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 Alexander Motyl (b. 1953, New York) is a painter, writer, and pro-
fessor. He studied painting with Leon Goldin at Columbia University in the 
1970s. Motyl’s artwork has been exhibited in solo and group shows in New 
York, Philadelphia, and Toronto—most recently as part of the 2010 High 
Line Open Studies event. He is also the author of four novels, Whiskey 
Priest, Who Killed Andrei Warhol, Flippancy, and The Jew Who Was Ukrai-
nian; his poems have appeared in Counterexample Poetics, Istanbul Liter-
ary Review, Orion Headless, and New York Quarterly. He has done perfor-
mances of his fiction and poetry at the Cornelia Street Café and the Bowery 
Poetry Club. Motyl teaches at Rutgers University-Newark and lives in New 
York.

 I paint. Although I have no idea what, if anything, art is, I’m pretty 
sure that painting is about paint and the things paint—or the painter—can 
do on canvas. The painting may be abstract or it may be representation-
al, but what makes the painting a painting is the interplay of colors, lines, 
shapes, spaces, and textures. What makes the painting a good painting is 
the aesthetic pleasure that that interplay produces. Interpretation, meaning, 
significance, and all those other big words come much later and are at best 
the icing on the cake. All too often, that icing can actually spoil the cake.

 My paintings are thus about the essentials of painting. They’re about 
getting back to basics. That’s also why my canvases are small. Big may be 
impressive, but impressive tends to distract from the essentials. There’s no 
place to hide on a small painting. It either works aesthetically, or it doesn’t.

 But even these few words are more interpretation than I’m comfort-
able with. To tell the truth, I’m just a contrarian. And since the art world 
insists that everything has to be conceptual and big, I’m determined to do 
the opposite.
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