
 i 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Lauren Elizabeth Hanson 

2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lauren Hanson
I

Lauren Hanson


Lauren Hanson


Lauren Hanson


Lauren Hanson




 ii 

THE THESIS COMMITTEE FOR LAUREN ELIZABETH HANSON 
CERTIFIES THAT THIS IS THE APPROVED VERSION OF THE FOLLOWING THESIS: 

 
 

How to Live with Pop: Contextualizing the Early Work of Sigmar 

Polke, Gerhard Richter, and Konrad Lueg 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

APPROVED BY 
SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 
Ann Reynolds 

Richard Shiff 

 

Supervisor: 

Lauren Hanson
I



 iii 

 
How to Live with Pop: Contextualizing the Early Work of Sigmar 

Polke, Gerhard Richter, and Konrad Lueg 

 

 

by 

LAUREN ELIZABETH HANSON, B.A.  

 

 

THESIS  

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

MASTER OF ARTS 

 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN 
MAY 2010 

Lauren Hanson
I

Lauren Hanson


Lauren Hanson


Lauren Hanson
I

Lauren Hanson




 iv 

Acknowledgements 

This thesis is in many ways rooted in the recent years I spent in Germany, which 

fostered my academic interest in the cultural, political, and historical relationships 

between Germany and America. I have explored these relationships through the 

discipline of art history, under the guidance of skillful teachers and mentors. I am grateful 

to those professors, program directors, colleagues, family members, and friends who have 

helped me during the process of researching and completing my thesis. 

 I attribute much of my foundational knowledge of the German culture and 

language to the Duke in Berlin Program Director, Jochen Wohlfeil, and my ever-

supportive host family, the Schmids, who welcomed me to Berlin with warmth, 

generosity, and humor. I am grateful to the Fulbright Program for granting me a Teaching 

Assistantship; my year as a grantee was both academically and personally rewarding. I 

would also like to thank Sylvia Martin, the Assistant Director of the Museums Haus 

Lange and Haus Esters, for whom I had the great fortune to work during the summer of 

2009. 

 I am fortunate to have worked with such brilliant and welcoming scholars at the 

University of Texas at Austin. For reading and discussing my work at its various stages, I 

thank my fellow graduate students and dear friends. Their insight and support helped 

develop my ideas and shape this final thesis. I am most grateful to Professors John 

Clarke, Linda Henderson, David F. Crew, Richard Shiff, and Ann Reynolds for their 

valuable critiques and probing questions at my colloquium. In particular, I would like to 



 v 

thank Dr. Crew for his wonderful seminar, “Germany Since Hitler, 1933-present.” He 

skillfully taught material on postwar Germany that proved extremely valuable in 

researching this project. Additionally, I extend thanks to Richard Shiff for his close, 

critical reading of and insightful commentary on my thesis.  

I would like to express my gratitude and admiration for my thesis advisor Ann 

Reynolds. As both a teacher and a mentor, she has been incredibly generous and 

supportive. I am ever grateful for her guidance and wisdom in this process. 

On a more personal note, I acknowledge my parents, Tom and Cathy Hanson, and 

my sister, Kristy Hanson, who have given me unconditional support and love. I thank 

them for indulging my incessant need to visit art museums and art collections in our 

travels together and for providing a sounding board for my ideas and concerns at all 

hours of the day and night. Lastly, I thank Sebastian Loh. Whether I was in need of an 

assistant translator, an intellectual sparring partner, or a compassionate friend, Sebastian 

has always been available to provide unwavering support and encouragement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 May 2010 



 vi 

Abstract 

 
How to Live with Pop: Contextualizing the Early Work of Sigmar 

Polke, Gerhard Richter, and Konrad Lueg 

 

 

 

Lauren Elizabeth Hanson, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Ann Reynolds 

 
 On October 11, 1963, artists Gerhard Richter and Konrad Lueg held the 

event “Leben mit Pop: Eine Demonstration für den kapitalistischen Realismus” (Living 

with Pop: A Demonstration for Capitalist Realism) at the Berges furniture store in 

Düsseldorf, Germany. Many scholars have treated this event as an image, useful only in 

outlining the trajectories of the later successful careers of Gerhard Richter, Konrad Lueg, 

and Sigmar Polke. Few have attempted to contextualize this event in its social, historical, 

and political settings or to consider its effects on and relationship to the audience at the 

event. In this thesis, I resituate “Living with Pop” in terms of its experiential effects and 

its socio-historical context and extend my investigation of “Living with Pop” to the 

contemporaneous paintings and drawings of Richter, Lueg, and Polke.  I argue that their 
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artworks, which parody and question domestic tropes of the postwar era, reveal the 

complexities and ambiguities underlying the notion of West Germany’s 

Wirtschaftswunder, or “economic miracle.” I examine how Polke, Richter, and Lueg 

explored artistic and national identities, a postwar culture of consumerism, contemporary 

modes of communication, and theories of culture and aesthetics in the late 1950s and 

early 1960s. To investigate the relationships between artistic creation, artistic identity, 

and contemporary daily life, I use domestic design exhibitions, advertisements, the 

journal Magnum, and a few select texts on contemporary society and culture by Jürgen 

Habermas and Theodor W. Adorno as relevant sources. 
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Introduction 

A pallid monument floats amidst a speckled forest of blue and green (fig. 1.1). 

Faint pencil lines and drips of paint demarcate the towers and turrets, delineating and 

divorcing the structure from its surroundings. The imprecise and unfinished structure 

hovers strangely atop the spongy landscape, as if pasted onto its surface. This painting, 

Gerhard Richter’s Schloß Neuschwanstein [Castle Neuschwanstein] (1963), depicts King 

Ludwig II’s ostentatious tribute to the Middle Ages. This Bavarian landmark manifests a 

nostalgic longing for a mythical German past. A great admirer and patron of Richard 

Wagner, King Ludwig II (1845-1886) commissioned picture cycles for the interior based 

the epic legends Wagner used in his operatic sagas, such as Tristan and Isolde, Parzifal, 

Lohengrin, and Tannhäuser. In a letter to Richard Wagner dated 1864, King Ludwig 

wrote, “It is my intention to rebuild the old castle ruins of Hohenschwangau near the 

Pöllat Gorge in the authentic style of the old German knights' castles.”1 The castle, hardly 

an authentic construction of Romanesque splendor, instead represents artificial 

historicisation – a pristine façade drawn from medieval folklore that was, in fact, outfitted 

with the most modern household technologies, such as running water, plumbing, and 

central heating. 

Richter recreates the image of Neuschwanstein as both familiar and foreign. He 

provides enough visual information to evoke Ludwig’s idyllic retreat, yet his 

                                                
1 Ludwig Friedrich Wilhelm, Letter to Richard Wagner, May 1968, “History of the Origins of 
Neuschwanstein Castle,” Bayerische Schlossverwaltung der staatlichen Schlösser, Gärten und Seen, ed. 
Dr. Jan Björn Potthast, <http://www.neuschwanstein.de/englisch/idea/index.htm>. 



 2 

representation conflicts with mass-produced images of the castle in photographs, 

postcards, and even on magazine covers (fig. 1.2). Conventional representations 

perpetuate the mythology surrounding the castle – a blissful paradise rooted in Wagner-

esque legends of idealized chivalry and tales of medieval knights, isolated and set among 

picturesque surroundings supposedly representative of German culture. The castle’s 

silhouette in Richter’s painting would have been familiar to contemporary German 

viewers, yet his messy depiction renders the familiar strange. In Richter’s version, white 

paint drips down the façade and onto the landscape, as if he had been visually fantasizing 

the building’s disintegration. Parodically, Richter attempted to reveal the illusion of the 

castle by gesturally disfiguring an image of timeless purity, thereby revealing the 

monument’s superficial and artificial construction. 

On Castle Neuschwanstein, Richter remarked, “The real-life castle is a hideous 

monstrosity. But it does also have this other, seductive side to it, that of the beautiful 

fairy tale, the dream of sublimity, bliss, happiness – and that’s the dangerous part; that’s 

why it’s a very special case of kitsch.”2 He acknowledges the appeal of an artificial 

reconstruction of the past but ultimately challenges the myth of unadulterated German 

culture, on which Ludwig based the castle’s concept. Neuschwanstein’s seductive fairy 

tale image may have appealed to a postwar desire to escape the realities of the recent, 

catastrophic events during the Third Reich and to focus instead on the cultural purity of a 

                                                
2 Robert Storr, Doubt and Belief in Painting (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2003), 54. Richter 
selects Castle Neuschwanstein as a “very special case of kitsch,” and, in fact, its image persists to this day 
as a seductive representation of “the beautiful fairy tale.” Disneyland’s Sleeping Beauty Castle, erected in 
1955, was modeled after Castle Neuschwanstein. Thus the fictions the castle embodied have now become 
globally familiar. 
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distant past. Richter, however, refutes the claim that the image is an embodiment of a pre-

modernity unburdened by National Socialism. By revealing the artificial nature of the 

castle, Richter returns his viewers to the image’s problematic representation of German 

tradition and culture - the entire conception of the castle is precipitated upon a fascist 

notion of culturally pure “Germanness,” free from the alien influence of “Jewishness.”3  

Rethinking Pop Art in Germany  

In this thesis, I aim to contextualize the work of Gerhard Richter, Sigmar Polke, 

and Konrad Lueg, in large part, within the narrative and idealistic concept of the 

Wirtschaftswunder, the “economic miracle.” During the Adenauer years (1949-1963), 

West Germany’s miraculous economic growth began with a utopian image of domestic 

bliss which later developed into a tangible reality for many – by 1963 most households 

could afford the property and goods of which they had previously only imagined. 

Scholars argue that the newly fashioned capitalist society of the “economic miracle” 

defined the behaviors and experiences of West Germans. Most citizens willingly re-

oriented their lives around consumption, as it provided a liberating opportunity to focus 

on the future and reshape daily life around ideals divorced from a National Socialist past.  

Polke, Richter, and Lueg examined how the domestic object acquired meaning for 

West Germans and how the act of consuming defined contemporary life. They 

recognized that though they were artists, they too were consumers, and their artistic 

identities were tangled in the ambiguities and contradictions of contemporary society. 

                                                
3 See Richard Wagner, Judaism in Music and Other Essays, trans. William Ashton Ellis (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1995).  
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They did not attempt to isolate or distance themselves from consumer society but instead 

immersed themselves and their artistic practices in it. Consequently, they experimented 

with images of an idealized, capitalist-oriented society as presented to the general public 

on the street, on television, and in magazines. They investigated and questioned the 

relationships between artifice and reality in widely reproduced, contemporary images: 

How do two-dimensional depictions of familiar objects and prominent people 

communicate? How do images and objects acquire meaning when they figure into daily 

life? How do they correspond to and shape various narratives of Germany’s past?  

Christine Mehring states that in the early 1960s, “A few significant works were 

made about the Nazi past; far more significant works were made that tackled the more 

immediate present, the age of reconstruction, and the economic miracle.”4 She postulates, 

“…we have to think about these German pop artists working through the present as 

making possible a subsequent working through the past.”5 Indeed, for Richter, Lueg, and 

Polke, the present age of the economic miracle was inextricably linked to Germany’s 

past. However, their artwork and exhibitions also intervened to address seemingly 

collective historical amnesia and the shift from nationalism to consumerism as the 

defining national narrative. By scrutinizing popular images resonant with contemporary 

society, Polke, Richter, and Lueg unveiled connections to Germany’s fascist past. 

Acknowledging connections between popular imagery, mass consumption, and national 

                                                
4 Christine Mehring, “The Art of A Miracle: Toward a History of German Pop,” in Art of Two Germanys: 
Cold War Cultures, exh. cat., ed. Stephanie Barron and Sabine Eckmann (New York: Abrams, 2009), 168. 
5 Ibid., 169. 
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folklore, they thus understood their own work as an investigation into the ways in which 

commercial spheres, art, and life overlap, exchange, and shape one another.  

Resituating “Living with Pop”  

My initial research into these artists and their contemporary moment began with 

an event Lueg and Richter held at a furniture store in Düsseldorf in 1963. The event, 

entitled “Living with Pop: A Demonstration for Capitalist Realism,” has earned the 

attention of art historians. Tellingly, art historians tend to select a photograph of the 

artists seemingly sitting alone in a modified living room as representative of the event, its 

meaning, and its historical value (fig. 1.3). Though the photograph does not accurately 

portray the event, particularly the then contemporary viewer’s experience of it, it allows 

historians to subsume the event under the narrowly defined framework of Gerhard 

Richter’s individual artistic career or Konrad Lueg’s transition from artist to renowned 

gallerist, later known as Konrad Fischer.6 This one photograph, taken prior to the 

audience’s entrance into the living room, belies the fact that the artists, though the focal 

point of the image, were not the focal point of the event as a whole. It does not accurately 

reflect the audience’s experience of an event, which, in fact, emphasized the relationship 

between audience and artist, between subject and object, and between consumer and the 

                                                
6 Susanne Küper, the first historian to thoroughly research and somewhat contextualize the event, uses it to 
investigate “the relationship between art and reality as a point of departure for Gerhard Richter’s oeuvre.” 
Susanne Küper, “Konrad Lueg und Gerhard Richter: ‘Leben mit Pop – Eine Demonstration für den 
kapitalistischen Realismus’,” Wallraf-Richartz-Jahrbuch 53 (1992): 289. For a condensed, English version 
of this essay, see Susanne Küper, “Gerhard Richter: Capitalist Realism and His Painting from Photographs, 
1962-1966,” in German Art from Beckmann to Richter: Images of a Divided Country, exh. cat., ed. Eckhart 
Gillen (New Haven: Yale University, 1997), 233-236. 
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act of consumption. As a result, such scholarship deprives the event of much of its 

historical relevance and its experiential qualities. 

Robert Storr’s writings provide an example of such scholarship when he describes 

the “Living with Pop” event as one of “…the first occasions on which Richter showed his 

photo-based paintings. The exhibitions inaugurated a singularly protean, 40-year career 

which was to encompass many surprising changes in his work.”7 He views the event as a 

springboard for Gerhard Richter’s later career. Furthermore, the exhibition catalog 

Gerhard Richter: Paintings from Private Collections provides a particularly repugnant 

example of defining Richter as a genius who has transcended his contemporary moment. 

Götz Adriani, the catalogue’s editor, attempts to divorce Richter and his artwork from the 

ideas, concepts, and culture of the 1960s and situates him in an ahistorical, atemporal 

framework.8 To the contrary, I argue that Richter was intensely connected to a specific 

historical context and was concerned not simply with the practice of painting and the 

aesthetic value of art, but also with the symbolic and cultural value of popular images that 

were deeply connected to contemporary, middleclass lifestyles in West Germany. I am 

resisting mere absorption of the “Living with Pop” event into the trajectory of Richter’s 

work and consequently do not incorporate interpretations of scholars who use it primarily 

to explain his later work. I instead return to the sources contemporary to the event, such 

as documentary photographs, advertisements, invitations, and statements from the artists 

                                                
7 Robert Storr, “Gerhard Richter: The Day is Long,” Art in America (1 January 2002), 
http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/features/gerhard-richter-robert-storr/. 
8 Götz Adriani, Gerhard Richter: Paintings from Private Collections, exh. cat. (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 
2008), 9-15. 
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themselves. Thus I begin to contextualize the early work of these three artists within the 

narrative and image of a specific socio-historical environment of Düsseldorf. 

Hence, I consider “Living with Pop” not through the lens of flat, photographic 

documentation but through rich, historical description and contextualization. The 

photographs are a part of a constellation of events, artworks, and texts that figure into the 

artists’ experimentations with painting and artistic identities. I extend the event beyond 

the portrait photograph to develop connections between the event and artistic identity, 

consumer culture, and intellectual discourse of the late 1950s and early 1960s.  

Structuring a “Micro” History 

My work also relates to revisionist histories that consider postwar Germany not 

solely in terms of institutional or political structures, but, instead, in terms of everyday, 

“micro” histories. Following the lead of German historians such as Paul Betts, Kaspar 

Maase, and Hanna Schissler, I situate my work within scholarly discourse that considers 

the roles of self-image, group identity, the physicality of domestic spaces, design, and 

consumerism during a period of physical and intellectual reconstruction. Historians and 

the popular press have often heralded the year 1968 as a milestone in German history, yet 

I believe this is a gross reduction and over-simplification of the processes of 

reconstruction, recovery, and movement toward a social democracy in West Germany 

following the devastation of World War II. I agree with Schissler, who disputes the myth 

of 1968 “as a watershed that represents a break from the supposedly quiet, stuffy, and 
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somewhat boring 1950s.”9 The artwork of Polke, Richter, and Lueg is deeply connected 

to the, in fact, complex 1950s and exemplifies a provocative questioning of the past in the 

early 1960s. Their critical, youthful, and ironic observations of a society of consumers 

contributed to the eventual 1968ers’ inquiry into the transgressions of their parents’ 

generation during the Third Reich. 

From these “micro” histories, I have learned to use details and specific examples 

to understand how one group of people, one object, or one concept may have figured into 

the lives of West Germans in the 1960s. Throughout my thesis, I closely examine the 

specific – one exhibition, one painting, or one object – and slowly move from its details 

to its greater implications and accordingly draw larger, meaningful connections. My 

interpretation of Richter’s Castle Neuschwanstein, for example, indicates the larger 

historical problems surrounding this image. With Castle Neuschwanstein, Richter 

emphasizes one visually familiar object, and in doing so challenges passive consumption 

of artificial historical narratives - the surface details reference the cultural issues of kitsch 

and historicisation.  

This thesis is inherently limited in scope, and thus I have begun to formulate 

questions I will consider in future research. The bulk of my research for this project, 

which focuses on detailed elements and draws connections from the artworks to popular 

images, concepts, and narratives, has contributed to two chapters. Rather than writing a 

third chapter, I have opted to write an extended conclusion to open up the narrow focus 

                                                
9 Hanna Schissler, “Rebels in Search of a Cause,” in The Miracle Years: A Cultural History of West 
Germany, 1949-1968, ed. Hanna Schissler (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 460. 
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of my research to broader implications and potential avenues for future research. The 

final section reveals my future ambitions for this project: to create a history of art that 

deeply connects artworks to their intellectual and social contexts and does not consider 

art in isolation from its surroundings. In this project, I identify and describe visual 

statements that are predicated on human connections and relationships, on an 

accumulation of contact with social environments, technologies, and philosophies. 

Ultimately, I plan to extend the breadth and depth of my research, so that I can accurately 

locate such visual statements and situate them within these relationships. 

 In my first chapter I investigate Richter’s, Lueg’s, and Polke’s experimentation 

with artistic identity and their strategies of self-promotion. My discussion of artistic 

identity additionally addresses the relationship between American and German Pop and 

the artists’ strategies to create a unique and local, yet unresolved and often ambiguous, 

hybrid identity. I devote most of this chapter to the details, images, and structures of the 

“Living with Pop” event to gain insight into a definition of “German Pop Art.” To 

consider the tension between their contemporary society defined by consumerism and the 

past as defined by fascism, I analyze in detail a few paintings, which I then directly relate 

to the experiential and historical aspects of the event that encouraged viewers to confront 

the artificial aspects of their contemporary society.  

In my second chapter I consider the role of domestic ideals, as constituted under 

the rubric of the “economic miracle,” in the art of Polke, Richter, and Lueg. In this 

chapter I focus on domestic design exhibitions in postwar West Germany as a model for 

and point of comparison with “Living with Pop.”  I situate the design exhibitions, in 
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greatest detail the “We’re Building a Better Life” exhibition, within the early stages of 

the so-called economic miracle. The “Better Life” exhibition presents a rich comparison 

with “Living with Pop,” specifically in the contrasting effects of the different pathways of 

movement, viewer’s experiences, and modes of consumption. I then extend these findings 

to the role of the kitchen as a site for political discussion during the Cold War and the 

German Pop art that ironically emphasizes the absurdities in the relationships between 

domestic objects and political ideologies. 

