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On my first visit to New York city I was tense and rushed, uncomfortable in the company 

of fellow professionals and my partner, mixing business with pleasure, dreams with 

reality. 

 

August is perhaps not the best month to make friends with New York. On the night we 

arrived the air was thick with heavy heat long after the sun had gone down. Tired from 

the flight and the cab-ride in from Kennedy we stumbled into a disappointing hotel. The 

tour manager had arranged it all and tried to cut corners as usual, and so the standards 

were low, rooms poky, but in this establishment the management had tried to compensate 

by decorating each room according to cod-surreal theme. Our room was ÔGolfyÕ i.e. there 

was Astro-Turf on walls and floor, little red penants and a few holes in the floor and 

walls, and something that looked like a bunker opened into a shower area. 

 

It was over 30 degrees and if there was any air-con it wasnÕt working. I stepped out on to 

the fire escape, yeah, to escape the fire, but the heat just hit me again from a different 

angle. And so I sat looking at New York, down 3rd avenue and started to enjoy the fact 

that I was inhabiting a long-held dream, a movie, a photograph, an advertisement. Down 



blow yellow cabs really did stream along the bottom of urban canyons. Up ahead a tiny 

part of the Empire state just visible. Suddenly, silently, lightning split-open the sky like 

something inevitable the night had longed for all through the day. Then there was an 

almighty crackle and a boom that shook cool rain out of the sky, rescuing me and saving 

the whole city from its own electric heat. Just at that moment, as if scripted for one of 

those ads you see in a picture house, a friend in the hotel room on a floor or two above 

called Hi! Catch! and accurately dropped an ice-cold can of Coke into my casually 

waiting hand. It was all just too New York to be true, but I swear thatÕs just the way it 

was. 

 

The next day, after exploring the famous breakfast parlours  - ham, eggs, rye, black 

coffee, all of that - our party revolted and insisted upon moving to the swankier hotel a 

little uptown which the tour manager had chosen for himself. It meant less space but 

better facilities and most of all some regained pride for the instigators of the revolution. 

Perhaps because this arrangement crowded us together a little uncomfortably people 

started to split up now and do their own thing. Some went straight out scoring the 

notoriously powerful local weed whose demonic intoxications had inspired a thousand of 

classic raps and grooves. I couldnÕt locate my equilibrium so quickly and found myself 

sitting alone, air-con on and picking up the remote for a big TV in the corner of one of 

our suite. And what did I see there?  

 

On the screen was a slowly revolving turntable, about the size of a record player I guess, 

in fact, it probably was a record player only disguised with some cheap black velvet, not 



particularly smart, but picked out with a harsh bright light that showed up flecks of dust 

all over. On the velvet, revolving slowly in the centre of the screen was a cheap and tacky 

tiara and across the bottom of the screen was a price in dollars , just 14 or 15 dollars as I 

recall Ð and you could hear people calling-in, real of fake I donÕt know, but sounding 

kind of local, each enthusing about the bargain before our eyes, each elated about the 

possibility of obtaining that piece of tat for such a bargain price. They were bidding 

against each other, and the price was slowly rising. This was ÔHome Shopping ClubÕ  -a 

forerunner of eBay I now realise -  and this was America. ÔWelcome To AmericaÕ I said 

softly to myself before hitting the zapper. That was 1988. 

 

Extract from Claes Oldenburg ÔI Am For An ArtÕ Ð Documents From The Store 

1961 

 

[É] 

I am for an art that is political-erotical-mystical, that does something other 

than sit on its ass in a museum. 

 I am for an art that grows up not knowing it is art at all, an art given the 

chance of having a starting point of zero. 

 I am for an art that embroils itself with the everyday crap & still comes out 

on to. I am for an art that imitates the human, that is comic, if necessary, or violent, 

or whatever is necessary. 



 I am for an art that takes its from from the lines of life itself, that twists and 

extends and accumulates and spits and drip, and is heavy and coarse and blunt and 

sweet and stupid as life itself. 

 

 

Ò É stupid as life itself.Õ Is life stupid? ItÕs not a bad word for something which never 

seems able to take itself seriously enough without finding, as a result that it has taken 

itself too seriously. ItÕs hard to get the balance right and that is perhaps what life is 

always trying to achieve. 

 

ÔStupidÕ is a negative term, mostly, but in the hands of an artist like Oldenburg it can 

become positive. After all, itÕs good, surely, to be reminded by his Pop Art that life 

includes things like Ice Cream Cones dropped on pavements, or that the mass-produced 

Clothes Peg is a modern achievement worthy of a grand monument in the centre of a 

major city. 

