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1t was the iniria) exhibition of the higure pamtings on sit-
gle coloured grounds that be had begun working on Lwo
years caclier and the show was, by all accomts, includ-
ing the artists own, controversial. Included were Ada in
Blach Swrater, 1957, Red Coat, 1957, Adu in White Dress,
1948, and Irving and Lucy, 1958. Toduy, in Lher direct
and urcompramising clarity, they read as macvellous
paittings, it in the late '50s Abstract Expressionism was
the effivial style at Amencan avant-garde ar, and the few
artists who were painting hguratively (Larry Rwvers, Jane
Freilicher und Fairfield Porter) were decidedy outside
the wamstream. And within ts small figuralive camp,
Katz was the owtsiders owsider.

Eivers so, New Yorks art-world luminaries showed up
ar the opening, including Plip Guston, Jasper Johns,
Robert Rauschenberg and, natably, Willer de Koobing.
it would be easy 10 make the assuvoption that Karzs style
af paiming wonld not have been well received by the
founding generation of Abstract Expressivnists who fre-
yuented the Cedar Street Tavern, and that he was viewed
45 wo vpstart crow heautifying himself with ligurative
feathers in a paintmg culture that was predominantly
gestaral and abstract Katz admitted that the reaction to
his inaugurat exhibitivu was “very split. 1 had no idea
whether it would worle. 1 knew that the paintings were
uriconvenliotad. that was all. But de Kooning came over
and 1w0ld me that they were terrific. And he said, ‘Don't
et 1hem back you out.” In recalling this brief encounter,
Kazs eyes begin Lo tear and his voice, ever so bricfly, fal-
ters. Farty-three years after that apening, Alex Katz, the
arnst who says unequivacally, *1 can do more things with
pamting on a bigger scale than anyene. Period." is still
moved as he recollects what was really at stake in “the
challenge of living up to the greals.”

In 2002 Alex Katz remains passionate about his place
in the histary of madem painting, And he continues 10
1 himeelf problems that seem insuperable Much of the
reason Katz 15 50 widely admired, not only by the gen-
eration of painters who were his contemparacies, but by
suhsequent generations as well, is becavse of his will-
ingness 10 push his own wlent as far as he can. (The most
recent example of his generating appeal is a smartly cho-
sen extubition of 50 painhings from 1951 to 2002 called
"In Your Face” al the Kunst-und Ausstellungshatle in
Bonn through August 18 of this year.)

One of the things Katz admits he leamed from his
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idea and you want 10 see what it looks like," he says. “[
know the things | can do with paine, but | don't know
what that thmgis going o look like.” Alex Katz has been

making clear for almost half a century (hat what he has

been able to do with paint doesa’t look like what
anyone else has been able to do with it. 1is [eatlessness
in handling radically different scales—from small panyt-
ings that are only 6 x 12 inches o billboard-sized pub-
lic murals—is unmatched. Equally inpressive is Lis ability
to construct tmages of surpassing interest, frorn the in
nocent warniness of the newly wedded couple in Jrung
and Tucy, 1958, to the stimming elegance of his wiles por-
wrait in Blue Umbretla # 2, 1972, It is worth emplhusizing
the range of the paintings he has made of Ada, his wile
of 44 years, whetler upside-down in his 1963 big attaclk
re-staging of Courbet, or repeated six titaes ir: Lhe Black
Dress, 1960, as if Muybridge had his eye on beaury and
not lacomotion He has painted het cownless Limes over
the course of their relavionship, and the work thar has
emerged from his stylish invemory of her myriad selves
15 among the most sustained bedy of portmalure in the
history of paititing, These portraits bnd their correlatives
in the landscapes, the llower pantings, the social painc-
ings and the “Night Paintings™: all worls of uncampro-
mising rigour, brilliance and style. 1 know of few
contemporary painters who can deliver the acsthetic
goods with such apparent ease and grace. One ol Alex
Kalzs mostsignificanc achievements is (o have made dif-
ficult art thar searalessly covers up the predicamens nf
its making. He is Americas best cover-under actist,

Alex Katz was interviewed in hus New York studio in
February, 2002, by Robert Enright.

