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Chapter 1


A Voice on the Line, 2003


IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON, in January 2003. The voice on the line was well-spoken, polite. The caller introduced himself as Joe Simon, an American film producer and art collector. He was ringing at the suggestion of David Hockney, his neighbour in Malibu. Without asking whether I had time to speak, this stranger launched into the reason for his call. A committee of experts called the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board had declared two Warhols in his collection to be fake, and he wanted to know why. I was at my desk on the top floor of our house in North London, finishing a review for the Daily Telegraph, where I was the chief art critic.


And, at just that moment, I had a deadline. ‘No, sorry, stop right there,’ I said, explaining that I had no detailed knowledge of Warhol’s work and would not dream of offering an opinion on the authenticity of one of his pictures. But my caller steamrolled over my objections, filling me in on the history of the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board. I held out. No, we could not meet. He should try Christie’s or Sotheby’s. On he ploughed, ignoring my attempts to disengage. He was not asking for my verdict. He knew I was not an expert on Warhol. He just wanted me to look at his pictures and possibly tell him if I could spot any obvious reason why they were not authentic. Still, no. I did not have that kind of knowledge.


Though that was true, it was also disingenuous. I was no expert on Warhol, but I had long experience authenticating and cataloguing works of art. I’m never paid for these consultations, although on rare occasions an auction house has sent me a case of good wine.


Simon did not know this and I certainly wasn’t going to tell him; nevertheless, he maintained his steel-plated determination to make me look at his picture. Just to get rid of him, I agreed to meet the following week. Scrawling his address in my diary, I hung up, and instantly forgot about the whole thing.


*


Though I couldn’t help Simon, I had written a lot about Andy Warhol, mostly in the Telegraph. Every time I wrote about a new aspect of his work, I was dazzled by his genius.


My first encounter with Andy Warhol’s work took place when I was eighteen years old. It was in March 1966, during my second year at Princeton, where I majored in art history. Warhol was already a household name, notorious for the Campbell’s Soup Cans and Brillo Boxes. But I knew nothing about the rock band he’d started to manage only two months earlier – the Velvet Underground. One day, an old friend, a student in the music department, told me the Velvets would be performing down the road, at Rutgers University. It was a school night during term time. Undergraduates were not allowed to leave campus without permission. I had a car (also not allowed), so off we went.


In a darkened hall, and through a fog of dry ice, the band’s vocalist, Nico (Christa Päffgen), stood under a spotlight, impassively intoning one of Lou Reed’s deadpan anthems to sex and drugs.


I stood stock still, mesmerised. At five-feet-nine-inches tall, with long straight blond hair and a heavy German accent, Nico’s husky, expressionless monotone was like nothing I’d heard before.


As she sang, a tall man dressed from head to foot in black leather began to roam back and forth across the stage, aimlessly cracking a bullwhip. This must have been Warhol’s studio assistant, Gerard Malanga, performing what I later learned was his ‘whip dance’ as part of Warhol’s experimental fusion of art and music – soon to be dubbed the ‘Exploding Plastic Inevitable’.


This, my first, fascinated exposure to what I conceived to be the white heat of the avant-garde, ended early when the university’s administration pulled the plug. From then on, however, Warhol was on my radar.


Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, Frank Stella, Cy Twombly, Claes Oldenburg, Roy Lichtenstein, Brice Marden, Richard Serra, Donald Judd: all these great artists were receiving serious critical recognition in America at that time. Andy Warhol was the exception. He was more famous than any artist on the list, but he was also the joker in the pack. Compared to the heavyweights, his art felt as insubstantial as the helium-filled silver pillows that floated around his 1966 exhibition at Leo Castelli’s gallery or bounced lightly off dancers in Merce Cunningham’s stage-sets.


Even the iconic works of the 1960s – Campbell’s Soup Cans and Brillo Boxes, portraits of Marilyn, Elvis and Liz – were sometimes dismissed as one-liners. Two of the most influential art critics of the time, Barbara Rose (Vogue) and Robert Hughes (Time), were at best ambivalent about Andy’s work – and that really meant something, because both critics wrote with knowledge and passion about many of his contemporaries.1


With his silver wig, dark glasses and pasty face, Warhol looked and spoke like an automaton. In public statements, he played dumb, insisting that this work was as shallow and one-dimensional as he affected to be in his own life. We now know that this was a pose, but the public took him at face value.


By the time I became aware of his work, Warhol had become a brand, someone we felt we knew, without having the slightest notion of what his art was really about or of how profound it could be.