In my final section and conclusion I consider modes of communication in 

contemporary society and their impact on cultural theory and practices of art in the late 

1950s and the early 1960s. A few select works of theorists Jürgen Habermas and Theodor 

W. Adorno, which indicate general intellectual trends of the time, figure largely into this 

section.  I come to Habermas’s notions on society through Magnum, an influential journal 

Richter recalls reading, and to Adorno’s comparisons between American and German 

culture through a speech given at the Amerika Haus in Cologne, an institution established 

to inform the German public about American lifestyle, culture, and politics. I cannot fully 

address Adorno’s and Habermas’s large body of work within the scope of this project. 

Instead, the small selection of material from their larger oeuvre provides a starting point 

for understanding the intellectual discourse during West Germany’s economic miracle 

years. Though I cannot argue with absolute certainty that the artists I discuss heard or 

read about Adorno’s speech or read Habermas’s contributions to Magnum, I do find that 

these intellectual musings figure into a larger critical discussion regarding the role of art 

and aesthetics in contemporary West German society. Thus these two theoretical texts 
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allow me to consider the art of Richter, Lueg, and Polke in greater depth as situated in 

relationship to postwar intellectual thought. Today, scholars and critics still echo the 

concepts expressed in these texts, particularly those concerning the nature of German 

culture as compared with American culture. The stereotypes that Adorno investigates and 

develops are, in fact, still pervasive and continue to contribute to scholarly German 

analyses of Pop art. I plan to further study the critical reception of German Pop and 

American Pop in Germany and explore what I sense is a still dominant perspective that 

understands Pop art within a national framework. 
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Chapter One: Defining and Promoting German Pop Art  

Establishing a “German” School of Pop 

In 1961, Gerhard Richter, Konrad Lueg, and Sigmar Polke met as fellow students 

at the Staatliche Kunstakademie Düsseldorf.10 Polke, born in 1941 in what would later be 

East Germany, moved to Düsseldorf in 1953, and Richter, born in 1932 in Dresden, 

immigrated to Düsseldorf in 1961 with the expressed purpose of escaping the stifling 

artistic environment of the East.11 In Düsseldorf, a thriving artistic center for young 

artists, Richter identified with the similar artistic concerns of his fellow students Polke 

and Lueg. Lueg, born and raised in Düsseldorf, seemed, to Richter, one of the most 

cosmopolitan students: “Konrad was the best informed person. We [others] came from 

the East. He always brought art magazines along and also had Art International. Konrad 

knew everyone in Düsseldorf, Alfred Schmela, Jean-Pierre Wilhelm, [etc.].”12 Unable to 

find representation under these renowned gallerists, Polke, Richter, and Lueg became 

resourceful and creative, experimenting with artistic identities and alternative exhibition 

                                                
10 This same year, Joseph Beuys assumed a position at the academy as professor of monumental sculpture 
(Lehrstühl für monumentale Bildhauerei). 
11 Richter on his emigration from the East: “The reasons are largely to do with my career (…) When I say 
that the whole culture ‘climate’ in the West offers me and my artistic endeavors more, that it is more 
compatible with my way of being and my way of working than the climate in the East, I am pointing out 
the main reason behind my decision.” Gerhard Richter, “Letter to Professor Heinz Lohmar,” 6 April 1961, 
in Gerhard Richter: Writings 1961-2007, ed. Dietmar Elger and Hans Ulrich Obrist, (New York: 
Distributed Art Publishers, 2009), 13. 
12 Brigitte Kölle, okey dokey Konrad Fischer (Cologne: Walther König, 2007), 18.  
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practices.13 As a result of this experimentation, they, along with fellow student Manfred 

Kuttner, organized their first exhibition in a former butcher shop scheduled for 

demolition.  

In 1963, Gerhard Richter released a statement to the press about this “Grafik und 

Malerei Sonderausstellung” [Special Exhibition of Graphic Arts and Painting]. His 

statement first and foremost establishes how critics and journalists might categorize their 

works of art: “For the first time in Germany, we are showing paintings for which such 

terms as Pop Art, Junk Culture, Imperialist or Capitalist Realism, New Objectivity, 

Naturalism, German Pop and the like are appropriate.”14 Although Richter connects their 

artwork to multiple movements, he belabors the term “German Pop.” Explaining what 

constitutes Pop for these West German artists, Richter states, “Pop art recognizes the 

modern mass media as a genuine cultural phenomenon and turns their attributes, 

formulations and content, through artifice, into art. It thus fundamentally changes the face 

of modern painting and inaugurates an aesthetic revolution.”15 

Richter proceeds to argue Germany’s unique cultural position, claiming that 

Americans are not the sole purveyors of Pop: 

Pop Art is not an American invention, and we do not regard it as an import – 
though the concepts and terms were mostly coined in America and caught on 
more rapidly there than here in Germany. This art is pursuing its own organic and 
autonomous growth in this country; the analogy with American Pop Art stems 

                                                
13 Ibid., 19. According to Lueg: “It was a lonesome life because I didn’t have a gallery to exhibit my 
paintings and to look after my interests. The same was the case with my former co-students, Sigmar Polke 
and Gerhard Richter: The three of us failed to find a gallery.” 
14 Gerhard Richter, “Letter to a newsreel company,” 29 April 1963, in The Daily Practice of Painting: 
Writings and Interviews, ed. Hans Ulrich Obrist, trans. David Britt (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995), 16. 
15 Ibid. 
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from those well-defined psychological, cultural and economic factors that are the 
same here as they are in America.16 
 

Notably, Richter explicitly positions his conception of Pop art in relationship to America 

rather than to Great Britain, contending that the defining terms and ideas developed much 

further across the Atlantic. Given England’s geographic proximity and shared European 

heritage, one might expect that news of Pop art’s developments in the UK, would have 

reached German audiences.17 However, public and scholarly discourse, in general, more 

overtly addressed America’s presence in West Germany, both as a threat to its cultural 

traditions and as a generous entity that aided in its reconstruction. 

A few factors prompted Richter’s association of Pop with the United States rather 

than the neighboring United Kingdom. First, Richter and his cohorts had limited 

information on the less publicized British practices. Second, American presence in West 

Germany dominated most comparisons between the self as German and the other as 

foreigner; the cultural position of America in relationship to Germany overshadowed any 

competing cultural dialogues between Germany and other nations, such as England or 

France.18 In their collaborative efforts Richter, Polke, and Lueg self-consciously 

addressed notions of “Germanness” in the context of a postwar, “Americanized” society. 

                                                
16 Ibid.  
17 Lueg, Richter, and Polke often learned about other art movements through journals and magazines. 
Further research into journals throughout the late 1950s would be necessary in order to accurately assess 
available information on foreign artists and their exhibitions abroad. 
18 In the initial postwar period, Düsseldorf and the surrounding areas of Nordrhein-Westfalen were under 
the jurisdiction of Great Britain. By 1947, however, it was part of the Bizone, the partnership of American 
and British zones. The presence of the Americans soon overshadowed that of British soldiers, despite their 
initial postwar position. The intense involvement of the United States of America in the establishment of 
the Federal Republic of Germany (1949) attracted both complaint and approval. As the American 
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Counter to Richter’s understanding of Pop as a concept and term developed 

primarily in America, historians have typically attributed the popularization of the term 

“pop art” to British art critic and curator Lawrence Alloway. The term, exchanged 

between the members of the Independent Group around 1955, originated in Britain, 

although scholars now argue that the artist John McHale coined the term. For Alloway 

and McHale, as members of the Independent Group, “Discussion was [their] first concern 

… Whether in debates or in exhibition making, the activities of the Independent Group 

were always collaborative.”19 Their ideas first garnered significant attention through the 

“This is Tomorrow” exhibition in 1956, at which Hamilton exhibited Just What is It that 

Makes Today’s Homes So Different, So Appealing (1956).  

For the German Pop artists, according to Richter, collaboration was extremely 

important to their creative process: 

Contact with like-minded painters – a group means a great deal to me: nothing 
comes in isolation. We have worked out our ideas largely by talking them 
through. Shutting myself away in the country, for instance, would do nothing for 
me. One depends on one’s surroundings. And so the exchange with other artists – 
and especially the collaboration with Lueg and Polke – matters a lot to me: it is 
part of the input that I need.20 

 
Discussion and debate were central to their artistic development, in a manner similar to 

the processes of the Independent Group. The Independent Group’s collaboration might 

have been an attractive model of creation, yet it seems, in 1963, Richter and his 

                                                                                                                                            
government encouraged West Germany’s progress toward a democratic society, discussions concerning 
America’s political and cultural influence developed. 
19 Lynne Cooke, “The Independent Group: British and American Pop Art” in Modern Art and Popular 
Culture: Readings in High and Low, ed. Adam Gopnik and Kirk Varnedoe (New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, in association with Harry N. Abrams, 1990), 197. 
20 Richter, “Notes, 1964,” in The Daily Practice of Painting, 24. 
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collaborators would have been unaware of this collective approach to Pop in England. 

According to Lynne Cooke, although Alloway had written about the topic of popular 

culture and art in the 1950s, he never mentioned the Independent Group by name. 

Instead, he wrote about Paolozzi, Hamilton, and McHale, key artists in the group, 

separately; positioning these artists within the collaborative efforts of the Independent 

Group in the history of Pop Art only developed in the mid-1960s.21 While further 

research into critical publications on the Independent Group or the artists in this group in 

Germany would be necessary, it seems unlikely that if these histories were not yet written 

in English, they were also not available to German audiences. The art historical 

precedence the Independent Group established is significant, but the contemporary 

information available would have limited Richter’s points of reference. The Düsseldorf 

galleries, such as Jean Pierre Wilhelm’s Galerie 22 and Alfred Schmela’s gallery, 

showcased local artists, their French neighbors, and Americans, not British artists.  

Scholars have often discussed the American presence in West Germany in terms 

of “Americanization.” Recent historical scholarship has begun re-examining the term 

“Americanization” and its historical meaning for the Federal Republic of Germany. 

Understood pejoratively as hegemonic cultural imposition, the term “Americanization” 

once conveyed a one-way process of establishing dominance over another region’s 

cultural, political, and economic systems. The potential dominance of American culture 

over Germany was a common fear of early twentieth-century intellectuals that continued 

                                                
21 Cooke, 205. 
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well into the postwar period.22 Many viewed the influx of American film, music, and 

fashion in the 1950s as dangerous. The German press considered the young, leather-clad 

teens of the 1950s, known as the Halbstarke, to be delinquent derivations of popular 

American figures such as James Dean and Elvis Presley.23  

Recent scholarship, however, challenges the notion of an American cultural 

imperialism that increasingly led to global homogenization. Winfreid Fluck summarizes 

the current perspective on Americanization among historians of postwar Germany: “The 

recognition that cultural material is never simply absorbed as a model of behavior but is 

reappropriated in different contexts for different needs and purposes is…the bottom-line 

consensus at which the Americanization debate has arrived.”24 This perspective 

acknowledges that for many young Germans, the seemingly dangerous American culture 

provided outlets for creativity and models for fashioning their own unique, hybrid culture 

rooted in both German and American cultures. 

Moreover, historian Agnes C. Mueller contends,  

capitalism necessitates a hegemonic, massifying, centralizing, and commodifying 
economic structure. However, by their sheer existence, those same forces also 
pluralize meanings and pleasure of cultural commodities, compelling a struggle 
over the values of social or cultural experiences.25   

                                                
22 See Michael Geyer and Konrad H. Jarausch, Shattered Past: Reconstructing German Histories 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 269-316. 
23 See the following essays on the Halbstarke, youth culture, and Americanization: Uta G. Poiger, “A new, 
‘Western’ Hero? Reconstructing German Masculinity in the 1950s,” in The Miracle Years, 412-427 and 
Kaspar Maase, “Establishing Cultural Democracy: Youth, ‘Americanization,’ and the Irresistible Rise of 
Popular Culture,” in The Miracle Years, 428-450. 
24 Winfried Fluck, “The Americanization of German Culture? The Strange, Paradoxical Ways of 
Modernity” in German Pop Culture: How “American” Is it?, ed. Agnes C. Mueller (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 2004), 22. 
25 Agnes C. Mueller, ed., German Pop Culture: How “American” Is it? (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 2004), 4. 
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Mueller and her colleagues address American influence on postwar German society and 

the ways in which citizens actively appropriated and transformed, rather than passively 

absorbed, popular forms media and entertainment from America.26  For example, in an 

article that addresses “Coca-Colonization,” Jeff R. Schutts compellingly argues that, 

rather than encouraging passive consumption of an American product, the Coca-Cola 

Corporation afforded Germans the opportunity to create “their own environment, doing 

so under their own auspices…of specifically West German modes of forms of popular 

consumption.”27 While Coca-Cola is often viewed as a symbol of foreign influence 

inserting itself and corrupting local identity, Schutts’ essay acknowledges that locals 

may, in fact, have exercised agency under Americanization. He argues that the German 

Mach mal Pause (“Just take a break!”) advertising campaign for Coca-Cola, promoted a 

product specifically related to the West German working class, who represented the spirit 

of economic struggle and recovery (fig. 2.1). The advertisement, written in the colloquial 

language of the industrial Ruhr region, “allowed individual Germans to ‘internalize,’ 

psychologically as well as physically, a symbol of postwar recovery and an icon of 

                                                
26 See the following books: David F. Crew, ed., Consuming Germany in the Cold War (Oxford: Berg, 
2003); Agnes C. Mueller, ed. German Pop Culture: How “American” Is it? (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 2004); Paul Betts, The Authority of Everyday Objects: A Cultural History of West German 
Industrial Design (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004); Hanna Schissler, ed., The Miracle 
Years: A Cultural History of West Germany, 1949-1968 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Paul 
Betts and Katherine Pence, Socialist Modern: East German Everyday Culture and Politics (Ann Arbor: 
The University of Michigan Press, 2008). 
27 Jeff R. Schutts, “Born Again in the Gospel of Refreshment? Coca-Colonization and the Re-Making of 
Postwar German Identity,” in Consuming Germany in the Cold War, ed. David F. Crew, (Oxford: Berg, 
2003), 143. 
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human fellowship. This, more than Coke’s ‘American’ qualities, underlay the soft drink’s 

phenomenal postwar success.”28  

Revisionist historians such as Schissler, Schutts, and S. Jonathan Wiesen, have 

also complicated the notion of “Americanization” by looking at the precise ways in 

which German citizens appropriated American style, music, and popular imagery to suit 

their specific needs. Recent publications argue that consumer spaces allowed room to 

imagine a new self and to recreate German identity through the “transformation and 

hybridization of American culture,” although these publications do not consider possible 

interactions between popular culture and fine arts in particular.  While such scholarship 

addresses the medium of film, it very rarely, if ever, considers the relationship of popular 

culture to the practices of painting and/or sculpture.  

Understanding Americanization as hybridization helps one grasp the complex 

relationship between the artists’ simultaneous distancing from and embrace of American 

culture. Richter and Lueg remember first encountering images of American Pop in Art 

International’s January 1963 series of articles “The New Realism, Neo-Dada, Common 

Object Painting, etc.” The articles included a significant amount of information about the 

artists included in Sidney Janis’s “New Realists” show in 1962 (figs. 2.2 and 2.3).1 

Indeed, in subsequent years, Richter, Lueg, and Polke continued to admire the work of 

artists working in America; for them, the key figures of Pop were Lichtenstein, Warhol, 

and Oldenburg.  Thus they explicitly positioned their artwork in relation to American 

Pop, yet they sought to create a unique artistic identity, using a strategy of 
                                                
28 Ibid., 137. 
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“hybridization” to actively select elements of American culture and incorporate them into 

their own local positions. These self-proclaimed “German Pop artists” asserted they were 

creating a local, autonomous style of art, which grew out of West Germany’s culture and 

was not derivative of imported American concepts. Though they adopt the English 

language term “Pop,” they remind audiences that Pop Art as “Pop Kunst” suits the 

German vernacular as well.29  

By stating that the factors leading to the development of Pop are the “same here 

as they are in America,” Richter establishes an important relationship between German 

and American art and culture. When Richter acknowledges pop “is pursuing its own 

organic and autonomous growth,” he also refers to Germany’s consumerism, which Erica 

Carter has claims, became “the source of core values for the nation,” supplanting former 

notions of patriotism and nationalism.30 German society overwhelmingly embraced 

American modes of consumption, advertising, and technology in order to create a society 

of the “now,” the fashionable and contemporary, as an escape from the past.  America 

was perhaps the catalyst for the economic miracle, yet without active German 

involvement, a nation of consumers could not have developed.  

Though establishing a position as a German Pop artist, Richter’s press release 

also reveals a certain ambiguity regarding the concept of “Germanness.” By so 

emphatically defining himself and his collaborators in terms of national identity, he 

                                                
29 One possible German word for “popular” is populär. Thus, the abbreviation “pop” is applicable to 
German Pop art as well as Pop Kunst. 
30 Erica Carter, How German is She? Post-war West German Reconstruction and the Consuming Woman 
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1997), 21, 5. 
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indicates a desire to disassociate his work from any other school of Pop, particularly 

American Pop. His assertion that “the analogy with American Pop Art stems from those 

well-defined psychological, cultural and economic factors that are the same here as they 

are in America,” can potentially be both a defiant and critical statement. It is unclear 

whether sharing such cultural and economic factors is positive or negative. The artists’ 

emphatic distinction as German Pop artists may also be an ironic statement that reveals 

discomfort with categorizing art in nationalistic terms.  

Richter, Polke, and Lueg positioned their paintings in relation to various art 

movements, lending their artworks a plurality of meanings and identities. The invitation 

to the butcher shop exhibition playfully acknowledges current trends in the art world and 

considers their potential applicability by listing the various designations followed by 

question mark, as if listing “buzz words” to encourage others to apply these terms at will 

(fig. 2.4). The artists invite the question: “How might one define our art?” The text also 

lists the following terms as questions: “Pop-Art? Common Object Painting? Junk 

Culture? Imperialistischer Realismus? New Vulgarismus? Antikunst? Naturalismus? Neo 

Dada? Know-Nothing-Genre? Vexierbild? Pop-Around? Volkskunst? Nouveau-

Realisme? Optische Täuschung? Kinetische Malerei?” About half of the terms are in 

German and the other half are in English; one term is in French. Some terms are a 

combination of the English and German, New Vulgarismus, for example, and others are 

comprehensible in both English and German without alteration, Neo Dada, for example. 

The language is a hybrid of American and German terms, which these artists used in a 
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new context and combined in new, distinct ways. These terms listed sequentially reveal 

deep connections and parallels between the English and German languages.  

The laundry list of terms seems to, on the one hand, imply that one can view their 

work under the rubric of various concepts. On the other hand, the choice to include many 

terms, like “Kinetic Painting” and “Optical Illusion,” which are not particularly relevant 

or applicable to their work, undermines the logic of the critical system that defines 

artwork in terms of stylistic groupings. They select some of the terms directly from the 

Art International’s coverage of “The New Realism, Neo-Dada, Common Object Painting, 

etc.,” which Lueg repeatedly cited as a significant source for their artistic development. 

