
Objects Transient Over Time and Space: The Store by Claes Oldenburg 

The contemporary art movement of the sixties offered a fury of styles and 

techniques, many of which that sought to oppose the traditional aesthetic values of even 

the ‘then’ avant-garde abstract expressionists. Over the span of a decade, the world 

witnessed the birth of a new era of art, one based on the imagery of consumerism, 

popular culture, American dominance and non-art related spaces (Way 499).  Artists like 

Claes Oldenburg, Allan Kaprow, and Andy Warhol were redefining traditional artistic 

practices by taking their installations into the streets and encouraging a greater familiarity 

with the effects of materials and environment upon each other. (Kaprow 92). By 

separating ordinary objects from their frequent uses and contexts, audiences began again 

to reconsider their true meaning. The techniques of displacement, alienation and 

depersonalization employed by artists like Kaprow and Oldenburg made stinging 

references between painting, the economy, and consumer culture (Way 497).  

Between 1961 and 1962, Oldenburg exhibited his expressionistic ready-mades 

and soft sculptures in a series he called The Store, which at one time had doubled as his 

storefront and studio on East 2nd street in Lower Manhattan (Way 495). Oldenburg’s 

colorful, monumental reliefs were produced by soaking strips of muslin in plaster, then 

using chicken wire to form shapes that resembled closely to melting consumer goods 

(Way, 495). He made sculptures of all kinds of unlikely subjects, among them 

hamburgers, ice cream cones, corporate identity symbols, cash registers, a complete range 

of pastries, and ‘fragments’ of advertisements torn from magazines. The sculptures from 

The Store presented both Oldenburg’s day-to-day experiences living in New York, but 



also the empty, wayward delights of consumerism as well as an exploration of its 

dangers.  

At the core of Oldenburg’s Store was the irony of ‘the commodity object as art versus the 

art object as commodity,’ (164). He moved his work outside the limits of the museum so 

that it could be brought out “into the world,” (151) and permitted of its “real” meaning. 

By filling his space from floor to ceiling and often from wall to wall Oldenburg 

reorganized ‘ordinary objects’ into an expressive language of inquiry and contemplation; 

he wanted to make art from his experience, his environment and the things he saw: 

unpretentious, user-friendly sculpture that ordinary people could understand and touch. 

Rebelliously, he embraced Jackson Pollock and sought to convey his methods and 

practices within his work. His debt to Pollock’s use of  ‘direct – real paint’ (152) is 

evident in the delicious drips of industrial enamel layered into his surfaces. Every 

element of colour, form, space, and format contributes to the effect.  

Pepsi-Cola Sign (1961) (fig.1), presents the mutually depleting dialogue between 

the private and the public, between the inner and the outer, between cultural constants 

and their modification by media pressure. It is a symbolic homage to American 

consumerism. His awkward and unconventional combinations of muslin, plaster, enamel, 

and wire are intentionally untraditional; high and low art are joined freely in a happy 

marriage as he deconstructs the Pepsi brand into bits and pieces of memory fragments, 

and all the associations that constitute it. He uses exaggeration and distortion, as though 

they were finely calibrated measuring sticks. But even when Oldenburg intentionally 

distorts its form to the point of the grotesque, he does not sever its connection to life; the 



Pepsi-Cola Sign becomes a ‘charged’ living thing with an abundant accumulation of 

experiences, and a chain of associations infinitely flexible. The result is a sign meaning 

two defined but mutually incompatible things, an allegory where the Pepsi-Cola Sign, 

layered with metaphorical meaning, can mean itself and the opposite at the same time.   

Most of Oldenburg’s novelty objects produced for The Store are his 

interpretations of shop windows from his trips around downtown New York (Celant 9). In 

1962, inspired by the sight of pianos in a Steinway showroom, Oldenburg began 

conceptualizing gigantically scaled objects such as Floor Burger (Celant 255) (fig.2).  

The soft sculpture takes the form of an unappetizing interpretation a hamburger garnished 

with a pickle. Executed on a magnified scale, and rudely divorced from its context, the 

(Fig. 1) Pepsi-Cola Sign, 1961. Muslin soaked in plaster over 
wire frame painted with enamel, 60x48x71.5 in. MOCA 



burger becomes a sign floating free of an understandable language, and a symbolic 

demonstration to the oddness and unreality of living in a consumerist world (Celant 255). 

His sculptures consisted of mere fragments and atmospheres of what he saw, the 

fragrance of the busy city, the multi-layered strangeness of everything. To Oldenburg, 

they were nothing more than fragments of his reality, but to art critics like Steven Vincent 

they were more so a satirical outlet for the artist to cope with capitalist society, and 

evidence to an expanding middle-class that would eventually lead to the economic 

disparities of the nineties (Vincent 97). 

In the way Oldenburg’s objects embody the past, they also grant an immediacy of 

a continuous present. He had a way of bringing everything down to proportion through 

(Fig. 2) Floor Burger, 1962. Acrylic on canvas filled with foam rubber and cardboard 
boxes, 132.1 x 213.4 in. AGO



the form of signs and advertisements; in other words, he was successful in providing a 

larger picture of his time through the use of American iconographic imagery (162). 

Oldenburg never shied away from admitting his status as a social, or rather “political” 

artist; both he and Kaprow wanted to pursue an experience unlike any other hunted down 

before. An art for and about the public that does something other than “sits on its ass in a 

museum,” Oldenburg says is a realization that “always wakes him up” (154). Whether or 

not his three-dimensional sculptures achieved any revolutionary change is irrelevant; as 

with each decade came new meaning, new social context and environmental factors that 

carried greater meaning and depth than the art itself (Kaprow 94).   

What Oldenburg means to tell us with his spatial illusions and distorted 

proportions is that there is no one-way of looking at anything. He can summon whatever 

he wishes to populate his state of mind; he can meet the world an unworldly man. If his 

work once seemed dedicated to a vision of a place, that place now seems more and more 

to be an imaginative island, his Utopia, or our Dystopia.  
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