When we read some of his Philosophy, we laughed, because we didn’t realize he was so much like us.” They’ve described grandfather Jan (later “John”) Zavacky, Julia’s brother, as having had a constitution unsuited to his peers’ factory work. It led him to open a general store. Jan had taught himself to play violin and cello, on which he would accompany the classical records he bought. (Warhol himself took violin lessons as a kid, but quit because his teacher was mean.)

Jan is also remembered as notably lettered, an eager reader in Russian, Greek, Rusyn, Old Church Slavonic and English, in both Cyrillic and Roman scripts—both of which Warhol’s parents also knew, Andrej even mixing them in his letters. Julia’s brother was a founder and leader of Lyndora’s Byzantine Catholic church, giving this business owner a cultural eminence his brother-in-law Andrej, the laborer, could never claim.

Warhol’s illness may have been read, by the boy and his mother and her kin, as just another sign of Zavacky uniqueness, and as an opportunity to make him more of a Zavacky than ever.

[image: ]

Being sick gave Warhol a rare chance to experience a life filled only with “culture,” of one kind or another, since he remembered his mother always saying, “You can’t go anywhere or do anything.” His summers were spent “listening to the radio and lying in bed with my Charlie McCarthy doll and my un-cut-out cut-out paper dolls all over the spread and under the pillow,” wrote Warhol. There were also all the supplies he needed to draw and color (Snow White was a favorite, girlish coloring book) as well as comics to copy pictures from, as he did in his very first Pop paintings a quarter century later.

“Andy always wanted pictures,” recalled his mother, a few years before her death. “Comic books I buy him. Cut, cut, cut nice. Cut out pictures. Oh, he liked pictures from comic books.” His brother Paul said he taught Warhol to use a ball of warm wax to transfer the pictures from the Sunday funnies to another piece of paper, foreshadowing the blotting techniques Warhol perfected in art school.

It looks as though it was also around this time that Warhol started using the family’s new $1.25 Baby Brownie Special camera. Before long his brothers had built him a darkroom in the basement fruit cellar, which their father had dug out with his own two hands. This may be the true moment when Warhol’s artistic future was born, since almost every important image he went on to draw or paint was based on a photo. An art historian from Mars could easily read him as a photographer who happened to silkscreen his images rather than as a painter who worked from photographs.

But movies were what really started to dominate Warhol’s cultural life. Maybe even more than the rest of the nation, Pittsburgh was movie mad—the city boasted of having opened the world’s first dedicated cinema. Warhol shared the obsession. When he couldn’t find the dime it cost for a ticket, or get a neighbor to pay him for taking their kid, he’d sneak in past the ushers, which his brother John described as “the worst thing that Andy ever did.”

It seems also to have been a time when Warhol ran his own cinema, of sorts, foreshadowing the pornographic one he ran in the later sixties. Saving her earnings from housecleaning, Julia had spent fully nine dollars—nine days of her work—to get her youngest boy one of the new home-movie projectors he’d asked for, apparently buying it without her husband’s knowledge. Her money paid for an electric machine that was more than half-decent.

“He’d buy a film of Mickey Mouse or something like that and show it on the wall over and over again,” recalled John Warhola. Decades later Warhol told a friend that Mickey was his favorite actor and Minnie his favorite actress. “When a relative would give him a quarter he’d save it and then buy another film,” his brother said.

This could have been the era when Warhol started his Hollywood scrapbook, which held the photos of stars that were handed out in theaters after certain movies or that he bought for a cent from vending machines at the local amusement park. He also wrote to celebrities for autographed pictures, or would get his brothers to write away for them, as Paul claimed he did for Warhol’s famous eight-by-ten of Shirley Temple.

The scrapbook survives, and it showcases an almost random assortment of major movie and big band stars, from Henry Fonda to Carmen Miranda to Mae West, but also even more second-raters. “Best Chesterfield Wishes,” wrote the smoking trumpeter Harry James, or some flack or machine signing for him. In a nice reversal, once Warhol became famous it was his turn to cope with the flood of autograph hunters whose requests still litter his archives; mostly, he was a devoted signer.

Little Miss Temple, born the same year as Warhol, had a page to herself in the scrapbook—but lest we make too much of that, she shares that honor with the little-known actor John Shelton. The starlette may have been the inspiration for Warhol’s childhood ambition to grow up to be a tap dancer, which of course was shared with thousands of other kids at the time.