BORDER CRCSSINGS: | wantt 10 start by talking about an carly
oit-on-board pamting you did of Bill Berkson and Yrank
©'Harn in New York in 196, You've got them dressed as a
sailor and @ marine.

ALEX XAT2: The manne and sailor uniforms were very a
tractive; they were about romance. 1 wasnsking romantic
images. So L used thern on different people.

aC: But you were obwiously aware of the charge the uniforms
kad for gay men

AX: Yeah. There was another painting called Rockaway
with George Montgomery, John Button and Maxine:
Grofsky, and when George went out for a pack of ciga-
rettes to Fighth Avenue, John said, "He just wants ta
cruise.” When he got his sailor suit on, he went nuts,
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Lhe nexL year. They didn't care what you did. 1 did some
posters and lettering and then 1 was drawing half a day
every day on a cast. [t would take five days to make a
drawing, [ learned that system very well but then I telt 1
couldn't do anything else very well.

5C. By the tire you ot to Cooper Union in 1946, you were
doing rough drawings that you said were the basis for your
invention of “Crudism.”

AK: Twent to this blackboard jungle high school to draw
casts but 1 didn't know how to write a paper. 1 was just
awful. Most of the other people were veterans who had
been in Cooper belore, or they were people who had
gone to music and art prep school. So I figured my
apritude must have been very high to get in with my
background.

8C: You were an outsider even then?

4K: A 1eal outsider. It wasn't until the middle of the sec-
ond year that T got it. Everyone there was working real-
ly hard and 1 wasn't used to working that hard. The Gis
wanted to get on in the real world, which 1 didn' have
a vague idea about.

8C: So what made you decide to become an artist? Was it
the only thing you thought you could do at the time?

Ak: T liked doing it and it kept getting more interesting,
Finally [ said, I'm not going 1o be a commercial artist,
and I switched to fine art. The brighter kids were usual-
ly in architecture, advertising and graphic arts, so when
[ went into fine arts 1 remember a guy [ knew saying to
me, “Its like putting a woll with sheep.” But when you
saw how good really good painting was, you just want-
ed to make something like that.

BC: By 1955 you were already doing collages and cut-outs?

AK: It was a curious time. It was like New York was a
provincial town with two types of painting; there was re-
gional painting, which seemed like it was from Mars, and
then there was modem art. The modern art was being
made in Europe mostly, and what you had here was
“provincial” modern art. So you studied Matisse and
Braque—whom everybody was trying to paint because
he was more interesting. And people were into things
like psychoanalysis, Freud, Marx and primitivism, and
none of that interested me. My head wasn't where the
other kids were at that point.
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BC: You were still preity young. Al that point did you reai-
ize you were in it for the long hawt?

AK: [hink 1figured it would take 20 years to really make
something.

gC: You saw a major Bonnard exhibicion around this time.
What interest did he hold for you?

AK: The Bonnard show was just fabulous—all that light
and colour. Everything here was white and black. When
1 first put a painting up, some older guy was helping me
out and he said fliguration is obsolete, colour is black and
white and colour is French. 1t got to be like an Acade-
my really quickly.

BC: Avant-garde painting academized itself that fast?

AK: Yeah, because there was a vacuum, there was noth-
ing. Just very weak provincial stuff that was fugitive and
regional stuff that was sort of stale.

BC: Were you resistant to the idea that a power base was
already forming around American abstract painting?

ak: Definitely [ wanted to make something, The way they
were painting gave you a chance to work in a big-time
envitonment, but what they were deing was against my
instincts and I just followed my instincts. I wanted to
make figurative paintings.

BC: What abaut Pollock?

AK: 1 thought he was terrific and very liberaring, but he
was involved in a macho, subjective world and neither
one of those things interested me.

BC: You talked about rejecting what you called “soft painting”
at the time. What were you referring to?

AK: Braque and things from him. T think he’ avery good
painter and 1 chink his collages in the teens were the cor-
nerstones of the new art of the 20th century But at the
time everyone was painting soft. They were very suc-
cessful but it didn’t have the energy I wanted. [ wanted
a lor of energy and the liveliness of light.

BC: Where did your idea come from for the litife collnges?
They were only six inches long.

