“...the difference between English and American Pop: it is the difference between the thing
chosen, as an act of intelligence, and the thing
lived.”				
John Russell1

Pop Art was born twice—first in England, and then again, independently, in New York, and was directly tied to the rise in, and
pervasiveness of, the mass media post-World War II. While artists
from both countries were simultaneously united in their use of imagery pulled from primarily American popular culture (comic strips,
advertisements, movies stars and pin-ups), British Pop artists were
concerned with the intellectual nature of the appropriated imagery
and its purposeful use towards highlighting and sublimating differences between high and low culture. American artists, on the other
hand, embraced pop imagery as something inherent to the culture
and were much more interested in process and material and somewhat indifferent to the potential implications of subject matter. Their
use of pop imagery was nearly always related to the use of modern
technological procedures such as the repetitive use of serigraphy
and photo-transfer.

Covering a broad range of media and technique, and with a heavy
reliance on flat and literal replication, Pop Art has never been considered a movement, but rather, a relative cohesive tendency. To
contemporary eyes, the use of the banal image in Pop Art has lost
its revolutionary edge. But at its inception, in the early to mid 1960s,
artists such as Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, Patrick Caulfield and
Tom Wesselmann were considered iconoclasts. Using ‘lowbrow
imagery’ like Coke bottles, toasters, comics and celebrities as fodder
for ‘high art’ was shocking to the art world - yet highly popular with
the average viewer. By pulling imagery directly from advertisements,
billboards, photographs, comic books, magazines, cinema and television, the Pop artists developed a uniquely democratic art whose imagery was immediate, accessible, and a mirror of the current cultural
environment.
Eduardo Paolozzi, Inside Down Under...What are the building blocks of
structuralism?, (from the General Dynamic F.U.N. portfolio), 1970, screenprint.
Collection of the Springfield Art Museum. © The Estate of Eduardo Paolozzi.

Pop Art developed first in Britain in the early 1950s, rather haphazardly, through a small group of artists, architects, and critics known
as the Independent Group. Led by Eduardo Paolozzi and Richard
Hamilton, this group initially met to discuss their shared love of popular culture and new technology. Art critic Lawrence Alloway, a fellow
group member, wrote, “we felt none of the dislike of commercial culture standard among most intellectuals, but accepted it as a fact, discussed it in detail, and consumed it enthusiastically.”2 Although both
artists in their own right, Paolozzi and Hamilton were most influential
in their explorations into pop culture through a series of thematic
exhibitions they each organized that “conveyed a kaleidoscopic view
of culture”; that proposed the entire field of visual production, from
popular [low] art to fine [high] art was open to analysis.3

Paolozzi produced, both visually and in conversation, the “full statement of ideas that were necessary for the development of Pop art: a serious
taste for popular culture, a belief in multi-evocative
imagery, and a sense of the interplay of technology and man.”
Intended as a rebellion against the art establishment, this series of
discussions and exhibitions eventually influenced a loosely associated group of artists then studying at the Royal College of Art which
included Patrick Caulfield, Peter Blake and, later, David Hockney
and R.B. Kitaj. Alloway wrote that “One result of our discussions was
to take Pop culture out of the realm of ‘escapism’, ‘sheer entertainment’, ‘relaxation’ and to treat it with the seriousness of art.”4
Paolozzi, in particular, is often considered the progenitor of British
Pop Art. He was an avid consumer of American pop culture, collecting cuttings from American magazines, comic strips, cheap toys,
printed ephemera, and other mass -produced objects, many of
which were later repurposed into a dizzying array of collaged images.
Paolozzi’s collages and screenprints of the 1960s laid the foundation of British Pop Art. His General Dynamic F.U.N. portfolio is the
epitome of this conglomeration merging photos of Elizabeth Taylor
and Minnie Mouse with images of robots, motorcycles, magazine
advertisements and printed text. Paolozzi produced, both visually
and in conversation, the “full statement of ideas that were necessary
for the development of Pop art: a serious taste for popular culture,
a belief in multi-evocative imagery, and a sense of the interplay of
technology and man.”5

