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First, there’s the title, which takes you by surprise be-
cause of the obvious truth it conveys: Claire, Grass and 
Water. And indeed: the exhibition presented by Ameri-
can artist Alex Katz at the Fondazione Cini in Venice, on 
the island of San Giorgio Maggiore—at the age of 96—
features three consecutive rooms displaying paintings 
dedicated to water, grass, and Claire. These three sub-
jects: quite simply. It is in this state of self-evidence—
more evident than evidence itself—that it all begins. The 
painter seems to say: this is what I have to show you. 
He pretends to claim nothing more. He chooses not to 
venture into any territory not already conquered by sug-
gestion, metaphor, or philosophy. He carefully keeps his 
distance from these slippery grounds. He remains firmly 
rooted in his descriptive title, his canvases, and within 
his painting itself, which he allows to speak in its own 
specific language—one made up of sensuality as well as 
spectral interplay with the history of the medium. This 
in itself is already a stance taken toward criticism: the 
artist decides to remain on the threshold of his work. He 
rarely steps out to act as its peddler or exegete. 

He simply steps out onto the porch to get some fresh air. 
At most, he takes two steps outside to say: “I painted 
this, and therefore it bears this title.” For he is, after all, 
saying something. He doesn’t say “untitled.” He doesn’t 
use his body or his presence to block access to his work. 
The door stands wide open. But he won’t regale the cu-
rious with a barrage of words; he won’t give a guided 
tour of his own work. He’ll let the audience engage with 
it on their own. And everything will begin to unfold on 



both a sensory and a cultural level. The painting will soon 
begin its little interplay with the attentive audience. 

The strategy of saying everything right from the start—
of pretending to reveal everything in a candid tone, 
entirely rooted in an apparently boundless trust in the 
other—is typical of Pop Art. Warhol and Lichtenstein left 
such bait hanging there, inviting us to take the bait, 
to the point where it was irresistible, like an ice cream 
held out to a child who cannot refuse it. Then, in a se-
cond, third, and fourth phase, their works took effect—
as slowly and surely as the initial access had been easy 
and swift. From the surface, we move toward depth. A 
conceptual depth, for visually everything seems to re-
main firmly there, right in front of you. Pop Art was, par 
excellence, this movement of the surface (or even su-
perficiality) capable of unfolding a whole depth behind 
the flat, opaque material of the foreground. A depth 
that remains, incidentally, invisible: a truly conceptual 
depth.

Ultimately, when we look back with the benefit of hind-
sight, we realize just how often Pop Art and Concep-
tual Art crossed paths—more often than we might think. 
They were friendly movements. Movements that got 
along. Alex Katz lived through the 20th century; he is, 
therefore, a true product of the Pop era. He’s vintage. 
And he comes to us, here in the 21st century, to pass 
on his American lessons. Not in a preachy tone at all. In 
a playful, refined, provocative tone, like Elsworth Kelly. 
He comes to explain the conclusions he has drawn from 



those years of swimming through aesthetic currents. It 
serves them up to us on a silver platter—to us, most of 
whom never experienced early Pop Art, but only other 
forms of Pop Art, seemingly affiliated with early Pop Art, 
even though that connection may be called into ques-
tion, despite appearances, in this case.

Claire, Grass, and Water. Let’s return to what he’s of-
fering us. In truth, when you think about it: these are 
three subjects that are by no means straightforward 
for a painter, from the moment he must actually set to 
work—once he stands at the foot of the wall of painting. 
We thought we were far removed from him, but here we 
are at the heart of the medium and its many challen-
ges. Water? But that’s an elusive subject! The Impres-
sionists? They turned it into an optical, almost scienti-
fic challenge. The Symbolists? They made it evaporate! 
No, really, water in painting is anything but straight-
forward—it slips through your fingers. As for grass! Are 
there any painters in the audience who can step forward 
and claim that they’ve taken a specific interest in grass 
as a subject? Of course, a few Impressionists and other 
ambitious landscape painters stand up. But we suspect 
they’ve always added something else to their works—
be it a grove, a figure with a parasol, or a horse or don-
key grazing there… Courbet painted caves and waves. 
But he didn’t paint grass.

