












Claes Oldenburg carrying Giant Toothpaste Tube (1964), London, 1966
Photo credit: Hans Hammarskiöld



there, because it was so different. So 
we picked up our stuff, Patty and I, and 
we went there and got a little house on 
the canal in Venice. And indeed it was 
different. There was a whole different 
group of people there that had real-
ly never been to New York, artists, I 
mean, who had their own viewpoint. 
It was fun to meet them and to get to 
know them. It was definitely inspiring 
to go at that moment.

	 Kitnick: Did you meet the peo-
ple in the Ferus group?

	 Oldenburg: Of course. And 
Ed Keinholz, he was a little outside of 
things, but he was an interesting artist 
to me also. 

	 Kitnick: Was Ken Price of inter-
est at all? I think of the interest in the 
object, in sexuality or desire and color 
somehow…

	 Oldenburg: Yes, I liked his 
work, though the scale at that time was 
rather small. Andy Warhol came out at 
the same time, so he was on the scene 
as well. And then we had Dennis Hop-
per, who was just turning from artist 
into actor. It was a lively moment.

	 Kitnick: But you came back to 
New York, nevertheless.

	 Oldenburg: We came back to 
put on a show at the Janis Gallery in 
April of ‘64. Then we went to another 
Venice, the real one, because I was 
in the Biennale. So we picked up our 
stuff and went to Europe. And we hung 
around there for awhile because we 
got to do a show at Ileana Sonnabend’s 
gallery, in Paris at that time. So we 
spent August and September in Par-
is making that show. It was similar to 
The Store show, except that the type 
of objects and the materials were more 
French. They didn’t glisten. I used tem-
pera, which sunk into the plaster, and 
gave it a Parisian look. Then we came 
back to New York and got a new loft on 
14th Street. The building was unusual. 
It was all artists. It was one of the first 
really big buildings to be turned into an 
artist lofts. Larry Rivers was on the top 
floor. Patty and I were on the next floor 
down. And then we had Yayoi Kusama, 
and eventually John Chamberlain and 
others.

	 Kitnick: Sounds like a good 
group.

	 Oldenburg: It was a good 
group. What was interesting about it 
is that, like this building, it didn’t have 
much separation between ceiling and 
floor, so that whatever was going on up 
there could be heard, if not seen. It was 
also a very long loft, it was a whole 
block long, and what we did, Patty and 
I, we set up places where we would 
sleep. If they were having a party in 
the front, we had to sleep in the back.  
We worked very productively for over 
four years in the 14th Street space 

making many large works in vinyl and 
their counterparts in white canvas we 
called “ghost” versions. In 1969, the 
marriage to Patty came to an end. I left 
the studio to her and moved to North 
Haven, CT, to be close to a factory, the 
Lippincott company which was making 
artworks out of metal.

	 Kitnick: So did you mostly do 
gallery shows for the next little while? 
It seems like you’ve always had a de-
sire, and it became more literal later, to 
work outside the gallery system some-
how.

	 Oldenburg: Lippincott was fo-
cused on art, and that was very inspir-
ing. I switched from soft things to hard 
things. Lipstick was the first of the 
large works that I made out of metal, 
followed by the Geometric Mouse, 
and that became a whole new direc-
tion. In 1976 the Clothespin, a 45-foot 
high structure, was erected next to the 
City Hall in Philadelphia.

	 Kitnick: I passed it the other 
day. It’s still there.

	 Oldenburg: That was a real 
step out, into scale. A big step. And 
that became the direction from then 
on. I began to work with Coosje van 
Bruggen—we married in 1977. All the 
large scale works were created by both 
of us after that. We did have, as you 
mentioned, the point of view that we 
were going to go directly to the audi-
ence, and not go through galleries or 
museums. We were going to put up a 
sculpture in the city. And the opportu-
nity for doing this existed at that point. 
The government was offering incen-
tives by advancing money if a com-
munity would match the grant. So this 
was a great moment for doing that. The 
city of Philadelphia has a ruling that 
there should be 1% of the budget of 
every large building that’s put up that 
should go to art in some form. They 
don’t have that in New York. So this 
was the beginning of a situation where 
the artist could be free of the gallery or 
the museum, and could take the money 
directly from the city or a donor. Our 
point of view was that we didn’t really 
want to be a part of galleries. The other 
thing we insisted on is that the sculp-
tures should be permanent. 

	 Kitnick: Do you make hand-
held objects anymore?

	 Oldenburg: The position we 
had taken lasted for a while, but we 
started to give in, in the beginning of 
the ‘90s. We had a gallery show at the 
Pace Gallery. And after that we had 
several gallery shows.

	 Kitnick: But you did have a 
long span of not really working in gal-
leries. Ten years or so.

	 Oldenburg: Yes, but we even-
tually decided that we could also work 
in galleries. So it continued to be both 

after that. But the sculptures were al-
ways done outside of the gallery.

	 Kitnick: Looking back at this 
moment of the early ‘60s is also a way 
of looking back at New York, and what 
it was then, which was quite a different 
place. 

	 Oldenburg: Well in 1970, New 
York started to go broke. I wouldn’t 
have this building if that hadn’t hap-
pened. Suddenly, everything cost 
much less. Artists were buying lofts 
then. Rauschenberg got his building, 
and Jasper Johns bought one of the 
bank buildings over on the East side. 
Everyone bought a loft because they 
were incredibly cheap. That lasted for 
about ten years. Now of course it’s 
a completely different situation. You 
can’t really get an apartment here, even 
if you move to Brooklyn. I was very 
fortunate in the timing. Anyway, New 
York is always changing. I have been 
through so many places in New York, 
so many small studios, working my 
way up to a point where I got some-
thing big enough. So I experienced all 
of that, and I’ve seen different sides of 
New York. But there was a rule that I 
followed, and that was not to go too far 
or too often north of 14th Street.

	 Kitnick: That’s a good rule. 