 Oldenburg 



 

Oldenburg 

 

To monumentalise is to celebrate in an enduring manner. It is to value and display the 

values of a given time in a given culture. Pop, arising in the early 1960s, questioned and 

rejected the values of the art and artists that preceded it. When Oldenburg or Warhol 

included a drippy run of ink or paint in their art it was, in part, a parody of the much more 

serious drips and runs and ponderously soaked paint youÕd find in the Expressionist 

paintings of Pollock, Rothko or De Kooning. Drips and runs, in the hands of these tow 

different generations of artists, were valued very differently.         

 



 

 

 

Oldenburg 



 

Pollock 

 

De Kooning 

 



At first, when Pop appeared, -like many new phenomena Ð there was no name, no word 

for it. It was labelled ÔNeo-DadaÕ because Dada was the nearest thing that anyone could 

find to compare it with. Dada Ða product of the fearful inter-war years Ð had also 

regurgitated popular culture, dispensed with traditional values of the handmade and hi-

jacked the power of modern mass media. Dada also embraced a kind of ÔstupidityÕ by 

actively rejecting and questioning what it saw as the pompous and misguided values of 

Enlightenment reason that had discredited itself in the events of world War One and 

ensuing financial disasters.     

Paolozzi Ð Early Pop.  



 

Kurt Schwitters - Dada 



Dada-Merica   

   

Hannah Hoch -  Dada 



 

Hugo Ball - Dada 

 

Values, values, hard to pin down but perhaps the most important word of all when 

considering artworks. What is their value? To me, to you, to society? Why? How do they 

reflect, challenge or refuse the given and established system of values, the vales any 

particular culture, at any particular time holds dear? 



 

Nietzsche 

 

!9th Century philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche identified values as the key to modern 

thought and culture. He tried to think of a world without values, beyond values. he didnÕt 

succeed but he managed to reach the idea of what he called ÔThe transvaluation of all 

values.Õ meaning, perhaps, that we can and should at least try to imagine a word or a way 

of thinking that is above and beyond a system controlled by values. Values ÐNietzsche 

might say Ð are Ôall-too-humanÕ and yet we feel we might be able to live without or 

beyond them. 

 

But artists - as we have already seen, are partly responsible changing, challenging, 

supporting or destroying values. Both OldenburgÕs Pop and Dada purposefully utilised 

everyday things, materials, contents, forms and everyday language to reflect the changing 

values in their world and to encourage those values to change. 

 

Common, everyday things seem relatively powerless, and yet they challenge and provoke 

exceptional, ideal, unreal and lofty things Ð the kind of things that Pollock, Rothko an De 



Kooning might have valued and tried to reveal in their artworks.  If we tried to 

understand the 20th Century in simple terms we might see the story from the first World 

warÕs madness through into the strange inter-war years when Dada emerges and where 

communism and fascism fought for the right to guide modernity into the future.  Then 

Nazi-ism, World War Two, followed by Americanism. 

 

 

Americana 

 

In the post WW2 period America ruled much of the world for the first time and exported 

its values Ðin its movies, its music, its clothes, haircuts, cars, cigarettes, politics, 

advertising, Coke, washing-machines, refrigerators, Hoovers, baseball and its suburbia all 

over the world.  But one of the things that seemed to come with Americana was a new 

valuation of the everyday, the ÔstupidÕ kind that you find in OldenburgÕs text, a text 

which calls forth a whole new art in a strange kind of prayer. 

 



I am for an artist who vanishes, turning up in a white cap painting signs or 

hallways. 

 

I am for art that comes out of a chimney like black hair and scatters in the 

sky. 

 

I am for art that spills out of an old manÕs purse when he is bounced off a 

passing fender. 

I am for the art out of a doggyÕs mouth, falling five stories from the roof. I 

am for the art that a kid licks, after peeling away the wrapper.  

I am for an art that joggles like everyoneÕs knees, when the bus traverses an 

excavation.  

I am for an art that is smoked, like a cigarette, smells, like a pair of shoes. 

I am for an art that flaps like a flag, or helps blow noses, like a handkerchief. 

I am for an art that is put on and taken off, like pants, which develops holes, 

like socks, which is eaten, like a piece of pie, or abandoned with great 

contempt, like a piece of shit. 