Given the iconic paintings that Warhol later made about movie stars, as well as his own work in film and his constant efforts to infiltrate Hollywood, it’s tempting to read his childhood cinephilia as all that in embryo. It’s equally easy to overread it. Almost every kid in America was at least as bitten by movies as Warhol: Old fan-club images and even entire scrapbooks survive in vast numbers on eBay. Warhol’s elementary school had to take action against nearby cinemas that were attracting pupils during school hours. We don’t need to imagine Warhol as some odd-duck Hollywood obsessive. What made him matter was his ability to clue in to the obsessions that were shared across America, and then to come at them from the oblique angle of art. When, in a 1966 photo, we witness him displaying that Shirley Temple headshot on his New York mantel, it was a normal detail from his working-class youth re-presented as ironic and arch.

Another gay Pittsburgher who kept a movie-star scrapbook just when Warhol did—who ran away from home twice to see The Wizard of Oz—may have an interesting take on the artist’s filmic interests: “I can’t imagine straight boys being interested in [scrapbooks] at all.”

The scholar Blake Stimson has talked about the complex role that certain Hollywood stars like Mae West and Shirley Temple could have played in building a young boy’s gay identity. In Warhol’s case that particular identity, with all its rewards and challenges, went on to power an art that was all about being in the mainstream but not of it.

By the fall of 1937, in fourth grade, a separation between Warhol and his peers began to gel as his artsy identity took shape. Art classes at Holmes were being given by a teacher named Annie Vickermann, a busty woman with a booming voice who recited the Gettysburg Address to her students. She gave rigorous, old-fashioned training in color, composition and perspective. “All her children could really draw,” said a colleague, and Warhol was always the best of them. Miss Vickermann got Warhol admitted to Saturday drawing classes at the Carnegie Institute, a lavish complex of museums “where we kids in Oakland hung out in winter after school—it was our place, a special place,” said one childhood friend, and Warhol and his brothers were among its regulars. “It didn’t cost you a penny,” remembered a neighborhood playmate.
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Twenty minutes up from the Warholas’ house, the Carnegie Institute was an inescapable landmark of downtown Oakland. Its grand concert hall, museums and library (a special favorite of Warhol’s) filled an imposing Beaux Arts building that had the names of the West’s cultural heroes carved into its façade. A painter such as Leonardo got to shoulder up against other titans like Goethe and Beethoven—all three becoming subjects of Warhol’s later art. Given the modest culture of the Warhola home, the immersion Warhol would have needed in the language of art could only have begun in that building. Without knowing what artists and audiences had seen and appreciated and counted as art in the past, Warhol could never have carried his culture’s art forward.

Crossing the Carnegie’s soaring atrium on the way to his new art classes—there are photos of pupils making that trip—Warhol was treated to a deluxe suite of murals that began with a hellish view of the city’s mills, depicted from precisely the smoke-choked hills of Soho where Warhol was born. As he and his classmates climbed the stairs, the smoke was shown giving way before the Angels of Art anointing an ascendant figure of Labor—Andrew Carnegie himself, costumed as a knight. This was an allegory of cultural and social ascension that Warhol seems to have taken to heart.

The kids in the museum’s art classes were known as Tam o’Shanters, apparently a Scottified, Carnegie’d reference to the classic Montmartre artist’s beret. The world-famous program was just a few years old when Warhol joined. The most notable of the program’s teachers was a certain Joseph Fitzpatrick, who happened to be a Warhola neighbor in tidy South Oakland. A slim, tall man who taught in a natty suit and tie, he was barely in his thirties when Warhol knew him. He’d spent a few years as art supervisor for the public school system, which had a notably ambitious cultural agenda for its students, and then taught at Warhol’s own Schenley High in Oakland.

Fitzpatrick was famously strict, and his lessons might seem a touch Victorian: as many as six hundred children sitting in the Institute’s grand Music Hall—“the largest art class in the world”—all in ties and tidy dresses and all drawing pictures of the same thing. But Fitzpatrick also voiced more modern attitudes: “I looked for the boys and girls to express themselves in their own ways. In other words, I
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… as a college senior, sketched by a gay instructor.
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