Warhol’s first studio space – the Factory, at 231 East 47th Street – achieved near-mythical status right from the beginning. Even if you’d never been there or seen photos, it was easy to imagine what it looked like. In 1963, his assistant and in-house photographer, Billy Linich (always known as Billy Name), covered the walls with aluminium foil, and then kept going with silver paint until every surface, including the pay phone, toilets and furniture, glistened. That transformed a utilitarian workspace into a stage-set for the space age – a glamorous backdrop that swarmed with wealthy uptown social types, slumming it with speed freaks and hustlers, drug fiends and drag queens. The two worlds dovetailed when socialites like Baby Jane Holzer and Edie Sedgwick starred in his underground films alongside a ragtag collection of chattering exhibitionists whom he’d dubbed ‘superstars’.


The beautiful nonentities who appeared in them were high on amphetamines, then ubiquitous at every level of American society. Speed initially creates euphoria and hyperactivity. Over time, inner ecstasy gives way to depression and paranoia. In the earlier films, the giddy chit-chat of Edie, Billy Name, Gerard Malanga and Ondine (underground film star Robert Olivo) was frenetic and funny, if not always entirely audible.


The very banality of their on-screen persiflage added to the visceral impact of an act of sudden violence or psychosis. Ondine’s hysterical physical assault on another actor in Chelsea Girls or Sedgwick’s psychic meltdown in Outer and Inner Space mesmerised those who first saw them.


The factor that transforms much of Warhol’s film footage into art is the sheer length of time he held his camera on the actors. Decades later, slow-paced reality television programmes would fascinate the public. In the late sixties, Warhol’s audiences were transfixed by films in which random fragments from the lives of real people unspooled before their eyes, unscripted and unrehearsed.










Chapter 2


Langton Street, 2003


SEVEN DAYS LATER, at 6.30 p.m., I rang the buzzer to Joe Simon’s Chelsea flat. The guy who opened the door looked about twenty-five but was in fact closer to forty. He had floppy blond hair, big white teeth, a broad face and ski-jump nose, and he was wearing pressed chinos, a button-down collar, blazer and loafers. The preppy clothes were of a piece with the unostentatious decor of his flat: good oriental rugs over beige coir matting, antique furniture, a comfortable sofa and easy chairs covered in fabrics by Nina Campbell. I was used to the British aesthetic of shabby chic, so I also noticed that everything in the flat was in immaculate condition.


On the walls of his drawing room hung two framed Warhol Cow silkscreen prints. In each, the same cow is shown against a soft blue background in close-up, filling the viewer’s field of vision. The effect is hallucinatory and, for reasons I don’t quite understand, comforting. Each print was framed individually and inscribed, Happy Birthday Joey, love Andy.


Hanging nearby was a more valuable Warhol, his silk-screened portrait of Mick Jagger. There are many prints in this series, and, with hindsight, I’d say that Simon’s was the best I’ve seen. Others tend to be luridly coloured, with smears of red paint over Jagger’s rubbery lips and splashes of turquoise laid like mascara over his eyelids.


Simon’s print was different. In it, Warhol left a black-and-white photograph of Jagger intact, then overlaid one side of his face with a semi-transparent geometric shape, with a wash of pale green over the other. Black, white, grey and green: the restrained palette creates a stillness in the portrait that makes it unique in the series. The frame, too, was unusual. It was covered in silver fabric and signed by Rolling Stone Ronnie Wood.


I also noticed a sensitive crayon portrait of Joe Simon by his neighbour in Malibu, David Hockney, as well as Hockney’s delightful studies of his two dachshunds, which I found particularly enchanting since we were then besotted with our own miniature dachshund. These prints too were dedicated, To Joe with love from David.


You learn a lot about someone by looking at the art they have on their walls. This glimpse of Simon’s world made it clear that his personal connection with the artist or the sitter was what drew him to a work of art. But there was something else about the collection that I had not expected: it was quiet, personal, not one acquired to show off or to impress.


Simon got straight down to business. There was no small talk, no flattery, and no pretence on Simon’s part that he had ever read my reviews, exhibition catalogues or books. I took that as a positive sign. He told me he was a film producer whose company had worked on projects with Tim Burton, Salma Hayek and Woody Allen, and he mentioned several well-reviewed movies he’d produced, but within minutes he was showing me the two Warhols he wanted to talk about.


The first was the Red Self-Portrait, a screen print on canvas from a series made in 1965. While I was looking, Simon kept up a running commentary, hardly drawing breath as a story spilled out that he must have told a hundred times before. On 9 August 1989, he bought the picture on the recommendation of Michael Hue-Williams, a London art dealer I knew and respected. The picture was ‘signed’ Andy Warhol twice, and confirmed as an authentic by Andy’s business manager, Fred Hughes, in a handwritten inscription on the stretcher. But there was a big hitch. What Simon had not realised when he bought the picture, he said, was that the two highly realistic Andy Warhol signatures were stamped facsimiles, not written in Warhol’s own hand. Simon said he bought the self-portrait ‘because I liked it, but mostly because Michael [Hue-Williams], Fred [Hughes] and Ammann [Thomas Ammann, the Swiss art dealer] all underscored to me the importance of the piece, and Andy’s signatures . . . I was dizzy with excitement.’