 

I am for an art covered with bandages, I am for art that limps and rolls and 

runs and jumps. I am for art that comes in a can or washes up on the shore. I 

I am for art that coils and grunts like a wrestler. I am for art sheds hair. 

I am for art you can sit on. I am for art you can pick your nose with or stub 

your toes on. 



 

I am for art from a pocket, from deep channels of the ear, from the edge of a 

knife, from the corners of the mouth, stuck in the eye or worn on the wrist. 

I am for art under the skirts, and for the art of pinching cockroaches. 

 

 

Cockroaches! Yuck! What would Michelangelo or Monet think of that? Perhaps 

Oldenburg is trying to Ôtransvalue valuesÕ, not by going high above them but by aiming 

as low as possible, opening up everything to art in doing so. ItÕs like the opposite of a 

religious art that celebrates god in the heavens. Cockroach art! How low can you go?   

 

Much as we dislike the cockroach, we might concede that it is more a real part of our 

everyday, modern, urban lives than e.g. heavenly clouds, sunlit parasols or moody 

abstractions. But itÕs also true that Ôthe everydayÕ is itself a peculiar term. Just what is 

Ôthe everyday? Surely itÕs not only American? Only urban? Only lowlife? Only Pop? 

 

 



Sigmund Freud 

 

True, Dadaists. like Hannah Hoch and Kurt Schwitters, had hacked-up bus tickets, glued-

on buttons and collaged magazine pages, but their contemporaries, the Surrealists, had 

also engaged with the everyday, no-doubt inspired by -among other things- the title of 

Sigmund FreudÕs influential ÔThe Psychopathology of Everyday Life.Õ  Perhaps then, the 

everyday is not so much American as it is ÔmodernÕ, and, ever since modern life  - or 

modernity Ð emerged, a new valuation of or attention to  the everyday had also become a 

focus for artists and thinkers. Maybe the everyday is, in a way, always ÔstupidÕ as 

Oldenburg implied, but in modernity it just happens to attract serious consideration.    

        

Freud found it important for modern people to consider not only the real surface of 

everyday life bur also to be aware of, sensitive to, and to explore its subtext revealed in 

our subconscious, so that apparently unimportant, everyday things or acts might reveal 

profound issues relating to personal and cultural identity. Surrealists echoed Freud by 

elevating banal objects to a mythic realm of symbolic importance Ð as they appear to us 

in dreams. ItÕs notable that some passages of OldenburgÕs Pop text (a kind of Pop 

manifesto) are not only Dada-esque in their anti-aesthetic rejection of ÔfineÕ art values but 

they sometimes also carry traces of Surrealism through into the post WW@ period, in 

their use strangely, incongruously, evocatively and sensually juxtaposed elements of the 

everyday. 



     

 

Magritte - Surrealism 

 



    

 

Man Ray - Surrealism 

 

 



I am for the art of conversation between the sidewalk and a blind manÕs 

stick. I am for the art that grows in a pot, that comes down out of the skies at night, 

like lightning, that hides in the clouds and growls. I am for art that is flipped on and 

off with a switch. 

 I am for art that unfolds like a map, that you can squeeze, like your sweetyÕs 

arm, or kiss, like a pet dog. Which expands and squeaks, like an accordion, which 

you can spill your dinner on, like an old tablecloth. 

 I am for an art that you can hammer with, stitch with, sew with, paste with, 

file with. I am for an art that tells you the time of day, or where such and such a 

street is.  

I am for an art that helps old ladies across the street. 

 

 I am for the art of the washing machine. I am for the art of a government 

check. I am for the art of last warÕs raincoat. 

 I am for the art that comes up in fogs from sewer-holes in winter. I am for 

the art that splits when you step on a frozen puddle. I am for the worms inside the 

apple. I am for the art of sweat that develops between crossed legs.   

 I am for the art of neck-hair and caked tea-cups, for the art between the tines 

of restaurant forks, for the odour of boiling dishwater. 

I am for the art of sailing on Sunday, and the art of red and white gasoline 

pumps. I am for the art of bright blue factory columns and blinking biscuit 

signs. 



I am for the art of cheap plaster and enamel. I am for the art of worn marble 

and smashed slate.  I am for the art of rolling cobblestones and sliding sand. I am 

for the art of slag and black and coal. I am for the art of dead birds. 

I am for the art of scratchings in the asphalt, daubing at the walls. I am for 

the art of bending and kicking metal and breaking glass, and pulling at things to 

make them fall down. 