By appropriating categorizations and then following them up with question marks, they 

underscore both the necessity (or at least inescapability for the contemporary artist) and 

the arbitrariness of classifications. Their position reveals an ironic recognition of the 

tendency to package and brand art under catchy slogans as a marketing tool. And yet they 

simultaneously are aware that not all collaborative classifications are forced or fictional 

concoctions; their self-promotion and experimentation with various approaches is, for 

them, grounded not in an illusion but in real experience.  As students seeking to establish 

an artistic identity, they are torn between capitulating to the necessity of categorizations 

for their own advancement and irreverently refuting such critical limitations and 

generalizations.   

Marketing Pop 

In defining themselves and their artwork, Lueg, Polke, and Richter teetered 

between seemingly oppositional stances. They alternated between the desire to promote 
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an artistic identity and the refutation of ideology, specific categorizations, and art as 

commodity. Richter declared in the press statement that the Special Exhibition was “not a 

commercial undertaking but purely a demonstration.”31 None of the artworks were for 

sale; their exhibition defied commercial expectations for gallery exhibitions.  

In order to stage the “demonstration,” the artists rented out a dilapidated butcher 

shop for one month. Located on Kaiserstraße 31A, the building was less than one 

kilometer from the Kunstakademie and a brief walk to the former site of Jean Pierre 

Wilhelm’s Galerie 22. Formally located at Kaiserstraße 22, Galerie 22 closed in 1960 

with a final exhibition featuring American artists Cy Twombly and Robert Rauschenberg. 

Along with Alfred Schmela, Wilhelm had been a significant figure for contemporary art 

in Düsseldorf.32 By positioning their non-commercial exhibition diagonally across the 

street from a once highly visible commercial gallery, the artists entered into a dialogue 

concerning the consumption of art as a commodity. The artists wanted to position 

themselves in relationship to the commercial art market, while still emphasizing their 

distance from it. A lack of gallery representation and the promise of financial gain were 

not going to hinder their creation of art. Yet they still employed the promotional tools, 

                                                
31 Richter, The Daily Practice of Painting, 15. 
32 Both gallerists opened their doors in 1957 and brought artists such as Nam June Paik, Jean Dubuffet, 
and Yves Klein to Düsseldorf. Polke’s advising professor at the Kunstakademie, Gerhard Hoehme, showed 
with Wilhelm as well. As Thomas Kellein points out, Lueg’s works for the “Special Exhibition” reveal his 
knowledge of and interest in the works of Twobly and Rauschenberg, as well as the work of his 
Kunstakademie mentor and Informel painter, Karl-Otto Götz. Thus, the location of the “Special Exhibition” 
hardly seems coincidental. For more information on local Düsseldorfer gallerist see: Karl Ruhrberg, ed., 
Alfred Schmela; Galerist, Wegbereiter der Avantgarde, (Cologne: Weinand, 1996). 



 24 

such as press releases and invitations, of a commercial undertaking, and their audience 

was still primarily limited to the inner circle of the Düsseldorf art academy.33  

The issue of marketing was also integral to Richter’s and Lueg’s next exhibition, 

“Leben mit Pop: Eine Demonstration für den kapitalistischen Realismus,” which the 

Berges furniture store sponsored (2.5). In preparing for this exhibition, Lueg and Richter 

did not provide Berges with concrete examples of their own work but presented their 

concept as the German correlate to recent American Pop exhibitions. Berges entered into 

a partnership with Lueg and Richter with the expectation that the exhibition would 

promote their own goods and attract potential buyers. Lueg and Richter used Berges’s 

commercial concerns to their advantage and played with the owners’ expectations prior to 

the exhibition date. Berges’s local newspaper advertisement for the event provides 

particularly humorous insight into this partnership and Berges’s expectations for the 

event.34 The advertisement in the local Düsseldorf newspaper Der Mittag on October 5, 

1963 reads almost like a practical joke. In the hyperbolic text, the author effusively sings 

the praises of the exhibition, using the great cultural status of the artworks to sell beds 

and armoires. The first half of the text discusses the significant position of Pop in the 

history of art, and the remainder of the lengthy text is devoted to promoting the quality 

                                                
33 Documentary photographs of the exhibition, for example, depict Joseph Beuys and Günther Uecker in 
attendance. 
34 According to art historian Susanne Küper, an employee at Berges wrote the text of the advertisement 
based on information that the artists had provided. Küper, 296-298. 
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and affordability of Berges’s furniture, complete with priced offers on the “specials of the 

season.”35 

The advertisement proclaims,  

It is the second exhibition of its kind in Düsseldorf. It will display fewer paintings 
than objects, which as manifestations of our time, divested of their function, are to 
be understood purely from an artistic dimension. The art movement, which is 
labeled ‘Pop-Art,’ is referred to in America as the greatest upheaval in art since 
Cubism.36  
 

The advertisement, after asserting the artistic significance of the event, informs the 

viewer what he or she should expect: “Through signage and an elevator, the interested 

party will be led to a wing of the offices, where he himself can decide whether or not he 

wants to live with Pop.”37 Accompanying the promotional text is an image of Sidney 

Janis’s 1962 show, the “New Realists.” Taken directly from the January 1963 Art 

International, the photograph clearly depicts Wayne Thiebaud’s Salads, Sandwiches, and 

Desserts (1962) and Claes Oldenburg’s Stove with Meats (1961) (figs. 2.7 and 2.8). The 

caption below reads: “This is roughly what the exhibition ‘Leben mit Pop’ at Berges will 

be like.”38  

The advertisement, with a tone devoid of all irony from the perspective of Berges, 

reaches its height of comic absurdity (from the perspective of the artists) when it tries to 

                                                
35 “Herbstliche Visionen,” Der Mittag, 5 October 1963, unpaginated (page 30). All translations of the 
advertisement text are my own. “Das Sonderangebot der Saison:” 
36 Ibid. “Es ist die 2. Ausstellung dieser Art in Düsseldorf. Sie zeigt weniger Bilder als Gegenstände, die 
als Erscheinungsformen unserer Zeit, ihres Nutzeffekts entkleidet, rein aus der künstlerischen Sicht zu 
verstehen sind. Die unter ‚Pop Art‘ bezeichnete Kunstrichtung wird in Amerika als der größte Umbruch der 
Kunst seit dem Kubismus bezeichnet.” 
37 Ibid. “Durch Wegweiser und durch einen Fahrstuhl wird der Interessent in den Bürotrakt von Berges 
geleitet, woselbst er sich entscheiden kann, ob er nun mit Pop leben will oder nicht.” 
38 Ibid. “So ungefähr wird die Ausstellung ‚Leben mit Pop‘ bei Berges sein.” 
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sell Berges products in conjunction with the event. Berges confirms, “whether one wants 

to live with Pop or not – one must in any event live with furniture.”39 Although the 

audience may not agree with the artists or even find the art and the exhibition worthwhile, 

they will at least have the opportunity to examine some “well-built and reasonably 

priced” furniture, “astounding in form and color.”40 The text underscores the irony of the 

event itself and the complicated relationship Lueg and Richter have with consumerism as 

they simultaneously welcome and ridicule it. 

Reading “Living with Pop” 

The event, “Leben mit Pop: Eine Demonstration für den kapitalistischen 

Realismus,” which might be translated as “Life with Pop: -” or “Living with Pop: A 

Demonstration for Capitalist Realism,” occurred on October 11, 1963.41 With the 

exception of two rooms on the third floor, the furniture typically on display in Berges 

remained unmodified. In an altered living room space, Richter and Lueg placed all of the 

furniture on white pedestals, raising the domestic object’s status to that of sculpture. In 

addition to the elevated sofa, lounging chairs, coffee table, and television set, the 

installation also included Joseph Beuys’s self-installed “official costume.”  According to 

the exhibition report, his installation consisted of a “hat, yellow shirt, blue trousers, 

socks, shoes; to which 9 small slips of paper are attached, each marked with a brown 

                                                
39 Ibid. “… daß man – ob man nun mit Pop leben will oder nicht – auf jeden Fall mit Möbeln leben muß.”  
40 Ibid. “Daß diese Möbel gut und preiswert sind…” ;“…wo Erstaunliches in Form in Farbe geboten 
wird.” 
41 I am basing my detailed descriptions on Konrad Lueg and Gerhard Richter’s Program and Report, which 
is republished in English in Gerhard Richter: Writings 1961-2007, 17-20. The report was first published in 
Rolf-Gunter Dienst, Pop-Art: Eine kritische Information (Wiesbaden: Limes Verlag, 1965). The program 
was published in René Block, Grafik des Kapitalistischen Realismus (Berlin: Edition René Block, 1971). 
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cross; beneath is a cardboard box containing Palmin and margarine” (fig 2.9).42 As 

visitors arrived, they received serially numbered leaflets and moved through the lobby to 

an elevator.  Accompanied by a papier-mâché model of the “guest of honor,” John F. 

Kennedy, visitors rode the elevator to the waiting room on the third floor where an ersatz 

model of art dealer Alfred Schmela greeted them (figs 2.10 and 2.11).43 The artists had 

furnished this waiting room with “14 pairs of roebuck antlers (shot in Pomerania, 1938-

1942)” and copies of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung newspaper atop 39 chairs (fig. 

2.12).  

For the “demonstration” Lueg and Richter, dressed conservatively in suits and 

ties, sat atop the elevated leisure chair and sofa respectively as the eight o’clock news 

played on the television. Beginning at 8 PM, groups of six to ten people were then invited 

to observe Richter and Lueg sitting and lounging amidst their model of modern life until 

8:35 PM. Then, descending from the plinths, the artists left the role of living sculpture 

and entered the role of floor manager. They divided the visitors into two groups and led 

the guests through the showroom spaces on the second and ground floors as dance music, 

which promotional information about the Berges furniture periodically interrupted, 

                                                
42 Exhibition report. 
43 Art historical texts to date have assumed that the artists placed the model JFK in a stairwell next to a 
rolled-up rug. Historians have come to this conclusion based on the only published photograph, to my 
knowledge, of the figure. The photograph, which artist and fellow art student Reiner Ruthenback took, 
depicts JFK in the stairwell. It seems, however, that the figure was placed here only temporarily, most 
likely during preparation for the event. Konrad Lueg-Fischer, however, remembers the event differently 
over twenty-five years later: “Since Alfred Schmela couldn’t come to the opening, we made a sculpture of 
him and set it up in lieu of him. A second sculpture was that of John F. Kennedy, the acknowledged 
favorite of the German youth. We placed this statue in the elevator, so that the audience went up and down 
with Kennedy.” Kölle, 277.  
I am inclined to trust the artist here, as art historians have gathered their information not from oral history 
or direct experience, but from second-hand, and in this case misleading, documentary evidence.  
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played over loudspeakers. Moving through the showrooms, visitors encountered 

Richter’s and Lueg’s paintings hanging in select bedrooms and living rooms. Richter 

included his paintings Munde [Mouth] (1963), Hirsch [Stag] (1963), Papst [Pope] (1962), 

and Schloß Neuschwanstein among the models of domestic spaces, and Lueg included his 

Vier Finger [Four Fingers] (1963), Betende Hände [Praying Hands] (1963), Bockwürste 

auf Pappteller [Bockwursts on Paper Plate] (1963), and Bügel [Coat Hangers] (1963) 

(figs. 2.13-2.15, 1.1, and 2.16-2.19). The event or “demonstration” lasted for a few hours, 

and the exhibition of the paintings in the showroom spaces continued until October 25, 

1963. 

The title of the event has received much attention, particularly the term that Polke 

and Richter had coined earlier that year, “Capitalist Realism.”  Scholars have often used 

this term synonymously with German Pop Art, yet the artists did not intend for the term 

to serve as a classifying heading for their work in general. Küper understands the use of 

“Capitalist Realism” as descriptive not of Lueg’s or Richter’s body of work that but of an 

identity assumed for the duration of the event. As she understands it, “Lueg and Richter 

did not want to originate a new art movement: ‘Capitalist Realism’ was the theme of their 

action.”44 This interpretation helps explain why Richter and Polke, though they concocted 

the term, later distanced themselves from it. The term, powerful in its connotation as the 

antithesis to “Socialist Realism,” was catchy and appealing, and certainly apt for the 

event at the commercial setting of Berges. The idea of “Capitalist Realism,” however was 

not meant to unconditionally describe the artworks themselves; “Capitalist Realism,” like 
                                                
44 Küper, 303. 
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“Neo-Dada” or “Common Object Painting,” was yet another artistic identity that the 

artists assumed in 1963. Richter and Lueg adopted a “Capitalist Realist” identity, which 

allowed them to conjure political associations and then create an event that addressed the 

everyday, in which politics had become another form entertainment.  

The title of the event and its multiple levels of meaning further emphasize a 

deliberately ambiguous approach to art, commerce, and identity (figs. 2.20 and 2.21). The 

syntactical structure of leben/Leben in “Leben mit Pop” is ambiguous in its form. English 

publications translate the event as either “Living with Pop” or “Life with Pop” without 

considering the possibility that the event holds a more rich, ambiguous meaning in the 

German language.45 As positioned in the title, the word Leben can serve either as the 

noun “life” or as the gerund “living,” or both. The German language typically requires 

the use of either an indefinite or definite article before life (Ein Leben or Das Leben), and 

the absence of the article in this case leaves the title open to multiple readings. A third 

potential translation and meaning is “How to Live with Pop: A Demonstration for 

Capitalist Realism,” as “leben mit” can imply “how to live,” giving the title an 

instructional slant. Thus Lueg and Richter presented an event at once instructive (how to 

live with pop), declarative (life with pop), and investigative (living with pop). 

These nuanced grammatical distinctions relate to the way in which Richter and 

Lueg layered terms and concepts to intentionally conflate various, different 

interpretations in the event, and in their artwork as well. The title, the exhibition, and the 

                                                
45 For example, title as “Life with Pop” in Martin Hentschel, ed., The Three Lies of Painting, exh. cat., 
(Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz Verlag, 1997). 
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paintings on display are left vague, open, and multivalent. Take, for example, Lueg’s four 

paintings included in the exhibition: Vier Finger, Betende Hände, Bockwürste auf 

Pappteller, and Bügel, all casein on canvas. Unfortunately, both Vier Finger and 

Bockwürste auf Pappteller were destroyed and all that remains are black and white 

images of them. Any comparisons are therefore limited, but looking solely at the forms in 

each painting is nonetheless fruitful. In each painting, Lueg begins with an elongated 

ovoid form and refashions it to serve either as a finger, a sausage, or a clothing hanger. 

His manner of painting, in blocks of unmixed casein, produces a matte image that lends 

itself well to photographic reproduction; he creates easily duplicated forms that are also 

technically reproducible, thus loosing a sense of particularity and originality. The viewer 

could easily mistake the curved hanger in Bügel for a hot dog. With slight alteration, the 

fingers in Vier Finger, depicted as if detached from any hand or body, could be sausages. 

Lueg discovers a basic form repeated in multiple objects, such that they are nearly 

interchangeable and thus unexceptional.46 

Lueg’s painting Untitled (1962-1963), shown in Wuppertal in 1964, underscores 

this interchangeability (fig. 2.22). The curvature recalls the sausage or coat hanger image, 

but the circular block of color at the ends of the forms resembles the block of paint he 

uses to indicate a fingernail in Vier Finger. Without a descriptive title, the subject matter 

is open to various identifications and associations. As Christine Mehring points out, such 

subject matter in German Pop “hover[s] in the picture as if coming from and belonging 

                                                
46 In fact, the black and white reproductions of the now missing paintings do not impede one’s 
understanding of the images. Their existence only as black and white images printed in books is rather 
fitting to Lueg’s style, as he had considered how the images would appear in reproduction.  
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nowhere, as if literally erasing the immediate historical past these products 

supplanted…[they] miraculously transform into almost auratic, abstract paintings.”47 As 

ambiguous forms removed from any context, placed on an unmarked background, the 

subject matter of Lueg’s paintings lack specificity and are thus seemingly ahistorical.  

Lueg’s paintings for Berges contrast starkly with historical specificity of the 

“Living with Pop” event.  During “Living with Pop” the eight o’clock news broadcasted 

a report titled The Adenauer Era, a retrospective examination of Adenauer’s fourteen 

years as West Germany’s first Chancellor. Adenauer officially announced his resignation 

in a letter on October 10, 1963, the day before “Living with Pop.”  Although Richter and 

Lueg could not have known the exact date of Adenauer’s announcement, his resignation 

had been expected to occur at some point in October. On the day of “Living with Pop,” 

the headlines in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung addressed Adenauer’s resignation. 

During the demonstration, the new report existed as background noise for the event. 

Richter and Lueg sought to insert the political, historical events of West Germany into 

their (re)enactment of daily experiences and acts of consumption. 

In his notes spanning 1964-1965 Richter writes, “What fascinates me is the 

alogical, unreal, atemporal, meaningless occurring of an occurrence which is 

simultaneously so logical, so real, so temporal and so human, and for that reason so 

compelling. And I would like to represent it in such a way that this clash is maintained.”48 

“Living with Pop” offered a forum for Richter to contrast the real and the historically 

                                                
47 Mehring, 161. 
48 Richter, The Daily Practice of Painting, 37. 
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specific with the artificial and the ahistorically general. Richter’s painting Hirsch, while 

seemingly innocuous, yields this combination of the atemporal and the temporal and 

carries specific historical weight if one considers the symbolic significance of the 

imagery. In this monochrome painting, a stag in the center of the canvas moves through a 

sea of gnarly twigs that recall the branches of its antlers. Richter transferred a 

photographic image of a stag onto the canvas, dragging his paintbrush across the wet 

paint to blur the image. In addition to creating a sense of motion, the rendering creates a 

chimerical effect; the deer moves into the scene as if an apparition not subject to the laws 

of gravity. 

Placed within the context of the exhibition, Hirsch is richly layered and 

historically referential. As mentioned earlier, the waiting room at “Living with Pop” 

included fourteen sets of antlers mounted on the wall. The waiting room served as a 

parody of a bourgeois salon, receiving the audience in a large, public area before 

admission into the private, demonstration space with Richter and Lueg. As the audience 

members wait, they are confronted with the following information in the exhibition 

program: the fourteen sets of antlers on display were extracted from animals shot in 

Pomerania between 1938 and 1942. The region of Pomerania was geographically located 

along the Baltic Sea, straddling modern day Poland and Germany. In the period 1938-

1942, the Germans had already occupied Pomerania, and by 1940 they had deported all 

Jews remaining in the region. The antlers indirectly recall the predatory nature of the 

National Socialist racial policies and the rationalized program for extermination. The 
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audience’s encounter with Richter’s Hirsch later in the showroom spaces would then 

recall the discomfort regarding the historical origin of the antlers. 

In general, the antlers symbolize traditional domestic decoration for the petty 

bourgeois in Germany, and in particular, the antlers in the exhibition refer to the National 

Socialist past. On one level, Richter parodies the petty bourgeois trophy, mounted deer 

antlers, as the modern consumer’s trophy, a work of art. On another, he specifically 

addresses an era during which hunters stalked and shot dear, as Jews in the region were 

essentially also stalked and murdered. His inclusion of the full body of the deer, as 

opposed to simply painting antlers on a canvas (which he, in fact, did in his painting 

Geweih [Antlers] in 1967), presents the complimentary whole to the antlers as a part and 

negates the potential abstraction that can occur when looking at the antlers divorced from 

their original position on the stag (fig. 2.23). He reinforces the connection between the 

decorative trophy and the life from which it was extracted. Consequently, this deceptively 

mild painting of a docile creature moving through the woods raises uncomfortable 

questions about the relationship between predator and prey and the ways in which such a 

relationship can enter, often without pause, into domestic spaces.  

