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Introduction

Andy Warhol was one of the twentieth century’s most controversial painters and moviemakers. Born into a struggling Austro-Hungarian family in Pittsburgh, he was to become successful and famous beyond his own wildest dreams.

Warhol began his career as a successful commercial artist in New York City. He was sought after by advertising agencies and acquired a certain fame at a young age. Eventually, he branched out from his commercial artwork to screen images of common objects, such as Campbell soup cans and bottles of Coca-Cola. He also produced images of such celebrities as Marilyn Monroe and Elizabeth Taylor. In this way, he became the master of pop art, an art form of the 1960s which blurred the lines between high and low art. In 1970, Warhol’s pop art made history when a painting of a single Campbell soup can sold for $60,000.

Warhol longed for fame and spent his life becoming a part of society’s elite. By the end of his life, he even became more famous than some of the people he painted. Surrounded by a clique of admirers, he created his own personality as he would any other piece of art. It was difficult to determine whether his followers needed him more or whether he needed them. They all came together at the Factory, an art studio where Warhol lived and worked and surrounded himself with the admirers he so desperately yearned for.

Despite his success, Warhol’s life and work were fraught with controversy. After an assassination attempt by a fringe follower from the Factory named Valerie Solanas, he spent less time on painting and more on the art of filmmaking. These underground films were always controversial and highly criticized at the time. Some critics view them as the forerunner of today’s independent cinema.

After reaching artistic notoriety and financial success, Warhol excelled as a businessman, making wise investments and growing his income into a $100 million fortune by the time of his death in 1987.


Chapter One

A Lonely Boy from Pittsburgh

“Being born is like being kidnapped. And then sold into slavery.”

—Andy Warhol

It’s not unusual for children to play with puzzle pieces. It is not the norm, however, for a young person to turn himself into a puzzle. The moment Warhol left home for college, he changed his past frequently and creatively. Depending on the conversation, he was born between 1928 and 1931, either in Pittsburgh or Hawaii, or to a mother alone in the midst of a fire. Young Warhol never lacked creativity, and his stories changed throughout his life.

The facts were quite unremarkable—which is probably why Warhol kept changing them. He was born Andrew Warhola, Jr. on August 6, 1928, in Pittsburgh to Austro-Hungarian immigrant parents, one of three boys. His father, Andrew (originally Ondrej) Warhola, worked in construction and lived frugally to save for his family’s future. Ondrej hoarded money, and by the time the Great Depression overwhelmed the nation in the 1930s, he had several thousand dollars tucked away. His work included travel, and he spent considerable time away from home.

Warhol’s mother, Julia, did not speak a word of English. She and Ondrej’s marriage had been arranged by their parents back in Mikó, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire but today located in Slovakia. Naturally pessimistic, Julia believed it was the fate of humankind to suffer, and she had resigned herself to that. She often spent her days in tears as she recounted the horrors she had endured during World War I back in Europe.

In the Warhola household, Byzantine Catholicism ruled everyday life. There were prayers before each meal, and on Sundays, the family trekked six miles to church. After service, they walked back home, where all activity was forbidden on the Sabbath. Everyone was to remain quiet and contemplate their faith.

In Pittsburgh, Slavic Europeans were close to the bottom of the social strata. Many were suspicious of their ways and habits. Being an industrial city, Pittsburgh was hit especially hard by the Depression. Ondrej quickly became unemployed and was forced to depend on his precious savings. To save money, he moved the family to a two-room apartment. Now that Ondrej was spending more time at home, he became more involved with his sons. According to Andy’s older brother John, Ondrej was a strict disciplinarian, forbidding desserts and unruly games. Questionable behavior was quickly met with a belt.

Whenever the boys were able to earn a few pennies, they gave them to their mother. In this stern household, they were clearly trying to buy their mother’s love and affection. Julia was a devoted mother and a good cook—even if during the Depression, dinner might have consisted of hot water and ketchup dressed up as tomato soup. Without any understanding of English, however, she was extremely isolated and out of touch with the world around her.

In 1933, as the Great Depression began to ease, Ondrej was able to use the last of his savings to buy a two-story house for $3,200. He was tremendously proud of this achievement, especially considering how little money there was to go around. Julia immediately built a vegetable garden to grow fresh produce.

As little Andy began to develop relationships with the neighborhood children, it was exclusively with the girls. He enjoyed spending time with them rather than engaging in rough and tumble games with other boys. A childhood neighbor, Harold Greenberger, recalled, “Warhol didn’t have no buddies . . . he never had a pal or anything.”