AK: It was about scale and it was an aggressive atlack on
large paintings. [ was against the big stufl, | wanled Lo
work small and contained. 1 was making drawings and
then trying to work in the past tense in order to figure
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out what colours would make light plausible to that
situation.

BC: Were you after something like verisimilitude?
ak: Yeah, colour was light.

8¢: You also said thar the work was about memory and that
you cut up some of your early pieces.

ak: The paintings were an attempt Lo get in the present
tense and this was like trying the other side of it. With
every idea it’s nice to just flop it over and see what
happens.

8C: Are you contrary? s that your disposition?
ax: 1 always flip things around.
ac: Were you looking at Milton Avery at the time?

AK: 1 was very symipathetic but [ didn't like the way he
painted. It wasn't direct painting. [ liked Marsden
Hartley. Mrs. Avery told me that Milton influenced
Hartley, which 1 cau believe. 1 guess that might be the
connection. 1 liked the physicality of Hartley

BC: In looking at other painters, were you leaming from
them dll the time or was it a question of becoming aware
of what you didn’t want to do?

Ak: It's not that simple because you take parts from
everybody. But the real modern stulf has no baggage.
1 (eel you can take this from here and that f[rom there,
Alot of its unconscious. But I feel it’s really open: you
can deal with anything you look at. So Matisse was
very important and so was a Coke ad. [ could use the
Coke ad and I could use the Matisse; 1 could use a
Pollock one day and use a Bonnard the next.

BC: Pretty early on you got associated with Pop art, which
docsn't seem a very good fit from today’s perspective. Did
it seem the right fit at the time?

AK: No, the stuff was like poison to me. You see, [ was
there and all of a sudden Pop art comes along and makes
what I'm doing look like a compromsed Pop art. Peo-
ple were saying I was a follower of Pop art when the se-
quence is actually reversed. It was something in the air.

BC: Were you conscious of trying to negotiate a space between
abstraction and figuration?

aK: The idea was to make a new painting, and my premise
was, [ can make a new figurative painting. There wasno

other place. Because, for traditional revisionist painters,
the work was too modern and the abstract painters
thought it was old-fashioned or something. Although

they always used to say "he can paint well.”
BC: But you did some all-over painting as ¢ student?

K. Yeah, sort of like Pollock. But it was hard to get out
of Cubism. Cubism is out of cast drawing. French paint-
ing is spatial and so is Cubism; its the same kind of paint-
ing of physical spaces. Once you had done cast drawing,
Cubism was easy. | was 2 whiz at it. T would hear the
teachers say, “Don't break up your white harmonies.”
Thats what 1 was told in high school. The rules were the
same, except the figuration was different.

e: Bul you weren't entirely in isolation; there was Fairfield
Porter and Larry Rivers.

AK: And Jane Freilicher was also pajnting contemporary
piclures. Jane and Larry were working mote from old
paintings, and Fairfield’s images were not aggressive as
imagety. I think my background was different. I came
out of really hard-nosed Cubist painting. Its a different
background from abstract painting. Cooper Union was
like 2 Banhaus school, so it was complerely different

8Cc: When Fairfield Porter reviews you early on, he talks
about your “abstraci” sense of colour,

ak: The colour was what he liked about my work.
Fairfield was working tonally a lot. Tliked his dead tones
actually because 1 never had a dead tone in a picture. 1
couldn't believe thal so many dead tones could make
such an interesting picture. He has a refined sense of
light. His brushwork can be very nice and he can han-
dle details. He doesn’t get stuck on them and he also has
a thing like a dumb image. Gerhard Richter's works are
really dumb in the way some of Fairfields images are,
and thats what really interested me about them. But when
Fairlield first set those paintings up, they looked like a
Coke ad. T thought it was really sensational.

BC: You use the word sensational. Are you still thrilled by
painting in the same way?

4K: No. [ don't get the same kick anymare.
8C: Is that because you've been at it too long?

AK: Yeah. I'm also 100 good. [ can paint better than just

about anyone around.
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I can do more things with painting on
a bigger scale than anyone. Period.
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BC: You say that so matter-of-factly that arrogance and ege

don’t seem w enter into (L.

ak: [ can do more things with painling on 1 bigger
scale than anyore around. Period. Its been ineremen-
tal. T started out and the paintmgs were just terrible
but they kept gerting a little better every year. In the
first 10 years I destroyed a thousand paintings. Thats
a lot of painung. I'd wy anything, then U'd look at
andd do anather one. A couple of years later, I'd look
at this painting again and say, there’ no reason for it
to be here, So 1 destroyed therc.

e When did you krow you were onto sometking that made
sense?

