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The Work of Fred Stanton 

1. 

Introduction to The Essential Fred Stanton  

(First Edition, 1997) 

 

Perhaps no other artist 

of the 20th century 

defied stylistic 

categorization to the 

degree that Fred 

Stanton (1930-1996) 

did in his nearly 5 

decades as an artist.  

When Stanton 

died he left behind a 

baffling body of work.  

This was quite apparent 

in the hastily arranged memorial exhibit Fred Stanton: No Rhyme for 

Reason, which was held for a month at the Whitney Museum.  

The attempt to view his diverse output on a single stage led to the 

Unti t l ed ,  1954 (Oi l  St i ck on Newspaper )  
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feeling that one was walking through an exhibit that should have 

been titled Examples of Isms in the Late 20th Century. 

Most artist oeuvres include examples of early 

experimentations with style.  Van Gogh’s brief affair with 

pointillism, Kirchner’s Post-Impressionism and Pollock’s 

regionalism all stand out as curiosities within each artist’s 

oeuvre… but are ultimately overshadowed by the artist’s fully 

realized, mature vision.  Stanton, however, never seemed to arrive 

at a defining style.  Instead, he took on a chameleon-like presence 

                         Unt i t l ed ,  1983 (Acry l i c  on Canvas)  
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in the art world.  Strangely, it was his ability to perpetually blend 

in that ultimately led him to stand out.  

 Stanton’s lack of a singular artistic style inspired both 

critical praise and harsh reviews.  At best, critics saw him as a 

great example of an artist who was not chained to one 

commercially successful style.1 Some praised him as fearless… 

and saw him as disinterested in being known as anything other 

than a pure artist.  His changing style, they argued, was evidence 

that he did not want his work to be packaged and sold as a brand.  

Others, however, singled him out as an artist with no stylistic 

backbone… and portrayed him as a fringe character that 

constantly reacted to what was “hot” on the gallery scene for the 

                              A Stanton Sket chbook,  1952-53 



 

   45 

purposes of making money.2 A few important critics identified his 

shifting style and persona as a key aspect of his art.  In a 1982 

ArtNews article, Jeffery Cook argued that Stanton was engaged in 

a sort of “personality performance” that ultimately defined his art 

as conceptual.3 Stanton, who was almost always reluctant to give 

interviews or talk about his art, sent a letter to ArtNews claiming 

that the article 

and its central 

theory were 

“silly.”   

While it 

is unclear how 

many works of 

art Stanton 

produced in his 

lifetime (he had 

a habit of 

destroying his 

own work), it 

would be difficult to make the case that Stanton was prolific.  He 

did, however, create a mysteriously compelling, heterogeneous 

body of work.  When seen together (the No Rhyme for Reason show 

being the first chance) it is clear that he was a restless artist who 

found value in the struggle of art making.  In an interview 

           Orange  Fie ld ,  1992 (Oi l  on Canvas)  
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conducted shortly after Stanton’s death, his sister Marie noted 

that “he didn’t seem to like making life easy for himself.” 4   

 That sentiment could probably be extended to admirers 

of Stanton’s art.  He is not always an easy artist to love.  Even in 

his absence one 

senses that his art 

only reluctantly 

reveals itself… if 

at all.  It is often 

the case that any 

Stanton revelation 

is only acquired 

after great 

prodding and 

analysis… and 

only after jumping 

the critical hurdles 

that guard any 

discourse about 

the quality and 

meaning of specific works: Is it all a put on?  Why was he so 

stylistically eclectic?  

Stanton is also not an easy artist to fit into the canon of 

art history.  His art does not lend itself to inclusion in survey 

books.  There isn’t a two- paragraph explanation of his life’s work 

A damaged se l f  por t ra i t (? )  (water co lor  and graphi t e  on 
paper)  found in a desk in  Stanton ’s  s tudio  in  1997 
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and there is no single color plate that summarizes his triumph.  

Perhaps that’s okay.  Jonathon Ferris mentioned Stanton in a 

quirky analysis of how paintings by famous artists might act in 

social situations:   “I once imagined a group show as if each 

painting is a person who has shown up…  [and] Stanton’s art is 

the quiet, uncomfortable one… watching from the corner while 

all the others are loudly chatting.  They are desperate to be seen, 

heard and acknowledged.  The Stanton painting wants to quietly 

make its exit.”5  His work often feels like it has another agenda… 

and somewhere else to be. 

 

Early Life 

Early biographical 

details about Stanton 

are somewhat sparse.  

He was an only child, 

born in 1930 to upper 

middle class parents, 

and he grew up in a 

suburb of Chicago.  By 

all accounts he seems 

to have had a good 

childhood.6  His father 

was an amateur painter 

Fred Stanton,  c .  1933 
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who owned a shoe store.  His mother was a homemaker who 

valued the arts (she played the piano and viola) and wanted her 

child to have many cultural experiences.  They took Fred on 

numerous outings to the theater and museums.  Seeing Seurat’s 

La Grande Jatte at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1940 was 

formative for the very young Stanton.7 A collection of postcard 

reproductions of famous works in the museum, given to him by 

his parents, was still in his possession at the time of his death… 

as were a number of art history books from the early 1940s.  

These books include marginalia by the young Stanton.  He had 

made notes about the text and carefully copied details from the 

color plates. 

By high school it had become clear to Stanton’s parents 

that their child had a very strong talent for art making.  Stanton 

once stated that “despite all their encouragement, when I really 

decided to be an artist… I think they got nervous.  They thought 

it would be impossible to make money.  It was a problem and 

there were arguments about it.” 8  Nevertheless, Stanton was 

accepted at the Arts Institute of Chicago at the age of 17.  There 

he befriended the painter Joan Mitchell, a fellow student who 

became a guiding figure for the artist.  It was Mitchell who would 

later encourage Stanton to move to New York City.  