In 2002, thirteen years after acquiring the Red Self-Portrait, and after a bitter break-up with his partner, Simon decided to sell it. A buyer was easily found through a London gallery. Contracts were exchanged and the purchase price paid into the gallery’s escrow account. The gallery advised their client of the possibility that the painting would be included in a forthcoming catalogue raisonné of Warhol’s paintings, the ultimate confirmation of its authenticity. Such a catalogue is intended to include every picture the artist painted. Each catalogue entry contains basic information – the subject of the picture, the date it was painted, the material it is painted on and its size. If it is signed, dated or inscribed, either by the artist or by another hand, that information is given, as is its provenance – the history of ownership from the moment it left the artist’s studio to its present whereabouts, if known, in a private collection or a public museum. If the work has been restored, repaired or relined, that information is added.


To confirm that the Red Self-Portrait was to be included in the Warhol catalogue raisonné, the lawyer for Simon’s client called the Zurich-based art dealer George Frei, co-author of that catalogue. Frei worked for Thomas Ammann Fine Art, the leading European dealer in Warhol’s art.


Although he had seen and photographed the painting in Simon’s London house in 1996 without commenting on its authenticity, Frei unexpectedly advised the lawyer not to buy the picture until it had been certified as genuine by the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board. That advice carried with it the implication that the painting might not be ‘right’, so Simon released the client from the sale. At the time, he explained, he was simply too busy with different projects to worry about the sale of a painting falling through.


The following month, Hue-Williams took the picture to New York to show the A-list art dealer Larry Gagosian. Before Hue-Williams left, Simon was told that Gagosian’s London office had verbally offered him $800,000 for a quick sale. Simon declined. He saw no reason to sell the picture cheap, when, in a few weeks’ time, another dealer might offer the full price.


Instead, he took advice from a new friend, Vincent Fremont, who told him to submit both works to the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board. To his consternation, both works came back from the Board stamped DENIED. He could not understand why, and the Board wouldn’t tell him. Simon was asking me to look at it in the hope that I could explain what was wrong, why they had not been authenticated.


As he was telling his story, he started to stutter. His eyes glistened with tears. To spare him embarrassment, I stood up to take a closer look at the picture, which was propped against the wall. The Red Self-Portrait is one of Warhol’s best-known images. Based on a photo taken in an automatic photo booth in Times Square, it shows the artist’s head and shoulders, full-face and slightly from below, very much like the figures in two other important works of the mid-1960s: the mug shots in Thirteen Most Wanted Men, which was shown at the New York World’s Fair in 1965, and the anonymous actor whose head and upper torso we see in Warhol’s underground film, Blow Job.


Like the men in those works, Andy assumes the insolent take-it-or-leave-it expression of the criminal or the hustler. As with other portraits of the sixties, out-of-register reds and blacks make the picture’s surface look slightly fuzzy, like a colour TV on the blink. Warhol presents himself to the world as a new kind of person – one trapped, as though behind a screen, in some fathomless, unreal televisual space – without physical mass or emotional depth, somewhat like Marilyn or Liz in their portraits. As he once said, ‘If you want to know all about Andy Warhol, just look at the surface of my paintings and films and me, and there I am. There’s nothing behind it.’


One thing about the work disturbed me from the first moment I saw it: the picture surface was unusual – curiously glossy, without texture or brushwork, and with no hint of the canvas weave underneath the image. It could almost have been a photographic reproduction.


Next, Simon produced the second work he wanted me to see. This was a meticulous arrangement of crisp one-dollar bills pasted onto a small canvas. Though untitled, Simon called it the ‘Dollar Bill’ piece. Unlike the Red Self-Portrait, it was signed, inscribed and dated 1986 – all in Warhol’s own handwriting. But the Authentication Board had rejected this work as well. I had never seen anything like it by Warhol, nor had I heard of the assistant who sold it to Simon. But Simon showed me an entry in the published Warhol diaries, in which Warhol says he gave the collage to his assistant as a birthday present during a dinner at the Odeon restaurant.


The diary entry, dated 21 April 1986, reads: ‘And then I had to be creative to think of birthday presents . . . I stuck money in that grandmother-type birthday card, and I did a canvas that had dollars pasted onto it and then I remembered they even made those sheets of money, but this you could just rip money off when you need it, like for tips.’1


I could see why Simon believed the piece to be genuine. The repeated image of George Washington on the one-dollar bills; the mere fact that it was made from Warhol’s favourite thing, money: all that seemed thoroughly Warholian. It was also meticulously crafted. The bills were glued onto the canvas with deliberation. There were no curled edges, and all the bills were straight. Later, I learned that the serial numbers were arranged in chronological order, from one to forty-one – a detail that suggested the person who made it had taken enormous care in constructing the work. I could not see anything obviously wrong with the collage. It was the Red Self-Portrait that did not feel right.


