
 

 

 
A Q&A with Zimiles 

By Sibylla Chipaziwa 

 

Known to many simply as Murray, Professor Zimiles will be leaving Purchase 

after having been a part of the Visual Arts department since 1977. Having taught in other 

several institutions here and abroad, he was first hired to teach drawing, but soon took 

over printmaking. “He’s been an inspiration,” said Jeremy Ruiz, class of 2014, who has 

taken two classes under Zimiles. “He was always very encouraging, and always willing 

to go the extra mile to help you.” Kakyoung Lee, an alumnus who graduated in 2003 

who, like Ruiz, majored in printmaking, still felt a connection to Zimiles as she too was 

in attendance at the intimate reception held in his honor. “He actually showed me all the 

things that [I can be] inspired from,” she said. “He’s a great teacher. He always 

encouraged me to think of my work, and to do something more.”  

I spoke with Zimiles one gorgeous afternoon by telephone on his time at Purchase 

and what he will be up to come the end of his teaching career this semester. 

 

Did you always want to teach, or was it something that just happened? 

 Originally, I started out to be an engineer, and I didn’t like that very much [so I 

decided] to study art. Then in graduate school, I saw what teachers did, and was quite 

impressed with the whole lifestyle and the fact that … often they didn’t pay you with 

very much money, but they paid you with time. …  

… For me, time was the ultimate gift because it allowed me to [be] an artist and spend 

time in my studio. There was a bit of a compromise there, … but at the same time 

providing the stability [that teaching did], it was a very lovely [situation], and plus I 

enjoy teaching [and the students] very much. …  

… When people get older, they’re not that open anymore, they’re not as experimental, 

which is vital … Sometimes with students, it requires prying that out of them; but once 

it’s out, it’s fantastic to watch and be around, and I’ll miss that, I have to admit. … 

… The reason I’m retiring is … my career is doing quite well at the moment. … 

Teaching is a lovely enterprise but … I don’t have much time left, so it’s time to see if I 



 

 

can take these paintings I’ve done and place them somewhere [so that my poor family 

does not have to deal with them] and have them seen [and liked, collected, whatever]. … 

Although, I do have one more book to write. 

 

Is there anything else about your time at Purchase that has stood out to you? 

 Purchase is an extraordinary place; most students don’t appreciate [it] ‘til after 

they graduate, I’m sure. … It’s one of the top art centers, art schools, literally in the 

nation. The Art & Design department, … its competition comes from a lot of the very 

elite private schools … and Purchase happens to be in that league, which makes it a 

pretty special place.  

And the fact that it’s such a good deal financially, and the infrastructure is as 

good, if not better [than other places] … and is hard to beat. I used to think the master 

planner of Purchase was Mussolini or some fascist dictator, but since the renovation I’m 

really impressed. … I walk around the campus, especially early in the morning when 

there aren’t many people, … and I’m quite stunned by how beautiful it is. 

 If you add the museum and the PAC to a small, [elite] kind of school, it creates a 

package that almost can’t be matched any place in maybe the world. … I have 

appreciated [Purchase] all along … I’ve had many offers [to teach elsewhere] but I 

refused to leave. … 

 … You have lots of opportunity being a professor, and I’ve tried [to deal with and 

partake in that] and it’s nice. 

 

You’re holding an exhibition next year at the Florida Holocaust Museum. 

 Yes. … That’s been one of the best things that has happened to me. For about 13 

years (1984 to 1998), I did work on the Holocaust … [which] pretty much ended my 

commercial gallery career. … But it did solve a personal problem. … Some people say 

it’s one of the largest bodies of work ever done on the subject. 

 [Most Holocaust museums] do not collect contemporary art, they collect art of 

that period, pieces done in concentration camps, et cetera. But there are a few that do 

collect contemporary art [and Florida is one of them], and they are about to acquire my 

entire collection, which is well over 150 art pieces. … It will empty out a good half of my 



 

 

studio (which is fantastic, because I need the room), and it’s a wonderful, wonderful 

thing that’s happened because [the museum] will take care of this work forever. … 

… If you’re a [respected artist] who’s productive, you have a body of work and 

you need to sort of hopefully place it somewhere, and this is a great opportunity for that 

to happen, and I’m extremely grateful to them for acquiring it all.  

 

Why did you feel that you had to produce this body of work? 

 When my son was about to be born, I was terrified that I would end up inflicting 

[my experiences growing up] onto him in some way. So, the only way I could purge 

myself of it was through the one way I know how to purge all my inner crazies (or 

whatever you want to call it; sometimes they’re wonderful, sometimes they’re pretty 

miserable) was through art.  

 So I launched myself on this series and it kept going, and I thought it would be, 

you know, a few pictures, but it just took me over. … At a certain point I knew I had to 

stop because I woke up one morning saying “I have to make a Holocaust picture,” and it 

was no longer coming from [that spot] inside of me which propelled [the work] for a 

while, so I stopped. … It’s much more interesting to make optimistic pictures, which is 

what I’m doing right now [chuckles]. 

 

Yes, I’ve noticed that your earlier work isn’t as colorful as your most recent work. 

The early work was very graphic, and that’s part of dealing a lot with 

printmaking. … 

 Then I moved to the Hudson Valley … and the Hudson River School [a mid-19th 

century American art movement] is, to say the least, probably … the most important 

school America has every produced, and I’m surrounded by a lot of their imagery. … 

What better way [to ease] your way out of the Holocaust to just look at this extraordinary 

environment that I live in. Slowly, that took me over and it’s a very colorful environment. 

 All of a sudden, this color, which I guess was just deep inside of me for years … 

just poured out, and is still pouring out. In fact, I’ve got a brush in my hand right now 

[laughs].  



 

 

 … Realism doesn’t interest me at all: it’s too easy because all the answers are 

there. I’m much more interested in something way beyond that. [My current art] comes 

out of where I live and some of the travels I have done, and it’s very exciting.  

 

Do you have any advice for your most recent students, anyone who may want to do 

what you have done, both teach and make art? 

 Respect your students; give them what you got to give on the teaching level. And 

on the art level, be honest to yourself and don’t solve the easy problems: look out for the 

hard ones. Try to change the way art is made, if possible. It’s not easy. …  

 … If you’ve got it within you to have the guts to take on major artistic problems, 

do it. And if you don’t, become a plumber, you’ll earn more money. 

 

For more information on Professor Zimiles and his work, visit murrayzimiles.com.  