Up until 1993, it was commonly believed that only two 

small works (both oil paintings on board) from Stanton’s art 

school period survived the now legendary two-day frenzy in 1950 
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in which he destroyed roughly 50 paintings.4 The two works, 

Portrait of My Sister, 1948 [fig. 1] and Beach Scene, 1949 [fig. 2] 

show a young Stanton experimenting with an expressionist style 

that suggests he had been looking at Ernst Ludwig Kirchner.  

While competent in execution, the works could have been done 

by countless American art students at the time.  The dark 

outlining, jagged forms and bright colors create an echo of a style 

that had been radical in 1910 but, by 1949, had been absorbed by 

art schools and mostly drained of its vigor.  Stanton never 

commented as to why these two works were spared from 

destruction.9 

 In 1993, however, a cache of very early work (seventeen 

charcoal drawings and four oil paintings on canvas) was 

discovered and it shined light on Stanton’s mysterious years as an 

art student.  Although the works were initially thought to be 

fraudulent, Stanton himself confirmed that they were his.  

According to Stanton, the artwork had been purchased by his 

aunt so as to support her young nephew.  She passed away in 

1992 and the art (packed away in her attic and possibly forgotten) 

was discovered by her children in 1993.10  Stanton had assumed 

that the works were no longer extant and in the short essay he 

wrote for the exhibit catalog he expressed a genuine gratitude that 

they had been saved.11  

The drawings were bound together in a portfolio… and 

showed that by 1949 Stanton was experimenting with Cubism 
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and Surrealism.  The subject matter ranges from mythology 

(Jupiter and Io [fig. 7]) to his cat (Winslow, Sleeping [fig.8]).  A self 

portrait [fig. 10] shows a somewhat arrogant looking young man 

staring forcefully at the viewer. 

The four paintings [figs. 20-24] were an even more 

exciting discovery in that they appeared to be stylistically 

cohesive.  They showed a blending of the Cubist and Surrealist 

experiments that can be observed in the charcoal drawings.  The 

surfaces of the paintings were built up and show evidence that 

Stanton was using a variety of methods to apply paint.  The effect 

is like looking at a Cubist collage: small and geometrically defined 

areas that have an entirely different textural effect than the areas 

around them.  In these little areas one can really see Stanton 

playing with surface quality and texture.  A wire brush was likely 

used for some areas, creating deep, straight lines in the impasto, 

and a few passages appear to be the result of pressing crumpled 

fabric into wet paint.12  The influence of the Surrealist artist Max 

Ernst is perhaps evident in the work, however the flattening of 

space and angular, clustered compositions show a clear 

absorption of Cubist techniques.  The paintings all show interiors 

that appear to be compressed… almost claustrophobically so.  

The edges of the room, the furniture, the rugs, all bend inward as 

if reacted to some kind of gravitational pull at the center of the 

canvas. 
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The newly discovered work was exhibited in the Venice 

Guggenheim in the small 1994 exhibit Fred Stanton: Early Works.   

By 1951, Stanton had graduated and moved to New York 

City at the encouragement of Joan Mitchell, and he began forging 

what critic Michael Robinson once called “Fred Stanton, version 

1.”  For many, it is the only “Stanton version” that ever mattered.  

One critic went so far as to say that “[his] work after 1960 should 

simply not be viewed.  It is often just silly and it is ultimately an 

insult to his considerable achievement as an Abstract 

Expressionist.”13  

In the mid 1950s Stanton emerged as a formidable voice 

in American avant-garde painting.  Like other young, New York 

avant-garde artists, he shaped Cubism and Surrealism into 

something new and very painterly.  His intensely aggressive, 

graphic painting style took Abstract Expressionism into a wild, 

raw experience of materials that seemed deeply influenced by 

European painters such as Jean Dubuffet.14  Stanton would 

scratch lines into the paint and pull off half-dried areas to reveal 

sections beneath. Rhythm 8 from 1956 [fig. 32] is a tour-du force 

of violently applied impasto with a sand emulsion.  Traces of 

glass, wood shavings and tobacco can be seen as well.  The 

paintings have presented problems to conservators who have had 

difficulty identifying the materials used.15  

Stanton’s well-received solo exhibit at the Charles Egan 

Gallery in 1956 led him to be temporarily grouped with the greats 
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of Abstract Expressionism’s second generation.  Two major 

shows followed… as well as favorable reviews in the leading art 

journals and magazines of the time.16 

Stanton, 

however, proved to 

be uncomfortable in 

the spotlight (even 

the relatively small, 

art world spotlight) 

and he became 

increasingly 

dependent on 

alcohol.  He was a 

regular at the legendary Cedar Tavern, yet Stanton never seemed 

to engage in the artists’ philosophical and aesthetic debates.  It 

has been said that “while other artists talked and drank at the 

Cedar Tavern, Stanton simply opted for the later.”17 In a 1963 

interview, the artist stated that he had grown disillusioned with 

the art world by the late 50’s.18   

 

Defection 

 

In 1959 Stanton moved to Bellport, NY.  He lived in a 

small guesthouse on a modest estate owned by Marie’s Stanton’s 

family (inherited by her husband in 1956).  Stanton turned the 

Stanton ( s e cond f rom r ight )  a t  the  Cedar Bar ,  c .  1957  
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entire space into a studio and, much to the annoyance of his 

brother-in-law, often slept in the family’s home.  He claimed that 

a bed could not fit in the studio.  