AK. You make sense at different times. You never know
but other people can tell vou when you're so siretched

out you really don't know what you're daing

ac.: ! gather you weren't getting a lot of support from the
boys af the Cedar Street Tavern?

4k: When [ put up the first show with figures and flat
backgrounds 1n 1959, the reaction was very split. But
de Kooning came over and tokd me they were tembic.
And he said, “Daun’t let them back you out.” 1 was jus:
scared silly dunag these days because it didn't make
any sense at all. Like when [ did the little paintings in
the “30s, I thought they were preity good but I didot
really know il they were any good.

BC: You used to make at least a painting a duy. Do you stiil
paint thai much?

ax: Na. I do something in the studie every day bue 1
den't paint as much. The energy is more focussed. If
I'm painting very heavy [ ¢can do a paizung a week but
its hard. you knowr

8C: When you're as good ¢ painter as you are, de you want
to resist your facility, do you need to find ways to make it
more difficult?

Ak: I'malways trying to stretch a little bit. T did 1wo paint-
ings Jast swnmer, one was a 30-foot-long painting of re-
flections of under water, called Black Brook, no. 16, that
I've heen working or. for maybe 10 or 12 years. ['ve never
done anything that mushy in my life. 115 got a lot of soft
tones in it and it5 kind of 4 challenge. Now I'm work-
ing on a painting called Reach Stop witk eight people on
benches and a cross-light at 5:30 1n the alternacn, and
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it’s way beyond my technical powers to do it really
smooth. But 1 want to try something with more elements
than | can handle easily. Because you get a lot of image
kick rom it.

5C: Was it a major leap when you moved towards multiple
figures in the late "50x?

Ak: Oh yeah, because 1 was going [rom painting things ]
knew or could see from a photograph to painting things
1 was making up. And that's a big difference. It a more
synthetic idea. The picture looked good but it was against
my aesthetics. I changed my aesthetics and you're not
the same person if you do that.

5c: And if you put six Adas in a black dress like you did in
1960, does that make it even more complicated?

AK: Yeah, hecause [ was taking it as far as it went. I've
done another one since, but T guess that first one took it
out as far as it went.

rC: When I look at the black shoes of the Ada on the left-hand
side, they look like they were painted by Emnst Kirchner. They
looh tike Expressionist feet.

Ak: They're stylish, right. And its done straight from life:
she posed and I painted. It was an afternoon. T realize Ill
never be this'lucky again. Because [ was painting those
big canvasses direct.

BC: It must have been exhilarating,

#K: | remember the whole thing was pretty wild. 1 had
an idea of the size of the [igure to the perimeter. So
that was setiled and everything was greac that day. |
sort of had a great touch.

BC: Why do you bring Ada’s multiple self bach a few
more tintes?

A: T'was just trying to do the same thing over again with
another form. [ was working on those big compositions
then. So 1did six girls and then 1 did six guys, then I did
children, then T did Ada six times. You're just running
through a whole bunch of things and you put them in
different lights so every one has difterent problems.

8C; Was Ada a natural subject for you to paint because she
was available to you?

4K: Not only available but she was also a dream model.
She was totally self-conscious, like a dancer. She knows
exactly who she is and what she looks like in space. She
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doesn't make a bad gesture. You stand in a photograph
with her and try to smile and you come out second-best.

8C: What role has self-portraiture played in your work? 1
think of that early self-portrait from 1960 where you look
like you're auditioning for  film Tarantino is going to make
40 years in the future. You look like M. White.

aK: 1just was disgusted with Rembrandr’s self-portraits.
All that soul, all that content falling over the frame. It
made you want to wipe yourself clean. You wanted to
detach yourself from all that soul and just put in the ap-
pearance of the person. So I thought doing the man in
the grey suit was like a Duich painting because the mid-
dle class wore suits. The grey flannel suit was the equiv-
alent of what those 17th-century burghers would wear.
It was the middle-class uniform.

