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The first artworks Alex Katz ever sold were a series of collages he priced at $40 a piece and, seven decades later, the 91-
year-old titan of mRdeUn aUW iV VWill indignanW abRXW hRZ Whe Vale ZenW dRZn. ³He ZanWed diVcRXnWV!´ he Va\V. ³I Vaid, 
µHRZ can \RX aVk fRU a diVcRXnW Rn a $40 cRllage?¶ ThiV ZaV m\ Xncle ± and I WRld him WR geW lRVW.´ 

We aUe in KaW]¶V VWXdiR in dRZnWRZn NeZ YRUk, a hXge lRft space where paintings as high as the ceiling lean three deep 
against every wall. Katz, who is spry and grinning, the very image of a troublemaker, has always been a quick painter, 
bXW WhiV VXmmeU he fRXnd himVelf ZRUking faVWeU Whan eYeU. ³M\ SURdXcWiRn haV gRne inVane,´ he Va\V. ³I ZRUk VeYen 
da\V a Zeek.´ 

The UeVXlWV aUe VWXnning. FURm Whe RXWVeW, KaW]¶V laUge, figXUaWiYe SainWingV had a deceSWiYe VimSliciW\ WhaW 
anticipated pop art and his latest work is no different. Katz hired dancers to mimic the poses of ballerinas in 
DegaV¶V famRXV SainWingV, WhRXgh he didn¶W cRS\ eYeU\Whing Whe FUench aUWiVW did. ³The lighW dReVn¶W cRme 
fURm DegaV,´ he Va\V. ³Then WheUe¶V a TXeVWiRn Rf Whe cRmSRViWiRn and Whe emRWiRn. All WheVe WhingV aUe gRing 
on simultaneously in Rne SainWing, ZiWh a VimSle image. Walk inWR iW.´ I Zalk clRVeU. ³All Rf a VXdden iW¶V 
SeUfecW,´ Va\V KaW]. ³ThaW¶V YiUWXRVR SainWing. ThaW¶V fRU Whe SainWeUV.´ 
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TKLV VWaWePeQW LV W\SLcaO: KaW]¶V JUeaW cKaUP, LQ SaLQWLQJ aQd LQ SeUVRQ, LV KLV LQability to beat around the 
bush. The reason for our meeting is the characteristically pithy book he has written, in which he zips 
through the major artists of world history, giving his opinion of each in a couple of paragraphs. You 
might think it would be KaUd WR bRLO VaQ GRJK dRZQ WR 200 ZRUdV, bXW WKLV ZaV QRW KaW]¶V e[SeULeQce. 

³IW ZRXOd be KaUdeU IRU Pe WR e[WeQd LW,´ Ke Va\V (Ke RIWeQ deVcULbeV KLV RZQ aUW aV aQ e[eUcLVe LQ 
³cRPSUeVVLRQ´). NRU ZaV deIeUeQce a SURbOeP. OI Cézanne, Ke Va\V: ³I aP conscious of his clumsy, 
overworked surfaces ± his problems with human volumes ± but on the train ride back I looked at the 
OaQdVcaSeV RXW RI WKe ZLQdRZ, aQd LW ZaV aOO Cp]aQQe!´ Rothko, PeaQZKLOe, LV ³decRUaWLYe bXW beaXWLIXO, 
SURILcLeQW aQd SRPSRXV´ aQd SeXUaW¶V VKRZVWRSSeU, A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande 
Jatte, LV ³a dLVaSSRLQWPeQW. IW LV RULJLQaO aQd KaV JUeaW eQeUJ\ LQ VW\OLQJ, bXW LW¶V dU\.´ AV IRU De 
KRRQLQJ¶V aVVeUWLRQ WKaW Ke dLdQ¶W SaLQW LQ aQ\ SaUWLcXOaU VW\Oe, LW¶V ³WRWaO baORQe\´. According to Katz, he 
Kad ³beeQ SaLQWLQJ WKe VaPe SLcWXUeV IRU 10 \eaUV!´ 

 

 
 

TKe UeVXOW RI aOO WKLV LV aQ LPPeQVeO\ UeadabOe bRRN WKaW LV PeaQW WR be Uead ³aW VWUeeW OeYeO´ ± VRPeWKLQJ KaW]¶V 
ROd VcKRRO bXddLeV IURP QXeeQV cRXOd eQMR\. TKaW¶V WKe RXWeU bRURXJK RI NeZ YRUN Ke JUeZ XS LQ, WKe VRQ RI 
two Russian immigrants whose main aPbLWLRQ IRU WKeLU VRQ ZaV WKaW Ke aVVLPLOaWe. KaW]¶V IaWKeU ZaV LQ 
business, his mother acted in the Yiddish theatre. 