During this time Stanton severed many of his personal 

relationships and cut off all contact with dealers.  In a 1981 

interview, Stanton stated that by 1960 he had entered into a time 

of “intense artistic experimentation.”19  He made work and 

destroyed it almost as soon as it was completed.  During this first 

Bellport period (1959-1966) Stanton was financially supported by 

his sister and her husband.  They were largely able to shelter her 

brother from the need to sell his art.  Stanton referred to this 

time as critical in his development as an artist.20 

Amongst dealers and artists in New York City there were 

rumors circulating that Stanton was having a nervous 

breakdown.21  It made for good dinner party chatter, but the art 

world was losing interest. 

It was not until 1964, a full six years after his last show, 

that Stanton reemerged in the New York art world… albeit in a 

very different form.  His 1964 Judson Gallery show of thirty, Pop 

paintings put forth his new artistic vocabulary: vivid colors, hard-

edged outlines and numerous appropriated images from 

advertisement.  Stanton had laboriously hand painted copies of 

photographs from advertisements and magazines.  These sections 

often moved in the foreground on top of large, geometric shapes 

that were derived from designs he collected off of product labels 
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and logos.  His stylistic change was so severe that it baffled most 

critics. 

Stanton had clearly been watching, albeit from afar, the 

development of Pop art and he had absorbed its concepts and 

techniques.  He dismissed his earlier works as “too hot headed.” 

Clement Greenberg, champion of the Abstract Expressionists, 

would later refer to Stanton’s stylistic change as “a cowardly 

defection.”  He added: “You won’t get far in art without a 

spine.”22 A very blunt, written response from Stanton to 

Greenberg is now in the Portland Museum of Art Clemente 

Greenberg archive.  In it he suggests to Greenberg that he should 

“either do something useful or fuck off.”   

Some saw Stanton’s Pop period as evidence that he had 

suffered a nervous breakdown and was effectively a different 

person.  Others suggested that Stanton had simply lost whatever 

edge he had and was now playing to the current art world 

fashion… or perhaps cashing in on whatever level of art world 

notoriety he had generated as a result of his mysterious, self-

imposed exile. 23   

 The show generated a huge amount of publicity, much of 

which focused on his six year “disappearance.”  The gallery sold 

26 of the 30 paintings in the show.  Stanton’s Self Portrait, 1962 

[fig. 34] went for $2,500… the artist’s largest sale to date. 

 In 1966 Stanton had a second show of Pop paintings at 

the Judson Gallery.  There was a growing feeling amongst 
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collectors and art dealers that Stanton was settling into a more 

productive period in his career.  He moved back to the city and 

began making art at a frantic pace.  His disinterest in connecting 

with other artists, however, persisted.  He did not accept studio 

visitors, and he rarely visited others. 

16 new, relatively large (many were 6’ x 6’) paintings were 

displayed in the 1966 show.  The work showed significant stylistic 

changes when compared to his 1964 show.  Gone were the bright 

colors and photographic imagery, having been replaced by a 

palette of black and silver metallic-paint that was so reflective the 

gallery lights had to be outfitted with lower wattage bulbs.  The 

compositions were stark and rigidly symmetrical.  Stanton had 

“zoomed in” on various logos, split them in half and created a 

mirror image on the other side... abstracting familiar logos into 

something more imposing.  The big canvases loomed over the 

viewers.  The overall effect suggested that Stanton was playing 

with a notion of a quasi-religious presentation of pop culture.24 

The critical reception was mixed, and Stanton himself 

made numerous comments suggesting he was not pleased with 

the art.  The opening reception made that clear when an 

obviously intoxicated Stanton jammed a pencil through one of 

the canvases and began drunkenly boasting that it was a 

“happening.”  Stanton had to be dragged out of his own exhibit 

while a confused group of artists, critics and collectors watched 

him stagger onto the street.  A gallery assistant was able to pull 
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him into a cab but not before the artist urinated on the gallery’s 

front door.  The “stabbed” painting sold almost immediately.  

Stanton stated that the purchase was “idiotic.” 25  

The artist later described the problem as one of time.  

Whereas his 1964 show was the result of six years of work, his 

1966 show was completed in roughly one and a half years.  It had 

not had enough time to “simmer.”  He said that in the future he 

would: “make sure [his] art would have as long as it needed… 

and [would] never show it until it was truly done.” 26  

Stanton once again retreated, and was absent from the art 

world for 3 years.  He returned to the safety of Bellport. 

 

Op Phase 

 

In 1969, with almost no fanfare (or even a press release) 

Stanton exhibited 15 square, Op Art paintings at the Allan Stone 

Gallery.  The work seemed to have little connection to any 

previous work.  Created using tape and acrylic paint, the small 

“optical” paintings seemed most related to the art of Bridgette 

Riley, to whom he was unfavorably compared in reviews.27  The 

works were precisely painted, preciously delicate geometric 

paintings.  Stanton did not attend the opening and wrote a nearly 

incoherent essay on the series.  The gallery reluctantly made the 

printed text available to gallery visitors at the insistence of 

Stanton.  The essay, “On Optical Art,” suggested that the artist’s 
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entire body of previous work was leading to this series, and that 

Op art synthesized modernism and the Renaissance pursuit of 

illusionism within a single picture.  He boldly, and naively, wrote 

that he “had perfected what Michelangelo could not.”   

