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AMERICA! AMERICA! HOW REAL IS REAL? 

Exhibition in Baden-Baden from 9 December 2017 – 21 May 2018 

 
 

 

An exhibition with works by Alex Katz, Jeff Koons, Jenny Holzer, Roy Lichtenstein, Robert 
Longo, Cindy Sherman, Jeff Wall, Andy Warhol, and others. 
 
Film and television, consumerism and capitalism, politics and the media – they all live off 
exaggeration and they are all, by nature, allies and disseminators of lies and fakes. At the same 
time, they continue to shape our perception of America to this day – for the simple reason that 
they truly determine the imaginations of American self-image. The “American Dream”, clichés 
and art: in times of “fake news” and “alternative facts”, it becomes especially clear how much 
the American dream is interwoven with emotionally charged images and symbols. There is 
surely no other nation in the world that is so conscious of the power of pictures and deploys 
them accordingly. The images of the “American Way of Life” produced by the media and 
entertainment industry can cement existing power structures and perceptions of reality but 
they can also radically call them into question.  
 
With some 70 masterpieces of US contemporary art, such as Andy Warhol’s Race Riot (1964), Jeff 
Koon’s life-sized sculpture Bear and Policeman (1988) or Jenny Holzer’s neon writing installation 
Truisms (1994), the exhibition America! America! How real is real? in Museum Frieder Burda 
demonstrates how artists from the 1960s to the present day have commented on American reality – 
and, in doing so, reflects how America has addressed reality and truth in recent decades. Over 
decades, the ambivalent relationship between real and fake and the strategies of dream and delusion 
have repeatedly found their way into American symbolism and imagery – whether they “merely 
reflected” them or confidently played on them. Featuring numerous prestigious international loans and 
works from the Frieder Burda Collection, in which American post-war art plays a central and essential 
role, America! America! How real is real? now invites the visitor on an excursion through America’s 
visual culture.  
 
The exhibition, curated by Helmut Friedel, shows how artists have continued to comment on changing 
society and reflects their treatment of image and portrayal, of reality and deception, with constantly 
evolving means and media, techniques and strategies. In the process, the artists inevitably touch on 
the most topical of phenomena – as Helmut Friedel demonstrates in the catalog: the fact that “fake 
news” and “alternative facts” have become much-used keywords merely shows that, in the real world 
of politics and the media, no distinction is drawn between proven facts and obvious lies. Since the 
advent of pop art, American culture has developed quite diverse narrative structures. There has been 
a radical turn toward issues of American everyday life, its myths, disasters and projections – a flood of 
images that, combined with new music and an exciting culture of narration in countless Hollywood 
films, has been generated with mass and direct appeal and has also drawn in and captivated a broad 
audience in Europe, too.  
 
Curator Helmut Friedel has this to say about the evolution of the exhibition, which he 
conceived: “In spring 2017, when work began on this exhibition project, the aim was to develop a 
show for Museum Frieder Burda rooted in the rich collection of American art belonging to the museum 
itself. Soon, it became clear that, under the circumstances of changing and confusing political stances 
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and statements by the US president, who was still new to us at the time, the question of what we had 
hitherto had in common with North America would take us beyond the confines of our own collection of 
abstract expressionism.” And Henning Schaper, who has been director of Museum Frieder Burda 
in Baden-Baden since May 2017, adds: “It is very important to us that this exhibition stimulates an 
exchange of thoughts on current issues such as “our attitudes to the truth” and “respect for the truth” in 
both an individual and a global context.” 
 

The individual artistic positions and works 

 

“THINK” is written in large letters on William N. Copley’s Imaginary Flag for U.S.A. – in the 
space usually taken by the stars of the 50 states. Created in 1972, toward the end of the Vietnam War 
and the beginning of the Watergate scandal, this subversive flag is a deliberate alternative to 
ideologically garnished patriotism. Today, it seems more topical than ever. This work by the surrealist 
and pre-pop artist Copley is the leitmotif of this exhibition, which does not just delve deep into the 
USA’s visual memory. In times of “fake news” and “alternative facts”, America! America! How real is 
real? challenges the observer to think about the production and circulation of images. The portrayals 
of the “American Way of Life” produced by the media and entertainment industry can cement existing 
power structures and perceptions of reality but they can also radically call them into question – as 
demonstrated by a range of works on show. 
 
