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Tree, 2007, oil on canvas, 155x170, Nachmani Collection
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The Rower’s Apprentice, 2009, woodcut, 83x143, Jerusalem Print Workshop
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Homage to Rembrandt, 2006-07, oil on canvas, 140x160
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Landscape after Constable, 2006, oil on canvas, 93x180.5, private collection
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Road, 2000, oil on canvas, 96x100, Tel Aviv Museum of Art Collection
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Valley of Hinnom, 2007, oil on canvas, 155x175, private collection
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Tree, 2006, oil on canvas, 115x125, Shibolet Piet Mondrian, Blue Tree, 1908, oil on canvas, 75.5x99.5
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Valley of Hinnom, 2007, oil on canvas, 165x155
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Serpentine Landscape, 2009, mixed media on paper, 39.5x47.5, Gottesman Etching Center, Kibbutz Cabri
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Valley of Hinnom, 2007-08, oil on canvas, 120x130, private collection
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Valley of Hinnom, 2007, oil on canvas, 156x170
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Valley of Hinnom, 2008, oil on canvas, 160x155, private collection
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Valley of Hinnom, 2008, oil on canvas, 135x170
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Valley of Hinnom, 2007, oil on canvas, 140x160
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Valley of Hinnom, 2006-07, oil on canvas, 135x170, private collection, Australia
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Valley of Hinnom, 2007, oil on canvas, 150x175
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Jerusalem, Valley of Hinnom, 2007-08, oil on canvas, 134.5x149.5, Nachmani Collection
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Nocturnal Landscape, 2007, oil on canvas, 120x155
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Tree, 2006, oil on canvas, 135x180, Shibolet T.A. Art Collection

180Xx135,T1 7V |NW ,2007-2006 ,011%1 11 X'

Valley of Hinnom, 2006-07, oil on canvas, 135x180
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"INNI NDIX,165X155 ,T1 7V [NY 2008 YV

Tree, 2008, oil on canvas, 165x165, Nachmani Collection

33X28.5,11 7V 0NN ,1995 YV

Tree, 1995, charcoal on paper, 28.5x33
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Self-Portrait, 2001, diptych, aquatint, sugar lift, dry point, electric grinder, 40x76
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Shaman, 2009, woodcut, 25x29.5
Jerusalem Print Workshop

Jerusalem Print Workshop
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Head-Landscape, 2009, woodcut, 25x30
Jerusalem Print Workshop



43

27N §PPMNRY M DIV IRINN T DIVIYA .DHYWIT DT NITO DRV map Yw nbupn
:0ya T DnYY MY DMAK 19T DK TNV 09D XY DNy TeYANIw YR WY N1y DK
DYIN YD 570 MW 77932 0YD1 07V JIXIT 0D PR DR PRI, DWW, 01010, 7777 119K

5197192 MmN 71Wwa - yNa1 1Nk [Ne ©72 yamn XY Wi 0ys 7o

TP1712 TTPRNT 0710w ,09WINTa DT NIT0A 00T YW mYIap Ynap 0w 200172

DITRI NAXT N8 M55 "Nwn 23MM NYRwi NTNwnt wa U™ANA Twyl 097 73 .myy
1K) P32 107D IR O, 07730 1M 1 pom ,o1IRa 595 9072 vava [prm Simoa nankm
NY™\ DWN 012 [N 7120 N17270I01KA WY1 19K O™MaYY MIKIPIT (40 MY ,2001 Mayy [p1
0™9N0 198 DWAYT NIIYAYT 9V NTmInT 7721 0MANA NMAYY” yava 9K 10ma 0T
DYDR M NI AR WD TN - KK W01 K 1 - NNYp %Y T2 Tmn R
71p1 0y N17DX , DRNTA N1TWIA 17T N1MRTE 01 .NIBWMATT 1181 TMD 17T WA 13701 NNTIpi
1 1 T NNE0 KXY YW 1w 1807 Ty KW MW N1 1 WA WOy .00 1K
KW ALWN P 7139 [N ayaw 7o 19K 1712y 0 9% 0% RS nn pivn mine’