 Four paintings from the show sold.  It was a surprisingly 

low number of sales for an artist with such a limited body of 

available work and a very sporadic exhibition history.  Buyers 

never knew when the next show of paintings, yet they seemed to 

collectively pass on this series.  The low sales were perhaps due to 

the high pricing of the work (relatively small paintings were 

offered for up to $7,000) or perhaps due to the embarrassingly 

bazaar titles, such as Mannerism #43: The Ascent of Geometry.   

 Reviews of the show generally ran from lukewarm to 

cold… with reviewers split about whether or not the series 

should be considered without regards to his previous works. Was 

that view short sited?  Was that missing the forest for the trees?  These are 

the now-typical Stanton questions.28  As is still the case, the 

question of how to view the art seemed to take up the majority of 

any discussion.  A few critics were particularly annoyed.  An Art 

Review Magazine critic openly mocked Stanton in a review titled 

“Op Goes the Weasel.”  

Stanton himself apparently lost interest in the work 

sometime between writing his essay and the halfway point of the 

show’s run.  He allegedly commented that he hoped no one 

bought the work because he would like to burn it.  It was a 
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situation not unlike his 1966 show: an exhibit in which the artist 

seemed to openly attack his own creations and torpedo his own 

show.  It started to read like a gimmick.      

There was a rumor that Stanton had contacted a moneyed 

supporter and collector and asked him purchase the 11 unsold 

works so that they could be set on fire in a field.29  According to 

rumor, he offered to create one photograph of the “event” and 

give it to the buyer.  If the offer was real then no one took him 

up on it… or, if someone did, they never released the 

photograph.  Of the 15 works exhibited, only the 4 that were 

purchased can be accounted for.  The others are only known 

through photographs of the exhibit.  It is possible that the works 

were, in fact, burned by the artist.  The four purchased works are 

some of his most valuable pieces given the scarcity of extant art 

from his Op phase.   

Despite his poor sales, the mythology surrounding 

Stanton was only growing.  The phrase “there is no such thing as 

bad publicity” perhaps applies here.  His name was becoming 

well known… and whether it was for the right reasons (whatever 

those might be) or not seemed beside the point.  Critic Dolores 

Ward pointed out that had the work been available just two years 

later, all of the Op paintings would have sold.30  By the start of 

the 70’s, Stanton was the ‘go to’ name for any discussion of style 

and artistic identity. 

 



 

   59 

The Two Year Interview 

 

In 1971, Stanton agreed to be ‘interviewed’ by ArtForum 

magazine so long as the questions (“no more than 5”) could be 

sent to him.  He would send back his written responses.  Stanton 

required that the questions be typed onto a 4x6” notecard and, 

since he had left Bellport and his current location was unknown 

to all but a few, the cards would be delivered via his sister.  

Stanton told Artforum that he would answer the questions “in 

whatever time frame I like so don’t pester me.” 

 The “interview” was originally intended to be the 

centerpiece in an Artforum discussion about how artists develop 

their defining styles.  Stanton’s response was two years too late to 

be included. 

The cards came back in early 1973, accompanied by a box 

with 5 metal film reel canisters.  It had been 4 years since anyone 

had seen work by Stanton, but it was immediately clear that he 

had envisioned the interview as a work of art… and that he had 

moved towards a more performative and conceptual approach to 

art making.31 

Contained in the box, and labeled “Question 1,” was a 

film reel containing a 10 minute black and white movie shot with 

an 8mm, hand held camera.  [fig. 40] The “response” to question 

#1 (“How would you explain your stylistic changes to those who 

seem baffled?”) was what appeared to be a performance art piece 
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that had been documented on film.  The camera follows a man… 

presumably Stanton although it is unclear since he never turns his 

head towards the viewer and he is wearing a dark, formal suit and 

hat.  Pinned to the back of his suit jacket is the typed card.  His 

suit appears dusty and worn. 

The viewer watches this man walk through a rocky terrain 

in the late evening.  The man occasionally needs to use his hands 

to pull himself up various inclines he encounters.  Whoever was 

filming was holding a large flashlight, which moves in a jerky, 

wild manner and is rarely centered on the subject’s back for very 

long.  The man is smoking a cigarette, which he occasionally 

flicks throughout the film.  The location of the recorded 

performance has never been determined and the film cuts out 

before the man arrives at any destination. 

Question #2 (“Some have criticized you for your 

constant stylistic changes… how would you respond?”) was 

answered by a second, black and white, 8mm film [fig. 41].  It 

remains one of the artist’s most well-known pieces.  A high 

quality digital transfer of the film was prominently displayed in 

the No Rhyme memorial exhibit. 

The viewer sees a small rowboat on a pond, the location 

of which has never been identified.  A figure sits in the boat 

however the scene is barely visible due to the very low light.  It is 

night and the moon seems to provide the primary light source.  

The creepy footage appears almost like a still image.  Only the 
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very subtle movement of the boat indicates that we are seeing a 

film. 

Abruptly, the boat bursts into flames and is quickly 

engulfed.  The screen momentarily becomes filled with a blinding 

light as the camera’s auto exposure is corrected.  Any viewer 

seeing it for the first time is undoubtedly stunned by the violent 

mood change.  The suited man does not move, and it becomes 

obvious that the figure is actually a mannequin.  The boat 

continues to burn for roughly 20 seconds, at which time it starts 

to sink, causing steam to rush out and mingle with the smoke.  

Within 30 seconds the flames are out. Stanton seems to have 

used a large amount of fire accelerant as pools of some sort of 

chemical burn momentarily on the water’s surface.  It is unclear 

how the fire was ignited.  Taken with the question, the piece 

seems weirdly threatening. 

