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When the young Alex Katz had 
a New York solo exhibition in 
1959, it was still the heyday of

abstract expressionism, and Katz’s defiant-
ly figurative work was met with skepticism 
among that crowd.

But the influential painter Willem de 
Kooning told Katz at the open-

ing that he liked the work, 
and Katz has never wa-
vered in his commitment 
to his spare, restrained 
figurative style.

Now 92 and as creative
as ever, Katz has outlasted 

many art-world cycles of
fashion, continuously rising in 
esteem, while never quite hav-

ing reached the spotlight of center stage. 
Happily, the five top-notch paintings in his 
“Focus” exhibition at the Dallas Museum 
of Art offer an efficient introduction to this
elder statesman of downtown New York.

The centerpiece of the show is the re-
markable, highly unusual One Flight Up
(1968), a kind of group portrait of 37 indi-
viduals representing a cocktail-party cross 
section of the Manhattan literati of that 
time. It was painted in the same year that 
Katz and his wife, Ada, moved into the 
SoHo loft where they still reside today.

This artwork is not a single painting, but
a collection of 31 individually painted metal
panels (some of which depict a couple, rath-
er than a single person). Each panel is carved
into the shape of its figure, then painted to 
show the head and shoulders of its subject. 
Both front and back are painted, so that we
can see a face from one side of the gallery, 

and the back of a head from the other.
In the DMA’s Hoffman Galleries, the fig-

ures are arranged on a table so that their 
heads reach about 5 feet high, allowing us 
to look a bit downwards on the scene. The 
overall effect is uncannily like dropping in 
on a cocktail party, “one flight up” in a SoHo 
loft, as the title suggests. 

Aside from being unfashionably figura-
tive during the heyday of abstraction, Katz 
has had to occasionally receive the faint 
praise of being a “society painter,” as if, like 
John Singer Sargent, his great gifts were
applied to less weighty subject matter than 
they ought to have been.

Against this charge, curator Robert Storr
has defended Katz by pointing to the ethnic
and economic diversity of his subjects. But 
more fundamentally, one might say: Por-
traits are an essential part of the historical 
record, and they offer irreplaceable insight 
into the character of their subjects. Paint-
ing society portraits is, in fact, an honorable
and worthy occupation for an artist.

Katz will be in town as the designated
honoree at the Two x Two for AIDS and Art 
2019 Gala and Auction on Saturday. View-
ing this collection of top-notch works from 
the Hoffman collection in the Hoffman Gal-
leries, one is reminded of the outsize role 
that a few stunningly generous patrons play 
in the Dallas arts community. Not every city 
enjoys this generosity.

Crosslight, painted this year, is another 
nice surprise, even for Katz devotees. For 
the last half-century, the prolific artist has
rarely, if ever, painted something as abstract 
as this — but it works very well, and its 
color palette ties the painting to the other 
works on view.

Although this painting originates in a 
classically impressionist context of light and

nature — the stunningly beautiful forests 
surrounding Katz’s longtime summer home
in Lincolnville, Maine — it doesn’t really 
look like an impressionist painting.

Instead, with a significant amount of 
blurring, layering and emphasis on indi-
vidual brushstrokes, Crosslight is much
closer to Gerhard Richter’s heavily mediat-
ed, photographically based style of abstrac-
tion than anything we might associate with 
Katz’s New York peers (or with the original 
impressionists).

If you’re familiar with one work by Katz, 

it’s probably a portrait of Ada, his wife of 61 
years and most frequent muse. And, along 
with the more outside-the-box works, this 
show does include a portrait of Ada, but it, 
too, confounds expectations.

In Ada (2016), her figure, wearing a sun
hat, sleeveless top and cropped pants, walks
into the distance against a solid green back-
ground. But there are six of her — identical
figures, repeated left to right across the can-
vas. It’s hard not to see the solid background
and multiple figures as a sly nod to Andy
Warhol’s use of the same elements in his Pop 
Marilyns and Elvises — and a reminder not
to underestimate Katz’s sharpness.

Benjamin Lima is a Dallas-based art 
historian and the editor of Athenaeum Re-
view, the University of Texas at Dallas jour-
nal of arts and ideas.
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Details
“Focus On: Alex Katz” runs until March 22 at
the Dallas Museum of Art, 1717 N. Harwood
St., Dallas. 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tuesday-Sunday;
11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Thursday. Free. dma.org.

Dallas Museum of Art

Emma 3, by Alex Katz, 2017; oil on linenALEX KATZ

4E Sunday, October 20, 2019 dallasnews.com The Dallas Morning News

LET THEMEMORY
LIVE AGAIN

ORIGINALLY PRODUCED BY CAMERON MACKINTOSH AND THE REALLY USEFUL GROUP LIMITED TM © 1981 RUG LTD

NOVEMBER 5-17 • MUSIC HALL AT FAIR PARK
DALLASSUMMERMUSICALS.ORG
800.982.2787 • GROUPS 10+ 214.426.GROUP

TICKETS START AT $25

www.eisemanncenter.com • 972.744.4650

Eisemann Center for Performing Arts • 2351 Performance Dr., Richardson, TX 75082

A NIGHT OF ROCK ‘N’ ROLL & AMERICANA
Sat, Oct. 26, 2019 at 7:30 pm