8c: Then in 1978 you make yourself look like a cheesy Latin
matnee idol.

Ax' A Ricardo Montalban image. That was the “70s look
and 1 thought it would be outrageous to do that as a por-
trait. When artists do self-portraits, they're 50 sympa-
thetic to themselves. They make themselves better, more
serious and soulful, My idea was to go over the top on it.

BC: So is self-portraiture always ironic for you?

ax: 1 don't think of it as ironic so much s just tying to
make an image of the time. And also laking that tradi-
tional self-portrait and making it a detached object vather
than something recognized for its subjective content, The
look belongs to the time, it doesn't belong that much to
the person. Its not about soul.

8C: Were you consciously creating o world thet was almost

Areadian?
Ax: Well, it was out of the social world | lived .

5C: One you actually lived in vather than onc you were
constructing?

ax; The style of the pictures was very misleadimg lo
people.
8C: So the subjects weren't that beautiful?

Ax: 1 generalize. If everything is described, then it isn't
realistic. Its descriptive and hasn't got the life of anything
realist. The realistic has to do with an illusion. It aimost
comes out of the vitality of the painting. That has to be
part of it for me, 50 1 leave out a lot of naturalistic details
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and thereb an elegant style, which makes the whole thing
cohesive. Actually, my portraits look like the people. In
the Rudy Burckhardt photos of the cut-outs you can't tell
the diflerence berween the people and the cut-outs.

BC: So ltkeness malters to you as a portrait painter?

AK: Well, Ty to get a pretty good likeness and then at
the end 1 just let it go. I'm fairly good at likenesses.
There were times in their portraits when Picasso and
Matisse weren't very specific.

BC: T always thought of Picasso’s portraits as being very spe-
cific. Don't you know every woman he’s painting?

aK: You know everything about the person but in a
generalized way 1 mean you see the portrait of Dora
Maar and you say, wow, she’s a knockout. Then you
see the phorograph and you say, I knew he lied. He
made her prettier in the painting, The problem with
her was the neck and shoulders.

BC: He doesn’t worry about them?
AK: He made themn more standard European.
BC: When you change things, is it always a conscious choice?

AK: [ don't know whether 1 change things so much.
Theres a likeness and then there’ the line and theres
the rhythm and they all have to go together. So things
get, as they say, Alex Katzized. That’s what they say, so
[ guess it’s true.

8C: Is vhythm the movement that actually happens in the
moment of painting?

ak: When 1 make the big paintings, | draw with a lot
of thythm, so you have natural thythm from one stroke
to the other. Things get inta that.

BC: Once you have the armature of the drawing, is that
what gives you the painting?

AK: Yeah. That’s where all the work is, in the armature
of the drawing. The painting is more open.

BC: I'read a piece in an early Parkett where the writer sug-
gested that you consciously sought out portraiture as a way
of furthering your career.

Ak He might be right. 1 don't know what my intent
was. 1don't really believe intent is a valid way of think-
ing about paintings. Who knows what the artist in-
tended; how can you speculate on that area?

BC: But when you're an accomplished painter, doesn't the

relationship between what you intend and what you get
become narrower all the time?

AK' No. Tt never works out right.
8¢: Soare alt the paintings just failures moving to the next step?

AK: No. They go there and all of a sudden you're halfway
done and this thing is so awful and you don't know
how you're going to get through it. Then you work on
ita litlle more and you say, wait a minute, 1 think I can

make it. But on some paintings it just leels so awlul.
5¢: Why do you keep doing this to yourself?

4K: Because in the end you can get something thats re-
ally interesting. You've got the idea and you want to see
what it looks like. I know the things 1 can do with paint,
but I dont know what that thing is going to laok like.
You can end up with a technically nice surface and it can

become no good.