But, as I told Simon on the telephone, I did not know enough about Warhol to say anything helpful, let alone definitive. I could not think of a way to help him find the answers he was looking for. All I could do was to sympathise with his frustration and tell him that he had to assume the Authentication Board was staffed by scholars who would not have denied the authenticity of either work without good reason.


By now, it was almost eight o’clock. I wished Simon good luck and apologised for my inability to help. Driving home, I did not expect to hear from him again.










Chapter 3


‘Don’t even think about it’


WHATEVER I EXPECTED, Simon had no intention of letting the matter drop. Within days, he telephoned again, and over the next few months he told me in greater detail how he had come to submit his ‘Dollar Bill’ piece and his Red Self-Portrait to the Authentication Board. Much of that story hinges on the role played by Warhol’s former studio assistant, Vincent Fremont. As soon as I heard his name, I realised I knew him. We had met in the late 1990s, at the suggestion of Anthony d’Offay, the most important London dealer in contemporary art at the time, to discuss an exhibition proposal for a show of Andy Warhol’s portraits from the 1970s. In the end, nothing came of the exhibition, but I remembered Fremont as a pleasant man of about my age, dressed like a classy accountant in a designer suit and spectacles.


Simon had good reason to seek advice from Fremont, who was chief salesman and licensing agent for thousands of paintings, prints, photographs and sculptures bequeathed by Warhol to the Andy Warhol Foundation. When they had spoken on the telephone, exchanged emails, or had face-to-face meetings, Fremont could not have been more helpful. He recommended Simon submit his Red Self-Portrait to the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board. Once the picture had been approved, he explained, a high-resolution photograph would be taken so that the painting could be included in the board’s forthcoming catalogue raisonné. Simon should be sure to include the picture’s full provenance with the submission.


Although Fremont had by now seen thousands of prints and paintings by Warhol, he was not working at the Factory during the summer of 1965 when Warhol made the Red Self-Portrait. Together with Simon, he went over every detail of the painting and its history. Simon told him that he had shown the painting to Andy’s executor, Fred Hughes, who remembered authenticating it in the early 1990s – a verdict that Fremont himself, who in those years authenticated Warhol’s work in tandem with Hughes, had endorsed. Now, Fremont made the entire process sound like the easiest thing in the world. He seemed to imply that Simon was doing him a personal favour by cooperating.


A few weeks later, Tony Shafrazi, a New York art dealer better known for having used spray paint to deface Picasso’s Guernica in the Museum of Modern Art, told him the brutal fact: unless the two works had the Board’s stamp of approval, no dealer, private collector, or auction house in the world would touch them.


The authenticity of an artwork can be determined in several ways, but one of the most common is to have an expert or experts affirm that it is what the seller purports it to be. The Warhol Foundation went further. If an owner consigned to a gallery or saleroom a picture that the Board had not authenticated, the gallerist or auction house received a lawyer’s letter stating that the sale could not proceed until the Board confirmed that the artwork was genuine. No one dared sell a picture the Board had not approved. Simon decided to get the procedure over and done with.


What Simon could not have guessed was that the Board would declare both works to be fakes. The Board kept a file labelled Estate Notebook Fake Works: Paintings Authenticated by Fred Hughes, and Simon’s Red Self-Portrait was in it. Simon would later learn that Fremont had already viewed the picture in Gagosian’s office and was disturbed that the image was printed on canvas (cotton duck) rather than on linen, which Warhol usually used.


In February 2002, Simon was in New York, waiting to collect the painting. That morning, a fax from the Authentication Board arrived at his house in Los Angeles. The person who first read it was his closest friend, British documentary film-maker Maddy Farley. The Board did not consider the picture authentic. As soon as she read these words, her instinct to protect her friend kicked in. Understanding how distressed Simon would be, she took the overnight flight to New York to be with him when he heard the news. Together, they went to the office of the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board on the Lower West Side to collect the picture.


There, Simon had a second shock. The picture had been stamped on the reverse with the word DENIED in indelible red ink. Not only that, it had been stamped not on the wooden stretcher, but on the canvas itself. A picture he had been about to sell for two million dollars had been ‘branded’ with such force that the letters came through on the front of the canvas, rendering it worthless.


Still not understanding Fremont’s role in what had happened, Simon and Maddy lunched with him the next day at a quiet restaurant, two blocks from the offices of the Authentication Board. Whenever they’d met before, Fremont had been warm and supportive. Now, Simon said, he seemed cold, detached and emotionless.