When Warhol entered school, his English was fairly good, although it wasn’t the language spoken at home, and he adjusted well. After school, he did his homework. He especially enjoyed drawing. Then, when he was eight, Andy developed rheumatic fever, and later chorea, which changed his life. Ordinary tasks like tying his shoes became difficult. When called up to the blackboard in school, he couldn’t keep his hands from shaking. He was laughed at.

During this period, Warhol spent several weeks at home in bed. Julia devoted her time to his care and bought him comic books and movie gossip magazines. It was the gossip magazines that enthralled him the most, as he consumed everything he could about life in Hollywood. Fame was already luring him. With this, the boy began what would become a lifelong habit—writing fan letters. Shirley Temple was his favorite, although there would be many others down the road.


Chapter Two

Time at the Carnegie Institute 

“A more talented person than Warhol I never knew.”

—Joseph Fitzpatrick, teacher

Although Pittsburgh was an industrial city, the presence of millionaires and tycoons such as Carnegie and Mellon made it a haven for art, as well. The Carnegie Museum offered classes, and there was an abundance of art competitions. Even the city’s public school system was rich in art education and provided Warhol with a solid foundation in drawing.

In 1937, approximately 300 students were chosen for an early Saturday morning art class at the Museum. Warhol was a part of that group. His teacher, Joseph Fitzpatrick, announced to the class, “Art is not just a subject. It is a way of life.” Inspired, the children drew with crayons and learned to observe the world around them. For Warhol, the classes offered something else, as well.

He had grown up among other struggling ethnic Slavic families. On Pittsburgh’s social scale, they were definitely second rung. This had been his only perception of the world; it was all he knew. The art class, however, opened up other possibilities. Here, he met people from all socio-economic levels, including the wealthy, whose youngsters were dropped off in limousines or by their mothers, who were dripping in furs and expensive jewelry. For Warhol, this was a sneak preview into the world of the elite, a world he would yearn to be a part of.

Joseph Fitzpatrick, Warhol’s teacher, quickly noticed that Warhol craved attention and acted to obtain it. According to him, the boy was “personally not attractive, and a little bit obnoxious. He had no consideration for other people.” At the same time, he “knew exactly what to do to get the attention he outwardly seemed to avoid.”

Young Warhol may have been socially inept, but he was already showing talent. His class exhibited ten of the best drawings or paintings each weak, and Warhol’s work was frequently chosen. He attended the museum class for six years, and it was the only place he ever stood out. Within the realm of art, he was special.

This outlet became even more important when Andy’s father died in 1942. Ondrej’s sudden death at age 55 left the family in great disarray. Fortunately, they at least did not have to worry about finances; thanks to Ondrej’s frugal lifestyle and stalwart work ethic, he left the family what would be considered a veritable fortune, $15,000. Still, his regular income was missed, and Julia decided to rent out a room to bring in extra cash.

Throughout high school, Warhol remained very focused on his drawings. Both his teachers and fellow students were in awe of his talent. According to one of his friends, “He wasn’t one to show it off at all. In fact, he was very close with his personal life, but when we were in Miss McKibbin’s art class, she would show us his drawings. He wasn’t part of any of the cliques. He was sort of left out, but he was in the art club because his talent was so superior to the rest of us.”

Warhol drew everywhere, not just in Miss McKibbin’s class. He rarely interacted with his fellow students; his art was a means for him to hide behind and remain alone while still getting attention and standing out in a crowd. He would sometimes join his classmates at the local hangout, Yohe’s Drugstore, but while everyone jitterbugged to the music blasting from the jukebox, Warhol had his sketchpad and drew. He would always prefer the role of the observer.

By the end of World War II in 1945, Warhol was accepted at the prestigious Carnegie Institute and its excellent art department. It was a superior school with high standards, a huge step up for this boy hailing from an immigrant family with limited education.

Warhol quickly found that the Carnegie Institute was not high school; he had entered an entirely different world. His classmates were talented and came to learn. Warhol consistently vexed his teachers by either doing sloppy work or simply ignoring the assignment. The faculty had no idea what to do with him. He had always been able to make friends with women, and this time, he cried on the shoulders of the department secretary. He told her sad stories of being made fun of at home and of not having enough clothes and food. In reality, his mother was constantly tempting him with delicious morsels and always forcing gloves and hats on him during the cold season. He was able to garner some
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