Three more films [fig. 42-44] with performance pieces 

(each including mysterious, absurd and comical responses to 

interview questions) were included:  Stanton trying to sit on a 

chair while sawing off its legs (he gets one off and falls while 

working on the second); Stanton walking on the beach and 

dragging what appears to be a large, concrete, amorphic form 

attached to a rope; Stanton sitting at a table and slowly 

consuming an impressive amount of vodka while reading The 

Lives of the Painters out loud in increasingly slurred speech… and 

chatting and laughing with someone off camera.32   
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The films were shown at The New York Cultural Center 

with the title Fred Stanton: Responses.  Stanton never commented 

on the show, and it was unclear if the work was for sale.  

ArtForum sent an inquiry that was never answered. 

Critics were quick to point out Stanton’s now familiar 

routine: returning to the art scene with a style that seems 

consistent with whatever movement is regarded as the most 

avant-garde at the moment.  The choice of doing performances 

that could not be purchased and were only documented with low-

tech means seemed in line with young artists such as Chris 

Burden.  Minimalist artist and critic Donald Judd, in his review of 

the show for Arts Magazine, pointed out that “it is interesting that 

he chose to use film for his responses, as it is the one visual 

medium that is basically unsuited for magazine publishing.  He 

definitely enjoys being difficult.”  The magazine published 

sequences of frames and a few enlargements of key moments.  

The Artforum “interview” kept the Stanton fascination burning.  

Everyone in the art world had an opinion (usually a strong one) 

about Stanton.   

Numerous young artists sought Stanton out during this 

period and most would later recall a warm, generous man.33  

Christopher Bryan discussed meeting Stanton in 1981 at a bar 

following a brief correspondence.  He described the meeting in 

an interview in 1984:   
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“Stanton liked artists… and hated the art world.  He said 

that art critics were sociopaths.  I didn’t know what he was 

talking about but I did a lot of nodding.  He was very concerned 

that art was too commercialized.  He made references to art he 

was making… series of paintings that were completed and 

unrelated to other work he was showing.  I know he said that 

same thing to other artists, too.  He said it to Jim a number of 

times.  Fred enjoyed pointing out that he was making a lot of 

work would never be seen. I think there was an Andy Warhol-like 

desire to always leave them wanting more.  To always be 

removed.  Present and absent at the same time…  maybe that’s 

the way to describe it.” 34   

 

One of the more bazaar artistic ventures that Stanton 

took at this time was into the realm of Abstract Illusionism, a 

somewhat obscure art movement of the 1970’s.  A Stanton show 

in 1979 featured 12 paintings that re-invented his earlier, Abstract 

Expressionist style as illusionistic, trompe l'oeil painting.  

Scratched lines and blobs of paint in these works seem to hover a 

few inches above the surface due to the presence of black, spray 

painted “shadows,” offset below.  Untitled #17 [fig. 52] is likely 

the best example of this weird confluence of his 1950s and late 

1970s styles.  Jonathon Ferris pointed out that the show was the 

first time that Stanton appeared to acknowledge, although 

indirectly, his playfulness when it came to any notion of personal 
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style.  Stanton seemed to be stealing his old style so as to play 

with it again.  He was appropriating his own work. 

 

Late Years (1983-1996)  

 

In 1983 he emerged with a group of figurative, Neo-

Expressionist paintings.  Stanton, whose academic training in life 

drawing had been significantly more rigorous than that of the 

younger, 1980’s Neo-Expressionist artists like Julian Schnabel, 

exhibited 10 large canvases that were generally well received.35   

By that point in his career, Stanton was typically described as a 

conceptual artist… although many critics pointed out that his 

dedication to each new style did not seem feigned.36  The shows 

never felt like a ‘put on’ or joke.  It was only when his entire 

oeuvre was viewed that his goals became confusing to the point 

of absurdity.  The art world spoke about Stanton as a kind of 

gamble: if you championed him as a true artist you risked being 

swindled by some sort of Ray Johnson-style art joke… if you saw 

him as stylistically spineless you risked being viewed as closed-

minded.  The notion of it being conceptual art seemed like “safe 

ground.”  Stanton would never comment.  He had all but 

disappeared and he only offered statements about a current 

series… he never wanted to talk about anything else.     

By the late 80s, Stanton, like the rest of the art world, did 

not seem moored to a singular avant-garde ‘isms.’  Instead, he 
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seemed to deliberately make each show radically different from 

the last.  Media, style and subject matter seemed to permanently 

fluctuate in his art.  Critics gradually warmed to the idea and 

seemed to collectively find more enjoyment in his surprises.  He 

also however, began to be regarded as a one trick pony… an 

interesting, quirky outsider who seemed to rely on a single 

gimmick: constant and extreme stylistic changes.  Stanton refused 

to discuss his changing style in terms of conceptualism, and 

dismissed any suggestion that he was involved in conceptual art.  

He stuck by his oft-quoted statement: “I get bored.  That’s not 

conceptual.” 37  

Stanton was showing more regularly in his last 13 years.  

He did nearly one show a year, although he was generally 

showing in smaller galleries.  The younger, hipper galleries were 

showing up and coming, “edgy” artists… and Stanton’s 

reputation was such that he couldn’t show at the blue chip 

galleries such as Gagosian.  Nevertheless, he kept true to his 

devotion to constant change… the fact that it didn’t shock 

anyone anymore didn’t seem to matter to him.  In a 1991 

interview he stated: 

 

“I was never trying to surprise.  I couldn’t give a shit if a 

critic was surprised.  I was trying to make beautiful things.  It’s 

too bad that my changing methods seemed to be what fascinated 

people the most.  I must have missed the mark [laughs].” 38   
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A few of the notable exhibits during this period included 

a 1992 show in which he built up thick, textural surfaces on large, 

roughly cut plywood.  The oil paint was mixed with sand and 

gravel, and Stanton carved networks of deep lines to create the 

impression of an alien landscape seen from above.  The brittle, 

and fragile nature of the materials made the works unavailable for 

sale, but Stanton hired a photographer to take macro shots of the 

surfaces of the works.  The photos were sold as an edition. 