Richter’s work interjects a deeply historical meditation into the environment of 

consumption. He, as historian Andrew S. Weiner proposes, “correlate[s] popular 

consumption with traumatic memory.”49 Richter does not allow consumerism to simply 

supplant nationalism; he does not submit to an erasure of the past by focusing on private, 

                                                
49 Andrew S. Weiner, “Memory under Reconstruction: Politics and Event in Wirtschaftswunder West 
Germany,” in Grey Room 37 (2009), 112. 
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domestic spaces. Instead, he uses popular domestic objects to raise questions about the 

narratives of the past. He challenges the familiar presence of antlers in the German home 

by asking what makes this practice of hunting, a recreational pursuit Germans practiced 

even during wartime, typically bourgeois. As “German” Pop artists, Richter and Lueg 

question German tradition, behavior, and consumption. They present familiar images in 

slightly unfamiliar ways or settings to create a sense of uncertainty in the viewer. 

Historical narratives during on the 1950s emphasized economic growth and utopian 

visions, yet Richter and Lueg began to challenge the narratives of recovery, which 

eclipsed narratives of the past under Hitler.  

Richter presented Hirsch, which like Schloß Neuschwanstein examines 

“Germanness” and its relationship to ideological aggression, alongside images of 

celebrity that had developed since World War II. He juxtaposes narratives of the 

historical past with a contemporary interest in famous people and products, whose 

popularity inflate or depress according to the latest fashion.  His painting Mund considers 

the seemingly insatiable and always fleeting consumption of the idealized female in mass 

media. Mund confronts the viewer through its rendering of a familiar image, Brigitte 

Bardot, in an unfamiliar manner. Richter based the painting on photographs of Bardot, 

focusing solely on her famously full lips. The cropped image creates a nearly 

pornographic sense of a vaguely familiar object and image. The swirl of the brushstrokes, 

circling around and around turns the mouth into a hole at the center of a whirlpool. 

Richter objectifies her image to the extreme, so that her position as an icon of idealized 

beauty, cropped and enlarged, becomes somewhat grotesque and off-putting. 
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Displayed together in the showrooms, Richter’s Mund and Hirsh conflate 

consumption of domestic products with consumption of images from popular media.  The 

two-dimensional images create a distance between the objects depicted, a woman’s 

mouth and a stag, and the real, three-dimensional objects themselves. Brigitte Bardot, as 

audiences know her, is not a person with a physical presence – she is known only through 

two-dimensional cinematic and photographic representations. Richter extracts a body part 

to reveal her existence for popular audiences as an artificial, two-dimensional illusion; as 

the viewer identifies the lips, the distance between the flat representation and Bardot’s 

three-dimensional existence becomes clear. Thus, Richter positions the viewer in a space 

that recognizes the precarious relationship between the real and the artificial. This sense 

of the artificial defined Pop art for Lueg and Richter, which should encourage the viewer 

to confront and recognize the artificial veneer of imagery, to critically inspect rather than 

consume instantaneously.  

The Art Historical Position of “Living with Pop” 

Christine Mehring’s essay “The Art of A Miracle: Toward a History of German 

Pop” begins to contextualize “Living with Pop” in terms of the economic miracle and 

Pop art. According to Mehring, postwar artists in West Germany avoided strict 

categorization. She attributes their artistic freedom to the lack of a powerful critical 

figure, such as Clement Greenberg, in postwar Germany:  

The engagement with popular culture by West German artists, or for that matter 
by any Continental artists, has somehow never quite cut it as ‘pop art.’ Perhaps 
this is the symptom of the glaring, if refreshing, absence of –isms in postwar 
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European art—the ones that, by contrast have neatly defined and helped market 
contemporaneous American art.50 
 

While there may not have been a critical voice as strong as Greenberg’s, Mehring 

assumes that the lack of such a presence resulted in a “refreshing absence of –isms in 

postwar European art.” Mehring’s assertion, that West German artists do not “quite cut it 

as” Pop artists, ignores the artists’ own aims, definitions, and strategies.  Polke’s, 

Richter’s, and Lueg’s entry into the contemporary art scene in West Germany reveals an 

incredibly strong presence of and concern for -isms. The first example of their self-

promotion for the “Special Exhibition” explored and experimented with various art 

movements and –isms. Though perhaps at that moment they did not neatly fit into one 

particular rubric, they were extremely concerned with artistic categorization. They were 

trying on the identity of “Capitalist Realists,” as well as testing the waters of Fluxus, 

Happenings, and Neo-Dada. Richter and Lueg manipulated various prototypes and 

created a hybrid event that was part Dada, part Fluxus, part Happening, part Capitalist 

Realist, but ultimately Pop. 

Essential to their brand of Pop was the incorporation of and investigation into 

various –isms, not their absence. Briefly after Richter’s immigration to West Germany, 

Fluxus events captured the imagination of German artists and students alike. Joseph 

Beuys was largely responsible for bringing Fluxus to Düsseldorf and to the Academy, 

where he was an instructor. Beginning in June 1962 Richter, Lueg, and Polke 

encountered Fluxus at the Galerie Parnass in Wuppertal, the Düsseldorfer Kammerspiele, 

                                                
50 Mehring, 153. 
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and the Düsseldorf Kunstakademie. The Fluxus Festorum at the Academy was for 

Richter, “shocking absolutely shocking—they pissed in the tub, sang the German national 

anthem, covered the audience with paper, poured laundry detergent into the piano, 

attached microphones to fountain pens.”51 He found the festorum, “all very cynical and 

destructive; it was a signal for us and we became cynical and cocky.”52 Thomas Kellein 

characterizes Fluxus as a collective movement that put,  

the twentieth century on hold and withdrew into toyboxes and play-shops [and] 
neither reflected nor stimulated consumer culture (…) Fluxus was aiming neither 
at the museums nor at the major collectors. Its aim was to provide a zany gloss on 
the consumer society and to undermine the idea of art.53  
 

For Richter and Lueg, the practice of painting in the studio was still important, but they 

learned from Fluxus’s absurd investigations into connections between art and life and 

between staging and performance for their own exhibitions. 

The inclusion of Joseph Beuys’s costume in “Living with Pop” served as a 

reminder of the strong and undeniable presence of Fluxus in their local environment. 

Beuys’s suit reminds the audience of his position within the Fluxus community and that 

Richter and Lueg are outside of it. They did not align themselves with Fluxus; instead 

Fluxus was a catalyst to challenge the norms of painting and exhibiting, for example, the 

abstract work of the Informel artists, who dominated Germany’s art market and galleries 

                                                
51 Storr, Doubt and Belief in Painting, 47.  
52 Küper, 299. 
53 Thomas Kellein, “Fluxus, an Addendum to Pop?,” in Pop Art: An International Perspective, exh. cat., 
ed. Marco Livingstone (London: The Royal Academy of Arts, 1991), 224-6. 
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in the 1950s.54 Fluxus gave Richter, Polke, and Lueg the permission to exhibit their art in 

an unorthodox manner.  

In testing various identities, the artists never included Fluxus in their terminology. 

Instead, they often applied the term “Neo-Dada.” Küper notes the relationship of the 

elevated furniture to Dada and the concept of the readymade: “Lueg and Richter, who 

placed the living room furniture on pedestals, acted on the suggestion of the ready-made-

principal, admittedly they did not exhaust the given possibilities of the readymade like 

the [American] Pop artists.”55 Here Küper refers to Claes Oldenburg when she cites 

American Pop and references “The Store” exhibition of 1961 and his Stove with Meats, 

featured in Janis’s “New Realists” show. Lueg and Richter test Neo-Dada concepts by 

using pre-fabricated furniture as one element in their exhibition. This gesture humorously 

tests the ready-made and experiments with how the simple act of elevation and 

idealization can transform an object from the mundane into the artistic. One might also 

view Lueg’s painting Coat Hangers as an homage to the Man Ray’s Dada mobile, 

constructed entirely of prefabricated wood hangers. Man Ray’s Obstruction (1920) uses a 

prefabricated shape and form as material for a work of art. Lueg refashions this 

prefabricated form into various objects for his paintings (figs 2.24 and 2.25).  

Much like the Pop paintings that situate the viewer in a position between artifice 

and reality, the event also places audience members in a sort of limbo. The position of the 

                                                
54 “[Fluxus] war ein Zeichen für uns, und wir wurden zynisch und frech und sagten uns, daß Kunst 
Quatsch ist und Cézanne blöd usw. … Ich will ein Foto malen! Fluxus war der Katalysator!” – Richter, 
1986. Küper, 299. 
55 Ibid., 300. 
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audience is slightly lower than the furniture and the artists, and the familiar environment 

of the living room becomes unfamiliar through the small shift in elevation. Ultimately 

Richter’s and Lueg’s complication of familiar settings and imagery by interjecting 

unfamiliar constructions characterizes their event as a Pop event, rather than a Fluxus 

gathering or a Happening. They adopt the identity of Pop above all others, and their work 

best fits a Pop conception of art: directly confronting the surface of an image to construct 

an ambiguous and, at times, disconcerting, position between artificial, flat images and 

real, experiences, objects, and beings.  
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Chapter Two: Pop and the Years of Consumption: From Image to 

“Miraculous” Reality 

 
The “Miracle” of Recovery – Development and Definition  

 
By the time “Leben mit Pop” had occurred, the practice of exhibiting domestic 

spaces and objects was hardly revolutionary. As practiced in the 1950s, design 

exhibitions were embedded in popular cultural practices of consumption and, particularly 

those related to the domestic, constituted a privileged site for cultural and political 

history. The newly democratic West Germany, with the aid of institutions under the 

Marshall Plan, initiated an offensive to modernize and democratize the German home. 

Domestic and consumer culture became integral to West Germany’s recovery, both 

physically and intellectually, from the devastation under the Third Reich. Historian Paul 

Betts argues, “the fascist campaign to aestheticize the relations between people had now 

given way to a postfascist impulse to aestheticize the relations between people and 

things.”56 In other words, cultural institutions worked hard to ascribe moral and social 

values to the physical forms of household wares during the 1950s, with the specific aim 

of superseding highly stylized and aestheticized public rituals of the 1930s and early 

1940s. Design, a means to both to tangible and moral recovery, played an integral role in 

                                                
56 Paul Betts, The Authority of Everyday Objects: A Cultural History of West German Industrial Design, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 16. 
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both reflecting and shaping West German identity and experience during the so-called 

miracle years of the 1950s. 

A social market economy was West Germany’s beacon along the path to 

recovery. Bundespresident Konrad Adenauer and his Economic Minister Ludwig Erhard 

led society toward a social market economy as a means of transformation. Erica Carter’s 

assessment of the role of economic policy in refocusing the energy of postwar Germans 

includes this perceptive summary of the historical moment:  

…visions of the embedding of economic structures in national culture and 
heritage begin to show how it was that the economy could function in 1950s West 
Germany as such a powerful focus for ‘national’ sentiment. There was in 1949 no 
historical precedent for a Germany that would both fulfill nationalist aspirations 
for autonomy and self-determination and at the same time safeguard the 
democratic tradition on which the nation-state model was founded… The 
introduction of a social market economy was thus explicitly formulated by 
economists and policy-makers after the war as a project for national cultural 
transformation; their aim was as much to transform cultural meanings and values 
as to further the cause of economic regeneration57 
 

Thus domestic objects assumed cultural value that political leaders purposefully 

promoted. Successful economic growth throughout the 1950s created a powerful notion 

and image of West Germany’s Wirtschaftswunder, or “economic miracle.” Social 

democracy had seemingly proven the potential of this transformation through its dramatic 

economic growth over a relatively brief period of time.  

A shift from predominantly public, communal activities to private, domestic ones 

mirrored the shift from nationalism to consumerism. The new social democratic 

infrastructure was going to provide West Germans with the freedom of choice in 

                                                
57 Carter, 22-23. 
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economic and cultural spheres. Consumers, rather than politicians, would direct the 

market when given the opportunity to choose which music they wanted to hear, which 

clothes they wanted to wear, and which films they wanted to watch. The individual would 

now design his or her own chosen lifestyle. Though the dominance of political activities 

subsided from one’s daily routine, the political leadership during the foundational years 

of the Federal Republic had the task of establishing and promoting values distinct from 

those of the fascist past. Adenauer’s new government attempted to guide its citizens’ 

tastes and choices rather than dictate the explicitly political details of their lives. During 

these early years of development (1949-1954), American influence played a large role in 

helping to shape democratic ideals in the Federal Republic of Germany. One of the tasks 

of the Marshall Plan, officially the European Recovery Program, was to eliminate fascist 

and communist influence in Europe. In doing so, American officials found it necessary to 

present a model of democratic life and the increased standard of living that would 

accompany it. Thus, together, external (American) influence and internal (German) 

initiative developed the image of ideal home for an ideal West German citizen.  Design 

exhibitions played a significant role in communicating this image to the public. While in 

this chapter I provide by no means a comprehensive examination of domestic design 

culture and the images it promoted, I will briefly address the role of public exhibitions, 

models, and displays in disseminating the image of a new, model consumer. 

In general, West Germany’s recovery falls into three phases, including the 

immediate postwar years and the leadership period of Germany’s first Chancellor, 

Konrad Adenauer: physical and industrial reconstruction (1945-1949), intellectual and 
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political reconfiguration (1949-1957), and tangible economic expansion (1957-1963). 

During this last phase, German citizens began to realize the utopian dreams of the early 

1950s - income and productivity were finally matching the promise of a social 

democratic society. As previously stated, the image of consumption as a redemptive 

image of progress and growth greatly figured into the artistic investigations of Richter, 

Lueg, and Polke, among others.58 For many artists working in West Germany, the 

contradictions, complexities, and ironies of the economic miracle served as powerful 

fodder for their art. As I underscore in this chapter, these artists often appropriated 

images of the domestic, taken from advertisements, mass media, and design exhibitions, 

as a means of understanding the value, the absurdities, and the pitfalls of West 

Germany’s seemingly overnight recovery. By using widely disseminated images or 

domestic tropes in an unfamiliar way, they brought attention to the facade of domestic 

bliss and complicated the association of consumerism with a postfascist society. If there 

was indeed a “postfascist impulse to aestheticize the relation between people and things,” 

these artists deeply examined how this relationship functioned. 

                                                
58 In discussing domestic culture and the 1950s, it is important to note the beginnings of artistic response 
to consumer culture in a visually direct manner. Christine Mehring identifies Konrad Klapheck as “the first 
artist to address explicitly the economic miracle” given his representational paintings. Many consider him 
to be a proto-Pop figure in Düsseldorf. While a student at the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf in the mid-1950s, 
Klapheck began painting images of typewriters against sterile, flat backgrounds. His Schreibmachine 
(Typewriter) series is a mixture of precision and distortion: clean, straight lines define the typewriter’s 
form, yet the keys are skewed so as to conflict with the rest of the Klapheck’s perspectival approach. The 
machine is poised, paper inserted, clamped, and ready for use, but devoid of external surroundings that 
might root the machine in actual use. The machine is ready for use, but there is nothing surrounding it to 
indicate how, by whom, and toward what ends it will be used.  The object stands in isolation, and the 
composition starkly contrasts with the expressive approach of Informel common in art schools and galleries 
in the 1950s. Mehring,154. 
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Design, Democracy, and the Domestic in Postwar West Germany 

 
Those of us who belong to the Atlantic community…know that through hard work and 
economic and political cooperation, through the exchange of funds and technologies, 
which make growth and efficient production possible, the objects in the pages of this 
catalog can become a reality for every single one of us.59 
 

Aiming to democratize through design, the U.S. State Department sponsored and 

organized “an exhibition regarding the productivity of the Atlantic community in the 

realm of domestic spaces” in 1952.60 The show consisted of a fully furnished single-

family home, first installed in West Berlin’s Marshall-Haus pavilion and subsequently 

displayed in Hannover, Stuttgart, and Milan. Over 6000 objects, which a curator from the 

Museum of Modern Art selected, filled the two bedrooms, living and dining areas, 

bathroom, kitchen, laundry room, nursery, and garden.61 According to the catalog, the 

exhibition “Wir bauen ein besseres Leben” (We’re Building a Better Life) promised a 

harmonious interaction between top quality domestic objects, kitchen gadgets, and even 

toys produced in Western Europe and North America (fig. 3.1). The exhibition layout and 

accompanying text encouraged transatlantic cooperation and communicated how to 

create a modern home and lifestyle.  

                                                
59 American High Command for Germany. Wir bauen ein besseres Leben: Eine Ausstellung über die 
Produktivität der Atlantischen Gemeinschaft auf dem Gebiet des Wohnbedarfs, exh. cat. (Stuttgart: Verlag 
Gert Hatje, 1952), unpaginated. 
60 Greg Castillo, “Domesticating the Cold War: Household Consumption as Propaganda in Marshall Plan 
Germany,” Journal of Contemporary History, 40. 2 (2005): 261-288. 
61 The curator was presumably Edgar Kaufmann Jr., who was then the industrial design curator at the 
Museum of Modern Art. The State Department had previously hired Kaufmann to work for the Marshall 
Plan’s Economic Cooperation Administration.  He curated the ECA exhibition Industrie und Handwerk 
schaffen neues Hausgerät in USA in 1951 and was pivotal in the exportation and propagation of 
International Style architecture and modernist design.  
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Careful not to simply transplant objects produced in America to European homes, 

the organizers outfitted the exhibition space with a combination of goods produced in 

America and wares fabricated in Marshall Plan member nations. The catalog explicitly 

avoids heralding one national culture above another and encourages the growth of the 

European community as a unit. The organizers affirm, “the exchange of methods of 

production, ideas, and experiences, which can induce an increase in production, is as 

important as the economic and political factors. This exchange occurs between European 

nations as well as between Europe and America.”62 As one journalist noted in response to 

the exhibition, ideally such exchange would raise the German standard of living to that in 

America: “John Smith or Hans Schmidt would be perfectly capable of affording such a 

house when certain conditions were met: we must make the Atlantic community of 

nations a reality; eliminate tariff barriers, and raise productivity, thereby allowing us to 

lower prices and raise wages.”63 Cultural exchange would increase the standard of living, 

as well as solidify modern democratic values throughout Western nations, and more 

specifically, ensure West Germany’s position as a culturally and politically democratic 

state. 

The exhibition, although organized by Americans, aimed to downplay the 

presence of American products and ideals by emphasizing production and growth in 

Europe.  Reviewing the trajectory of exhibition practices prior to “We’re Building a 

Better Life” reveals a slow transition from an emphasis on American lifestyle to an 

                                                
62 American High Command for Germany, exh. cat., unpaginated. 
63 Heinrich König, “Ausstellung: ‘Wir bauen ein besseres Leben’,” Architektur und Wohnform 61. 2 
(1952), 87, quoted in Castillo 2005, 277. 
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emphasis on European/trans-Atlantic lifestyle.  The development of domestic design 

exhibitions correlates with West Germany’s transformation from a war-torn country to a 

recovering country with enough material and psychological stability to eventually create 

its own utopian vision.  

The potential to imagine oneself as an active consumer, planning and designing 

an individual home, did not exist until the establishment of the Federal Republic of 

Germany and its Basic Law, or constitution, (“Grundgesetz für die Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland”) in 1949. The period immediately following the end of World War II 

(1945-1949) is generally characterized as a period of basic stabilization in which the 

priority was to reinstate industrial sectors and to physically reconstruct urban centers. At 

this time, the bulk of German citizens’ predominantly low incomes went into basic needs 

such as housing, heating, and sustenance.64 Refrigerators, washing machines, and other 

domestic luxury appliances were distant fantasies. The Allied command required all 

women ages fifteen through fifty to aid in the clearing and reconstruction of urban 

environments. These women became known as Trümmerfrauen, as they were 

predominantly responsible for the clearing away of Trümmer, or “rubble.”  The average 

family income was insufficient to cover basic needs, such as shelter, clothing, and food. 