With his thick, slicked-back hair, broad face and wide eyes, Fremont exuded self-assurance. From the start, he exerted a gentle but sure control over the conversation. Through two courses, they talked about every subject except the picture. Maddy kept the conversation light, swapping camera tips and news about mutual friends, while Fremont and Simon prodded, each trying to extract information from the other. Simon itched to talk about the portrait, but Fremont sensed this and steered the conversation out of Simon’s reach whenever the subject was about to come up. Even when coffee came, he seemed reluctant to discuss the picture.


At that point, Simon couldn’t take any more: ‘All of my frustrations bubbled over, and I came right out and said how appalled I was by the Board’s refusal even to explain their unexpected decision to deny my painting. What I wanted to say – but didn’t – was that it was he, more than anyone, who had persuaded me to submit a portrait, that had already been signed by the artist and authenticated by his manager, to a mysterious organisation of which I knew nothing, assuring me that this would be just a formality and would add significantly to its value.’


Fremont said nothing. Finally, he indicated that the conversation was closed by advising Simon to ‘discover more of the picture’s history’. He even offered to assist by supplying the contact details of conservators and art historians.


‘But it’s just so unethical!’ Simon no longer hid the anger in his voice. ‘Surely this sort of behaviour can be challenged legally.’


Fremont replied very slowly, looking straight into Simon’s eyes, and stressing every word: ‘Don’t even think about it. They’ll drag you through the courts until you bleed – they never lose.’1 With this stark, apparently well-intentioned, but unmistakably threatening statement, he rose from the table and went for his coat. He returned a few minutes later to pick up the tab.


As well as advising Simon to resubmit the picture after gathering more information about it, Fremont also explained that the Authentication Board would require proof that Warhol had been aware of the picture’s existence. By ‘proof’ he meant ‘a signature in the artist’s own hand or evidence that it had been sold at auction during his lifetime’. The more facts Simon could accumulate, the better chance he would have of getting the work authenticated.


*


I had never had any dealings with an art authentication board. Simon explained to me that everyone who submits a work to the Warhol Board must sign a waiver agreeing that the owner is not legally entitled to any explanation for the Board’s decision. The legal waiver covered a previous authentication of the Red Self-Portrait by Fremont and Hughes in the early nineties, and shielded the assistant as a former employee of the Warhol Foundation, from legal action. As one lawyer put it to Simon, ‘Five million dollars in legal fees may get you past the waiver; otherwise, the waiver protects Warhol employees from a multitude of sins, including fraud.’


That left Simon helpless. He was not entitled to a refund from Hue-Williams because the time limit within which pictures can be returned had long passed. What upset him most was the dawning knowledge that Fremont had persuaded him to submit the picture knowing it was likely to be denied. Legally, Fremont could not be held responsible for his own previous authentication of the picture. Simon felt he had been stitched up.


In accordance with its policy, the Board refused to give Simon any indication of why the pictures had been denied. In the days that followed, he worked frantically to find out why it had happened. First, he took a transparency of his picture to the Castelli Gallery. Leo Castelli had been dead for several years, but his widow Barbara told Simon that even her husband, a dealer of legendary stature, had more than once had pictures by Warhol denied by the Board. She encouraged him not to lose hope.


Over that lunch in February, Fremont suggested Simon view his picture alongside a painting from the 1964 series on linen to understand why it had been rejected. Fremont had also informed Simon that Castelli’s son, Jean-Christophe, owned one of the 1964 self-portraits – the ones the Board considered authentic. It was in storage in Healey’s warehouse in Long Island City, Queens. Simon rang Castelli’s curator, who agreed that, for a fee of a few hundred dollars and the cost of opening the warehouse, he could view the 1964 picture and compare it to his own.


Simon also asked Fremont for the name of a picture conservator who specialised in twentieth-century painting. Fremont recommended the American painting conservator Sandra Amann, the Andy Warhol Foundation’s chief restorer.2 When Simon took the picture to her studio, Amann told him at once that it had been made in the 1960s, but she too needed to see it next to a picture from the 1964 series.


Simon liked Sandra Amann and believed she was doing her best to be helpful. But he still wanted a third person to be present to witness the all-important comparison. He found one in John Reinhold, a jewellery dealer and close friend of Warhol’s. Simon hired a car and driver to take all three, together with Simon’s painting, to the warehouse. When they arrived, the crate had already been opened and the 1964 picture placed on a table so that it could be examined alongside Simon’s 1965 painting.