611392 117 NP1 ,LYNI M NV DYDIT IO, DK

D3.yY 131071 YW TP 1302 MM DYLiT 7aK,07wIN™ DaTT NIT0 7K 1p 71 2009 7A

TN AP 09T M MYV [P1TT2 TRYTI TP K1Y QWK (D705 6072) T N1TIAY Yapna
1K) INARW , H1"WRD 13 N1TI2YA 011,071W (MR IWYIW DR T KT [P 0y 070 0y
muwHIA JiT - PAKRT 7w MYV 1p1IT X 11N NI 79K 0057 YN NN (40 My
NITTANAT YT SW 1NN 101 DR N7 [T DR Oyl NImow [, 0w0a NNyl ANy
n%1 M YW nmrp 770 Swompin Twinn DMy 1p1TT DY np 039K Sw nownnn
D'pTOIT [ TP MY ORI YW 1y :0amY Sw AT OX nn K 21wt N 0T A 1ing
X3 .07 K21 71p K7 712 PRW 7IK™MP YRWwI 19w T 0T .0mpnaT 17190 1K 11T No0Nnaw

705Mma yawa [ mpT mnTa 21p

NIV 77702 13 KW /DMWY’ DRWNW DY YW 91T 7170 Sy map 121y 19K Dm0

AWM 77702 LA AT TR 9K TN 1% VIR MK NRPPRT DT 12 K7 ,TI1YNA
NDDTA PNIM 19INA 7T, MMYY TAARA T 1002 MY IR0 .yt X, aoyn a5 mem
AR YW 1W2ANA N0 MR MW 72 1977 FIXNA TN My .1oyn’ munbn i Yw vanm
KT, 0MWiT NX P NIKIY AWK 1Tyanw Non M amy v [Mallarmé] mnn5xn Swxam
KT N2 KT [Hugo] 11T Sw X Xt Sw nm%win 1n%am nmyi NX 1mMInKn mRwi
DAX T MTAYT 95 KT MWTANm - M [T DR TR DK TYTpan ,mon 5 mon
)RR PR atyl o Ty Valt i \wfn B A Yabde s iy taln b \va iy iy R e Ruislabde i i AT R P Tn B m R A A S
NNpI1 DTAW , D™AYY MIKIPTT YN NIRYY AWK nap 039K Sw omwit 19113 0 “0117T 12 Xy
D217 13 711 1Y MY TRAY TN DK NIRY NP7 N2 10702 (AR 2w i
Ny Y2y quo mrimm Jumwn awn DY 7MY DA .UK DX TANm 20w 1 qein?

97T R YY1 1K 1K, NIKAY 9197 KD 11K 510000

NI I 27,17y SWnThme Mon 720 THYIYA YN T2y 1Y [ ym 0mnrmT
IMpRpnnY yTn map TR TYn nw? NwTpn Dynd NIATNnm 2T T Sy anns
TTPIWNA INIX w1227 Nan Y 179K Ty 110712 180N KT K Tyt N1 Sw imiayr qoim
DMWY OWIEMT OTYRIVOPLIT DMINTIM M Y 0TIR YW MK oMY nina mva
AT 1M3) T Ry NITATNa? 0wmam rya Sw o pmvit nHwR NK 0M21w nImaya
API=1R=17 1T A 737 an1 NP1 1220 191 R Ty 1w, 19937 MY [P
Y0P M1 DYDY ,20p W12 wnwn XoR 111 Sy 93101 K2 mmn yyn (KOOKOORIKOO)
NIBMOT NpNINA MMIWHR N8 A127127,[p 17T PW Nmeim ninonaw MR ponm nr oioyn

0MYHTTM DTMAW 0137yNn 71N DX FTRI¥T NK

- MP72D AN O™IYY NIKIPITT W NpnImt 131K 71770 I07p 1™Y 2006-2000 DIWA

1M1 021321 - (40 MY IXD) "W DITIA YY NN, [IWwA (42 MY ,2000 MY [PITTIRD) DIWMA
1 XY Sy AT NmT - “0RIRNn” W Tyn T Tyn T map oK T T myn
QW T - MW P, WIYNNn NYYANRT T 7% AKX PV T Wpn L Tenon 1anwn 0l nya
WNRwniT MY yYn Sw nowit 183 7pni 1k 0oma 19K - NDWIMT 1T NN YW M MK e
,MUIMW 078N %Y DRW™T, DY 01137, 0TV ORI 018N 1AYAT WA NN NI
IMMT NK 12737077 71770 NP2 711207 DWW 0Y1 18YY DY paraT minn om? Sw giinays