A culture of leisure or domestic bliss was still unforeseeable, and initial reconstruction 

first emphasized the rebuilding of heavy industries (the production of raw materials and 

fuel).  
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As the first phase of economic growth focused on physically reconstructing West 

Germany and its industries, as well as a program of denazification, the propagation of 

domestic design as a manifestation of democratic ideals did not begin until the next phase 

of reconstruction beginning in 1949.65 In this year, the Offices of the Military 

Government in US-occupied Germany sponsored the exhibition “So wohnt Amerika” 

(How America Lives) in hopes of encouraging an American, rather than a Soviet, 

lifestyle (fig. 3.2).66 The exhibition, however, drew little press and scant attendance. 

Rather than exhibiting domestic objects, “How America Lives” included photographs of 

American homes and scale models, the flatness of which did not “capture the imagination 

of postwar Germans.”67 Castillo attributes the lack of interest to the unappealing display 

format and a concentration solely on American lifestyle. The exhibition provided neither 

escape from daily economic struggles nor an optimistic vision for Germany’s future in a 

tangible or imaginative manner. It did not encourage Germans to insert themselves into 

the images presented – the domestic lifestyle presented was far too flat and distant 

(physically and emotionally) for West Germans to find any connection to their own daily 

lives. 

                                                
65 On denazificatioin see: Robert G. Moeller, ed., West Germany under Construction: Politics Society and 
Culture in the Adenauer Era, (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1997); Norbert Frei, 
Adenauer’s Germany and the Nazi Past: The Politics of Amnesty and Integration, trans. Joel Golb, (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2002); Geyer and Jarausch, Shattered Pasts; Schissler, The Miracle 
Years. 
66 A classified report cited anti-American propaganda in the Soviet Union and “recommended that the 
USA initiate a counter-propaganda offensive.”  Castillo, 265. 
67 Ibid., 266. 
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The next exhibition advocating an American lifestyle occurred at the George 

Marshall-Haus in Berlin (fig. 3.3).68 For its debut exhibition in 1950, the US State 

Department shipped a six-room prefabricated and fully-furnished home to Berlin and re-

assembled and installed it in the Marshall-Haus.69 The exhibition “Amerika zu Hause” 

(America at Home) invited visitors to walk through the home under the guidance of 

German women who were American Studies majors at the recently established Free 

University in the American Sector of Berlin.70 At close range, visitors encountered large-

ticket items such as refrigerators and freezers. By the early to mid 1950s, purchasing 

electronic household wares had become a more viable possibility. Expensive items like 

washing machines and freezers were still out of reach for most, though consumers did 

widely purchase smaller wares like vacuum cleaners and sewing machines.71 The US 

State Department aimed the exhibition at West and East German audiences alike and was 

disappointed that the small exhibition space limited attendance. The size of the model 

home inherently restricted capacity, and visitor demand well exceeded this capacity. 

Though limited in space, the exhibition’s layout was fascinating for Germans able to gain 

entry. The close proximity to physical objects and the ability to physically move through 

a modern, domestic space encouraged viewers to imagine using the objects and the space. 

                                                
68 “…the former German capital’s first example of the postwar International Style modernism celebrated 
by the curators of New York’s Museum of Modern Art.” Ibid., 268. 
69 Page and Hill of Minneapolis designed the home. 
70 Ibid., 268. 
71 Erica Carter notes that from 1949-1952, 1.2 percent of all households had freezers, and by 1957, 50.2 
percent did. Carter, 54. 
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The next exhibition the US State Department sponsored was “We’re Building a 

Better Life.” As a clever solution to the problem of large crowds in a relatively small 

space, this exhibition directed visitors above and around the roofless model home (fig. 

3.4). Walking on a catwalk, they viewed the home from a bird’s-eye perspective, as if it 

were an architectural plan rendered three-dimensionally to scale. As the visitors circled 

above, actors moved through the grid of rooms below. Two adult couples and sixteen 

children working as actors alternated modeling as an ideal family unit living in their ideal 

home. The mock parents and their two children enjoyed leisurely activities such as 

knitting and reading, and the mother performed household chores while the audience 

observed from a distance. The actors breathed life into the spaces and further encouraged 

the viewers to imagine themselves as the occupants. Additionally, a narrator in a tower 

above the catwalk guided the visitors by periodically describing the actions of the models 

below (fig. 3.5).  

The “We’re Building a Better Life” exhibition garnered a great amount of public 

interest and had broad appeal for German citizens, many who responded positively to the 

objects and the layout. Journalists and the general public were seemingly convinced that 

the domestic abundance of an American-style single-family home could become a reality 

for the average German; over 500,000 people visited “We’re Building a Better Life.” 

Both citizens of the Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic 
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flocked to the exhibition; in fact, forty percent of the visitors in Berlin were from the 

GDR.72  

Paul Betts argues that postwar West German society was moving away from 

aestheticized politics, the dominant structure under the Third Reich, and that material 

objects and a utopian vision of domestic lifestyle embodied the language of democracy. 

The actors at “We’re Building a Better Life” encapsulated the model of the nuclear 

family in the 1950s, the family who had retreated from communal engagement into 

domestic spaces where they could live in privacy. A distrust of involvement in the 

community led to the nuclear supplanting the communal.73 Betts explains, “the 

postfascist absence of any real visual expression of collective space was accompanied by 

the lack of any aesthetics of collective time” following 1945.74  The public exhibition 

taught its visitors the aesthetics of a private life defined by democratic morals. The We’re 

                                                
72 Castillo, 278. 
73 Betts, 241, 246. 
74 Michael Geyer, “Cold War Angst: The Case of West-German Opposition to Rearmament and Nuclear 
Weapons,” in The Miracle Years: A Cultural History of West Germany, 1949-1968, ed. Hanna Schissler 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 376-408. In his article Geyer understands postwar opposition 
to rearmament among West Germans in terms of a collective sense of betrayal and disillusionment among 
former Nazi soldiers, as opposed to a growing pacifistic approach. According to his research, many 
opposed rearmament, “not because they were traumatized by the war, but because they were traumatized by 
the postwar. They apparently thought that in the aftermath of the Third Reich there was not much left that 
was worth defending.” Using statistical evidence, Geyer finds that there was “…an acute nostalgia for the 
good old days of the Third Reich… If there was a ‘miracle year’ in public opinion through much of the 
1950s, it was 1937. Even the war years, 1939-1945, were much preferred over the postwar years, 1945-
1948. In 1951 a solid 80 percent of the public held that the years between 1945 and 1948 were the worst of 
the century…” These polls reveal for him an “injured citizenship,” a citizenry that “…felt let down not just 
by the new system that did not honor their past, but also by the old one that had exposed them to 
unspeakable dangers, put them into impossible situations, confronted them with terrible choices, and in the 
end left them to their own devices. Opinion polls suggest a degree of loneliness and despair that is both 
touching and frightening. They point to a visceral anger and a sense of betrayal that pushed ideologues of 
the old order into a corner…” This visceral anger in many cases led to a complete distancing from the 
political sphere or even the communal and a retreat into the private, due not to a triumphant embrace of the 
democratic system and social market economy which encourage individual merits, but rather due to the 
bitter taste left by one’s loyalty to the communal efforts of National Socialism without any tangible reward. 



 51 

Building a Better Life catalog text emphasizes the potential for the individual to create 

and design a distinct style:  

Even though the current trend in building homes is by and large through 
rationalized construction, this does not mean uniformity of our homes. Each 
family should have the opportunity to be able to realize their own conception of a 
comfy home.75 
 
At this moment in time, the idea of the Wirtschaftswunder in the Federal Republic 

of Germany, which the “Better Life” home propagated, served as an idealized notion of a 

prosperous society rather than a reflection of lived reality. As historian David Crew 

notes, the reconstruction of “the two Germanys after the Second World War required the 

fabrication of images of the future as well as the actual manufacture of industrial 

goods.”76 Wiesen directly addresses such imaginative potential in his essay “Miracles for 

Sale: Consumer Displays and Advertising Postwar West Germany.” He argues that the 

notion of the “economic miracle” itself functioned as a product. The Wirtschaftswunder 

served as a slogan, a brand, an image, and thus “Germans themselves actively imagined, 

scripted, and promoted the story of economic revival and the attending ideal of the ‘social 

market economy.’”77 The discrepancy between the imagined state of economic progress 

and the realities of satisfying economic desire provides valuable insight into the postwar 

German psyche. Buying power in the early- and mid-1950s did not match the “visual 

                                                
75 American High Command to Germany, exh. cat.:“Wenn auch der Wohnungsbau heute in großem Maße 
durch rationalisierte Bauweise bestimmt wird, so bedutet dies durchaus nich Uniformierung unserer 
Wohnungen.  Jede Familie sollte die Möglichkeit haben, ihre Vorstellung von einem bahglichen Zuhause 
verwirklichen zu können.” 
76 David F. Crew, Introduction to Consuming Germany in the Cold War, ed. David F. Crew (Oxford: Berg, 
2003), 11. 
77 S. Jonathan Wiesen, “Miracles for Sale: Consumer Displays and Advertising in Postwar West 
Germany,” in Consuming Germany in the Cold War, ed. David F. Crew (Oxford: Berg, 2003), 151. 
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displays of material abundance.”78 The trade fair served as a site for imagining prosperity 

and developing desires, as well as for the promotional imaging of the economic miracle. 

Proximity/Distance and the Consumer Audience 

The pathways of movement around “We’re Building a Better Life” were 

significant in establishing a postfascist vision of domestic life. The elevated catwalk was 

incredibly novel, and to my knowledge was not repeated in subsequent exhibitions, 

despite the success of “We’re Building a Better Life.” The physical distancing would 

have had a unique effect on the viewer. The aerial perspective did not provide the 

intimacy that walking through the spaces would have produced, and the elevation 

distanced the viewer from the tangible experiences of daily life. Rather than appealing to 

sense of touch or to a detail-orientated experience, the layout presented an overarching 

concept of an ideal home. By focusing on concept rather than on details, the viewers had 

to project themselves into the space and into the position of the actors, abstracting the 

idea of domestic life rather than confronting an illusion created through concrete 

experience. In some ways, the physical distance may have only served to increase the 

desire for objects, a greater longing to touch the wares that the distance may have 

enhanced. Conversely, the distance also gave the viewer a sense of power over the 

environment through their physical superiority over the exhibition spaces. Rather than 

becoming absorbed with the gadgets and mechanics of the kitchen, one could see the 

larger relationships of spaces, the grid that determined how the kitchen communicated 

with the family room and other spaces of leisure. By taking a step back, or in this case, a 
                                                
78 Ibid. 
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step up, the viewers were able to gain an almost cinematic perspective of their homes and 

domestic lives and understand the home from a position never before achieved. Thus the 

domestic setting below functioned as a screen onto which the visitors could project 

themselves. 

Experiencing the dimensions externally rather then internally, paradoxically, 

created an environment not about consumption in the sense of purchasing, but in terms of 

consuming a utopian vision of the future. The exhibition organizers wanted the image of 

the house to resonate with the visitor rather than the specific domestic objects, creating a 

vision of citizens embracing a particular lifestyle rather than fetishizing the objects and 

their use in daily life. As Castillo so aptly notes, “In terms of the edification of West and 

East Germans, A Better Life had more to do with model citizens than model housing.”79  

The exhibition encourages both an abstract and concrete experience; it encourages the 

viewer to imagine him/herself in action using the products, but also to imagine the ideals 

associated with living as a model citizen. 

The visitors, imagining themselves in the environment below, have enough 

distance to comprehend the house as one unit, as a collection of rooms and spaces, rather 

than being embedded within the domestic space. 80 Yet they retain enough proximity to 

                                                
79 Castillo, 280. 
80 The construction of the exhibition and the visitor’s experience recalls Michael de Certeau’s notion of 
experiencing a distanced perspective in The Practice of Everyday Life. In the chapter “Walking the City,” 
he considers the experience of one viewing the city from above: “[The figure’s] elevation transfigures him 
into a voyeur. It puts him at a distance. It transforms the bewitching world by which one was ‘possessed’ 
into a text that lies before one’s eyes. It allows one to read it, to be a solar Eye, looking down like a god.”80 
The distance in “We’re Building a Better Life,” however, creates a slightly different experience due to the 
visitor’s level of elevation.  Michael de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 92. 
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identify objects, movements, and behaviors occurring within the exhibition spaces.  For 

the viewers, it is both real and an illusion, both abstract and concrete. Here the space 

below is still concretely related to human movement and sensory experience, though 

removed from the tangible. 

When one compares the experience of the audience with that of the actors, the 

effect of the distancing on shaping model citizens becomes even more apparent. 

Although all of the rooms contained a smattering of objects from various Western 

countries, exclusively American products furnished the kitchen (fig. 3.6). The modern 

appliances in the kitchen were most unrealistically available for the average German.81 

The female actresses used the appliances to highlight the advantages of these kitchen 

items, and the modern technology was so captivating to one of the actresses, she 

proclaimed, “This house is so perfect that I am afraid we will not want to move out . . . 

What will happen if I fall in love with the kitchen, too?”82  For her, direct experience led 

her to “fall in love with” the modern amenities. Afraid of this desire, she realized that 

after the exhibition ended, she would have to return to her now seemingly antiquated and 

time-consuming kitchen. Given her direct and concrete use of the appliances, the 

exhibition left a gaping hole in her daily experience. For the audience members, however, 

they were able to view the domestic goods in a more abstract manner, based primarily on 

a distant vision, ideally leaving them optimistic about one day acquiring such goods. 

                                                
81 Whereas by 1957 a majority of West German households have a freezer. Carter, 54. 
82 Castillo, 278. 
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As I argue above, the simultaneous sense of distance and proximity at “Better 

Life” created the peculiar effect of both shaping desire for objects of consumption and 

constructing utopian visions of one’s domestic lifestyle. Without the possibility of 

immediate consumption, the viewer does not experience the exhibition like a store in 

which one can handle, test, and then buy a product, but, instead, as a desirable image 

which might shape a specific philosophy of living – in this case living as a family of 

consumers, free to choose products from a variety of countries as a means of asserting 

their democratic will. Thus, “We’re Building a Better Life” and its modes of 

communication provide an interesting comparison with “Living with Pop.”  

For their event, Richter and Lueg repurpose both the design exhibition and the 

showroom. To consider the effect of the “Living with Pop” event in relation to more 

standard consumer practices, one must imagine how the audience moved through the 

Berges furniture store and the separate demonstration space. The model living room 

reserved for the demonstration slightly lowers the audience’s position in relationship to 

the rest of the room. By raising the furniture and themselves, the artists create an 

environment that confuses, rather than idealizes the comfort of the private home. Through 

a small shift in relational elevation, the familiar environment of the living room becomes 

unfamiliar. The “Demonstration for Capitalist Realism” does not provide any 

perspectival distance for the viewer, as the space engulfs and places him or her among the 

objects in the room. If a bird’s eye perspective provides the possibility of abstraction and 

conceptualization, then the inversion of this perspective limits such possibility. Thus the 

space fosters self-consciousness in the audience as they move through the center of the 
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living room, somewhat beneath the gaze of the artists and below the level of the other 

objects. The audience member is at once voyeur and participant, both an onlooker and 

looked upon, both inside and outside the display. The space raises the question, who is 

viewing whom? What or whom is under observation? What is the object of the event? 

Are these domestic objects also art objects? How does the relationship between artist and 

audience function?  

The audience’s experience of the demonstration space contrasts greatly with their 

subsequent experiences of the showrooms. Richter and Lueg first placed the audience in 

close proximity to the domestic objects in the idealized domestic space, encouraging 

heightened self-awareness in relationship to the objects typically symbolic of domestic 

convention. Following the demonstration space experience, Lueg and Richter led the 

audience into the showrooms and relinquished their position as guides. The audience 

funneled out of the cramped and strange room into open commercial spaces, where they 

could, and did, test out the Berges furniture.83 The audience members responded to the 

commercial showrooms by acting in a boisterous manner, “scatter[ing] or stray[ing] into 

the various departments,” testing and playing with domestic objects to the point of their 

destruction.84 Richter proclaimed that “Pop Art has rendered conventional painting—with 

all its sterility, its isolation, its artificiality, its taboos and its rules—entirely obsolete and 

has rapidly achieved international currency and recognition by creating a new view of the 

                                                
83 In an interview Lueg recalled, ““The people rollicked about in the entire building and in the shop 
windows, where they tried out beds. The beds were only assembled in a makeshift way and collapsed one 
after the other. Mr. Faust wanted to sue us! But a year later, after he noticed how much was published on 
our Demonstration, with the name of his store always mentioned, his anger disappeared.” Kölle, 277. 
84 “Leben mit Pop” exhibition report. 
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world.”85 Richter and Lueg, at their Capitalist Realist event, wanted to challenge 

conventions of painting and exhibiting, yet their event did not clearly provide the 

audience with a new set of conventions or indicate what the “new view of the world” 

was. Instead, they left their audience in a precarious position between the familiar and the 

strange, and as a result, the audience, uncertain how to behave, lost all sense of 

decorum.86 

Richter and Lueg thereby complicated the typical consumer experience during the 

miracle years by experimenting with the viewer’s physical and psychological proximity 

to objects and ideas intended for consumption. They asked, when does consumption 

begin and when does it end? When does performance begin and when does it end? Is the 

act of consumption itself a form of performance? Are we transforming ourselves into 

products and/or images for consumption? Although Lueg and Richter did not promote a 

specific vision, they asked their audience to no longer move passively through their 

environments as consumers, but rather to recognize that accepted conventions are, in fact, 

fabricated and always subject to change. They rendered domestic conventions visible for 

their audience, and as a result, the audience responded by rebelling against everyday 

conventions, which Richter and Lueg had presented as strange. 

How to Live with Pop – At Home with Pop and Politics 

Throughout the 1950s, the kitchen played a significant role in the politics of the 

everyday. Advertisements presented modern appliances as liberating tools that would 

                                                
85 Richter, “Letter to a newsreel company,” 16. 
86 One audience member responded by protesting “…against the Demonstration by removing all his 
clothing except a pair of swimming trunks.” Exhibition report. 
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ease the housewife’s burden by reducing the amount of time necessary to complete 

chores. A 1952 advertisement for the Progress vacuum cleaner claims that “with [this 

vacuum] the housework is so easy, fast, and efficient, it is as if ten diligent hands were at 

work!”87 An image of the vacuum cleaner is positioned in front of a woman, whose ten 

hands are all occupied with dusting, sweeping, and moping (fig. 3.7). This efficient 

vacuum promises, as in another Progress advertisement, that the housewife will have 

more leisure time to spend enjoying her children and family.88  

The now infamous “Kitchen Debate” in 1959 between then Vice President 

Richard Nixon and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev perhaps best exemplifies the 

loaded nature of the kitchen and technologies of the home during the Cold War. For 

Western democratic countries, the kitchen was supposed to be a site in which one could 

recognize immediate growth and progress. The kitchen itself became a symbol of 

democracy, of a free society that encouraged the application of democratic choice to 

domestic goods and a higher quality of life through a free market economy. Additionally, 

a capitalist approach to the home supposed allowed women greater liberty and freedom, 

relieving the burden of their household work. 

