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tan Masters’ watercolors,
informed by hardscrabble
beginnings, speak with the
same spirit, the same ethos,
embodied in Route 66. Like the

Mother Road, his paintings take
us to the gas stations, markets and
churches of small-town America.
Almost entirely self-taught, he
depicts his slice of the American
Dream honestly and directly. Often
nostalgic, but never sentimental, his
art looks back with affection for the
past, and at the same time, optimism
for the future. In this article we’ll
meet Stan, then focus on five water-
colors that depict Route 66 in
Missouri.

The son and grandson of railroad
workers, Stan Masters (1922-2005)
was the oldest of four children and
grew up in grinding poverty in a one-
room railroad shanty in Kirkwood,
MO. Owned by the Missouri Pacific
Railroad, it originally served as a
bunk house for itinerant workers and
had neither water nor electricity. The
tracks ran within six feet of the front
porch. The place was so cold and
drafty, his seventeen-month-old
brother died of pneumonia in the
winter of 1930. 

The stories of hardship are prac-
tically endless. Yet, he was a born
storyteller. As a boy, since he could-
n’t afford to go to the movies, he and
a cousin would meet for hours to
produce their own movies. She wrote
the scripts and he drew the illustra-
tions.

Edith’s Market, of which Stan painted at least four versions, was located on Manchester Road in
Brentwood. It’s a bright sunny day at this small neighborhood market, busy with customers shopping for gro-
ceries, produce and potted plants. Appended to an existing house, perhaps Edith’s, the seasonal stand brims
with the neatly arranged summer harvest. Ever the adman, Masters observes the numerous signs that anno-
tate the lively scene. The triangular shapes of the parking lot in the lower right and sky in the upper left add
structure and relief to an otherwise cluttered view.

The East Wind depicts the rear facades of a group of brick buildings that face Manchester Road in
Maplewood. Masters finds great beauty and interest in this gritty view. The squares and rectangles of the
buildings, windows and chimneys play off each other continuously until our eye is slowed by the contrast-
ing green lattice of the porch, where we discover the TV SERVICE sign. The three pigeons breathe life into
the picture while the wisps of smoke confirm the viability of the businesses within. The MHS ’79 graffito
below the NO PARKING sign, written by a graduating senior at Maplewood High School, might also double
as the date of the painting: Masters signed it straight across the parking lot in the weeds near the porch.
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Shortly after graduating from
high school, Masters was inducted
into the army where he saw combat
action in Italy. Upon his discharge in
1946, he enrolled in the Dauphine
School of Art in Philadelphia on the
G I Bill. 

Within six months, an instructor
who worked for an advertising
agency spotted Stan’s talent and
hired him, thus ending his formal art
training, and beginning his twenty-
five-year career in advertising and
commercial art. He and his new wife,
Carlene Fiester, returned to St. Louis
in 1948 where they settled in
Maplewood.

By the end of the 1960s he had
grown weary of the advertising
industry. After a brief period of
experimentation, he settled on
watercolor in 1971 and devoted the
remainder of his career to that medi-
um. Of his style, Masters wrote, “I
believe that art is, or should be, a
form of communication. It ought to
be understandable. For that reason, I
choose to work in a realistic man-
ner.” Of his subject matter he said,
“My subject matter deals with things
I know about or places I’ve been”
and in 1973 he concluded, “an artist
paints best what he knows and loves
best.”

As with most artists, success
was elusive. His solo exhibition in
1978 garnered rave reviews, but
sales were minimal. He painted
steadily for the next seventeen years,
producing an estimated 400 water-
colors, but he seldom exhibited, and
sales remained meager. A stroke
ended his career in 1995 and he died
in 2005, all but forgotten.

Today, Masters is beginning to
receive the attention he deserves.
The author discovered his work in
2006 and hosted an exhibit at his
gallery which was well received, as

Sanctuary: Never let it be said Stan Masters didn’t have a sense of humor. And an ingenious one at that.
He painted at least 3 versions of this small white church, located on Manchester Road, just inside the city
limits. The enormous USED CARS in white letters establishes the joke which he sustains through a series
of clever maneuvers. First, he shoehorns the church between the uniform signs of the flanking buildings,
confirming the church’s role as a used car on the lot, gleaming white with tinted windows. The dead tree in
the side warns caveat emptor, reiterated by the No Parking sign in front. Next, we see the word TRANS-
MISSIONS truncated to MISSIONS. The dappled sunlight from the unseen tree suggests the business’
‘shadowy’ characters within, the realization of which then leads us back to the ‘shady’ USED CARS sign.
But this is not a scathing commentary about organized religion; Masters is merely poking fun at it. The
strolling pedestrian and fluttering birds enliven the scene, as do the grass and emerald green trees, which,
incidentally, carry the eye back to the steeple. Masters means no harm, only a gibe as he flexes his narra-
tive muscles. 

Grover, Missouri was just one of the countless small towns dotted along Route 66 that no longer exists.
Grover Texaco recalls the days when full-service filling stations were manned by courteous uniformed atten-
dants who pumped your gas, cleaned your windshield and checked your oil. Now deserted, we stand at the
entrance to the driveway where we mentally place the Texaco sign atop its pole that had once been flanked
by pumps. Rendered in harmonious shades of red, violet, green, and yellow, the site is unexpectedly clean
and tidy, free of broken windows, graffiti and debris. Under the setting sun the Grover Texaco Station stands
as a memorial to a bygone place and time. Masters said of his art, “I am striving to provide you with a pleas-
urable escape, perhaps remind you of something forgotten and most certainly, convey a sense of beauty.”
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Old Truck at Times Beach, painted in 1979, depicts what appears to be an abandoned 1956 Dodge dump
truck. The blue cab and red box reinforce the ‘Americana’ feel of the picture. The colorful windshield stick-
ers attest to its many years of service while the empty headlight sockets confirm its dereliction. But all is
not lost: the foraging chickens animate the scene, while the yellow license plate subtly connects the truck
to the golden fields beyond. Just a few years later, Times Beach became the site of one of the most noto-
rious environmental disasters in the nation’s history when the EPA discovered dioxin contaminated oil had
been sprayed on the roads. Residents were evicted, their homes demolished and, in 1985, the State of
Missouri dis-incorporated Times Beach. In 1999, after a massive cleanup, Times Beach was reborn as the
420-acre Route 66 State Park. It stands today, like the Old Truck, as a memorial to America’s beloved Mother Road.

was a solo exhibit in New York in
2011. 

Stan’s watercolors now hang in
two museums- Cedarhurst Center for
the Arts in Mt. Vernon, IL and the St.
Louis Mercantile Library at UMSL, as
well as numerous private collections
in St. Louis and beyond.

About the author: Robert N. Morrissey is an art and
antiques dealer in St. Louis, Missouri,
where he specializes in American
art and European furniture. He has
published numerous articles and
lectured on a wide variety of top-
ics. He is a member of the Art and
Antiques Dealers League of America

and an accredited appraiser with the
Appraisers Association of America. In addition to his
gallery, Morrissey maintains two websites: robertmorris-
sey.com and stanmasters.com.