MDA YIDINIT, 01T TAIK YW NINBALNRN DIVIYT NX 1M 17112 1Y 9925 nyyni® nanom

50X70,1'1 7V 1'11 DNA ,2000 ,"NXV ;71T DN DX ,50X70 11 7V ONQ,2008-2007 ,"AXV 71T

Self-Portrait, 2000, charcoal and chalk on paper, 70x50 Self-Portrait, 2007-08, charcoal on paper, 70x50,

private collection

42



mayn

J(42 'on 150p) AR NX Tvn OX 1IN2 ,“DNYY 0P KT AYIANY T NK DY 0w Tnap 099K
DNy Moon XYY ,2004 ,0°9WINT 0BT NITO

;013K oW, (DK YRIMW DY 77K\ DMK :D1A0N) 11 5918 oy NImw 100K PR3 Yximy 2
.64 MY ,ITIWN

.33 MY ,2004 ,p77K72 TOM ;DWW (JN0DI2 ‘D :D1NN) IR 0IRA Sw aramn “mapa” oo Yy 3

2K 7N, w1 22,1993 (NP 131YN) “MpT 01N 4

1965 17X TOM YW, (Pt MMYW (010N ) Mmw 150, MNSTnYn o1TTaIR 5

D"y Mvon X57,2001 ,0"5W? 0BT NITO,DWTA QOST,prnp R DY MW map 039K ¢

.70 My ,2004 31907 122K 7N, (070Y 1 MLWEKR T :00N) MocSm ormbR o1 bxuny - 7

Paul Zweig, The Heresy of Self-Love, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1980, 8
p. 221.

%1,(1%0p) 1999-2001 DIMY [ AP DIOR /MDY TIBNY APIWN” ,FKAT 1P DY MW mIp 0K 9
N7VP[ADDA AP (IR IRIT YR WWARTT MY [ART YW 0prT .oy Moon KYY 21aK S0, vim
Jacques Derrida, Memoirs of the Blind: Self-Portrait and Other Ruins, translated by Pascale-Anne
Brault and Michael Nass, Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1993.

IRDDIA IT1 700 NDIX ,40X42 ,YV 7V DY ,2001 "NXY |71 T

Self-Portrait, 2001, oil on wood, 42x40, Rachel and Dov Gottesman Collection



47 MW M7 ,"0X [X7 - D1p1 K0
DMWY 0BT RN oIk
DHOWI SR TIRTIND

"7 D72 OY ™M3222 713701 LP BN DO
27K 5N PIRTIAT, DYWT ORI IR
nanx5

NIT0 ,D'WTN DTO™MAN /28 FOMyN”
[niPAv i Mol n futat

,DMNKT N1, 1woy YRAwn D™ 0w’
IR N7 ;0w , 08T N1To 0w
w100

MKy mem TIXTIN 717y 1707

1 P HOIR - TYY ORAWT MK’
N1IAKY 271K YN IRTIR TR

27K 5N PIRMIR 27K SN kmn 707
nmx5

nm 1way SXawa miwm™ nmwn”
0w, OO T N0 ;05w DUNKT

1271 - NNKY WX TIXTIN YK 07T
TITWX,LIRIMN

DYWINT PRIWT IKTIA /101 MI0KT

[ANBDIP TIRTI,[RDDp YYR DITIRNN”
NIRLIT MM Y1aTp

27K 5N T YA
DowINT,TTayn  nnan”