While walking through the National American Exhibition in Moscow on July 24, 

1959, Nixon and Khrushchev both asserted each of their respective countries’ dominance 

over issues ranging from nuclear missiles to washing machines. As cited in the 

Washington Post’s coverage of the event, Nixon, upon standing before the American 

                                                
87 Carter, 61. 
88 Notably, the word “progress” does not exist in the German language. The company, though based in 
Stuttgart, Germany, adopted the name of the vacuum from the English language. 
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model kitchen that featured “an oven which roasts meat in five minutes,” proclaimed that 

with this kitchen, “You don’t need a wife.” Khrushchev sarcastically replied, “Don’t you 

have a machine that puts food into your mouth and pushes it down?”89 

The authors of the collected essays in Cold War Kitchens argue that the kitchen 

was a favored site that embodied various political goals and that statesmen, including 

Ludwig Erhard and Walter Ulbricht, “considered kitchen appliances as building blocks 

for the social contract between citizens and the state.”90 Indeed, in the exchanges between 

Khrushchev and Nixon, the domestic became politically charged. Newspapers in the U.S. 

and Europe widely published the image of the two leaders leaning over a white exhibition 

railing and pontificating on the political nature of the home, such that the image and the 

event achieved iconic status (figs. 3.8 and 3.9). The widespread coverage of this event 

exemplifies the contemporary relationship between mass media and politics that Richard 

Hofstadter described in 1954:  

The growth of the mass media of communication and their use in politics have 
brought politics closer to the people than ever before and have made politics a 
form of entertainment in which the spectators feel themselves involved. Thus it 
has become, more than ever before, an arena into which private emotions and 
personal problems can be readily projected.91 
 
Sigmar Polke addresses this entry of politics into the mass media and the 

transformation into a form of entertainment. He questions politics as pop in his parody of 

                                                
89 John Scali, “Khrushchev and Nixon Trade Gibes,” The Washington Post and Times Herald, 25 July 
1959, Features, A1 and A4. 
90 Ruth Oldenziel and Karin Zachmann, “Kitchens as Technology and Politics: An Introduction,” in Cold 
War Kitchens: Americanization, Technology, and European Users, ed. Ruth Oldenziel and Karin 
Zachmann, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009), 3. 
91 Sam Tanenhaus, The Death of Conservatism (New York: Random House, 2009), 45-46. 
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the Kitchen Debate in his Kartoffelköpfe: Nixon und Chruschtschow [Potato Heads: 

Nixon and Khrushchev] (c.1965) (fig. 3.10). Polke reduces to a few simple lines of 

watercolor on paper the widely disseminated image of Nixon and Khrushchev. The 

caricature of Nixon is easily identifiable with his puff of black hair and protruding, 

round-tipped nose. Khrushchev’s kidney bean-shaped eyes stare down at Nixon’s gaping 

mouth, which is, perhaps, spouting the benefits of a capitalist approach to the kitchen. 

Though created six years after the debate, Polke’s drawing is, in fact, historically 

relevant. In 1959 the USSR’s “Seven-Year Plan” maintained that by 1965 the USSR 

would surpass the West in production and quality of goods per capita. Polke reduces the 

economic competition of the Cold War to simple potato heads. He strips the iconic 

photograph of clues for context; the two figureheads no longer stand before a kitchen 

environment but float literally as two figure heads. He reduces the two leaders to comical, 

ridiculous caricatures.  

Polke recognizes the intrusion of politics into the seemingly benign sphere of the 

domestic and the undercurrent of political ideologies in the vernacular regarding the 

home. He uses a household staple, the potato, to represent the two figures.92 The image of 

the two potato heads, a moniker describing an idiotic, simplistic figure, signifies a 
                                                
92 The potato holds an important place in the Germany’s culinary culture. In fact, the story of its 
introduction to German households remains important to national folklore. As the story goes, in the 
eighteenth-century, Frederick the Great (Friedrich II, 1712-1786) attempted to introduce the potato to his 
Prussian kingdom. The people of Prussia, however, associated potatoes with paupers and the courts were 
unwilling to incorporate potatoes into their meals. In order to increase the potato’s perceived value, King 
Frederick stationed guards around a potato field. People were told that he was harvesting a vegetable so 
valuable, it required royal protection. Due to the exclusivity of the vegetable, the aristocracy then 
demanded they too have access to this food. And ever since this moment, the potato became a household 
staple. To this day, contemporary visitors honor Frederick the Great’s achievement by leaving potatoes 
atop his tomb, next to which his beloved dogs are also buried, at his at his former summer palace in 
Potsdam, Sanssouci. 
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conflation of the political and the domestic as represented in mass media. These two 

leaders, when joined together, had come to represent two lifestyles on opposite sides of 

the Cold War. Polke’s comical figures echo the absurd and comical nature of the two 

using theatrics to draw attention from the press, a platform from which they might argue 

for the manifestation of ideologies in consumer choices. What is absurd about their 

encounter is that they effortlessly shift their discussion from warheads to washing 

machines, thus normalizing the objects of warfare and equating domestic power with 

military prowess. The drawing represents the conflation of art, politics, and the domestic 

environment and a society in which politics have become pop culture.  

“Living with Pop” also emphasizes the translation of the political into the popular.  

In the raised living room, Richter and Lueg “put Churchill’s works that had just been 

published on the shelves” of the room’s wardrobe.93 Churchill, JFK, and Adenauer are 

present in some form at the exhibition, yet always in the background or just beneath the 

surface appearance of the event. The exhibition, in a way, depoliticized these prominent 

political figures, as they are stripped of political context or concrete relationships to each 

other. Though not the focus of the event, and often visually relegated to the margins, the 

political leaders nonetheless are ever present in the model of private life. Their presence 

underscores the political rhetoric that often defined domestic spaces and utopian ideals of 

citizens of a democracy and the entertainment value and near celebrity status of 

politicians in contemporary society. 

                                                
93 Kölle, 277. 
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Joseph McHugh considers Polke’s early drawings and paintings in terms of their 

sociopolitical context, specifically in terms of “a cultural identity that focuses upon many 

of the social issues involving post-war West Germany as the Bundesrepublic deals with 

the ambiguity of its past and contemporary social history.”94 Many of his other works, 

like Potato Heads, address the domestic objects and spaces and their perceived value – 

Schrank [Wardrobe] (1963), Tisch [Table] (1963), Socken [Socks] (1963), Plastik-

Wannen [Plastic Tubs] (1964), and Interieur [Interior] (1965) (figs. 3.11-3.15). 

Polke’s Plastik-Wannen depicts brightly colored plastic tubs of various sizes and 

shapes (fig. 3.14). The plastic bins are signs of domestic chores such as cleaning and 

washing. He paints objects for the home constructed out of cheap and modern 

technologies. West Germans tended to consider plastics a cheap alternative to more 

durable materials such as wood and metal. They associated plastics, and their bright, 

artificial colors, with disposability, even though the development of the plastics industry 

contributed greatly to West Germany’s economic growth in the 1950s.  Items such as 

these brightly colored tubs were less readily available in East Germany, where Polke 

spent his childhood. In contrast to West Germans, most East Germans considered plastic 

products “extremely modern and chic.”95 Eli Rubin’s enlightening essay reveals that 

somehow “plastics in the GDR never gained the perception of ‘cheapness’ or became a 

                                                
94 Joseph McHugh, “Connecting the Dots: Sigmar Polke’s Rasterbilder in their Sociopolitical Context,” in 
Sigmar Polke: Back to Postmodernity ed. David Thistlewood, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
1996), 55. 
95 Eli Rubin’s fascinating essay on the ideological role plastics played in consumer culture during the Cold 
War, indicates such perspectives in East Germany. Eli Rubin, “The Order of Substitutes: Plastic Consumer 
Goods in the Volkswirtschaft and Everyday Domestic Life in the GDR,” in Consuming Germany in the 
Cold War, 87-119. 



 63 

synecdoche for the ‘throw-away’ society of the West.”96 Polke’s image does not indicate 

a value judgment of these objects; instead, his painting emphasizes the shapes and forms 

of the objects pervasive in contemporary domestic culture and focuses on their circular 

forms, flexibility, and variety.  

Konrad Lueg wrote a note about the nature of people and synthetics, and their 

relationship to sculpture, regarding the “living sculptures” and elevated furniture in 

“Living with Pop”: “A chair and on it a person is a sculpture /a chair without a person is 

also a sculpture / a sculpture without a chair is only a sculpture / sculpture is synthetic 

(Plastik ist Kunstoff)/ so that’s why now we say: a person, plastic, and POP are 

material.”97 There is important word play at work in this phrase, “Plastik ist Kunstoff.” In 

German, Plastik means both “plastic” and “sculpture.” Lueg thus emphasizes the verbal 

connection between the sculptural and the synthetic.  Whereas traditional materials such 

as marble, wood, or bronze are deemed aesthetically acceptable for sculpture, materials 

such as plastic are aesthetically inferior. Yet Lueg’s statement underscores the artificiality 

of sculpture, regardless of its material quality. Natural materials and synthetic materials 

still are a means to the same end, an artificial representation of reality. The linguistic 

connection between plastic and synthetic extends to Polke’s Plastik-Wannen as well.  The 

title does not simply translate to “Plastic Tubs,” as it too plays with the word “Plastik” 

and evokes “Plastik” in the sense of sculpture. These garish, cheap products, like 

sculptural works, are as much cultural products in the sense that they are molded and 

                                                
96 Ibid., 89. 
97 Thomas Kellein, ed., Ich nenne mich als Maler Konrad Lueg [When I Paint my Name is Konrad Lueg], 
exh. cat. (Bielefeld: Kunsthalle Bielefeld, 1999). 18. 
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sculpted into man-made, artificial forms. Humorously, Polke indicates that one can view 

the plastic bin as a sculpture too.  

An anecdote about Schrank (Wardrobe) further reveals Polke’s humorous ideas 

about the domestic (fig. 3.11). Polke gave the painting to Alfred Schmela and his wife as 

a housewarming gift. As Mrs. Schmela recounts:  

Alfred couldn’t stand furniture because it spoilt walls that could be used for art. I 
had just inherited a large cupboard, which we pushed from one room to the next, 
but it was always getting in the way of the art… Besides this, all I had was one 
little wardrobe. Polke visited us and said, ‘Is that all you’ve got?’ And with that, 
he painted me a matching wardrobe with two keyholes.98  

 
As a solution to the problem that Alfred wanted the walls free for art and his wife wanted 

additional furniture, Polke painted a flattened wardrobe. Painted with white lacquer to 

imitate the sheen standard on wardrobes, the image served an artistic stand-in for the 

domestic object. This ironic compromise, according to Martin Hentschel, “appears to 

mediate between the two contradictory interests: but in reality both demands are 

ironically sold short.”99 

Polke’s Schrank constitutes a literal compression of a physical object. The image 

is not of an object inserted into a two-dimensional, illusionistic representation of a three-

dimensional reality. There is no surrounding area or negative space in the painting, as 

there is, for example, in his Plastik-Wannen. Because the wardrobe image fills the picture 

plane, the space around the wardrobe is lived, three-dimensional space. The ersatz 

wardrobe, however, is still a simulacrum of the object, and is thus functionless as a 

                                                
98 Martin Hentschel, “Solve et Coagula: On Sigmar Polke’s Work,” trans. Fiona Elliott, in The Three Lies 
of Painting, 45. 
99 Ibid. 
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domestic object. The painting is a useless stand-in for the wardrobe, allowing the walls to 

be free of furniture in order to hang art, while at the same time allowing the art to 

represent furniture. The painting creates a strange encounter with an everyday object that 

is reduced to its surface appearance. The activities and movement of the everyday, 

experienced without any distance from its surface, denies one a sense of depth and has a 

certain strangeness.100  Polke’s painting, which emphasizes the surface of an everyday 

object, elicits this strangeness in the moment that the viewer recognizes the cabinet is an 

image, not an object. 

Schrank provides an interesting correlation to Lueg’s life-size pin-ups displayed 

around his home (figs. 3.16 and 3.17). In a manner similar to Polke’s Schrank, Lueg’s 

pin-up girls in his apartment are not representations within the illusion of three-

dimensional space but rather are illusory representations placed within a real three-

dimensional environment. One pin-up lounges next to him on his bed, propped up against 

the wall, and the other Marilyn Monroe-esque cutout stands fixed to the back of a glass 

door. The sexualized and idealized female as dispersed through mass media became an 

absurd, and strange, enlarged pinup with whom Lueg could coexist. Thus Lueg literally 

explored what it meant to live with and among artificial, two-dimensional, pop 

representations. 

 The relationship to things in postwar West Germany served as a substitute for a 

previous relationship to the state. Domestic design, infused with an undercurrent of 

                                                
100 As de Certeau describes, “…the everyday has a certain strangeness that does not surface, or whose 
surface is only its upper limit, outlining itself against the visible.” de Certeau, 93. 
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political ideology, figured concretely into the lives of West Germans who were 

experiencing the economic development of the miracle years. Political and cultural 

institutions associated domestic objects and consumption with democratic ideals and a 

positive sense of growth. Yet Richter, Lueg, and Polke challenged a passive consumption 

of such objects and images. Removing domestic objects from their typical domestic 

contexts and placing them on the canvas or paper, Polke, Richter and Lueg restructure the 

viewer’s/consumer’s relationship to domestic objects. They sought to reposition the 

proximity of the viewer to the object so that they could extend beyond the façade of 

domestic bliss and complicate the consumer’s relationship to the product. As my final 

section will argue, they did so in order to address the mechanisms and structures that 

constructed popular imagery and objects of mass appeal. Connecting their artwork deeply 

with their contemporary moment, these three artists used Pop to understand themselves 

and their society. 
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Conclusion: Communication and Society - The Greater Implications of 

German Pop 

In 1962, Gerhard Richter wrote, “Every word, every line, every thought is 

prompted by the age we live in, with all its circumstances, its ties, its efforts, its past and 

present.  It is impossible to act or think independently and arbitrarily.”101 Finding it 

“impossible to act or think independently” from the present moment, its narratives, and 

its frameworks, Richter revealingly expresses his sense of himself as an artist working in 

a specific historical, political, and cultural context. The society, in which he created art, 

was, in turn, an inherent and unavoidable part of his art. Indeed, the instances when he 

and his fellow artists explore and, at times, criticize both visual and rhetorical images 

disseminated widely throughout West German consumer society are the most revealing 

and intriguing in terms of the potential connections between the practice of art and the 

experience of daily life. 

This section extends my investigation of the society in which Richter, Lueg, and 

Polke created art to a consideration of the intellectual conceptions of society as defined in 

West Germany’s postwar era. The claims of sociologists and theorists of this period 

reveal notions of what it meant to be German and to live in a German society. The artists 

I consider both traversed and collided with the ideas that this community of scholars 

developed. Their artwork, in part a product of this discourse on society and community, 

                                                
101 Richter, The Daily Practice of Painting, 12. 
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is deeply embedded in this moment.  The cultural journal Magnum, Jürgen Habermas’s 

article in this publication, and Theodor Adorno’s lecture “Kultur and Culture” guide my 

examination of the theoretical musings on contemporary West German culture and 

society, particularly in relationship to the United States.  These writings, to which I 

assume a limited audience was exposed, consider more general, popularized notions of 

culture and society in Germany during the Adenauer Era. Adorno examines stereotypical 

conceptions of both American and German culture and reveals what the generalizations 

and so-called “common knowledge” about these two nations were in the late 1950s. His 

text provides an incredibly rich source for understanding the society and community in 

which Richter, Polke, and Lueg were embedded.  

According to Adorno, Americans, in general, conceived of culture as a collection 

of products, which are valuable for their tangible benefits and contributions to the 

progress of society. Europeans and Germans, however, perceive themselves not as 

creating cultural “products” but instead creating art that is transcendent and valued for its 

distance from daily life. As I will later suggest, this latter concept shaped reception of 

German Pop in the 1960s and continues to shape it retrospectively today. 

Intellectual and Cultural Community of Magnum 

Magnum, the Journal for Modern Life advertised itself as:  
 

… a critical publication, which serves as an orientation for our 
contemporary time. Magnum seeks to get behind the facades of 
conventions and prejudices, which often block us from any glimpse into 
reality.  Each journal takes up a theme of general interest and interprets it 
from various perspectives.  The expressive photograph – one of the 
greatest forms of media of our time – strikes equally alongside the written 
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word and deepens the analysis.  Independent in its judgment, Magnum 
helps to find the particular, distinct attitudes of our time.”102 

 
Each volume of this quarterly journal, which ran from 1954 to 1966, addressed a specific 

theme of modern life.103 For the purpose of this thesis, Magnum provides a way into a 

community of writers and readers concerned with intellectual analyses of modern life. 

The journal’s contributors discussed architecture, theater, painting, and photography as 

well as travel, sociology, and aspects of popular culture such as television, film, domestic 

design, and kitsch. Often the pages of the journal juxtapose daily activities, such as 

walking through the city, with artistic activities. Contributors included photographers 

Robert Capa, Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Andreas Feininger and authors and intellectual 

figures such as Heinrich Böll, Jürgen Habermas, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and 

Ernst Bloch.104 These figures and their work made the journal a highly influential forum 

for both popular and intellectual thought for German-speaking audiences. The theories 

and observations developed in Magnum provide a fascinating window into how thoughts 

on culture, politics, and society developed in the postwar era in Europe. To trace this 

progression, I closely examine a volume published in 1957, as well as a few volumes 

published in the early 1960s.  

                                                
102 From a leaflet and subscription form inserted into Magnum. All translations of text from Magnum are 
my own. “magnum ist eine kritische Zeitschrift, die der Orientierung in unserer Gegenwart dient. magnum 
sucht hinter die Fassade der Konventionen und Vorurteile zu dringen, die uns den Blick auf die 
Wirklichkeit häufig verstellen. Jedes Heft greift ein Thema von allgemeinem Interesse auf und deutet es 
unter verschiedenartigen Perspektiven. Das expressive Foto – eines der großen Medien unserer Zeit – tritt 
gleichberechtigt neben das geschriebene Wort und vertieft die Analyse. Unabhängig im Urteil, hilft 
magnum dem einzelnen, einen eigenen Standpunkt in unserer Zeit zu finden.” 
103 Until 1957, the journal was published in Vienna and Frankfurt, and then found its new home in 
Cologne under DuMont Schauberg, one of the largest and oldest publishing houses in Germany. 
104 Though some of these photographers were also active members of the Magnum Photo Agency, this 
journal was not affiliated with the cooperative. 
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In 1957 Magnum devoted its pages to the theme “The Society, in which We 

Live.”  The editors sent out the following questions to various intellectual figures 

including Jürgen Habermas and Alexander Mitscherlich,105 as well as doctors, writers, 

artists, lawyers, politicians, and teachers: “Do you have a conception of the society in 

which we live?  How do you evaluate this society? … Do you think that there is a ‘mass,’ 

and if so, who belongs to this ‘mass’?  Do you live as a part of society?  Do we need a 

‘good society’?”106 The journal sought to tackle the question of society and community 

and how the individual situates him/herself within such groupings. Their generalized 

questions, which basically amounted to asking, “What is society, if there is such a 

thing?,” encouraged the contributors’ insertion of their own perspectives and agendas.  