 

 

ÒPulling at things to make them fall downÓ  sounds destructive and negative, but in the 

context of Pop we know that it is playful, something like the way that children pull at a 

fence to make it fall down, not so much out of rage as out of a gleeful pleasure, as they 

experiment with gravity and force, cause and effect, angles and materials.  

 

Pulling at values to make them fall down only reveals other values. Though Pop and 

Dada and Surrealism are all transgressive and cheeky they are always, in some way, 

positive in that they use art in search of a way forward or a way out, a way towards a 

better version of the modern world, one in which we can find a way to live.  

 

Pop! is itself nothing but a positive exclamation, an excited action, a sign of irrepressible 

effervescence. Andy Warhol ÐPopÕs guru and shaman Ð famously said, in his famously 

camp but convincing way: ÒPop is liking thingsÕ. 

 



 

Andy Warhol 

 

Like OldenburgÕs low-life imagery Ðwhich is never really repellent but somehow 

mischievously attractive and tempting Ð WarholÕs Ôliking thingsÕ also attempts to 

Ôtransvalue valuesÕ. If you go around liking everything you also stop evaluating, stop 

positioning yourself within a particular culture and a particular time. And evaluation was, 

to Americans of the Pop generation, all-too tied-up with the old, pre-WW2 European, 

aristocratic, monarchical, hierarchical, academic and 18th century enlightenment ÔtasteÕ 

that they so wanted to leave behind and replace with their very own, very American, kind 

of Ôblue-collarÕ art.   

  



 

Postmodern Globalisation and Americana 

 

Of course the modern valuation or transvaluation of everything and everyday as worthy 

of the attentions and monumentalisations of artists may also have had something to do 

with technology. Pop and dada and surrealism reflected, not only an urban environment 

but one influenced by Mass Media, Photography, MassÑProduction, Commodities, Shop 

windows, Mannequins, Adverts and Magazines. In the modern world everyday things 

quickly piled-up in shops, houses, attics, flea-markets and museums, crowding human 

existence, perhaps even intimidating the human with our own propensity for invention, 

manufacture, proliferation. 

 



   



  

 

 



 

Early Photography, Atget, Surrealism, and the Flea Market 

 

The photograph became a tool of democracy allowing almost any person, anyplace, any 

thing to be recorded and valued forever, to be thus immortalised, monumentalised, to take 

a place in history. Again this challenges any hierarchy of values established by those few 

people, places and things previously chosen to be represented and recorded for posterity. 

 

As Wolfgang Tilmanns Ð one of todayÕs most important photographer-artists Ð called his 

Tate exhibition in 2003: ÔIf One thing Matters, Everything MattersÕ encapsulating a 

philosophy of life seemingly derived from the art of photography itself. Now, technology 

has moved on, and popular photography has joined forces with the mobile telephone and 

the accessibility of networked computing so that, more than ever before, we celebrate the 

everyday and transvalue any given system of values in carefree exchanges of words and 

images. Today, the most banal or low-life event can suddenly achieve a short-lived but 

worldwide fame on the worldwide web, and Andy WarholÕs prediction that Ôsomeday 

everyone will be famous for fifteen minutesÕ seems to have come true, and probably 

much sooner than the camp Pop guru ever imagined. 



 

Wolfgang Tilmanns 

 

It was surely photographyÕs invention c. 1839 that influenced the first truly modern 

artists, poets and theorists like Charles Baudelaire in his famous Salon Essay of 1846 Ð to 

call upon the modern world to open its eyes and look at what it actually is and what it 

does and to no-longer compare itself negatively, self-deprecatingly with supposedly 

ÔgreaterÕ past-times. 



 

Charles Baudelaire 

 

And yet there is one past time which also took a passionate interest in the everyday, long 

before the invention of photography (though admittedly in a time of enthusiasm for new 

lenses), long before trains, computers or world wars. The time and the culture to which I 

am referring is known as ÔThe Dutch Golden AgeÕ.  But before concluding this lecture 

with a brief glance at that culture and its images IÕll read a little more of OldenburgÕs 

text: 

 

 I am for an art of punching and skinned knees and sat-on bananas. I am for 

the art of kidÕs smells. I am for the art if mama-babble. 

I am for the art of bar-babble, tooth-picking, beer-drinking, egg-salting, in-

salting. I am for the art of falling-off a barstool. 



 I am for the art of underwear and the art of taxicabs. I am for the art  of ice-

cream cones dropped on concrete. I am for the majestic art of dog turds, rising like 

cathedrals. I am for the blinking arts, lighting up the night. I am for the art of 

falling, splashing, wiggling, jumping, going-on and off. 