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

27K %N ,45 PUIMSD YA WR NYTY” 2008
™23 Y1272 7173, “mipn/wann” 2009
DWwpNIb

LT YR Y ebian oma b
1AM 021 178 PV

T TPTMIN A7WNIT YOI, 0pIboaK 1M
pLNAIID “HIVIRTTM N72 IR 727V0D
amKon

2001

2003

[=Rlenl:}

,(L™rn) MK oeTAY pTvw oI
DoWIT, 1YY NIRRT TmTpR SxOYa

VINT TIWN DYLN 1WYIT KT 000
UMBOIT NN

MINKY 27K 50 PR Qv 133 07D

1991

2001

2008

DIBOIN

DOWIMT SRIWT IRTIN
N1AKY 271K 5N PIRmIn
D™D OIBOIK

07H7a1 2 DY

;198272 ZXIW 119V JUDTHTAVA 196671 TN
27K 5na 1w unn

ormnd

DYWIT, 1YY MINKY T TpR YXO¥a 1992-1988

T MIoYn
187, UMBNP MW 73 1993

LRSI N1 (ym) I YW
oowr

DYWINT, ONNRT N 1994
DYWINT NIRRT 199117 MY 1995
Dow, N1eYN ,mannn Y21on p 1Y 1996
21K 5N, 01 % 1997
D'ow1nT,1Nom 0177y 9o 1
WM Yy pwnm o
27K 5N v % ST 1999
VDI, WY 772, m7p 039K 2001
21K 5N, 017 %3 ,72001-1999 ,0MY” 2002

,DMIKW N1OWN P M9,/ DIpn T'R” 2004
DowI

amx 5N, v %, oo DR 2005

T3 T2 ,72007-1996 ,N1T1AY 1A 2007
amx5n

NPNYIAP NMYn

2PYT NTTWK Y127 JAWIMI 177 IR IRTN 1992

271K 5N, 01 %I, 1P OB 1993
D'YWINT, OmnKT N1

D'YWINT ONNRT N7, “01P190IRY 1994

37K 7N, L1 A%, MPTa DI 1997
oW, MIKY 13915, 1N0MA N

NI1YN ;oW SKIWT IKTIR M7 1998
7T DORIWT OUINK

nYTNm - oy o o oo
DOWI? PRIWT IR/ NORAWIT NNKI

,/DWINT MIRKTYAT NIAK 01pnT Ny oy”
kAl k= Ehva Ty Bakhl

,OBTIIT NAT0 ,D0™MAN ,“25 N1V 1999
oYW

27K 5N v sy way”

135X170 ,711D™IN1 11 7V 1w 2006 ,Kremer

Kremer, 2006, oil on canvas and scratches, 170x135

135X180 ,T1 7V INW ,2007-2006 ,011%1 1 X1

Valley of Hinnom, 2007, oil on canvas, 135x180

46



49

Biographical Notes

Born in Tajikistan, 1966; immigrated to Israel in
1982; lives and works in Tel Aviv

1988-1992 BFA, Bezalel Academy of Arts and
Design, Jerusalem

One-Person Exhibitions

1993 Sara Conforty Gallery, Jaffa, Israel

“Floating Lessons” (performance),
The School of Visual Theater, Jerusalem

1994 The Jerusalem Artists’ House
1995 Wall paintings, Art Center, Jerusalem

1996 Wall painting, Phenomena Festival,
Jerusalem

1997 Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv

The Naggar School of Photography, Media
& New Music, Musrara, Jerusalem

Nachshon Gallery, Kibbutz Nachshon,
Israel

1999 “A Walk,” Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv
2001 Galerie Walsch, Vienna
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2005
2007

“Paintings, 1999-2001,” Bineth Gallery,
Tel Aviv

“No Space,” Dwek Gallery, Mishkenot
Sha’ananim, Jerusalem

“Shuffled Cards,” Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv

“Selected Works, 1996-2007,” Gordon
Gallery, Tel Aviv

Selected Group Exhibitions
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1993

1994
1997

1998

Uri and Rami Nehushtan Museum,
Kibbutz Ashdot Yaacov Meuchad, Israel

“Portfolio,” Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv

“New Members,” The Jerusalem Artists’
House

“Artfocus,” The Jerusalem Artists’ House
“Portfolio,” Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv

“The House in Musrara,” The Art Center,
Jerusalem

“Tromi,” The Israel Museum, Jerusalem;
Amman, Jordan

The artist in the studio, 2009 (photograph: Avraham Hay)
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“Now,” Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv

“Voice from Here and There: New
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“Prints from the Jim Dine and Cabri
Workshop Project,” The Israel Museum,
Jerusalem; Tel Aviv Museum of Art