British artists were avid collectors and
consumers of American pop culture,
but their interest was always taken from
a “critical distance appropriate both to
their essentially intellectual appreciation
of these subjects and to their sense that
they were examining foreign cultures
of which they were not strictly a part.”6
Thus, in the hands of Paolozzi, Hamilton
and Caulfield, Pop Art developed as an
intellectual experiment, in direct opposition to the primal and pastoral ideas
supported by the then popular British
neo-Romantics, and posited that it was
possible and important to take stock
of these mass produced images and to

recognize their importance culturally.
However, in the hands of the British
artists, the pop image was filtered
through other modalities including the
narrative and picturesque (Peter Phillips
and Peter Blake), the autobiographical
(David Hockney) or toward subliminal
and multi-focused imagery (Paolozzi).7
Artists such as Caulfield and Paolozzi
continued to inject an underlying narrative within their work. And although
united in their response and incorporation of popular imagery, each of the
British Pop artists was highly varied in
their stylistic approach.

Patrick Caulfield, Cigar, 1978, serigraph. Collection of the Springfield Art Museum. ©Estate of
Patrick Caulfield.

Eduardo Paolozzi, General
Dynamic F.U.N., 1970, portfolio of 50 serigraphs and
lithographs. Collection of
the Springfield Art Museum.
©Estate of Eduardo Paolozzi.
Andy Warhol, Campbell’s
Soup I, 1968, portfolio of
ten serigraphs. Collection of
the Springfield Art Museum.
©2015 The Andy Warhol
Foundation for the Visual
Arts, Inc. / Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York

Although Pop Art developed a bit sooner in Britain, the iconography
of both movements derived from American pop culture. However, as
opposed to the British, who viewed American pop culture through
their own cultural lens, the American Pop artists took their subject
matter for granted, as a given; they were used to living with it and
within it. This ‘lived experience’ allowed the American artists to feel
comfortable reducing their work to the “pure Pop image”—simple,
direct and immediately comprehensible. For example, a soup can,
nearly perfectly replicated alone on the canvas, or a mouth, isolated
and flattened in perspective but blown up to gigantic proportions.
American Pop artists were “fundamentally ambivalent” towards their
source material which allowed critics and viewers to insert their own
reading into the works.8 Stylistically then, there was an immediate
difference between how artists from each country utilized pop imagery in their work - British artists initially sought to juxtapose images
to create a narrative conversation whereas the American artists were
satisfied with a straight, simple and unfiltered presentation.

Although American Pop Art was visually easily
digested by its audiences, what was often lost
upon viewing was the incredible attention each
artist paid to their methods and materials - to
the creation of the Pop image.
Nearly all of the major American Pop artists were first employed as
commercial artists—Andy Warhol was a successful fashion illustrator,
James Rosenquist was a billboard painter by trade, Roy Lichtenstein
worked in design and display, Claes Oldenburg was a magazine
illustrator, and Tom Wesselmann studied to be a cartoon artist. Their
artistic foundation was built on the manipulation of imagery for the
selling of goods; but all of them also wanted to be serious artists.
When they began to turn towards fine art, they continued an interest
in utilizing the commercial methods they had learned in their respective trades towards the creation of fine art.
The core group of American Pop artists—Warhol, Lichtenstein,
Rosenquist and Oldenburg—were nearly uniformly united in their
use of the pure Pop image and not interested in the juxtaposition of
images as proliferated in the work of the British Pop artists. Although
American Pop Art was visually easily digested by its audiences, what
was often lost upon viewing was the incredible attention each artist
paid to their methods and materials—to the creation of the Pop
image. Because the imagery was pulled from seemingly heretofore

meaningless sources (movies, billboards, magazines) and presented so
minimally, it was too easy for critics and
the public alike to assume the work was
superficial. But in truth, each of the artTom Wesselmann, Large Foot of Athlete,
1970, serigraph. Collection of the Springfield
Art Museum. ©Estate of Tom Wesselmann.

