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With a referential pedigree 
as variegated as

the palette she uses, 

ALLISON 
KATZ

is committed to a badly 
mannered painting of 
the most sophisticated genus, 
framed by Chris Sharp 
as an investigation of the 
field’s contours, margins 
and taboos.  
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Try to imagine a text about painting that doesn’t employ adjectives. It isn’t easy. 
Perhaps it’s even impossible. However, some kinds of painting are more adjective-
prone than others. Cool painting, for instance, can generally be spotted by its sul-
len disdain for qualifiers, while other schools vary  —  although as a general rule the 
more adjectives contemporary painting evokes, the further down it is on the cool 
scale. Nevertheless, the peculiar painting of Allison Katz complicates the cool/
uncool adjective dichotomy to the point of collapsing it. If her work is potential-
ly lopsided with adjectives, it is also liable to erupt with them. Or slump and sag 
with them, like an overripe piece of fruit. And yet is no less uncool for it. Maybe 
her paintings’ overabundance is precisely what renders them so cool. Or maybe so 
weirdly droll that such barren distinctions simply do not apply. 
 Whatever the case may be, Katz makes paintings, both figurative and abstract. 
The Montreal-born, New York–based artist is also known to make sculptures, 
ceramics and the occasional performance, as well as posters for her own exhibitions, 
all of which are intimately linked to her ongoing inquiry into the conventions and 
history of Western painting. The referential pedigree of her picture-making is as 
variegated as the palette she uses, and includes the likes of Francis Picabia, Florine 
Stettheimer, René Daniëls, Marc-Camille Chaimowicz, Amy Sillman and Laura 
Owens. This is not, of course, to say that you throw all these notables in a bag, 
vigorously shake and out pops Katz. But their cortege can help situate her unusual 
and highly thoughtful practice, which, for all its diversity and apparent lack of alle-
giance to any single mode of painting, consistently examines the field’s contours, 
margins and taboos. And yet throughout it all, Katz remains  —  in her work, at 
least  —  irreducibly herself. This fact can be seen not only in her continual revisita-
tion of certain media and idiosyncratic styles, but also in her recycling of motifs.  
 Perhaps the best place to start with Katz’s work is with her strange fruit. 
Indeed, let us consider the black pear. A motif that has been extensively recycled 
through a series of paintings, sculptural installations and posters, the black pear 
(not to be mistaken for eggplant) can be read as a metaphor for Katz’s work in gen-
eral. In the painting Poires Noires (2009), a trio of black pears is grouped around a 
green, Rococoesque pattern like a perfectly implausible coat of arms, while a small-
er pair of pears is nested underneath, the whole of which is framed by a brushy, 
multihued system of well-balanced borders. A similar triad of black, flat pears can 
be seen in Oval Pears (2010), an oval-shaped canvas whose stormy black ground 
gives the object a necromantic mirror-mirror-on-the-wall aspect (three black pears: 
portent or promise?). The dark trio cameos yet again in a floor sculpture composed 
of sand, in which the group of pears is deftly fashioned out of black sand inserted 
puzzle-like inside a rectangular expanse of beige sand and framed by a white-sand 
border. At once overripe, inedible, grotesque and fascinating, the subtly incredible 
object is patently symbolic and evocative. 
 When I asked Katz this past autumn about her penchant for such sable fruit, 
she mentioned everything from an interest in the fatalistic and disparaging expres-
sion “pear-shaped” to memento mori to an anecdote featuring her grandmother and 
an explanation of how the blackest parts are the sweetest. (Who, in their child-
hood, was not the recipient of the same dubious parental information regarding 
the unwanted bruises on bananas?). Given this complex host of associations, Katz’s 
symmetrically blemished fruit becomes not only a metaphor for her own work, but, 
arguably, for painting in general. Condemned as the medium is repeatedly to irrel-
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evance, to death, and therefore to a kind of living death (perhaps incurred through 
its own supersaturation, that which will render it black), painting all the while con-
tinually exercises an irrepressible attraction to its makers and viewers.          
 Another way to consider the black pear is in terms of so-called sex appeal. 
Katz’s work, generally speaking, is categorically not “sexy” but it is erotic. How 
could it be sexy? Sexiness issues not from excess but from restraint, from the light 
touch, from unified, ideally uninflected colors and slick, impenetrable surfaces. 
Eroticism, on the other hand, is indissociable from excess, immoderation, even a 
certain over-the-top-ness. Katz’s unique form of excess is intended to exceed and 
thereby disarm, akin to the erotic excogitation, appealing to something more idio-
syncratic and visceral in her viewership. Representations and intimations of excess 
are not limited to black pears, but are integral to Katz’s painting on virtually eve-
ry level, from subject matter to her riotous deployment of colors to the way they 
are applied. For instance, the artist’s occasionally ponderous brushwork defies the 
inspired spontaneity of American-style painting, so glamorized by the Abstract-
Expressionists. Instead, she hews closer to the slow, indulgent application of the 
medium, as practiced by, say, the shameless colorist, the maladroit Sunday painter, or 
the expressive European modernist (which are, of course, not fungible categories). 
 Indeed, Katz’s is the kind of picture-making that does not wear painting like 
a loose garment, but rather like thick woolen leggings, a heavy skirt, a tweed coat. It 
roundly explores the more marginalized conventions of art history, as per the artist’s 
proclivity for ovals, tondos and ceramics and the attendant campy legacy of the likes 
of della Robbia. See, for example, the presence of sand or other irritants mixed into 
the surface of certain paintings. I’m thinking in particular of two relatively basic and 
motley depictions of surprised-looking cocks  —  as in roosters  —  whose surfaces 
have been encrusted with uncooked rice, which disrupts the otherwise sensual tex-
ture of paint. Another, if subtler, form of excess can be found in the artist’s preference 
to accompany shows with not one definitive exhibition poster but a disorienting mul-
tiplicity of them, which, differing wildly from another, incorporate the artist’s own 
photos, motifs and a basic deployment of Photoshop, a form of excess that dovetails 
nicely with an interest in the original and the copy, here offering a wryly generative 
commentary on an increasingly trite yet inexhaustible binary discourse. 
 Basic, as in iconic and rudimentarily rendered, is also something of a constant 
in Katz’s practice, which seems allergic to virtuosity, not, one suspects, from lack of 
skill, but rather because of its will to overwhelm and dazzle, as opposed to question 
and doubt. Yet for all its basic-ness and irreverence, the artist’s work would seem 
committed to a badly mannered painting of the most sophisticated genus (and by 
mannered, I do not mean mannerist). Which is not to say that its bad manners are 
the byproduct of having been badly raised, insufficiently formed and informed, but 
rather come from an almost impish refusal to behave, to subtly exert pressure on 
what may or may not be acceptable, to gently but erotically oppose. 

All images courtesy of the artist and 
Johan Berggren Gallery, Malmö
Photography by Mark Woods and 1857, Oslo
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