At the same time, America! America! How real is real? makes clear that it is above all the 
traumas and disasters of American society that inspire artists to new forms of narrative. It is no 
accident that the exhibition begins with Andy Warhol’s silkscreens from the early 1960s and their 
associations with violence and death: mug shots of wanted criminals, the electric chair, car crashes. 
While Warhol and pop artists such as Roy Lichtenstein, James Rosenquist or Tom Wesselmann 
appropriated commercial methods of picture production to create a new form of painting that reflected 
the reality of the consumer society in a cool and detached manner, three decades later, Robert Longo 
would retrace media images by hand. The explosion of an atomic bomb, the attack on the World Trade 
Center, a revolver pointing out of the darkness and directly aimed at the observer – in this global age 
of the digital revolution, Longo recasts media images as subjective events. Like a film noir director, he 
adjusts contrasts and focuses in his photo-realist, black-and-white works to express his own inner 
perception. 
 

Since the 1960s, reality has increasingly appeared as a media construct in which pictures, 
opinions and information can be manipulated in ever-more virtuous manners and subjective 
views seem more significant than facts. America! America! How real is real? examines how major 
trends have reflected this development from pop art onward. The spectrum ranges from Alex Katz’ 
striking realism through Eric Fischl’s psychologically charged studies of a confused middle class to a 
generation of photo, video and conceptual artists who have been walking the line between reality and 
performance since the 1980s. Cindy Sherman, for example, appears as Marilyn, Madonna and a 
pornographic monster as she dissembles female role models. The group performances of Vanessa 
Beecroft, too, question the extreme body ideals to which women are expected to conform. In his 
staged photograph Untangling (1994), Jeff Wall has a worker try to untie a “Gordian Knot” that could 
stand for intractable social issues. Nan Goldin, on the other hand, confronts us with the problem head-
on. Her series of photographs, Gilles and Gotscho, documents the deaths of her friends in the early 
1990s, as the AIDS crisis raged. The urgency of Goldin’s photographs reflects a desire shared by 
many of the positions presented in the exhibition: not just to portray reality in a new way but also to 
change art itself.  
 
On the theoretical background to the exhibition (from the catalog being published to 

accompany the exhibition) 

Devotion to reality and truth – in a culture that worships an “American Dream” that can be both 
seductive and cataclysmic, whose greatest artistic achievements include the production of a 
Californian “dream factory” and which pursues the promises and temptations of consumerism and 
capitalism all too happily, these values are apparently “up for negotiation”. The intermeshing of media-
related and political power does the rest: the media live off exaggeration and politics lives off 
performance. As they play with and off each other, their potential for falsification increases. This 
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development becomes even more pronounced when digitization facilitates an uncontrolled, perhaps 
even unfettered use of the media – with a simple Tweet, anyone, all the way up to the president, can 
become their own news producer and offer daily political entertainment. The journalist and political 
commentator Heribert Prantl radically develops this thought in his article for the catalog: “Nowadays, 
lies are called fake news. In the mountain range of political lies and the fake news of world history, 
even the lies of US president Donald Trump are mere molehills. They are, however, manifold; they 
stand out in the global-political landscape. Lies are used to start wars, deceptions to steal and amass 
riches. The lie was and is a means of gaining power, maintaining power and increasing power.” 
 
On the logic of the lie and the strategies of the media: in his far-reaching contribution to the 
exhibition catalog, the communication scientist Christoph Neuberger also analyzes the (mass) media 
in the context of everyday American social and political life and visual culture. The media’s own 
inherent logic, which transposes itself onto society, is based on the fact that they define their own 
media reality. Neuberger describes them as something often referred to here as “Americanization”: “If 
we look at art in its relationship with contemporary culture, there is no avoiding the mass media. That 
the “American Way of Life” should take center stage in this process is equally unsurprising: our cultural 
imports range well beyond Netflix series and Hollywood movies. The US is a pioneer of mass media 
and computers, journalism and entertainment, of political performance and TV formats.” He goes on to 
add: “It is the computer and Internet giants from Silicon Valley and Seattle, such as Google, Facebook, 
Twitter, Amazon, Apple and Microsoft that determine our digital present.” 
 

The exhibition is accompanied by a 180-page catalog that includes prints of the artworks and 
essays by art historians, journalists and communication scientists. The catalog is on sale at 
Museum Frieder Burda for €38. A program documenting music and film history in the era of 
pop art is also being published alongside the exhibition. 
 
 
Opening hours: Tuesday thru Sunday 10 am – 6 pm, open on all public holidays 
 
Preview: 
James Turrell (9 June – 28 October 2018) 
Die Brücke 1905 – 1914 (18 November 2018 – 24 March 2019) 
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