Finally, we must talk about Claire. That is to say, the 
muse. Just ask the painters what they think of her. They 
have all spent their entire lives striving to capture their 



muses. If there is one subject that is truly elusive, it is 
this one. Katz, under the guise of a certain self-assu-
rance (fully expressed in this assertive title), actually of-
fers us, in a second phase, an admission of weakness—
or, let’s say, a humble work plan. He points to three 
subjects that occupy him. One wouldn’t go so far as to 
say they preoccupy him. But given the state of preoccu-
pation into which painting can plunge you, it amounts 
to the same thing. So he gets to work, he paints, he la-
bors, and then he tells us, “There you go, I’m done!” The 
paintings in this exhibition are all fairly recent. Between 
2021 and 2023, roughly speaking. And not only are they 
incredibly fresh, but they also offer an immense lesson 
in painting. A man over ninety years old—who will no 
doubt soon bow out of the art world—condenses a life-
time of work here, without making it seem that way. 

Claire, Grass, and Water. What’s curious is that in the 
exhibition, the order is reversed. First we see paintings 
devoted to water, then those dedicated to grass, and fi-
nally works devoted to Claire. What matters, ultimately, 
from a romantic perspective (since painting remains a 
romantic act), is that Claire appears either first or last. 
And that, deep down, it amounts to the same thing. 
Either the other person—for whom we have created, 
who has inspired us—appears at the end of this winding 
(like water) and turbulent (like grass stirred by the wind) 
journey that existence has been. Or, when we’re asked 
to speak up to say something, to express gratitude (and 
generally this is said at the closing ceremony—which 
this exhibition is not far from being—or when it comes 



to giving a title to a work, as is the case here), well, we 
simply begin by saying what has mattered most. And 
the other person will have mattered more than anything 
else. More than water, grass, and wind—even though 
these three forces will have fascinated and delighted us 
because they illuminated (the other person, just as life 
does). 

But let’s get back to reality, let’s return to the surface. 
And so let’s begin with the paintings devoted to water. 
What are they? A vast series of paintings, as if painted 
in a single stroke. Black canvases, speckled with white 
fringes of foam. Horizontal canvases, tilting slightly 
toward a square shape, offering a close-up view of the 
eddies of the abyss. Which, in Venice, is a telling image. 
Ultimately, what’s great about Alex Katz’s American 
film is that we die first. We deal with the drama first. 
It’ll come soon enough anyway. Then we lie down in the 
grass. And we think of Claire. In a long, eternal reverie. 

These black canvases speckled with white seem to be 
a grand tribute to the brushstroke. After all, that’s what 
painting is all about: beating the canvas the way you 
beat an egg white into stiff peaks. We whip up the emul-
sion to achieve a resurrection. The brush is also a sort 
of machete we use to make our way through the jungle 
of existence—always so dense, never allowing us to see 
far ahead, despite the illusions of all kinds to which our 
horizon-hungry minds succumb. Canvases also have so-
mething romantic about them. As if some Moby Dick, 
conjured by a Herman Melville at the height of his exal-



tation, were threatening to burst forth from the pain-
tings. The water, deep down—we don’t know what it is. 
We don’t know what lies down there. If there’s one thing 
that really strikes fear into the heart, it’s the abyss, the 
chasms, and the creatures that might dwell there: those 
implausible silvery filaments, those translucent jellyfi-
sh, those electric gelatinous masses. Not to mention the 
Leviathan that humanity, in its folly, is currently striving 
to awaken.