 A 1989 show centered around colorfully painted wooden 

beams, laid out in precision, side by side, on the entirety of the 

gallery floor.  Visitors were able to walk on the beams, and were 

invited to manipulate and alter them.  The beams were too large 

to move, but visitors would carve out sections to take with them, 

add their initials and create elaborate drawings.  The final 

“version” of the piece was strangely beautiful: a floor that was 

worn down and scattered with debris... a surface that has been 

collectively added to and defaced.  Photographs from above of 

the before and after scenes were mounted and sold.   The leftover 

debris from the floor was collected and sold in small boxes. 

Stanton’s last show was in the year of his death.  Most of 

the work in the show was done in 1995, though a few were dated 

to 1996.  He never stopped creating and didn’t seem to have let 

himself slow down.  His sister claimed that he was in his studio 

on the morning of the day he died.   
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The official cause of Stanton’s death has never been made 

public, although Marie Stanton released a statement that alluded 

to her brother’s years of substance abuse as a possible factor.39  

 

This book’s goal is to collect together, chronologically, 

examples from each of Stanton’s major periods and shows.  It 

will give the reader a chance to view Stanton’s changing styles 

and to draw his or her own conclusions.  The astute observer will 

no doubt find meaningful connections between works from 

different periods.  Those unfamiliar with Stanton’s output will 

surely be delighted by this spirited artist’s energy and love of risk. 

It is interesting to speculate, however, as to whether or 

not Stanton would have even wanted to collect together his work 

from different periods, series, etc… into a book.  He never 

seemed to have an interest in the mingling of works from 

different periods.  When the Lane Cultural Center in New York 

offered him the possibility of mounting a traveling, mid-career 

retrospective in 1980, Stanton gave a characteristically blunt 

response: “That would look pretty stupid.” 40    

 

2. 

Exerpt from Wikipedia entry “Fred Stanton 

(Attribution Scandal)” 
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It was a controversial attribution that brought to light the 

shady happenings of the Stanton Estate, which had been formed 

by Marie Stanton in 1997. 

In 1998, a group of 10 previously unknown paintings 

were said to have been found in Stanton’s Bellport studio.  They 

were oil paintings on stretched linen… each 16x20”.  The work, 

according to the estate, was dated to 1985.  The strangeness of 

the find (how did it take a year to see ten paintings in his studio?) 

was somewhat justified when the estate released photographs of 

the studio… which looked like a chaotic environment bursting 

with boxes, crates and stacks.  Marie stated that the estate is 

working through his studio like an archeological dig… and 

documenting everything.  The paintings had been “hiding” in a 

relatively small box. 

In a strange move, the estate decided to sell the works as 

a complete set (though no one knew if it was actually complete) 

in order to fund various projects: a digital archive, conservation 

work and publishing efforts. 

The sale raised red flags… red flags that were apparently 

large enough for the anonymous buyer to seek an expert opinion.  

The paintings were examined and quickly determined to be either 

forgeries or willfully misattributed.  The paint was chemically 

analyzed and determined to be a water-mixable oil that was 

unavailable in 1985, and still rare at the time of Stanton’s death in 



 

   69 

1996.  The possibility that the Stanton estate simply had the 

wrong date for the works seemed unlikely.  There was some 

confusion as well in regards to why the estate thought the work 

was from 1985 in the first place as there was no year written on 

the stretcher, as was the artist’s usual practice.  The estate claimed 

there was “photographic evidence” of stylistically similar artwork 

in his studio in 1985… and so the assumption was made that the 

newly discovered paintings were part of a larger group being 

created at that time.  They never released the photo. 

A partial thumbprint in oil paint, located on one of the 

left side stretcher, was found to be inconsistent with Stanton’s 

prints.  Artforum published an article in which Colin Evans 

accused the Stanton estate of, at best, incompetence… but 

asserted that the likely scenario was that the estate was involved 

in fraud.      

The director of the Stanton estate responded in the next 

issue of Artforum, reminding everyone that they are in a tricky 

position in that they are dealing with an artist known for being 

very eclectic in style, materials and techniques.  They then seemed 

to offer a non-answer in the form of re-stating their mission: 

“The goal of the estate is to secure the legacy of Stanton as a 

great American artist, to document and publish scholarly 

resources on the artist, and to organize exhibits that explore 

Stanton’s changing styles and aesthetics.”  
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By 1999 many collectors were seeking assurances that 

they had a real Fred Stanton.  The estate was left out of this 

process as the forgery allegations had so badly damaged their 

reputation.  Various lawsuits were already in process and there 

was a temporary suspension of the estate’s ability to exhibit or 

publish.  Two collectors who had donated large amounts of 

money to the estate had brought on separate lawsuits, both 

alleging fraud.  

The early drawings that were saved by Stanton’s aunt 

were studied and determined to be by the hand of an “unknown 

artist” and “could not have been created before 1990.”  Their 

yellowing, dirty appearance seemed to have been manufactured in 

order to give the effect of age, but the paper itself was 

determined to have been made in 1990 by Canson, just 3 years 

before they were exhibited.  The fact that Stanton himself had 

stated that they were authentic suddenly changed the art world 

perception of the artist.  He no longer seemed like an American 

visionary whose legacy was being destroyed by a greedy and 

incompetent estate.  Suddenly Stanton himself seemed to be part 

of some sort of well-organized deception. 