5 Is there a point where you always know what you're going
to get? A point where the painting won't surprise you?

A: There was a film crew filming me while [ did that Black
Brook, ne.16. ) was absolutely sure of myself on that one.
So L suid, you come and watch me paint and 1'm going to
make a real good painting, [ painted it in three and 2 half
hours and the hghts on the painting produced so much
glare Tcouldn’t see what 1 was doing, 1 had te say, turn off
the lights and let me paint for a while so I can see some of
this. Tt was just 2 mightmare. But my technigue was per-
fect and 1100k chances. I mixed sorne colours on the can-
vas. 1 had to have the right brush, 1 had to have the right
amount of paint on top and mix it right there and then,
And everything 1 did was perfect. The next day at the time
of the drawing [ said, this doesn't look bad, and the sec-
ond day it looked better, and by the third day I could say,
wow, ! really, really did it. Then I had this painting with
eight people and T had to solve some of the areas that were
unsolved on the paper. 1 said, 1 wonder what I'm going to
do with this comer? And it was really a nightmare going
through that. You think, do I have a big turkey? And my
dealer came up to Maine, saw the sketches and said, “These
are fabulous.” And 1 said, well, 'm going to do this 20-
foot painting and he says, great, we'll make it the centre
part of my show int Paris. So I'm painting on this thing and
it looks pretty crude. These two figures look like lumps
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in the middle of the painting. I didn't feel hke King Kong,
I can tell you that. I fell like a beggar.

BC: I'm surprised that it’s still that difficult.

Ak: Well, if yow're not strewching, you're falling, Like
Clyliord Srill found truth and his paintings got worse
and worse. | mean, from 1948 1o 1952 he was fantas-
tic, but then he just kept cranking them out. You could
put a cot in that shrine for him at the Met, its so baring,

BC: Was there somebody whom you wanted to be like, whom
you felt kept raising the bar all the time on their own work?

Ak 1 think Pollock tried but he was hampered. He just
didn't have Lhe inside strength for it, he was a little del-
icate inside.

BC: How come you had the “inside” strength?

4k 1don't know. I think growing up between cuitures
helped. I guess I got that from my parents. I was always
apartina way.

BC: You always felt that?

Ak: Yeah, my head was somewhere a little different from
anyone else’s around.

BC: Was your outsiderness because you were Jewish as well?

AK: Yeah. 1 was Jewish in a neighbourhoed that was-
n't Jewish, but I wasn't brought up religious. Then,
when I got in the Navy, you had to go to some reli-
gious thing and 1 went with the Jewish boys. They
were all very nice and there was a kind of a warmth
there that had nothing to do with who 1 was but with
my being Jewish. 1 didn" like it.

BC: Because it was unearmed?

A It was like taking something for granted. [ liked the
guys but I yust walked out. So T was the only guy out of
110 who dida't go to a religious thing. [ cleaned up the
barracks instead. 1 was really surprised at it.

BC: So where does your persistence come from?

AK: You live in an environment where everyones trying
to kill you as an artist and the environment for me was
pretty good. The art world was really fugitive but 1 was
able to survive in it somehow. The cost of living was so
low that I could be a failure for 10 years and in that time
develop a real good painting technique. By the end of
those 10 years I could really paint. And you have friends

around who help you by arguing. You argue with peo-
ple, you change your view—all that contributes.

8C: The atmosphere really was intense and ambitious?

AK: It was very intensive, People talking and arguing just
seemed (¢ suit me. The prime thing wasn't to be a fa-
mous artist; the prime thing was to make that object.

8C: Did the dark paintings represent a difference in attitude,
or was it Just a change in paletie?

ak: Well, 'd done dark paintings all through. The back-
ground of The Cochail Party is dark, But [ think it was
another step when 1 started doing those “Night Paint-
ings.” I've been trying to get all the paintings since then
into that elevated technical level.

8C: So the change was technical. The dark pdintings dtdn’t
represent a shift in psychology?

AK: No, it was a technical thing, They were very com-
plete paintings and some of 1those windows just took a
hall hour or an hour to paint. They took very little time
and they were perfect paintings. You could put them up
against anyone. It was like a different way of painting,
different way of thinking. And [ worked, trying to
bring it into hgurative painting, I went into areas—like
twilight—where people hadn't worked much. You have
a 13-minute interval to pant a picture of the twilight.
You wait all day for 15 minutes. Its a challenge. The
Impressionists never did it right because they would
paint on it every day. You've got to be quick, you've got
to just nail it right on that short interval. And because
no one had ever been there, it was interesting and very
challenging.

8C: So the landscapes are en plein air paintings?