‘Immediately, my heart sank,’ Simon recalled. ‘It [the 1964 painting] had a thick hand-painted background, and the colours [were] stronger. John looked at me, as if to say sorry. My heart just fell. We laid the pictures down next to each other. Sandra got out her measuring tape and we started to measure the pictures. They were almost the same size. After ten minutes . . . it was obvious that both pictures had been printed using the same acetate, but with different silk screens. The obvious difference was that the 1965 picture was painted on cotton duck, Castelli’s on linen, which holds paint much better – it reflects light and just looks richer. This cheered me up . . . I remembered the huge differences among other series – such as the “Studio-type” Elvis and the “Ferus-type” Elvis – and there were other examples of Warhol switching from linen to cotton within the same series in the early sixties.’


This was true: the series known as the ‘Studio-type’ Elvis has conspicuous hand painting and is not signed, whereas a later series, called the ‘Ferus-type’ Elvis (after the Ferus Gallery in Los Angeles, where they were first exhibited), looks more machine-made, more mechanical in feel, and it is signed. Warhol usually signed at least one picture in every series to signify that the entire series was his work. None of the Studio-Type Elvis pictures are signed, and none were exhibited during Andy’s lifetime. After a flood in the studio, the entire series became soaking wet and needed extensive restoration. Yet the Authentication Board accepts both series as genuine. What is more, as was true of the Red Self-Portraits series, the differences between the two Elvis series are instantly obvious, whether you know anything about Warhol’s working methods or not. But this was clutching at straws. The fact remained that, in early 2002, it looked as though the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board had been justified in deciding against Simon’s work.


Most people would have given up then and there. Not Simon.










Chapter 4


Warhol’s Silkscreens


BEFORE IT IS ANYTHING ELSE, Simon’s Red Self-Portrait is a silkscreen, and it is important to know how the silk-screening process works to understand the Board’s reasons for denying Simon’s picture.


A silkscreen is essentially a stencilled image. Until the middle of the last century, the technology was primarily associated with the manufacture of cheap commercial products like T-shirts and greeting cards. Warhol made his breakthrough when he decided to use it to make works of fine art.


Late in 1962, Warhol stopped hand-painting cartoon characters and Coca-Cola bottles using the loose, drippy brushwork of the abstract expressionists. Instead, he began to transfer images onto flat surfaces using the silkscreen method. Artists before Warhol had made silkscreens, but mostly to make prints on paper. He made the technique his own by printing images he found in newspapers and magazines onto linen or canvas as well as paper. He liked the way silk-screened images tend to print out of register, giving his pictures the ephemeral look of grainy photos in tabloid newspapers. But Warhol’s working method constantly changed.


To emphasise the difference between a painting made by Andy Warhol and the drips, impasto and conspicuous brushwork of so much abstract expressionism, Warhol sought at this stage to diminish – though not to eliminate – evidence of his ‘hand’. Warhol’s use of the silkscreen technique to make art became a kind of brand that made his pictures instantly recognisable, right up until the end of his life.


Warhol used the same process to make a painting as a print, the only distinction being that paintings were printed on fabric, prints on paper. His friend, Henry Geldzahler, influential curator of contemporary art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and later New York’s powerful commissioner of cultural affairs, recognised that the artist’s two great innovations were to bring commercial art into fine art and to take printing techniques into painting.


This was exactly what flummoxed many of those who first saw Warhol’s art. In his memoirs, Colin Clark, son of the art historian Kenneth Clark, recounts a story from his time working as a production assistant on the film The Prince and the Showgirl. To explain why Marilyn Monroe came across far more vividly on screen than her classically trained co-star Laurence Olivier, Colin Clark observed that, in front of the cameras, she knew how to speak a language an actor trained for the stage simply could not imitate. To Olivier’s fury and frustration, the less the Hollywood goddess appeared to act, the more she lit up the screen. Clark continues: ‘Some years later, I experienced a similar situation when I took my father to the studio of the Pop artist Andy Warhol in New York. My father was an art historian of the old school, used to the canvases of Rembrandt and Titian. He simply could not conceive that Andy’s silk-screened Brillo boxes were serious art.’1 Commenting on this parallel in the New York Review, I wrote: ‘Actress and artist grasped that in the modern world, presentation counts for more than substance. The less you do, the greater may be the impact.’2 What defeated Kenneth Clark about Warhol’s paintings was not only their banal subject matter, but also the means he used to make them: the silkscreen.


A silk-screened image is flat. It has neither depth nor volume. This perfectly suited Warhol because, in painting Marilyn Monroe, he was not painting a woman of flesh, blood and psychological complexity, but a publicity photograph of a commodity created in a Hollywood studio. In a conventional printmaking process like etching, the artist makes a limited number of impressions, then destroys the copper plate. But Warhol’s silk-screened images are not finite in this way. The number of finished works Warhol made depended on how many he needed or thought he could sell. Because he could print multiple versions of the same image, Warhol raised new questions about the nature of art. How did the kind of work he was turning out differ from any other mass-produced commodity? What value do we place on originality, invention, rarity and the uniqueness of the art object?