In the introduction to the journal, the editors maintain that in 1957 there existed a 

greater diversity of thought regarding society than before:   

If one had asked these questions fifty years ago, one would have received three 
different kinds of answers: conservative, liberal, and Marxist.  However, when 
one presents these questions to one hundred people today, one gets one hundred 
different answers. This experience conveys to us the first critical information: that 
today we have neither a mythic conception of our societal order in the world (as 
existed in each period when there were kings under the grace of God) nor do we 
posses an “ideology,” according to which we can adjust our perception of the 
societal reality. We thus rely on “knowledge” (Erkenntnisse), on true, rational 
knowledge, though it does not make it easy for us to gather a general conception 
of our own societal situation, as our world is always becoming more 
complicated.107 

                                                
105 Known later for his seminal work with Magarete Mitscherlich The Inability to Mourn: Principles of 
Collective Behavior. 
106 Magnum12 (1957): 12. "Haben Sie eine Vorstellung von der Gesellschaft, in der wir leben? Wie 
bewerten Sie diese Gesellschaft?(...) Sind Sie der Meinung, daß es eine Masse gibt, und wer gehört zur 
Masse? Leben Sie in der Gesellschaft? Brauchen wir die ‚gute Gesellschaft?‘" 
107 Ibid. "Hätte man vor 50 Jahren diese Fragen gestellt, man hätte drei verschiedene Antworten erhalten: 
eine konservative, eine liberale und eine marxistische.  Wenn man heute hundert Menschen diese Fragen 
vorlegt, bekommt man hundert verschiedene Antworten. Diese Erfahrung vermittelte uns die erste 
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The editors, rather than speculate on the difference between current mindsets and 

approaches just fifteen or twenty years ago, ignore the years of the Third Reich and 

instead draw comparison to the years of the early twentieth-century. Indirectly discussing 

the recent, horrific past, the editors express suspicion and distrust of anything resembling 

a cult of personality, politics as the language of power, or a belief in a society under the 

order of “natural laws” or “ the will of God.” The authors characterize the current period 

as one of diverse opinions in which identity is based on trust in factual information rather 

than blind faith. They are wary of any form of ideology that dictates the actions, 

behaviors, and beliefs of society but are unwilling to directly name the experience from 

which they gleaned this lesson.  The contemporary pluralist approach appears a natural 

progression from the limited perspectives of the early twentieth-century, not a consequent 

reaction to life under fascism. Avoiding discussions about national community, Magnum 

steered their respondents toward more universal notions of society rather than asking 

what it meant to be a German in contemporary society.  As a result, the volume does not 

evoke National Socialism directly, never mentioning Hitler, the Nazis, or their 

institutions and their mottos by name. The only reference appears in Habermas’s essay, in 

which he mentions discussion of Eva Braun in the popular press following the collapse 

(Untergang) of National Socialism. 

                                                                                                                                            
entscheidende Erkenntnis: daß wir nämlich heute weder eine mythische Vorstellung von der 
gesellschaftlichen Ordnung in der Welt haben (wie jene Zeiten, in denen es noch Könige von Gottes 
Gnaden gab) noch eine ,Ideologie‘ besitzen, nach der wir unsere Auffassung von der gesellschaftlichen 
Wirklichkeit zurechtrücken können – daß wir daher auf ‚Erkenntnisse‘ angewiesen sind, auf echte rationale 
Erkenntnisse und daß es uns damit nicht leicht gemacht ist, eine Vorstellung von unserer eigenen 
gesellschaftlichen Situation zu gewinnen, da unsere Welt immer komplizierter wird.” 
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Habermas’s article in the 1957 volume on society examines the ways in which 

scholars were considering modes of communication in contemporary West Germany.108 

Habermas’s response, entitled “Coping with Abstraction,” is an early version of concepts 

developed in his seminal work, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 

published five years later. He begins his argument by citing a 1954 poll the Allensbacher 

Institute conducted. According to this poll, eighty percent of West Germans could not 

correctly associate any concepts with the word NATO, over ninety percent could not 

answer a question about how radio waves are transmitted, and, though “it reads like a bad 

parody of inadequacy,” thirty percent still did not have any knowledge of the hydrogen 

bomb.109 

He attributes this inadequacy to the fact that public institutions, which contribute 

to the fabrication and manufacture of goods and services used in daily life, have become 

so abstracted from general experience, knowledge, and daily life. Rationalization, the 

result of industrialization, had so greatly affected the way in which people understood the 

physical products and the institutions of industrialized society that it had produced 

experts at only very localized tasks.  Thus, the processes and relationships that produced 

these goods and services had been so far removed from contemporary citizens’ concrete 

experiences.  As “the great organization of states, of businesses and banks, of political 

parties and unions, of transportation and research centers,” became increasingly 

rationalized, conversely the steps behind the organization “merely went over the heads of 

                                                
108 Jürgen Habermas, “Der Abstraktion gewachsen sein,” Magnum 12 (1957): 64. All translations are my 
own. 
109 Ibid. “Wie eine schlechte Parodie auf dieses Mißverhältnis liest…” 
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all involved citizens even more.”110 Furthermore, as such processes became more 

abstracted, citizens had become less concerned with their ability to abstract them – that is, 

citizens concerned themselves less and less with the apparatuses of the state, industries, 

etc., because these issues had grown too esoteric to sustain their attention.  Habermas 

illustrates this situation with a brief reflection on the popular media coverage of the 

Hungarian Revolution of 1956. He claims that the main concern of the broadcasters and 

viewers alike was “the fate…of one man above all,” Ferenc Puskás, the captain of the 

Hungarian National Soccer Team.111 Ignoring the “major things,” West German citizens 

focused on the “concretism” of this one Hungarian individual. 

Habermas states that the lack of ability to conceptualize such procedural 

abstractions, “which society itself embodies, reflects itself in the decay of the public 

sphere (Öffentlichkeit).”112 He argues that the barriers between the private sphere 

(Intimesphäre) and the public sphere (Öffentlichkeit) have fallen, as the public encroaches 

on the private and the private submits itself willingly to the public:  

                                                
110 Ibid. "Die großen Organisationen des Staates, der Betriebe und Banken, der Parteien und 
Gewerkschaften, der Verkehrs- und Forschungszentralen drücken in ihrem Funktionszusammenhang eine 
Rationalität aus, die der des einzelnen Funktionärs über den Kopf wächst – und der eines von ihren 
Auswirkungen bloß betroffenen Bürgers erst recht." 
111 Ibid. “Unmittelbar nach Ausbruch der ungarischen Revolution lag den Sendern und uns, ihren 
Abnehmern, das Schicksal, außer des Ministerpräsidenten Nagy, vor allem eines Mannes am Herzen (…) 
Eine Meldung hetzte die andere, und eine Welt bangte – um Puskas, den Kapitän der ungarischen 
Nationalelf.” At the time, many regarded Puskás as one of the best soccer players. He played the entire 
final match of the 1954 World Cup in Switzerland, which West Germany, as the underdogs, came back 
from a 0-2 deficit to win 3-2. To this day the match is remembered among Germans as “The Miracle of 
Bern” (Das Wunder von Bern). Up until this match, the Hungarians had gone undefeated for four years, 
hence Germany’s “miraculous” victory. The film The Miracle of Bern (2003), based on the match and the 
story of one of its players, indicates its continuing iconic status in Germany. Many important political 
figures, including then Chancellor Gerhard Schröder, attended the film’s première.  
112 Ibid. “Das Mißverhältnis unserer Abstraktionsfähigkeit zu der Abstraktion, die die Gesellschaft selber 
darstellt, spiegelt sich auch im Zerfall der Öffentlichkeit.” 
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[There exists] on the one side the politicization of the personal, and on the other 
side the compulsion to confess (Beichtzwang), which one rids oneself of in the 
‘psychological’ columns of weekend magazines and likewise to the podiums of 
church congresses in the half-darkness of an intimate public sphere, the symbol of 
how the private sphere all in all disappears before wanton participation.113 
 

Thus he sees society as functioning paradoxically; the perpetually unfulfilled belief in 

future well-being and security faces the looming, present threat of decay and destruction: 

“The position of industrial society in western countries is characterized in this way, that 

general and peaceful prosperity is almost tangible and yet is continually threatened by 

annihilation of global proportions.”114 Regarding security and prosperity, nameless 

“advisors of subaltern rank,” make decisions behind closed doors without officially 

bearing responsibility or providing explanation. 

Such abstraction and a lack of sound information for the masses relates to the 

growth of the yellow press and the desire for intimate details about the lives of celebrities 

(Prominenten). Though the popular press does not cover revelations or disclosures “in the 

proper sense,” it provides a substitution in the form of scandals, curiosities, and personal 

interest stories.  Habermas’s essay reveals a clear concern, and often disdain, for how 

society reads, gathers, and interprets information. His Magnum essay addresses an 

anxiety and discomfort with popular media and modern forms of communication such as 

                                                
113 Ibid. "Einerseits di Politisierung des Persönlichsten, andererseits der Beichtzwang, dessen man sich in 
den ,psychologischen‘ Spalten der Wochenendmagazine ebenso wie auf den Podien der Kirchentage im 
Halbdunkel einer intimen Öffentlichkeit entledigt, sind Zeichen dafür, wie das Private vor der muffig-
lüsternen Teilnahme aller an allen verschwindet." 
114 Ibid. “Die Lage der Industriegesellschaft in den westlichen Ländern ist ja dadurch gekennzeichnet, daß 
ein allgemeiner und friedlicher Wohlstand greifbar nahe und doch stets von einer Vernichtung globalen 
Ausmaßes bedroht ist.” 
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radio, television, film, and print media, forms increasingly defined by their commercial 

value.  

On November 3, 1956, a few months before the publication of this 1957 issue, the 

first television commercial appeared in German living rooms. The two-minute animated 

commercial for Lindes coffee, entitled “The Blue Dots” (Die blauen Punkte), opened 

with yellow, blue, and red dots floating around the screen, synchronized to the staccato 

notes of cheerful music (fig. 4.1). For Lindes, the television format well suited their 

product, which was a box of coffee decorated with blue dots; the first German television 

commercial used the medium of television in an advantageous way by creating a 

commercial based on television’s grid of pixels to transmit images. Eventually all the 

other colored dots faded, leaving only the blue dots of the Lindes boxes to transition from 

a seemingly amorphous image to a structured raster (figs. 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4). The 

advertisement proclaims, “Behind every dot, there are advantages for you!” (Hinter allen 

Punkten stecken Vorteile für Sie!) (4.5). 

Polke, too, uses the raster and the Benday-dot to reveal concepts behind the 

surface of a reproduced image. The raster, the rectangular structure of lines that define 

the organization of pixels to transmit images on a monitor, guided the linear orientation 

of print and televised images. The grid, which dominated popular visual communication, 

too, played a significant role in Polke’s art. Advertisements, sports matches, and 

celebrities, all aspects of society that Habermas critically addressed, were also sources for 

his, and Lueg’s, work. Polke’s drawings from 1963 to 1964, for example, employ not 

only popular subject matter but also the mechanics of popular media. In using and 
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revealing the methods of print reproductions and television transmissions, he returns an 

aspect of concretism to the abstracted concepts of contemporary technology. Polke 

visually underscores the underlying precepts of modern technology, which as Habermas 

argued, had been so removed from one’s experience and understanding of technological 

devices shaping the images that society so readily and passively consumed.  

Art historian Martin Hentschel finds the image, “which emerges from the raster is 

in itself fragile, in a constant state of transition, constantly dissolving and reforming as a 

contingent, vibrant configuration of dots.”115 This description of Polke’s work relates in 

many ways to the transmission of pictures through the pixilated grid of the television 

screen, morphing from one image to the next. Polke’s raster drawings, such as Interieur, 

embody the uncertain and imbalanced relationship between life as experienced and life as 

flattened in magazines and on television. The reality emerging from the raster, however, 

is an artificial simulation of reality that conflates the final product (the subject or image) 

and production. As Hentschel later points out, by grossly enlarging the raster dots in his 

artworks, Polke turns the viewer’s attention away from the subject matter and refocuses 

onto the mechanical processes behind the production of imagery.116 

Discussing his drawings Polke stated, “They are not for eternity,” thus equating 

his images with the disposability of newspapers and print advertisements.117  His work on 

paper, Interieur, created by dipping a pencil eraser in ink and then onto the paper, echoes 

                                                
115 Hentschel, 51. 
116 Ibid., 52. 
117 Margit Rowell, “Sigmar Polke: Stratagems of Subversion,” in Sigmar Polke: Works on Paper 1963-
1974, exh. cat., ed. Margit Rowell (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1999), 11. 
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not only the visual effect of mechanical techniques to rapidly and repeatedly print 

images, but also the transience of print images in a society of consumers with ever 

changing tastes and desires. Widely disseminated, familiar images such as Oswald’s 

profile in Rasterzeichnung (Porträt Lee Harvey Oswald [Raster Drawing (Portrait Lee 

Harvey Oswald)] (1963) become strange when Polke highlights the processes behind 

technical production, processes which previously had been abstracted away from the 

average viewer’s encounter with print images (fig. 4.6). Yet as with Interieur, the 

handmade quality of the image, as seen in the occasional flaws in the weight and 

placement of the dots on the paper, further reveals the artist’s feigned attempt to recreate 

the machine’s perfection. According to Margit Rowell,  

Challenging Walter Benjamin, [Polke] exploits the reproductive system to purify 
the perceptual process of all conditioned reflexes, empty the image of its original 
content, and introduce an erratic, irrational element into a mechanical system. He 
thereby inserts an element of uncertainty into our automatic mechanisms for 
apprehending visual codes.118 

 
The “erratic, irrational” elements, the smudges and irregularities, in his early raster 

drawings introduce peculiarity into mechanical systems of reproduction and thereby 

create a tension between the artist’s hand and contemporary, technological modes of 

communication. 

Inquiry into television as a means of communication is relevant to Lueg’s work of 

this period. Rather than focusing on the mechanism of televised images, Lueg focuses on 

the experience of viewing images through a screen. The image of athletes presented on 

television and produced by the camera informed Lueg’s series of paintings depicting 
                                                
118 Ibid., 18. 
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soccer players and boxers. His paintings reproduce visions of the athletes, not from a live 

spectator’s position, but from the vantage point of moving and still camera lenses. His 

Boxkampf [Boxing Match] (1964) highlights the televised transmission of athletes in 

action onto a screen (fig. 4.7). He covers his casein on canvas painting with a transparent 

film. For the viewer, light and reflection from their real space of existence also project 

onto the surface of the painting. The reflective film over the painting thus replicates the 

experience of viewing moving images on the television screen – internal, flattened 

images on the monitor combine with images created by the external world reflected onto 

the monitor. 

Magnum, Memory, and Kitsch 

In 1961 Magnum published a special issue regarding the first twelve years of the 

Bundesrepublik. The theme of the special publication was, “Where did we come from? 

Where are we going?” (Woher Wohin), and it seriously addressed German transgressions 

during the National Socialist past. As the authors began to construct a narrative of the 

past that included the Third Reich, they simultaneously formulated a narrative of the 

present and the future for West Germany. The timely volume juxtaposed the twelve years 

of the Federal Republic with the National Socialist Party’s twelve years in power. 

Magnum’s 1961 special edition, in fact, begins with the story of National Socialism.119 

                                                
119 Though it is difficult to locate the exact cause of this shift in historical perspective and awareness, there 
are a few major coincident examples of public discourse about the Third Reich around 1960. In 1960 
journalist Gerhard Schoenberner wrote Der gelbe Stern (The Yellow Star), “the first picture book” on the 
persecution of the Jews during the Third Reich, which included nearly two hundred photographs. The 
author thought it would be “…instructive for many here in this country just once to see the ‘master race’ in 
the role in which an entire continent experienced and now remembers them.” The murders needed to be 
viewed as a crime Germans committed; the images in the book needed to shock and personally affect 
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The willingness by 1961 to begin directly depicting and naming the 1933-1945 period 

under Hitler is further apparent in Magnum’s 1961 “Beloved Kitsch” volume. This 

volume contains portraits of Hitler and presents Nazi imagery and concepts in terms of 

kitsch:  

Kitsch was Mein Kampf … “Artificial poses, imitations of fictitious lives are the 
intrinsic essences of kitsch” (Harry Pross). “Heil Hitler,” “Belief and Beauty” 
(Glaube und Schönheit), “Strength through Joy” (Kraft durch Freude), “Blood 
and Soil” (Blut und Boden), “The Fountain of Life” (Lebensborn), and the 
“beloved Führer” (geliebte Führer) were the vocabulary of such imitations of 
human ennoblement and renewal, which ended in bestiality. One can only 
understand National Socialism from the existence of kitsch.120 
 

Accompanying the above text are kitsch portraits of Hitler - one, a painting that is a 

romantic depiction of Hitler as a medieval knight, and another, a photograph of Hitler 

feeding a squirrel (fig. 4.8).  

The early work of Polke, Richter, and Lueg in many ways mirrored Magnum’s 

conception of modern life. A page from Magnum’s volume “Factum Television” shows a 

still of the Pope on television above a still of boxers in a physical struggle (fig. 4.9).  

German television viewers could easily flip from footage of the Pope to footage of 

athletes, much in the way that these German artists flipped from Nixon and Khrushchev 

                                                                                                                                            
German readers. In 1960, the year of Der gelbe Stern’s publication, was the same year Israeli operatives 
tracked down and captured Adolf Eichmann in Argentina. The German press carefully followed his trial, 
which began in April 1961. Gerhard Schoenberner, Der gelbe Stern [The Yellow Star] (Hamburg: Rutten & 
Loening, 1960). 
120 Magnum 37 (1961): 24. “Kitsch war ‚Mein Kampf‘... ‚Nachgeahmte Posen, Imitationen unwirklichen 
Lebens sind das eigentliche Wesen des Kitsches‘ (Harry Pross). ‚Heil Hitler‘, ‚Glaube und Schönheit‘, 
‚Kraft durch Freude‘, ‚Blut und Boden‘, ‚Lebensborn‘ und der ‚geliebte Führer‘ waren Vokabeln einer 
solchen Imitation menschlicher Erhebung und Erneuerung, die in Bestialität endete. Man wird den 
Nationalsozialismus nur aus dem Wesen des Kitsches heraus verstehen können.” 
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to Brigitte Bardot to soccer players and then Hitler. Contemporary modes of visual 

communication deeply informed their work.  

Robert Storr’s interview with Gerhard Richter, published in Art in America in 

2002, reveals Magnum’s significant role for Richter. When asked what information he 

had on art in the rest of Germany and Europe while living in Dresden, he replies, “…I got 

books and catalogues, newspapers. I had an aunt who sent me every month a West 

German photo magazine, Magnum. That was very good.”121  Though Richter states that 

he did not directly use any of the Magnum photos for his paintings, for him it was “good 

to look at; it was so modern.”122 Magnum’s issues around the beginning of the 1960s 

switched back and forth, without hesitation, between images of concentration camps and 

images of a contemporary family sitting around the television. Popular culture fused with 

history and politics; topics for critical analysis included a broad range of contemporary 

experiences.  

Richter’s painting Hitler of 1962 conjures notions of kitsch and artifice in its 

reflection on the past (fig. 4.10). His black and white portrait of Hitler recalls a 

documentary mode of presenting photographs in print media.  He depicts Hitler in a 

moment of passionate oration, with his brow intensely furrowed, his mouth open wide, 

and his hand gesticulating. He removed the image from a documentary context, however, 

and presented it instead outdoors, atop trashcans in the “Garden Exhibition” in Wuppertal 

                                                
121 Storr, “Gerhard Richter: The Day is Long.” 
122 Ibid. 
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in 1964. Richter thereby mocks Hitler’s aggressive gesture and style, presenting his 

public persona as dangerous and ridiculous example of kitsch.   

Memory, Narrative, and National Culture 

 In 1956 Theodor W. Adorno gave a lecture on certain aspects of American and 

German Culture at the Historical Society of the U.S. Army’s Third Armored Division in 

Hanau, Germany. He later gave another version of this talk in Cologne at the Amerika 

Haus, entitled “German and American Culture – Are they Comparable?,” as well as at the 

Hessian University Weeks for Continuing Education in Political Science in 1958.  