AK: The sketches are actually all out there. I was paint-
ing on West Broadway for some of those “Night Paint-
ings." People would think [ was out of my fucking mind.
It was winter—I had a hat on and gloves—and I could-
n't see what I was doing, When [ was in Gramercy Park
30 years ago, a guy comes over to me and says, “That’s
pretty good, I'd like to buy it.” [ told him [ was an am-
ateur and couldn't sell my work. Another guy wanted
to get me a show in his friends restaurant. I had to tell
him T was a professional.

5C: I look at some of your “Night Paintings” and I think of
Ad Reinhardt.
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aK: He used colour in that Abstract Impressionist way
where it becomes atmosphere. He called me neo-
figurative and I called him neo-plastic and he started
to spit. Neo-plastic with an impressionist surface. He was
fair game. Usually I don® pick on people, but with that
guy you've got to hit right between the eyes. He used to
say how corrupt everything was, how the museums are
just whorehouses and he was getting a big show at the
Modern.

8cC: You've got a litele bit of the imp of the perverse in you?

#K: With him, yeah. He'd been alter everybody for so
long you hgure he could take a joke.

B Wass it natural for you to graviiate towards the world where
painters and poets came together?

4k: 1 liked poetry belore and then these new things were
exciting. 1 never searched it out; it was always a question
of someone telling me to look for most things. It was a
crowd and | sort of drifted into it with Jane Freilicher
and Larry Rivers and Rudy Burckhardt, Edwin Denby,
John Ashberry and Frank O'Hara. We'd all be together
in the living room and T started thinking, what the heil
am 1 doing hére with all these brilliant people?

BC: And you thought you were the village idiot?

aK: 1didn't think 1 was on that level, really. But they did

because they invited me.
5C: It sounds like you were living a life that was ideal and idyilic.

Ax: Well, we were living over a lumber yard in a lolt that
had no heat, so there was a rough edge toit. And 1 don't
think I'd been to a dentist or docter in eight or nine years.
It was pretty severe. | was living on $1800.00 a year at
that time. I bought a suit in 1949 and the next one in
1966. People gave me clothes because 1 fit everyone who
grew out of them. So I had ruce clothes and 1 was one of
the first guys to go to the Army & Navy Store. [ used to
buy these iceman pants thar were striped. 1 never felt 1

was in poverty, T just felt T was poor.
&C: Was fashion important to you? I mean the look of things.

AK: Yeah, look was important. T was not going to be like
those older painters in the Art Students’ League with red
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shirts covered in paint. T thought they were disgusting,
s0 | always had clean white shirts and ties, a nice jacket
and pants. And [ didn't like the uptown 4€ guys either.

BC: Was there a point where you knew that you were gaing to
make a good living as a painter?

AK: When 1 was 45, things had stabilized and [ started
selling. When 1 made the first paintings that were so
shocking, several people came over and said, “If you need
money 1l loan you some.” But it was tough. [ remem-
ber once I came in from the country and T had to call my
brother up for $150.00. T was 30 years old and I didn®t
have a cent.

5c: 1 find it hard to understand from this vantage point why
those paintings would have been shocking,

AK: In this country people would absolutely start to scream
in galleries. | was kind of surprised because T was just
trying to make pleasant pictures that would rmake peo-
ple feel good. In France in 1975, they actually said things
like, you should go back to art school. 1 think when you're
aggressive stylistically, you're always going to pet people
who see things differently. And you're making those pea-
ple feel insecure. It isn't your intention but that’s what it
does. Because you're saying, this is what a painung is, its
not what you think it is.

gC: One of the amazing things about your work is that you
get somuch out of solittle. There’s so little there, so few marks,
50 few gestures, and yet it has such velocity and power

Ak: Yeah. You just take out the unessential to get a great
averall. Thats style.

8C: It keeps coming back te style.

AK: Style is a cohesive way to make a picture. The style
is reductive, you get power by the overall. And you get
power out of evenness, So sometimes 1 say 1 prefer who Iam,

BC: Because it's consistent.

AKk: 1t even, rather than hysteria, which is hot points
and ¢old points.

BC: There are critics who seem to want to say that you're
superficial, but because you're such a good painter they
won't go that far
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