³TKe\ Kad YeU\ deYeORSed WaVWe LQ WKe aUWV. M\ PRWKeU VaLd VKe ZRXOd QeYeU PaUU\ a JeZ becaXVe WKe\¶Ue VR 
skinny, and then she met Katz, who had muscles on top of muscles. And he was a playboy! He changed his 
clothes three times a day. My father lost everything in the revolution, and he came to America and worked in 
sweatshops and because he was so competitive he did OK. It took him six years to do what can take a 
JeQeUaWLRQ. He ZaV e[WUePeO\ VPaUW. BXW Ke Kad QR dULYe IRU bXVLQeVV. He VaLd, µI NQRZ I VKRXOd JeW aQRWKeU JX\ 
LQ, bXW I OLNe cRPLQJ KRPe aW WKUee LQ WKe aIWeUQRRQ VR Ze caQ aOO JR VZLPPLQJ.¶´ 

AV a cKLOd, KaW] Va\V Ke ZaV ³WRWaOO\ wild. I drew all over our staircase wall with crayons. It was there for about 
10 \eaUV. M\ SaUeQWV ZeUe YeU\ SeUPLVVLYe. AQd becaXVe P\ IaWKeU¶V WKLQJ ZaV aVVLPLOaWLRQ, Ke ZRXOdQ¶W VSeaN 
foreign languages to me. So I was caught between two worlds, the worOd RI KRPe aQd WKe ZRUOd RI WKe VWUeeWV.´ 
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This duality may explain why Katz developed a sense, as an artist, of the unreliability of what we call realism. 
TecKQLcaOO\, KLV SaLQWLQJV aUe UeaOLVWLc, bXW Ke KaV aOZa\V fRXQd WKe WeUP deOXVLRQaO. WKaW Ke dReV LV ³SaLQW 
ZKaW¶V LQ fURQW Rf Pe´. IW¶V a TXeVWLRQ Rf SeUVSecWLYe. ³PeRSOe WKLQN WKaW ZKaW WKe\ Vee LV UeaO aQd fRU eYeU. BXW 
LW¶V QRW WUXe. WKaW \RX Vee LV cRQdLWLRQed b\ \RXU cXOWXUe. FRU e[aPSOe, ZKeQ I ZaV a NLd, WaVKLQJWRQ STXaUe 
ZaV OLNe a ZeaN ZaWeUcRORXU. RLJKW? AQd QRZ LW¶V a TV VeW. SRPeRQe from out of town sees Washington Square, 
WKe\ dRQ¶W Vee a ZeaN ZaWeUcRORXU, WKe\ Vee a TV VeW. TKe\ Va\, µWRZ, LW¶V VR UeaO!¶  

³A UeaOLVWLc SaLQWLQJ b\ RePbUaQdW dReV QRW ORRN UeaOLVWLc WR Pe. IW¶V a JUeaW SLece Rf aUWZRUN, bXW LW¶V QR ORQJeU 
realistic. AQd VR \RX NeeS JRLQJ ZLWK WKaW aQd \RX XQdeUVWaQd WKaW Ze dRQ¶W OLYe LQ a WLPe Rf abVROXWeV aQ\ 
PRUe. IW¶V aOO JRQe. TKe aUW ZRUOd, cRPPXQLVP, faVcLVP ± WKe\ aOO beOLeYed LQ abVROXWeV. AQd WKLQJV cKaQJed.´ 

KaW]¶V RQO\ abVROXWLVP LV WKe faLWK Ke KaV LQ WKe rightness of his taste. After studying art at Cooper Union in 
Manhattan, he graduated as part of a generation that included Jasper Johns, Cy Twombly and Robert 
Rauschenberg ± abVWUacW LPSUeVVLRQLVWV ZLWK ZKRP LW ZaV aVVXPed VRPeRQe Rf KaW]¶V WaOeQW ZRXOd fall into 
OLQe. BXW LW dLdQ¶W LQWeUeVW KLP. ³I ZaQWed WR PaNe VRPeWKLQJ ORRN QeZ. I ZaQWed WR dR a QeZ YLVXaO aUW. IW ZaV a 
big ambition. And kind of stupid. I was in the abstract art world, socially ± they all thought I was really stupid. 
The poets all liked my work ± I had some of the smartest people on the planet buying my work. I knew I was 
OK.´ 
 