“Exhibition 28: New Etchings,” The Print
Workshop, Jerusalem

“Traces I: Contemporary Drawings in
Israel,” The Jerusalem Artists’ House;
The Jerusalem Print Workshop; Anna
Ticho House, Jerusalem

“Prizes in Art from the Ministry of
Science, Culture, and Sport,” The Israel
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“Earthways,” Ashdod Art Museum /
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Museum, Jerusalem; Tel Aviv Museum
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House,” Kupferman Collection House,
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“Home,” Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv
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House

2008 “To Know Fire,” Florentin 45
Contemporary Art Space, Tel Aviv

2009 “Encounter/Makom,” The Art Gallery,
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painting, Porgy & Bess Jazz Music Club,
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down toward life, Mallarmé the way up away from life.”® Kremer’s landscapes of the
“Valley of Hinnom,” like his heavenly landscapes, may be construed as self-portraits,
where the artist’s identity is spun through his unflagging aspiration to see the unseeable:
“Creating a painting is akin to entering a vast darkness which becomes slowly clearer.
The glance must be palpable. The scratch and the penetration into the color are due to

frustration. I cannot see, thus I hurt it.”?

Notes

1 Alex Kremer in a conversation with Irena Gordon, cat. Don’t Hunt the Wolf, Alex Kremer: Woodcuts,
trans. Judy Orstav (Jerusalem Print Workshop, 2009), unpaginated.

2 Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo, trans. Richard A. Cohen
(Pittsburgh: Duquesne UP, 1985), p. 87.

3 Emmanuel Levinas, Humanism of the Other: Foreword, trans. Nidra Poller (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 2003), pp. 7-8.

4 “Portfolio” (group exhibition), 1993, Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv.

5 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book VIII, trans. Dryden, Pope, Congreve, Addison, et. al. (London: A.J.
Valpy, 1833), p. 269. Quoted in cat. Don’t Hunt the Wolf, op. cit. (note 1).

6 Alex Kremer in a conversation with Arik Kilemnik, in cat. New Prints, translator unknown
(Jerusalem Print Workshop, 2001), unpaginated.

7 Emmanuel Levinas, “God and Philosophy,” in Of God who Comes to Mind, trans. Bettina Bergo
(California: Stanford UF, 1998), pp. 71-72.

8 Paul Zweig, The Heresy of Self-Love (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton UP, 1980), p. 221.

9 Alex Kremer in a conversation with Kobi Harel, “To Catch a Bird,” in cat. Alex Kremer: Paintings
1999-2001 (Tel Aviv: Bineth Gallery, 2002), unpaginated. The figure of the artist as a blind man
groping in the dark was discussed keenly in the book/catalogue: Jacques Derrida, Memoirs of
the Blind: Self-Portrait and Other Ruins, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Nass (Chicago &
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1993).

From the artist book Valley of Hinnom, 2009, screenprint, 35x35, Jerusalem Print Workshop
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by his paintings led to a major crisis accompanied by violent outbursts. In search of a
mentor, Kremer arrived at the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Jerusalem, where he
found, for the first time, an echo of his quests for a visual space, which was faithful to
the visual dimension, but at the same time conscious that the visible is “only” a facade,
an aperture to a secret dimension, to a whole world alive and kicking beyond the image
itself, and that world is the secret of his existence. “When I graduated from Bezalel I felt
I knew myself slightly better than when I entered the school,” he attests.

A year after his graduation from Bezalel, Kremer began exhibiting his works
at Bineth Gallery, Tel Aviv.* During the 1990s he presented many self-portraits there
featuring the artist trapped in twilight, split between action painting powerfully
motivated by the artist’'s immanence, and his unwillingness to relinquish the figurative
image, a near-sacred commitment to preserve it. On the one hand, Kremer is well aware
of the forms’ elusiveness and instability; on the other hand, he entrenches himself in
the image, clinging to it in order to conquer it with unrestrained passion. The man-
beast hybridizations and the textual inscriptions occasionally emerging in the works
interrupt the painting’s illusion of depth, disenabling intimate communion with the
image (as in the 1993 self-portrait where Kremer attached chicken legs to his body, and
wrote across the entire breadth of the painting “kookoorikoo” (Cock-a-doodle-doo). The
surface of the painting does not shield the portrait, but rather serves it as a battlefield
which often fragments and conceals large parts of the portrait’s physical presence,
while simultaneously introducing fascinating possibilities which sweep the viewer into
unique, fragile formations.