The nature of the silk-screening process made Warhol a particularly easy artist to fake. Usually, there would be virtually no difference between the silkscreen he personally printed, and an unauthorised one that an assistant might have run off, after hours. From early on, Warhol signed some works and used a stamped signature on others. Often, he did not sign a work at all, but the absence of a signature alone did not mean it was not his work. His ability to reproduce a single image numerous times on the same canvas was – or could be – an intrinsic element in the picture’s meaning. For example, a canvas depicting a dozen or more Campbell’s soup cans might be seen as Warhol’s version of a modern still life. Instead of the fruit or game an artist like Chardin might paint, Warhol shows food as it really looks to most Americans when they buy it in a supermarket – shelf after shelf of nearly identical cans, containing liquefied beef, tomatoes or beans.










Chapter 5


Joe Simon


THE MAN I MET at Langton Street initially struck me as a cardboard cut-out of the sunny, all-American type straight out of a Hollywood film. It was only after I began to take an interest in his Red Self-Portrait that I realised how wildly mistaken that impression was.


His name at birth was not Simon. He was born Joseph Whalen in the picture-postcard township of New Hope, Bucks County, Pennsylvania, around 1966. Abuse by a teacher and priest blighted his childhood. In his early teens, Joe Simon ran away from home, an act of self-preservation that later proved justified when, years later, his brother, who had suffered similar abuse, found a different means of escape through suicide. Joe’s flight entailed changing his last name to that of his maternal grandmother – the one person in his life who he felt offered him unconditional love and support.


Teen runaways with little formal education and no marketable skills rarely flourish in Manhattan. When I pressed him to explain how he managed to survive living apart from his mother and father at such a young age, he turned the question around: ‘Before leaving home, I was a target for every sort of abuse imaginable. As soon as I left, everyone [that is, all his grandmother’s friends in New York] protected me, my grandmother being the overall umbrella . . . One would think the opposite would happen.’1


As a teenager, through his grandmother’s friendship with the former editor-in-chief of American Vogue, Diana Vreeland, Simon became an unpaid assistant/gofer/walker to this grandest of grande dames during her last years as curator of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Costume Institute, and was thus launched into the upper echelons of New York society.


According to Joe Simon, on the occasions when Mrs Vreeland did not have lunch at the museum, she took her tow-headed young assistant to lunch with the likes of Nancy Reagan, Anne Bass or Nan Kempner. These early encounters allowed Simon to refine his social skills, giving him an easy manner and a confidence in his ability to amuse. Launched by these influential women, he was soon invited to the best parties – where he met a long list of artists, actors and writers.


His education did not stop there. ‘On Mondays, when the Met was closed,’ he told me, ‘I worked for Jackie Kennedy at her flat opposite the museum. She was working as an editor at Doubleday at the time, so she had me doing research for her at the New York Public Library. I was given a sandwich lunch, and a tie at Christmas.’2


Simon had found his milieu. Doing volunteer work for two of the most prominent women in the city by day and partying at night, Simon discovered a sense of safety and self-confidence – in fact, an identity of sorts. In his words, ‘They protected me, they propped me up.’


When, over a period of several years, he told me the story of his life, my first instinct was to treat it as an exaggerated version of the truth, like the chapter ‘La Côte Basque 1965’, about cafe society, in Truman Capote’s unfinished novel, Answered Prayers. At the start, it did not matter to me whether Simon’s account of his early life was strictly true. But, as I began to take a serious interest in the authentication of Warhol’s work, I needed to trust him. Without telling him, I started to check names and dates in the only place I could check them – the social pages in back issues of the New York Times and Interview magazine.


I did not really believe Simon was only a teenager when he hit New York running. But then I came across a New York Times feature about fashion designer Carolina Herrera’s first collection of haute couture clothing, which took place at the Metropolitan Club in New York on 27 April 1981. In one photo, Vreeland is talking to Herrera; there, just behind them, is Simon, very young-looking, in a preppy jacket and tie. The same article was illustrated with photos of Andy Warhol seated next to Paloma Picasso and her husband Rafael Lopez.3 Whether Simon knew those celebrities or not, he was certainly moving in the circles Warhol aspired to, at an age when most young men and women were filling out applications to college.


At night, Simon ran around the city with three little rich friends his own age: Cornelia Guest, Maura Moynihan and Gwynne Rivers – daughters, respectively, of the socialite and fashion icon C. Z. Guest, Senator Patrick Moynihan and the artist Larry Rivers. These three danced the night away at nightclubs like Palladium, Area and Xenon. Since the decadent carryings-on in these places were notorious, I wondered how Simon and his pals were admitted as unaccompanied minors. It may be that at that period in New York, beautiful and sensationally well-connected youngsters were welcomed everywhere.