It was in the fall of 2000 that the first artist came forward.  

5 artists have thus far been identified, and many “armchair 

detectives” have taken to attempts to “match” Stanton work 

with certain artists.  The fact that a number of the artists who 

have been identified command high prices for their work has led 
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to a bazaar situation in which a few collectors have found 

themselves to be holding works that are frauds and yet more 

valuable than previously thought.  And the uniqueness of the 

work (a work by a famous artist under the name of another 

famous artist) has the potential to further inflate prices. 

 

See also: 

Fred Stanton (Artist) 

Stanton Forgery Artists (Known) 

Stanton Forgery Artists (Theories) 

 

3. 

 

Exerpt from an Art in America interview, September 

2000  

 

Whose Afraid of the 

Colorful Fred?  
An Interview with painter Jaime 

Rogers  
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AiA:  Why did you create and exhibit work under Stanton’s 

name? 

 

Rogers:  It was for fun.  I had been exhibiting for 15 years, 

slowly building a following.  I was feeling locked in.  I 

explained this to a friend, Jim Simmons, who simply 

responded: “do a Stanton show.”  I asked what he was talking 

about and he explained, and said he knew Stanton and that 

other artists had done 

Stanton shows.  It sounded 

like fun but Stanton was 

pissed about it at first. 

 

AiA: Why? 

 

Rogers: Because he hadn’t 

met me yet.  I guess Jim broke protocol! [laughs]  There was a 

brief falling out between Stanton and Jim but I ended up 

convincing Stanton that I was going to do something 

interesting and I would not let anyone know about what was 

going on.  Now everybody seems to know so it doesn’t really 

matter.  And I want to defend him because he was a kind man.  

People are being unnecessarily nasty about all this.  People 

need a better sense of humor. 

“People are being 
unnecessarily 
nasty about all 
this.  People 
need a better 
sense of humor ” 



 

   73 

 

AiA: Did Stanton give you instructions about what to do?  

 

Rogers: No- he just told me to do something interesting and 

don’t make it look anything like what you are known for.  I 

thought he would tell me 

to make something that 

looked like the “new art” 

but he didn’t.  He said he 

was beyond that and that 

now there were so many 

different types of art 

being made there wasn’t 

really a set look for what 

was avant-garde.  He made the final selection as to what to 

exhibit but it was basically the same ones I had chosen.  He 

was very hands-off.  He liked to chat, though.  He wanted to be 

with you while you were working.  That’s why I went out to 

his studio and stayed at his house.  It was like 2 months.  It was 

fast.  Anyway, he liked to watch artists work, but he wasn’t 

hovering or anything.  He would just sit there and occasionally 

say something like ‘oh- that’s interesting… the way you do 

that!”  He always had a drink in his hand but he wasn’t 

stumbling around or something.  People have been talking like 

“I’m not sure that 
a bender with 
Willem De 
Kooning was any 
more interesting 
to him than 
grooming a cat” 
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he was just passed out and selling his name to anyone.  It 

wasn’t like that at all.  He was very smart.     

 

AiA: What did he chat about? 

 

Rogers: He just liked artists.  He liked artists and loathed 

maybe everyone else! [laughs]  He would just talk- but he was 

never boring.  And he had these crazy stories about things that 

had happened in New York back in the day… he just talked.  

He casually told me about going on a bender with Willem De 

Kooning!  And then two minutes later he would be describing 

how he is able to groom his cat without it getting mad or 

something.  He was really funny.  I’m not sure that a bender 

with Willem De Kooning was any more interesting to him than 

grooming a cat.  And he would always talk about how 

important it was to ‘search.’  That’s what he called it.  He felt 

that art making was a search that didn’t end.  He was painting, 

by the way.  I think maybe a lot.  He just wasn’t showing his 

paintings.  I still think one day someone’s going to open a 

storage locker somewhere and find like thirty thousand Stanton 

paintings!  Or maybe he just destroyed them all.  Who knows? 

 

AiA: Why do you think he was doing this?  This deception? 
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Rogers: He liked artists and also wanted to give a ‘fuck you’ to 

the art world.  He also needed to live.  I mean, there were 

financial considerations.  

It’s not like he was 

prepared to go get a day 

job or something.  He was 

only going to be an artist.  

That’s hard to do if you 

don’t want to sell 

anything.  There was this 

crazy calculation system about how much the gallery got, how 

much I would get, how much he would get.  He never let me 

price anything.  He had a system.  He priced a couple of things 

very high… 

embarrassingly high… and 

I gave a little protest and 

he basically said “Fuck 

them.  This is a beautiful 

thing you have made.  If 

they want it they can pay.”  

A bunch of things sold, but 

honestly the whole experience was so fun I really felt like I 

wanted to give him all the money- it felt like I had been on 

some sort of vacation.  He wouldn’t let me give him all the 

“He was only 
going to be an 
artist.  That’s 
hard to do if you 
don’t want to sell 
anything.” 

“I think that if a 
collector has one 
of the paintings I 
made then they 
have a Stanton 
painting”   
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money.  He was very generous with his compliments and 

would say “Oh, no- I could never have done something so 

beautiful!  You are a true artist!  I wish I could give you all the 

money.”   

 

AiA: So when did all this happen? 

 

Rogers:  This was 1987.  I 

did a Neo-Expressionist 

show.  It was totally unlike 

what I was known for… 

which of course at that time 

was the very detailed, so-

called “tiny dot” paintings.  