Between 2000 and 2006 Kremer created a long, engaging series of self-portraits in
various techniques—drawing (see Self-Portrait, 2000, p. 42), oil, woodcut, and screenprint
(see p. 40)—all of them give the artist’s hand a unique status. Kremer defined this status
as that of a “boxer”—a figure which defends itself and fights back at the same time. The
affinity between the seeing eye and the executing hand is undermined, and the fault
line—of the artist’s face as well as the gesture of his outstretched arm—is ostensibly
blocked or stumbles across the surface of the painting which functions as an arena of
confrontation as well as a meeting place. The transition from a meditative, introverted,
slightly bowed face carried on sloping shoulders, to the taut body of a fighter who
struggles with himself and with the irresolvable, tangled web comprising his figure,
refusing to become strengthened into a clear form, recalls the verses from Ovid’s
Metamorphoses quoted as motto for Kremer’s catalogue published by the Jerusalem Print
Workshop (2009), where Proteus is described as one who constantly changes his form:
“Some, when transform’d, fix in the lasting change; / Some, with more right, through
various figures range. / Proteus, thus large thy privilege was found, / Thou inmate of

the seas, which earth surround. / Sometimes a blooming youth you graced the shore; /

Oft a fierce lion, or a furious boar: / With glist'ring spires now seem’d a hissing snake. /
The bold would tremble in his hands to take: / With horns assumed a bull.”5

In 2001 Kremer completed a set of prints at the Jerusalem Print Workshop, centered
on the self-portrait. Executed using dry-print and electric grinder, each print consisted
of two separate plates, one in red and the other in blue. The portrait was usually painted
red, and the body parts, such as the arms, legs, and torso—in blue (see Self-Portrait, 2001,
p. 40). These self-portraits were created with great intensity, introducing a breakthrough
in Kremer’s approach to color: “In my work in etching, matter prevailed over color. The
colors became symbolic. I always work with extremes—soft or rough, light or dark. I
am always searching for the great dramas. Last time in the workshop I felt tense, afraid
of being exposed. The figures were correspondingly lumpy and dark with only a few
light holes. Now I felt bolder, as if I was going to tell something I had not told before.
It was like opening a window and letting the light pour into the work. In the past, the
plate was just a surface carrying the image for me. This time it became almost a living
creature into which I could dig.”®

During 2009 Kremer returned to the Jerusalem Print Workshop. This time he opted
for the woodcut technique. This body of work (incorporating approximately 60 prints)
likewise surrenders a close affinity with the self-portrait, as discernible in the print Line,
which echoes many paintings created during those years portraying the artist’s portrait
and a drawing hand, as well as in works such as Head-Landscape and Shaman (see
p. 40). The moving figures in these prints take us back to the artist’s self-portrait—they
are more abstract, devoid of details, and flat, yet they nevertheless echo the body and
identity of their maker. Kremer’s ongoing confrontation of his portrait elicits a strong
sense of existential anxiety, of an unresolved conflict between life and death, bringing
me back to Levinas: “I cannot slip away from the face of the other in its nakedness
without recourse. I cannot escape it in its forsaken nakedness, which glimmers through
the fissures that crack the mask of the personage or his wrinkled skin, in his ‘with no
recourse,” which we must hear as cries already cried out toward God, without voice or
thematization. There the resonance of silence... certainly resounds.””

At present, Kremer is working on a large series of paintings exploring the theme of
sky and heaven. Unlike the series “Valley of Hinnom” presented in the exhibition, where
the gaze is oriented downward, downbhill, the gaze in the new series is directed upward,
skyward. Paul Zweig in his book The Heresy of Self-Love offers a fascinating discussion
of the artist’s shift of the gaze upwards. He distinguished between two contradictory
inclinations in the artist’s view of himself in the 19th century: “Mallarmé’s mirror was a
window through which only the sky could be seen; it left behind the imperfect shapes
of earth. Hugo’s mirror is a well; it points downward, penetrating the earth. The goals

are the same—regeneration of the ego; all the works are one. Yet Hugo follows the way
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Self-Portrait, 2006, charcoal on paper, 31.5x28.5
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Self-Portrait, 2006, charcoal on paper, 31.5x28.5

28.5X31.5,1'1 7V ONA,2006 ,"AXY 171" T

A Comment on the Self-Portrait in
Alex Kremer’s Paintings

Mordechai Omer

In my work in general I return to looking in the mirror, to making self-portrait.
It gives me the feeling of security, of returning to the place of origin. In the
woodcuts there is no self-portrait from observation, rather it exists more as
a symbol, as a portrait of everyman. I try to decipher the human experience.