 I am for the art of fat truck tires and black eyes. 

 I am for Kool-art, 7-Up art, Pepsi art, sunshine art, 39 cents art, 15 cents art, 

Vatronol art, Dro-bomb art, Vam art, Menthol art, M&M art, Ex-L ax art, enida 

art, Heaven Hill  art, Pamrul art, San-O-Med art, Rx art, 9.99 art, now art, New art, 

How art, Fire sale art, Last chance art, Only art, Diamond art, Tomorrow art, 

Franks art, Ducks art, Meat-O-Rama art. 

 I am for the art of bread wet by rain. I am for the ratÕs dance between floors. 

I am for the art of flies walking on a slick pear in the electric light. I am for 

the art of soggy onions and firm green shoots. I am for the art of clicking among the 

nuts when the roaches come and go.  I am for the brown sad art of rotting apples. 

 I am for the art of meowls and clatter of cats and for the art of their 

dumb electric eyes. 

 I am for the white art of refrigerators and their muscular openings 

and closings. 

 I am for the art of rust and mold. I am for the art of hearts, funeral 

hearts or sweetheart hearts, full of nougat. I am for the art of worn meathooks and 

singing barrels of red, white, blue and yellow meat. 

 



If we look back into the period known as the Dutch Golden Age (late 16th to late 17th 

Century) a time in which Camera Obscurae and lenses were the cutting edge of visual 

technology,; a time when world trade was opening up in an unprecedented manner and a 

new mercantile or ÔbourgeoisÕ society was being born of a new, protestant religion, we 

also note, in a way not seen before or even after, a kind of mania for images depicting the 

everyday, in what has been calculated to be around six million small paintings of very 

varying quality. Rich and poor, beautiful and ugly, roses and flies, great and small all 

appear in these paintings, and all attended to with equal care by the artists.  Most famous 

of all today are Rembrandt and Vermeer. 

 

 

 



 

Vermeer 

 

 

 



 

 

Jan Steen 

 

 



Vermeer in particular took immense, intense and patient pains to communicate the simple 

truth of light, falling through a window, gracing the head of a nail clumsily knocked into 

a cracking plaster wall. Perhaps Claes Oldenburg, Andy Warhol, Hannah Hoch or 

Wolfgang Tilmanns would have felt at home here. Meanwhile a contemporary artist like 

Jan Steen could equally depict a household disrupted by ill grace, drunkenness and 

disorder where every aspect of everyday life Ðnever lofty, distant or unreal- enters into art 

as a way of establishing or debating a set of established values or rules for moral, social 

behaviour.  We could even compare what came to be known as ÔJan Steen householdÕ 

scenes with an image of Oldenburg chaotically manufacturing his rough and ready mirror 

of burgeoning consumerism in his messy ÔStoreÕ for which the text we have read here 

was written.  

 

Oldenburg at The Store 

 



Now, here are the final lines:     

 

 I am for the art of things lost or thrown awa, coming home from school. I am 

for the art of cock-and-ball trees and flying cows and the noise of rectangles and 

squares. I am for the art of crayons and weak grey pencil-lead, and grainy wash and 

sticky oil paint, and the art of windshield wipers and the art of the finger on a cold 

window, on dusty steel or in the bubbles on the sides of a bathtub. 

 I am for the art of teddy-bears and guns and decapitated rabbits, exploded 

umbrellas, raped beds, chairs with their brown bones broken, burning trees, 

firecracker ends, chicken bones, pigeon bones and boxes with men sleeping in them. 

 I am for the art of slightly rotten funeral flowers, hung bloody rabbits and 

wrinkly yellow chickens, bass drums & tambourines, and plastic phonographs. 

 I am for the art of abandoned boxes, tied like pharaohs. I am for an art of 

watertanks and speeding clouds and flapping shades. 

 I am for U.S. Government Inspected Art, Grade A art, Regular Price art, 

Yellow Ripe art, Extra Fancy art, Ready-to-eat art, Best-for-less art, Ready-to-cook 

art, Fully cleaned art, Spend Less art, Eat better art, Ham art, pork art, chicken art, 

tomato art, banana art, apple art, turkey art, cake art, cookie art. 

 

 Addendum: 

 I am for an art that is combed-down, that is hung from each ear, that is laid 

on the lips and under the eves, that is shaved from the legs, that is brushed on the 

teeth, that is fixed on the thighs, that is slipped on the foot. 



 

 square which becomes blobby. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

   


