                                         TROUBLED TIMES                                   Text 6
The American critic Harold Rosenberg summarised the problematic relationship between Pop and its times in his1969 essay 'The Art World: Marilyn Mondrian'. He noted, 'It might be added that the rising curve of aestheticism in the sixties, with its concept of the world as a museum, represents a withdrawal by the art world from the intensifying politico-social crisis and intellectual confusion in the United States'.
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There is some truth to Rosenberg’s complaint. However, in its attention to the present, Pop revealed the tensions of a moment that was by no means untroubled. Because the boom economy was based on an undeclared war, the affluence enjoyed by Americans cannot be separated from the turmoil and anxiety of the Cold War. Already we have seen that the plethora of commodities available in the post-war years could be understood as part of the promise of the capitalist West, with scarcity and limited consumer choice identified with Communism. If we look carefully, we can see that for all its interest in mass media and consumer goods, fame, nostalgia and previous art, Pop was also concerned with the underside of the American dream.
Means of mass communication— particularly newspapers and television — often carried images of profound trauma. One compelling story that coincided almost exactly with the rise and fall of Pop was that of African Americans struggling against a set of archaic and racist laws in the American South. While working on his American Dream series, Robert Indiana also turned his attention to Selma, Alabama. In 1965, state troopers armed with tear gas and clubs assaulted a group of civil rights demonstrators who were in town to protest the killing of a young black man by local police. The event was broadcast around the nation and generated immediate condemnation. Leaving no doubt as to his sympathies, Robert Indiana was quick to equate the city and state with the basest of human functions in his painting, Alabama (see above). Meanwhile, Andy Warhol had included in his Death in America series a famous photograph of Birmingham police attacking black protesters with fire hoses and attack dogs. The image was widely known through Life and Time magazines. 
   
The Death in America series featured car wrecks, suicides, a mushroom cloud and an electric chair. The electric chair, the most public emblem of Americans' belief in capital punishment, carried specific connotations through the sixties. As exemplified in 1964 with Electric Chair (see below), this modern instrument of death is as stark and horrifying as a medieval implement of torture. The Death in America series significantly mitigates our ability to read the Pop movement as an acceptation of contemporary life. Not simply products resold as works of art, Warhol's silkscreens are also bitter condemnations of a culture of violence and death.
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At about the same time Warhol turned to silkscreen, Rauschenberg did too, although with a markedly different sensibility generating a densely layered and congested surface packed with an excess of images. No one image can stand out in his screen paintings, which makes all of them potentially of the same visual weight. In Buffalo II (see below), a famous photograph of the recently slain president shares the stage with, among other recognizable images: a bald eagle, a Coca-Cola sign, an army helicopter, and a parachuting astronaut. In turn, these images invoke the issues of environmentalism, consumerism, Vietnam and the space race, respectively. All are images easily identified with American history in the sixties, and yet each vies for viewer attention. The effect is like surfing the channels on a television or rapidly flipping through the pages of a magazine. Too much information is given at once without any guiding narrative to help one make sense of it. Even the young president, noted for his physical charisma and media experience, seems overwhelmed and oddly silent within the intricate web of images.

   
It is true that in aestheticising life, Pop transformed the contents of the world into a museum, but it does not necessarily follow that this manoeuvre indicated a withdrawal from political commitment. As we have seen, the Pop artists could conceive of their work as a form of occasional political commentary. 

Questions:

§ 1: What were the main political troubles in the post-war USA?
§ 2: What did Rosenberg blame Pop Art for?

§ 3: Who did Robert Indiana defend in his painting Alabama?

§ 4: What impressions does the silkscreen Electric Chair produce?
§ 5: In your opinion, why is Kennedy’s hand reduplicated in Buffalo II?