Those were what I was exhibiting.  It was so much fun to make 

a huge mess for the Stanton show.  And I did.  I think I spilled 

more paint in his studio than anyone else.  I remember him 

laughing about it because one of his cats got hit with a drop of 

yellow paint.  He thought it was hysterical.  He sent me a 

postcard about a year later- it had a picture of a cat and he had 

added yellow dots on it.  

 

AiA: So do you think of that work as yours? 

 

“…its primary 
purpose wasn’t 
fraud.  At least 
that’s not how I 
thought of it”   
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Rogers: No.  I think that if a collector has one of the paintings I 

made then they have a Stanton painting.  It’s conceptual art.  I 

think it’s fun.  I mean, really, he watched over it all.  It was his 

doing.  He was creating these paintings, but it was sort of like 

instead of using a brush, he was using another artist!  [laughs] I 

mean, there have been so many times when people have 

critized how art was made: Duchamp’s ready-mades, Warhol’s 

factory, the minimalists sending their designs to factories… 

Koons army of assistants… this is just another way.  I never 

thought of it as trickery… I kind of thought of it like theater.  

I’m not sure I can explain.  But its primary purpose wasn’t 

fraud.  At least that’s not how I thought of it.  

 

AiA: Do you have a sense of Stanton’s last “real” show?  

When did the transition happen? 

 

Rogers: He told me that the first Pop show was all him.  The 

’64 show.  That was him.  He had become fascinated by Pop, 

but after that show he said he felt like he had had an affair on 

his true style.  He was in a crisis.  So then he wanted to make 

more work like his earlier work.  But he was unenthusiastic 

about it.  Then, he said, he decided he was simply going to do 

whatever he wants whenever he wants.  I don’t know if that’s 

how it actually happened but that’s what he told me.  
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Somewhere along the line he came up with the plan… or his 

friend did.  It was one of his friends who did the second Pop 

show.  I’m not going to say who.  Anyway, Stanton lost it.  I 

think he briefly regretted selling his name.  That was when he 

freaked out at a gallery opening- the whole painting stabbing 

thing!  But he came to see the value in the whole thing.  He 

didn’t want to sell his art.  He wanted to make. 

 

AiA: Who did the “early work” show in ’93? 

 

Rogers: Honestly, I don’t know.  Someone who wanted to get 

back to older styles, or figurative stuff, I suppose… someone 

who wanted to do a retro cubist show! [laughs]  But even if I 

did know I wouldn’t say. It was pretty clever though- I know 

they got discovered but it was a clever idea!  If you are making 

up new work why not make up “lost” early work, too? 

 

4. 

Exerpt from the Introduction to Fred Stanton: Revelation  

(2013), Catalogue for the 2013 Stanton traveling retrospective 

organized by the Museum of Modern Art, NYC. 
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In 2009 a new rumor surfaced that Stanton was not dead, 

and the art world began speculation that he had faked his own 

death.  Given the strangeness of the Stanton story thus far, the 

rumor took hold.  The estate was unable to produce a death 

certificate or any other documentation of the artist’s death.  

Marie’s announcement that her brother had died was never 

vetted.27  One journalist was able to interview the director of the 

funeral home who had prepared the body and casket.  He was left 

with the impression that the director was uncomfortable about 

the topic.28 

Finally, in 2011, after a request to excavate Stanton’s 

grave was denied, a group of 12 people took it upon themselves 

to dig up Stanton’s casket on a summer night… videotaping it in 

the process.  No one in the video has been identified as they were 

all wearing plastic Andy Warhol masks, but the assumption has 

always been that they were younger artists… perhaps art students 

caught up in the rumor or creating a performance piece.  There 

has been considerable speculation about who appears in the 

footage and web sleuths have offered forth many, many names.29  

The Stanton story certainly lends itself to conspiracy theories and 

eccentric ideas… and there have been many surrounding this 

event.  It is unclear what charges, if any, would be brought 

against the perpetrators, considering bazaar outcome. 

The dark footage is shaky and the viewer hears grunts and 

breathing as the artists dig through the ground.  The digging took 
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long enough that sections of the film are edited out.  Finally, the 

team laboriously pulls up the seemingly oversized casket using 

ropes.  A light shines on the front and, after some effort with a 

crowbar and bolt cutter, the team was able to open it.  There is an 

audible “oh my god!” as the flashlight illuminates what was later 

revealed to be 212 paintings on board, stacked back to back, 

together wrapped neatly in a heavy plastic.  The film ends. 

There would be news conferences and endless discussion.  

Marie Stanton eventually revealed that the contents of the casket 

were meant to be discovered, but only after her death.  It was the 

desire of her brother, she claimed, that the work be seen.  Marie 

did not expect it to happen this way… and Stanton wanted it to 

be found only after Marie’s death so that she would not have to 

deal with lawsuits and a huge legal fuss.  Marie again stated that 

her brother had died in 1996, but added that his body was 

cremated.  She had spread his ashes but would not disclose 

where.29   

As of 2013 Marie Stanton has avoided most legal action, 

although a handful of cases have been settled out of court.  The 

strangest part of the story seems to be that there is a rising 

market for any ‘fake Stantons’ that were commissioned and 

signed by Stanton himself.   Some duped collectors seem to be 

gambling that the value of their fake will surpass any potential 

payout by the estate.30  The well-received 2012 documentary, Long 
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Simmering: The Fred Stanton Story inflated the Stanton mythology, as 

well as the market value of his “work.”  

 

Fred Stanton: Revelation, marks the first public display of 

the “casket paintings,” as well as a comprehensive overview of 

Stanton’s early Abstract Expressionist work.  All works in the 

show were painted by Stanton.       

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