ists was first and foremost a craftsman.
Lichtenstein for example, used comic
strips as his inspiration, but he was
interested in the formal characteristics
of composition—pulling subject matter
from a number of different comics
and merging the imagery into a more

refined and streamlined presentation
than the original. His interest in composition and the ‘flat’ image were not
truly evident until his work shifted from
comic strips to architectural motifs, such
as Entablature V (above), where the
interest in line and color is so extreme
as to appear nearly abstract.
Additionally, the accessibility of new
technology in America was intricately
tied to the production of American
Pop Art. With the war over, industrial
technologies such as vacuum forming,
welding, and chrome plating, were
now available to artists. Modern day
printmaking owes much to these artists,
of which Andy Warhol was king: he
latched on to printmaking - in particular
serigraphy, a printing process originally
used in the commercial world—for its
ability to democratize the distribution of
art.9 Suddenly it was possible to make
100 editions of a work at a moment’s
notice, and to sell them cheaply or give
them away, so that the average American could own a piece of art. Or better

yet, the artist could call up a fabricator,
dictate his or her specifications and
materials, and have an artwork created
off-site by someone else. The act of
authorship became entirely tied up with
the ‘idea’ of the work over and above
the creation of the physical object.
Although many critics derided Pop Art
as a fad, it is important to remember
that although “We think of popular
culture as fast-changing and ephemeral, it is also an amazing vehicle for
preservation.”10 Generally speaking,
if something “works commercially, it
survives—like the Coca-Cola bottle or
the Campbell’s soup can, both of which
go back to the 1890s.”11 This act of
preservation perhaps helps to explain
the endurance of Pop Art and the
public’s continued hunger for Warhol
and Lichtenstein, among others, as evidenced by the continued mounting of
exhibitions such as this and the constant
record high auction prices achieved by
these artists.

“The broad and instant appeal of Pop Art in America
may indeed have been because the exposure to popular
images is an experience shared by all Americans—young
and old, urban and rural, from all backgrounds and all
regions.”
Lucy Lippard12
At its core, the difference between
British Pop Art and American Pop Art
is tied inherently to culture. In America,
impersonality as a style is a governing
principle, whereas British art is essentially subjective.13 British and American Pop
Art are united in their use of iconographic images but they differ drastically in terms of intent. Warhol presented
his Campbell’s Soup Cans in isolation,
with all possible associations or metaphors removed, whereas Paolozzi carefully selected and manipulated images,
and created an evocative title, to lead
the viewer to a ‘reading’ of the work.
In addition to differences culturally, each
artist within the broadly inclusive group
of Pop Artists also presented their own
unique perspective and approach. However, their shared use of pop culture
imagery served to revolutionize art making in general by supporting the core
belief that “there is no inherent ‘value’
contradiction in enjoying both a comic
strip and a symphony.”14
Sarah E. Buhr
Curator, Springfield Art Museum
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Image (left): Roy Lichtenstein, Entablature V,
1976, screenprint, silver foil and lithograph.
Collection of Wesley R. Cochran. ©Estate of
Roy Lichtenstein.

The “New” Independent Group Join us for a series of small
discussion groups on a range of topics loosely related to popular
culture and technology. Sessions are free to attend and will be led
by a variety of artists, innovators and businesspeople. All sessions
begin at 5:30 p.m.

January 23rd-April 16th

February 11: Comix led by Cole Closser, artist and author of the
graphic novels Black Rat and Little Tommy Lost
March 3: 3-D Printing Demo led by Jeremy Medley (owner and designer of the Medley Method) and Joshua Hethcoat (engineering
technologist and designer)
Check our website for further programming related to this
exhibition. www.sgfmuseum.org