In those years, he was never offered drugs, except marijuana. He thought the reason was fear of retribution from social arbiters like Mrs Vreeland, Carolina Herrera, British aristocrat John Bowes-Lyon and John Richardson, prominent A-lister, sometime art dealer, friend of Warhol and future biographer of Pablo Picasso – all of whom were concerned for his well-being.


Simon remembered that on weekday mornings, he met Mrs Vreeland at her apartment on Park Avenue and accompanied her by cab to the Metropolitan Museum. In the taxi, Vreeland questioned him about where he had been the night before and who he had seen. At the time, he assumed she was simply interested in the latest gossip. As an adult, he realised her true interest was in his safety.


As well it might have been. ‘I spent countless evenings with Fred [Hughes] . . . at [the nightclub] Xenon (which Andy called Studio 27, because it was “half as good as Studio 54”). In the back office, his hideout, Fred socialised with the usual Euro players, or celebrities like Ringo Starr, David Rocksavage and John F. Kennedy Jr. Fred was often hammered on vodkas, snorting coke and telling stories about how he was the nephew of Howard Hughes, even though he wasn’t.’


Hughes introduced Simon to Andy, who was obsessed by Diana Vreeland and Jackie Onassis/Kennedy. Warhol would call Simon first thing in the morning to ask for the latest gossip. ‘I learned early on not to repeat things, as, whatever I told Andy, he would ring the person straightaway and say, “Joe Simon said you were up to this or that last night . . .” and one day it didn’t end too well. Ever since then, I try not to repeat what people say.’


Most of what Simon told me about his life could be verified. There were times when I wondered whether something he’d said could be true, but that may have been because my own background was relatively conventional. In time, I came to believe that Simon was exactly who he said he was, but, in the early years of our acquaintance, I sometimes worried that I was making friends with the Talented Mr Ripley. For instance, when I questioned a curator who had worked alongside Mrs Vreeland in the Costume Institute, she flatly denied that Simon had been a regular presence in the office. The same curator remembered meeting Simon on Christmas Day in Vreeland’s apartment at 550 Park Avenue but scoffed at the idea that a teenage boy could get past the Met’s front desk without a security pass. She added, however, that Diana Vreeland was well known for the number of young people to whom she gave work experience in the department – and that accorded with Simon’s memory of having painted blue plinths for her exhibition of eighteenth-century French costume.


My best guess is that Simon remembered his time in the museum as lasting a lot longer than it did, and, as young people do, built up in his own mind the importance of the jobs he was given.


Simon knew Warhol on and off for the last seven years of the artist’s life, during which he ‘. . . had a midlife crisis, started lifting weights, became cynical, dressed far too young for his age and began going on ridiculous blind dates. His new crowd just fawned and flattered him. Many artists I know seem to have had dysfunctional relationships, and Andy was no different. The difference is that most artists thrive on these, and their work reflects it – the more dysfunctional the relationship, the better the work. With Andy, it was the opposite. He cared less about the quality of what was being created. After Ronnie Cutrone [left], it was only when Andy took up painting with Jean Michel [Basquiat] and Keith [Haring] that he started to really paint again.’


In his early twenties, Simon moved to London. A European banker, with whom he was then living, invested a bit of inherited money for him. The pair also had a lucrative business, buying and renovating London properties on soon-to-expire leases. This was when Simon started backing plays and films, collecting art and generally having a good time in a milieu where film, society, fashion and the arts overlapped. The Simon I knew liked nothing more than what he called a ‘celeb-a-lula’ – his word for an opening, an A-list party, or an awards ceremony. If he disappeared for a couple of months, it was to Bali, not Brighton, and he travelled there in a friend’s private jet. Christmas would be spent on a yacht at St Barts, or skiing at Klosters – or both.


But behind Simon’s high spirits and pathologically active social life lay a chasm of confusion and self-doubt. He needed people to like him. The obsessive-compulsive behaviour he exhibited in his pursuit of the Warhol case turned up in other aspects of his life. The intensity of his relationships could be frightening. When friends or lovers rejected him, or died, he was crippled with a grief that did not let up. It could last for years.


Simon’s background made it almost inevitable that he would be attracted to Warhol and his work. What other twentieth-century artist was as fascinated by celebrity, glamour and glitz as Warhol had been? Simon instinctively grasped the underlying melancholy and loneliness in Warhol’s personal life when others missed it completely. As a character, though, Simon was nothing like the self-destructive superstars Warhol put in his films. He was more in the mould of Fred Hughes – a clever and conventional middle-class WASP, who was at home in the higher bohemia, but who in private lived a reasonably stable, albeit unusual, life.
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