PeRSOe WKeVe da\V aUe QRVWaOJLc fRU WKe aUW ZRUOd Rf 50 \eaUV aJR, becaXVe LW ZaVQ¶W dRPLQaWed b\ PRQe\. 
³YeaK,´ Va\V KaW]. ³IW ZaV UeaO URPaQWLc. I ZaV RXW caUYLQJ aQWLTXe fUaPeV aQd I cRXOd Sa\ P\ UeQW RQ WZR da\V¶ 
ZRUN. MRVW aUWLVWV¶ OLYeV aUe Vad. ELWKeU WKe\ JeW VXcceVVfXO ZKeQ WKe\¶Ue \RXQJ aQd WKe UeVW Rf WKeLU OLfe LV Vad, 
RU WKe\¶Ue QRW VXcceVVfXO aQd WKe\ WeOO WKePVeOYeV, µMa\be VRPe WLPe LQ 300 \eaUV.¶ BXW WKe\ KaYe OLYeV ZKeUe 
they can do what they want to do, which I think is terrific. That LQ LWVeOf VKRXOd PaNe \RXU OLfe VXcceVVfXO.´ 

RaWKeU WKaQ KLV feOORZ aUWLVWV, KaW] ORRNed WR SReWV fRU LQVSLUaWLRQ: FUaQN O¶HaUa (whose portrait he painted in 
1959) and Gertrude Stein. ³TKe OaQJXaJe LV beaXWLfXO. AQd WKe LdeaV aUe NLQd Rf LPSUeVVLYe WRR. TKe WKLQJ ZLWK 
WKe SUeVeQW WeQVe LV WKe WKLQJ WKaW I bRXJKW.´ 
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ThLV haV ORQg beeQ KaW]¶V aPbLWLRQ ± to capture the fleeting moment, although not in what he considers the 
navel-ga]LQg VW\Oe Rf Whe FUeQch ShLORVRSheUV. IQ Whe 40V aQd 50V, he Va\V, ³a ORW Rf Whe aeVWheWLcV LQ NeZ YRUN 
ZeUe cRPLQg fURP PaULV aQd I feOW LW ZaV abVROXWeO\ Rf QR XVe. I cRXOdQ¶W Uelate to it. Camus ± he¶V deSUeVVed aQd 
caQ¶W fLgXUe RXW ZhaW WR dR RQ a SXQda\? I ZaV OLNe, µOh, cRPe RQ.¶ I mean there are so many great things to do on 
a Sunday. And the philosophy really was not applicable to my life. My life was basketball, dancing and painting. 
So the poets were on the same wavelength. They were sophisticated but they were using very common 
e[SeULeQceV.´ 
 
Katz has painted his wife, Ada, a former research biologist, dozens of times over the years. The portraits are 
concerned primarily wLWh VXUface eQeUg\, ZhLch he fLQdV aV PeaQLQgfXO aV ZRUNV WhaW cOaLP WR XQeaUWh a ³deeSeU´ 
PeaQLQg. ³WheQ Whe dRPLQaQW chaUacWeULVWLc Rf a SaLQWLQg LV caOOed VLQceULW\, WhaW¶V a bad VLgQ. SLQceUe SaLQWLQg 
means it relies on things outside of the painting. µSLQceUe aUW¶ ± aV Lf SaLQWLQg SUeWW\ SeRSOe LVQ¶W. WeOO, LW deSeQdV 
ZhR dReV LW.´ 
 
 
And the modern art world today? What does he think of BaQNV\¶V OaWeVW VWXQW? KaW] baUNV ZLWh OaXghWeU. ³WhR 
NQRZV? YRX WhLQN he¶OO be aQRWheU Jeff KRRQV? I dRQ¶W NQRZ. He SXWV a ORW Rf eQeUg\ RXW WheUe.´ The 91-year-old 
ORRNV bULefO\ deSUeVVed. ³IQ aUW, \RX cRPSeWe fRU aWWeQWLRQ. FRU SXbOLc eQgagePeQW, he¶V PXch beWWeU WhaQ I aP.´ 
BXW WhaW¶V QRW Whe aUW, I Va\. ³WeOO, WhaW¶V aQRWheU VWRU\. BXW Ze¶Ue bRWh cRPSeWLQg fRU SXbOLc aWWeQWLRQ.´ TheUe LV a 
ORQg SaXVe. ³I dRQ¶W WhLQN he¶V bRULQg. He¶V QRW bRULQg! I ZRXOdQ¶W ZULWe abRXW hLP.´ He VhUXgV. 
 
 
He LQWeQdV WR NeeS SaLQWLQg aW Whe VaPe aVWRQLVhLQg UaWe. ³I NQRZ Whe fLUe LV WheUe. The fLUe haVQ¶W abaWed!´ AOO he 
wants to do, he addV, LV VhRZ gRRd PaQQeUV LQ a SaLQWLQg. WhaW dReV WhaW PeaQ? ³AOZa\V be LQWeUeVWLQg. If LW 
dReVQ¶W eQgage SeRSOe,´ ± he raises his eyebrows, teasing, devilish ± ³WheUe¶V QRWhLQg ZRUVe.´ 
 


