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Alex Katz, Homage to Utamaro, 2008. 
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Fashion people, ever eager to add legitimacy to our passion for absurdly priced coats and shoes, 
like to intellectualize our medium with a lazy mantra: “Fashion is art.” We point to the technique, 
its communicative ability, its reliance on the visual—often ignoring its finest attributes, like its 
obsession with the ephemeral, its frivolity, and its ability to be at once myopic and universal. To 
me, it makes as much sense as asserting that fashion is a kind of book, or art is a shoe. More 
embarrassing still, artists have no such hangups about fashion. They believe their fluency in the 
visual and the material means there is nothing embarrassing about dressing well, and painting 
those who do, too. 
 
It’s much more fun, I think, to ask whether art might be fashion—that is to say, whether the nature 
of fashion might expose something fine and fascinating about art.  
 
Alex Katz is a painter who makes you value this line of inquiry. “My work is like pablum to them,” 
Katz told Calvin Tomkins a few years ago of his detractors. “You know, pretty girls, flowers, you 
can’t be serious.” That’s the stuff of couture. We fashion types know those accusations well—we 
take them, you know, seriously. 
 
It isn’t merely Katz’s interest in style that makes me think this, though of course clothing has 
always been one of the essential aspects of this essentialist’s compositions. In 1960, there was Ada, 
appearing over and over in a black dress, which has always made me think of the languorous 
parade of exquisite dresses at that period’s elusive couture shows—or even of Coco Chanel 
refracted in her staircase mirror by Beaton—all the way up to recent works like his 2018 “Calvin 
Klein Girls,” inspired by those perennially underwear-clad, string-haired models. Like the best 
fashion photographs by Avedon or Helmut Newton, his portraits capture women at their most 
enigmatic and forthright. 
 
Katz often speaks about feeling out of place in the world of art—and perhaps that is because he 
has so much more in common with our genius fashion designers. Above all, he has a deep respect 
for women—indeed, they often seem to dazzle him—as his subject. There is his wife Ada, half of 
perhaps art history’s sole harmonious artist-muse relationship, but also, in paintings like 2008’s 
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“Homage to Utamaro,” friends and famous figures like Christy Turlington (twice). Sure, many 
designers have more Picassoid relationships with their icons, but Katz is like Balenciaga or Saint 
Laurent—a great appreciator, an emphasizer even, of the woman’s life. 
 
He shares, too, with fashion a fixation on immediacy—a passion, against logic, for encapsulating 
what’s fleeting or seemingly impossible to reproduce. His paintings are usually about the way the 
sun hits a figure, or an object, though it is about the nature of the light, not its presence. 
 
Good fashion designers seek purity: the singularity of their own ideas and their proposal for that 
moment, for that time. “If I just make it big enough,” they think, “and the music loud enough, the 
models tall enough, the show wild enough, it will be timeless.” Even the flatness of Katz’s work is 
fashionable: his suppression of dimensionality through color-driven compositions, which are at the 
center of his work’s monumentality, has as much in common with Manet and Mondrian as it does 
Courreges and Rei Kawakubo. 
 
More fashionable still is Katz’s ability to combine a slew of unrelated styles with rapturous clarity. 
His Homage to Utamaro is, yes, an homage to Utamaro, but also a paean to the cinematic close-up, 
and conjures images of Greek friezes, maybe even caryatids. You might see a hall of prestigious 
busts, and a layering of Howard Terpning movie posters. Genius fashion designers have a knack 
for dipping into various historical eras, cultures, figures, and media with a slapdash sensibility that 
improbably results in something immersive; Katz may not be in conversation with that process, 
though he certainly has traveled on a parallel path. 
 
But we can’t forget the primacy of style in his work—the imperative that the manner of painting is 
the key to, and the purpose of, the painting. Katz’s serene triumph is that style itself is the 
content—the pitch, the manner, the technique, and the flair of the line. After all, in the words of 
Diane Vreeland, fashion’s answer Jean-Paul Sartre, “you’ve gotta have style…. Without it, you’re 
nobody.”  
 
Rachel Seville Tashjian is a style writer for GQ Magazine. 
 
 