That is the essence of my art.!

Ever since Alex Kremer can remember himself painting, his main interest as a painter
has been the self-portrait; it is the need to face the mirror, to try to draw himself out
of it, as well as the yearning to convey his message by facing himself. The first thing
he painted, at 17, one year after his immigration to Israel from Tajikistan, was a near-
desperate attempt to trace his countenance in the mirror. It is unclear what exactly
triggered his strong urge to paint. It may have been M.C. Escher’s exhibition, which
featured a lithograph he still remembers vividly today, depicting a fish floating on the
surface of the water and dry leaves from a bird’s-eye view; it may have been the art
history lessons in school, although his Hebrew at the time was far from fluent; it may
have been Van Gogh's self-portraits which struck him like a thunderbolt. Most of all, it
may have been the need to open up to himself through the gaze at himself. According to
Emmanuel Levinas, “face and discourse are tied. The face speaks. It speaks, it is in this
that it renders possible and begins all discourse.”? The struggle with the visual element
inherent in the self-portrait gradually intensified due to the need to reach beyond the
visual to the deep strata that cannot be provided by the gaze, into the “sign made of the
very donation of the sign ... without figure, without presence, outside the acquired ...
like a sound audible only in its echo, delivered to the ear without taking satisfaction in
the energy of its repercussion.”?

The days of his military service made it difficult for Kremer to stretch a bridge from
himself to himself, and the encounter with Joseph Hirsch’s drawings in those years

reinforced his need to create the self-portrait. The refusal of the face to be contained
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Valley of Hinnom, 2009, oil on canvas, 135x180
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dough, it serves them as a linguistic vehicle of formalization; a “contextual”-textual
form introduced as a simulacrum for the apparent formless. Hence it also functions
as the Apollonian means of those parts of the work which appear more Dionysian.
Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that it is a simulacrum of a simulacrum, or one
Apollonian element which veils another Apollonian element; for the quotation names
(in the name of the art-historical context) a painterly element which always exists as a
form (if only the form of “inform”) by virtue of its very emergence in a work of art and
in the field of the “poetical” (Bataille).

Is there a contradiction between manifestation of the yearning for the near-violent,
the wild, animalish, craving, and the allusion to forms and patterns long domesticated
by the history and critique of art? Perhaps. A different, more prolonged observation of
Kremer’s paintings, however, reveals that even when they conjure up other paintings
(mainly excerpts from, or general allusions to these), they do so while introducing chaos
into them, waging storms in them, enhancing the grotesque grimace of their images,
melting and curling their contours, rendering them windblown. The paintings” double
veiling with the guise of the “poetical” or “Apollonian” is merely intended to enable the
knife to shred it along with its underlying tissues.

Kremer’s painterly works do not bother to add another layer to the grand structure
of “wild,” “bestial” or “brutal” art of modernism with its various inclinations. They
operate mainly in order to peel off its layers and dig under its foundations so as to
make the (often forgotten) fountain of life of that uncontrolled Dionysian vitality
which is supposed to flow underneath art’s construction, erupt. The only guarantee
for the discovery of this life elixir, and for its identification in the painting (of both the
quoter and the quoted), lies in undermining the guarantee involved in reliance on the
work’s place in art’s (historical, cultural, economical) pantheon; all the more so in the
era named “postmodern,” which has left us no choice but to once again rely on such
guarantees and evidence. But it is precisely in such a period that the work of art (if it
wishes to be a work of art) possesses only its right to declare its making—or, in fact,
the remaking of the work of art as already being made and remade—by the artist: in
his touch, determination, passion, savagery, restraint, with his own signs. As such, the
work of art must be left to the passage of time, to its transience, its vicissitudes, its
fickleness. Then, the footsteps of a measured walk are ought to be seen also as those of

a gallop downbhill.