We return to dry land in the second room. The canvases 
are immense. This is the “Grass Room.” The blades of 
grass are fine, impossible to depict due to their delica-
cy and sheer number. So the strategy is to approach 
them from the opposite angle, in the style of the Bat-
tle of Waterloo: to make them as delicate as they are 
large, since those are their two defining qualities. In this 
room, we find ourselves at times in the realm of mono-
chrome, at other times with Van Gogh and his fields of 
sunflowers. For Van Gogh, his sunflowers are blades of 
grass: he sees a thousand of them when there is only 
one. The sun makes his head spin. And then, the seeds 
at the heart of the flower—there are a thousand, two 
thousand, a million! What is astonishing in this room is 
the dialogue Katz establishes—this time—between Pop 
Art and Abstract Expressionism. At first glance, they’re 
polar opposites! Pop Art is supposed to promote imma-
culate, flat surfaces—à la Lichtenstein, à la Warhol. But 
here, Katz creates backgrounds that, from a distance, 
seem homogeneous, yet up close, are turbulent. His 
paintings traverse zones of turbulence. Seen from the 



cockpit, the sky appears serene. But when you press 
your nose against the window, you can clearly see that 
something isn’t quite right. It is in this lack of clarity that 
Katz ventures into the realm of Abstract Expressionism. 

He also aligns with this movement through his use of 
format: immense, in the American style. Although Eu-
ropeans, in their own way, certainly didn’t hold back in 
terms of scale in the 19th century. But here, one truly 
senses a dialogue with the large American format—one 
that is as much a part of their museums and galleries as 
it is of their streets and canyons. The gestural quality, 
so typical of Abstract Expressionism, remains, howe-
ver, in Katz’s work, in the service of reality. Certainly, 
a brushstroke is needed, but that brushstroke will be 
commensurate with the wild grass it is meant to repre-
sent. The measure is not to be found in the artist’s ego 
or in his emotions. Reality sets the standard. It is reality 
that dominates. Or rather, it is reality that simply is. 
Reality is grandiloquent if it so chooses (and indeed, a 
stormy sea or a vast meadow does choose to be so). As 
for us, we’re here, watching, and no doubt measuring 
ourselves against this reality as well—but discreetly. 
It’s a more comfortable—and more enjoyable—position. 
Because stepping into the fray, like die-hard abstract 
expressionists, is such a drain!

Finally, we arrive at the room dedicated to Claire. It’s a 
large room—the one containing the most paintings. The 
one containing the paintings that are most life-sized. 
The paintings are surprising because they completely 



shake things up on a pictorial level. This time, we are 
definitely in the realm of figurative art. Nevertheless, 
this figuration is somewhat obscured. A woman—whom 
we imagine to be Claire (how often have we imagined 
her!)—is there, multiplied. We imagine her because, ul-
timately, her features remain uncertain. What is certain 
is the image we have of her. And this room presents us, 
very concretely, with an image of Claire. An image depic-
ted in its mechanisms, in its inner workings: what could 
be more real! It is almost like Duchamp’s *The Large 
Glass*. Except that we are not dealing with the same 
form of temporal condensation. In both cases, there is 
a condensation. But Duchamp’s time is a greasy, oily 
time, accumulated through mental exercises, bearing 
the visible traces of the effort involved. There is none of 
that time here. Or hardly any. Claire appears as she did 
on the first day, in every painting. But since this is (also, 
or essentially) an imagination of Claire, rather than the 
real Claire, another visual register enters the scene: clo-
thing. 

In each painting, Claire’s body, her face, or just her sil-
houette—her silent yet no less luminous presence—is 
framed by swaths of clothing. It’s as if a collage of body 
fragments and clothing is at work here. And soon, it be-
comes clear: Katz was inspired by Matisse and his fa-
mous blue cut-outs. After all, if there is one painter who 
wrestled with his muses, it is Matisse. And if there is one 
painter who came closest to portraying the muse’s ima-
gination, it is Matisse. But Katz’s pictorial collage does 
more than merely hint that he took a peek at Matisse. 



It establishes its own logic. Which one might attempt 
to translate as follows: Claire, who is changing, who is 
getting dressed to go here or there. Claire, whose every 
new outfit reveals another side, another facet. Claire 
who follows fashion, who engages with fashion, who 
makes fashion her own. Claire who is Claire, but also all 
the other women she imagines herself to be—and whom 
we imagine in her wake. Claire, too, who disappears, 
leaving behind only a garment, only a shedding of skin: 
the sole somewhat stable element to which the pain-
ter can cling in his figurative work. Claire, who leaves a 
scent lingering in the air—a scent that lingers for a long 
time on her clothes.