Although Adorno did not initially intend for his spoken words to be recorded, 

transcribed, and published by the Hessian University, he allowed for its publication under 

the title “Kultur und Culture” in 1958. The English translator of the lecture “Kultur and 

Culture,” Mark Kalbus, notes that Adorno’s resistance to its publication may have been 

due, in part, to his awareness “of just how fundamentally it contradicted his older 

analyses of U.S. society, most notably the one contained in Dialectic of 

Enlightenment.”123 

In his lecture, Adorno scrutinizes culture, meaning ways of living, and draws 

largely from personal experience and observation. To distinguish German from American 

culture, Adorno begins with the word’s Latin etymology, colere, which “originally 

referred to the occupation of the peasant, and thereby to a specific relationship to 

                                                
123 Mark Kalbus, “A Short Introduction to Adorno’s Mediation between Kultur and Culture,” Social Text 
99 (2009): 139. 
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nature.”124 He argues that, in general, the American conception of culture revolves 

around dominating and mastering nature, whereas the German conception of culture 

focuses on cultivating, and preserving, nature.  American culture is concerned with “the 

molding of reality,” which “above all refers to the shaping of society as a whole, the 

reciprocal relationships of people, the taming of nature, and the control of its resources – 

especially…through technology.”125 He uses the example of wine, as a respected 

European cultural good, to illustrate European respect for nature.  The creation of wine, 

though it transforms grapes into a good for consumption, retains the essence of the 

“terroir” from which it came, and is, in fact, more highly revered if one can “… still taste 

the earth in which it grew or the grapes from which it was pressed.”126  

Germany’s notion of culture, in particular, relates to what Adorno calls 

Geisteskultur, an highly internalized and intellectualized form of culture, divorced from 

the social realm, which relates to a notion of “peculiar spiritualization’ (Vergeistung)” or 

transcendence.127 Adorno critically reflects on the ways in which both perspectives can 

be destructive. In German culture, for example, SS officials can extinguish human life 

and then listen to and understand Bruckner symphonies.  This example demonstrates to 

an extreme a “moment of the neutralization of culture, its splitting off from reality as a 

special sphere.”128 The American cultural ideal, however, relates to the external and 

“only in the actual social reality does one seek the power through which culture is to 
                                                
124 Theodor W. Adorno, “Kultur and Culture,” trans. Mark Kalbus, Social Text 99 (2009), 146. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Ibid., 147. 
128 Ibid., 148. 
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prove its worth and confirm itself.”129 He finds greater concern for audience and 

reception in America, and this American concern reflects a “completely socialized 

society” that leads to artists and writers to self-censor so that they are not relegated to the 

margins of society.130 Thus, he finds a lack of concern for Geist in mainstream American 

culture, because American artists want to be integrated within the mainstream, not to 

transcend it. 

An essay entitled “The Federal Republic: Daughter of the USA” in the special 

edition of Magnum echoes some of Adorno’s ideas comparing American and German 

culture. According to its author Herbert von Borch, who, like Adorno, spent a substantial 

amount of time in U.S.,  

The Federal Republic of Germany is seen by most Americans as a daughter of the 
USA, which implies a somewhat confusing relation, as the USA feels itself to be 
the daughter of Europe. The West German state is a purely political child; 
intellectually and spiritually exists much less of a relationship between it and 
America, than for example the relationship between the Americans and England 
or France, or even Italy.  There is no cultural “dialogue” with us as there is with 
other peoples.131 
 

Though Adorno would not have claimed that there was no cultural dialogue (he in fact 

was contributing to one), his lecture does address the broadly felt “geistig” divide 

between America and Germany. 

                                                
129 Ibid., 155. 
130 Ibid., 156. 
131 Herbert von Borch, “Bundesrepublik: Tochter der USA,” Magnum: Woher Wohin: Bilianz der 
Bundesrepublik special edition (1961): 13. “Die Bundesrepublik wird von den meisten Amerikanern al 
seine Tochter der Vereinigten Staaten betrachtet, was etwas verwirrende Verwandtschaft bedeutet, da sich 
ja die USA ihrerseits als ‚Tochter Europas‘ fühlen. Der westdeutsche Staat ist ein rein politisches Kind; 
geistig oder seelisch besteht sehr viel weniger Beziehung zwischen ihm und Amerika, als etwa zwischen 
den Amerikanern und England oder Frankreich, auch Italien besteht. Es gibt keinen kulturellen ‚Dialog‘ 
mit uns wie mit jenen anderen Völkern.” 
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I would like to also consider another excerpt from Richter’s 1962 notebook that 

reflects his conception of art, which challenges parts of Adorno’s understanding of 

German culture and its characteristics as distinct from America. Richter states, “Art 

serves to establish community. It links us with others, and with the things around us, in a 

shared vision and effort.”132 Richter’s statement indicates his desire to create paintings 

and events that connect life and art. His impulse to join life and art coincided with an 

onslaught of Fluxus events in West Germany in the early 1960s. But whereas the Fluxus 

artists held events at galleries and at the Düsseldorf art academy, primarily for an 

audience of artists and art students, Richter, Lueg, and Polke tested environments that 

attempted to move away from the prescribed spaces for art. Moreover, Richter’s 

statement expresses a desire to understand the relationship of the self to the other, the 

internal to the external, and the artist to the viewer. By considering, for example, a 

furniture store as an exhibition space, these artists could potentially garner attention from 

diverse groups and extend beyond connections within their intimate art community. They 

hoped to create a community that involved Düsseldorfers who were perhaps not typically 

aware of or involved with art. Art could establish a communal moment that would link 

the artists “to others,” and not only to others but also to things. 

 Richter’s statement echoes Betts’ historical analysis about this period - that 

“people had now given way to a postfascist impulse to aestheticize the relations between 

people and things.”133 German Pop reflected this impulse to explore the visual 

                                                
132 Richter, The Daily Practice of Painting, 13. 
133 Betts, 16. 
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relationship between people and things, and Richter, Lueg, and Polke were concerned 

primarily with people – actors, politicians, athletes, anonymous families, etc. - and things 

– tables, kitchen towels, antlers, plastic bins, etc – in their art. They sought to create art 

connected to and of their surroundings, not above or distinct from them.  Popular media 

informed their images and techniques of production, tying them to their world of images 

that immediately surrounded them. Their conception of art thus challenges Adorno’s 

understanding of German culture as primarily concerned with “Geist,” with the internal 

and transcendental, removed from social reality.  Richter, Polke, and Lueg acknowledged 

their environment and related to the way Adorno described culture functioning in 

America, as deeply connected to society and to the external.  

Regarding Living with Pop, historian Brigitte Kölle claims the event was, 

a well-staged situation that presented itself in a more petit-bourgeois and non-
political manner. Lueg and Richter took no notice of the state of world politics, 
they demonstrated passive, lethargic behaviour and celebrated the withdrawal to 
home sweet home.134 

 
Yet as I have by now argued, the home was anything but apolitical in West Germany’s 

postwar era. The Adenauer Era directly figured into the event and the artwork. While 

certainly they did not attempt to incite their audiences to political action, and though 

Lueg, Polke, and Richter did not have lofty, ideological goals of transforming the 

political landscape of Germany, they certainly did not create a transcendentally, 

aesthetically-oriented form of art.  In fact, they were rebelling against the aesthetic and 

intellectual traditions in Germany. Their artworks often included ironic statements about 

                                                
134 Kölle, 24. 
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society arranged “in a consistently bourgeois fashion,” as Adorno described American 

culture, yet they too acknowledged the newly constructed West Germany that, like 

America, revolved around consumption. 

Reviewing again their first press release for the Special Exhibition, one can 

clearly read a desire to break with traditional German culture. Richter, Polke, and Lueg 

held a deep desire to challenge tradition, while at the same time they were fascinated with 

and bound by notions of the past and of “Germanness.” They make clear that, though 

their approach to art may align itself more properly with a contemporary German 

conception of American culture, their art is not the result of “Americanization,” or the 

imposition of an American import.  Their art stems from a progression of (popular) 

culture in Germany, the relationships of the artificial to the real, and contemporary modes 

of communication that are deeply connected to the present. 

Extending Analysis to the History of Pop Art in Germany  

 Though my thesis work has by and large looked to the era leading up to “Living 

with Pop,” it would be a worthwhile, future endeavor to examine the period following the 

exhibition. This project has raised questions of reception and the art historical 

construction of Pop Art, specifically its roots in intellectual and critical thought 

developed in the 1950s and 1960s. Critics and historians in the late 1960s readily 

accepted the idea that American culture, due to its history and traditions, more willingly 

linked cultural goods to daily life.  

Andreas Huyssen’s 1975 article “The Cultural Politics of Pop: Reception and 

Critique of US Pop Art in the Federal Republic of Germany ” claims that the German 
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1968ers interpreted American Pop art as a form protest and deep criticism rather than as 

“affirmative reproductions of mass produced reality.”135  He asserts that a critical reading 

and embrace of Pop for this critical approach was much more widespread in Germany 

than in America. Other German critics and theorists, such as Rainer Crone and Peter 

Bürger, also interpret Pop Art as an attack on American consumerism, seeing Andy 

Warhol as the central figure in a ‘neo avant-garde’ movement that strives through its 

technical mode of production and reproduction to re-connect life and praxis in art. 

Oddly enough, scholars use an American Pop artist as a model and example, 

rather than looking to a German Pop artist. Much of the criticism or presentation of Pop 

Art is described as “Amerikanische Pop.” Why, in fact, is it important for critics to 

emphasize the “American-ness” of this form of art? Why look to an American artist 

rather than an exemplary artist closer to home? They use an imported example and 

overlook the local, German Pop artists to argue for art’s capacity to connect life and 

praxis.  

This historical circumstance leaves me with many questions as to what is assumed 

possible and present in the work of an artist from a given geographic background. Does 

this indicate that there was and continues to be a critical hesitancy among German critics 

and viewers to see European artists as part of a culture that considers the societal value of 

a work of art? Does this mean that there is an intellectual belief that a German artist of 

any critical worth, because of his or her cultural traditions, fits only into the rubric of 

                                                
135 Andreas Huyssen, “The Cultural Politics of Pop: Reception and Critique of US Pop Art in the Federal 
Republic of Germany,” New German Critique 4 (1975): 79. 
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Geisteskultur? I am suspicious of this critical approach and even the contemporary 

understanding of German Pop. I return again to Mehring’s misleading statement: 

The engagement with popular culture by West German artists, or for that matter 
by any Continental artists, has somehow never quite cut it as ‘pop art.’ Perhaps 
this is the symptom of the glaring, if refreshing, absence of –isms in postwar 
European art—the ones that, by contrast have neatly defined and helped market 
contemporaneous American art.136 

 
Her interpretation seems to echo Adorno’s assertion that American culture relies on 

categorizations and market value, whereas German culture prides itself on contributing to 

the creation of artwork that is the product of individual genius, which defies 

categorization. 

Certainly my sense that a certain intellectual discourse, predicated upon the 

differences between American and German culture, was guiding and has continued to 

guide the interpretation and reception of Pop art in Germany would require an extended 

examination of aesthetic and critical theory in West Germany. Future research would 

necessitate a close reading of Adorno’s, Habermas’s, and Bürger’s influential works, to 

name a few. In doing so, I would resituate an art historical conception of Pop art in its 

contemporary discourses and its relationships to the leading thinkers of the age of the 

economic miracle. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
136 Mehring, 153. 
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Figure 1.1. Gerhard Richter, Schloß Neuschwanstein [Neuschwanstein Castle], 1963. Oil 

on canvas, 190 x 150 cm, Museum Frieder Burda, Baden-Baden. 
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Figure 1.2. Stern, 18 August 1963, cover illustration.  
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Figure 1.3. Reiner Ruthenbeck, Konrad Lueg and Gerhard Richter at “Leben mit Pop” 

(detail of living room), 1963. Photograph. 
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Figure 2.1. “Mach mal Pause” advertisement. Printed in Jeff R. Schutts, “Born Again in 

the Gospel of Refreshment? Coca-Colonization and the Re-Making of 

Postwar German Identity,” in Consuming Germany in the Cold War, ed. 

David F. Crew, (Oxford: Berg, 2003), 128. 
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Figure 2.2. Art International 7.1 (1963): 24-25. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.3. Sidney Janis advertisement in Art International 7.1 (1963): 15. 
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Figure 2.4. Konrad Lueg, Mannfred Kuttner, Sigmar Polke, and Gerhard Richter, 

Invitation Card for “Malerie und Grafik Sonderausstellung,” 1963. Paper 

and magazine collage. 
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Figure 2.5. Reiner Ruthenbeck, Berges Möbelhaus, 1963. Photograph. 
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Figure 2.6. Berges Möbelhaus, “Leben mit Pop” advertisement, Mittag, 5 October 1963, 

unpaginated (page 30). 
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Figure 2.7. Wayne Thiebaud, Salads, Sandwiches, and Desserts, 1962. Oil on canvas, 55 

x 72 in., Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery and Sculpture Garden, Lincoln, 

Nebraska. 
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Figure 2.8. Claes Oldenburg, Stove with Meats, 1962. Muslin, burlap, plaster, and 

enamel, 147.3 x 71.1 x 69.9 cm, Neue Galerie, Ludwig Collection, 

Aachen. 
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Figure 2.9. Reiner Ruthenbeck, Joseph Beuys installation at “Leben mit Pop,” 1963. 

Photograph. 
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Figure 2.10. Reiner Ruthenbeck, “Leben mit Pop” (detail of John F. Kennedy), 1963. 

Photograph. Konrad Lueg and Gerhard Richter, John F. Kennedy, 1963. 

Papier-mâché, 183 x 64 x 43 cm, Collection S.K.H. Prinz Franz von 

Bayern, Munich. 
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Figure 2.11. Reiner Ruthenbeck, “Leben mit Pop” (detail of Alfred Schmela), 1963. 

Photograph. Konrad Lueg and Gerhard Richter, Alfred Schmela, 1963. 

Papier-mâché, measurements and location unknown.  
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Figure 2.12. Reiner Ruthenbeck, “Leben mit Pop” (detail of waiting room), 1963. 

Photograph. 
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Figure 2.13. Gerhard Richter, Mund [Mouth], 1963. Oil on canvas, 67 x 74 cm, The Art 

Institute, Chicago. 
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Figure 2.14. Gerhard Richter, Hirsch [Stag], 1963. Oil on canvas, 150 x 200 cm, Private 

Collection. 
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Figure 2.15. Gerhard Richter, Papst [Pope], 1962. Oil on canvas, 190 x 150 cm, 

destroyed. 
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Figure 2.16. Konrad Lueg, Vier Finger [Four Fingers], 1963. Casein on canvas, 130 x 

200 cm, destroyed. 
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Figure 2.17. Konrad Lueg, Betende Hände  [Praying Hands], 1963. Casein on canvas, 

120 x 100 cm, Estate Konrad Fischer, Düsseldorf. 
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Figure 2.18. Konrad Lueg, Bockwürste auf Pappteller [Bockwurst on Paper Plate], 1963. 

Casein on canvas, measurements unknown, presumably destroyed. 
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Figure 2.19. Konrad Lueg, Bügel [Coat Hangers], 1963. Casein on canvas, 140 x 90 cm, 

Sammlung Marzona, Bielefeld. 
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Figures 2.20 and 2.21. Konrad Lueg and Gerhard Richter, Invitation to “Leben mit Pop,” 

1963. Paper and latex balloon, 20.6 x 21.5 cm, Estate Konrad Fischer, 

Düsseldorf. 
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Figure 2.22. Konrad Lueg, Untitled, 1962-3. Casein on canvas, measurements unknown, 

presumably destroyed. 
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Figure 2.23. Gerhard Richter, Geweih [Antlers], 1967. Oil on canvas, 180 x 130 cm, 

Private Collection. 
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Figure 2.24. Man Ray, Obstruction, conceived 1920, 15 editions constructed 1961. 63 

wooden clothes hangers, 94 cm high, Private Collections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.25. Man Ray’s Obstruction printed in Magnum 36 (1961): 25. 
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Figure 3.1. View of exhibition, in American High Command for Germany, Wir bauen ein 

besseres Leben: Eine Ausstellung über die Produktivität der 

Atlantischen Gemeinschaft auf dem Gebiet des Wohnbedarfs [We’re 

Building a Better Life: An Exhibition Regarding the Productivity of the 

Atlantic Community in the Realm of Domestic Spaces], exh. cat., 1952. 
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Figure 3.2. Exhibition, “So wohnt Amerika” [How America Lives], 1949. 
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Figure 3.3. Crowds at “Amerika zu Hause” [America at Home], 1950. 
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Figure 3.4. Visitors at “Wir bauen ein besseres Leben,” 1952. 
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Figure 3.5. Bird’s eye view with narrator, “Wir bauen ein besseres leben,” 1952. 
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Figure 3.6. Actress in exhibition kitchen, in American High Command for Germany, Wir 

bauen ein besseres Leben: Eine Ausstellung über die Produktivität der 

Atlantischen Gemeinschaft auf dem Gebiet des Wohnbedarfs [We’re 

Building a Better Life: An Exhibition Regarding the Productivity of the 

Atlantic Community in the Realm of Domestic Spaces], exh. cat., 1952. 
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Figure 3.7. Progress advertisement for vacuum cleaner, Constanze 23 (1952), 74.  
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Figure 3.8. Nixon and Khrushchev at National American Exhibition in Moscow, 24 July 

1959. Photograph Howard Sochurek for Time/Life Pictures.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.9. Image of the New York Times, 25 July 1959, Page 1. 
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Figure 3.10. Sigmar Polke, Kartoffelköpfe: Nixon und Chruschtschow [Potato Heads: 

Nixon and Khrushchev], c.1965. Watercolor on paper, 84.7 x 74.6 cm, 

Wittlesbacher Ausgleichfonds, Collection Prinz Franz von Bayern, 

Depositum Staatliche Graphische Sammlung, Munich. 
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Figure 3.11. Sigmar Polke, Schrank [Wardrobe], 1963. Lacquer on burlap, 49.5 x 57.5 

cm, Private Collection. 
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Figure 3.12. Sigmar Polke, Tisch [Table], 1963. Dispersion on canvas, 170 x 119 cm, 

Private Collection, Rheinland. 
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Figure 3.13. Sigmar Polke, Socken [Socks], 1963. Lacquer on canvas, 70 x 100 cm, 

Private Collection. 
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Figure 3.14. Sigmar Polke, Plastik-Wannen [Plastic Tubs], 1964. Oil on canvas, 95 x 100 

cm, Collection of Linda and Harry Macklowe, New York. 
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Figure 3.15. Sigmar Polke, Interieur [Interior], 1965. Dispersion on canvas, 160 x 140 

cm, Collection Frieder Burda, Baden-Baden. 
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Figures 3.16 and 3.17.  Konrad Lueg with pin-ups in apartment, 1963. Estate Konrad 

Fischer. 
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Figure 4.1. Still from Lindes television commercial, 1956. Courtesy of Deutsches 

Werbesuseum E.V. Full commercial available at http://einestages. 

spiegel.de/external/ShowTopicAlbumBackground/a3065/l1/l0/F.html#fe

aturedEntry. 

 

Figures 4.2 – 4.4. Stills from Lindes television commercial, 1956. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5. Still from Lindes television commercial, 1956. 
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Figure 4.6. Sigmar Polke, Rasterzeichnung (Porträt Lee Harvey Oswald) [Raster 

Drawing (Portrait Lee Harvey Oswald)], 1963. 
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Figure 4.7. Konrad Lueg, Boxkampf  [Boxing Match], 1964. Casein on canvas with 

transparent film, 134.5 x 100 cm, Von der Heydt-Museum, Wuppertal. 
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Figure 4.8. Magnum 37 (1961): 24. 
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Figure 4.9. Magnum 34 (1961): 13. 
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Figure 4.10. Gerhard Richter, Hitler, 1962. Oil on canvas, 110 x 130 cm, presumably 

destroyed. 
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