Notes

1 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. Thomas Common (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth
Editions, 1997), p. 2.

2 Jorge Luis Borges, “The Dagger,” Selected Poems, trans. Alexander Coleman (New York: Penguin,
2000), p. 175.

5 Ibid., ibid.
4 As opposed to mechanical photography which is based on the momentariness and immediacy by

which a certain view of reality is captured and interrupted.

5 This refers to a passion of the kind which the Greek, according to Michel Foucault, called
aphrodisia: “Aphrodisia are ‘the works, the acts of Aphrodite’ ... but it is a fact that the Greeks
had not evinced, either in their theoretical reflection or in their practical thinking, a very insistent
concern for defining precisely what they meantby aphrodisia ... [there was] no table that served to
define what was licit, permitted, or normal, and to describe the vast family of prohibited gestures.
... The aphrodisia are the acts, gestures, and contacts that produce a certain form of pleasure.
... The attraction exerted by pleasure and the force of the desire that was directed toward it
constituted, together with the action of the aphrodisia itself, a solid unity. The dissociation—or
partial dissociation at least—of this ensemble would later become one of the basic features of the
ethics of the flesh and the notion of sexuality.” Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: The Use of
Pleasure, trans.: Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), pp. 38-42.

6 Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Zone Books, 1989), pp. 21-22.

7 According to Deleuze and Guattari: “Several notions, both practical and theoretical, are suitable
for defining nomad art and its successors (barbarian, Gothic, and modern). First, ‘close-range’
vision, as distinguished from long-distance vision; second, ‘tactile,” or rather ’haptic’ space, as
distinguished from optical space. ‘Haptic’ is a better word than “tactile’ since it does not establish
an opposition between two sense organs but rather invites the assumption that the eye itself
may fulfill this nonoptical function.” See: Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousands Plateaus:

Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (London: Continuum, 2004 [1987]), p. 543.
8 Bataille, op. cit. (note 6), p. 22.

9 The sketchbooks, containing mainly landscape drawings in various levels of abstraction, form
a substantial part of Kremer’s work. Before he starts painting, he often tears pages from them
to attach next to the painterly surface. These drawn pages, he says, were created within the real
landscape and with some reference to it; they are part of the painting’s anchor and consciousness,
even if he does not look at them while painting. Kremer adds that the paintings sometimes evolve
from a study associated with the real topography of the landscapes, while at others, “in paintings
which interest me more,” the landscape lines erupt post factum, out of abstract painterly gestures
and forms which open up the process of work on the painting” (From conversations with Alex
Kremer, August 2009).

10 One may say that Kremer’s painterly image for the Valley of Hinnom is a local-topographical
version of the medieval Christian image of the gates of hell (as it appears, for example, in
depictions of Judgment Day in Romanesque art, or later, in Hieronymus Bosch’s paintings). In
another context, Kremer’s image of the Valley of Hinnom results from the fusion of dark places
and deeds of art, since the site itself now houses the Jerusalem Cinematheque and the Sultan’s

Pool occasionally serving as platforms for the performing art.

11 Nietzsche, op. cit. (note 1), p. 2.
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Untitled, 1998, oil on wood and scratches, 132x109.5, private collection
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paintings’ surface may be construed as a concrete image of silt. This metaphor for the
painting’s materiality and the affinity of that materiality with the paintings’ general
image (the Valley of Hinnom) present these landscape paintings as a cursed vale (the
target of avalanche catastrophes), but also as a valley whose lush soil may carry the
blessing of revival and fertility (like the Fertile Crescent in Mesopotamia).

The acute physicality typifying the surface of the Valley of Hinnom paintings,
when projected in the image of silt, should no longer be read in the spirit of the formalist
canon of modernism (e.g., Clement Greenberg,) as a means to reaffirm and accentuate
the surface and the two-dimensionality of the painting in order to materialize it as a
concrete, textual, factual site. The accentuated physicality of the painterly plane exists
this time also in relation to a diagonal axis, as a trace, as an “index” of materials swept
therein from above, downhill. Such identification of the materiality and physicality
of the painting—or this concretization of the materiality and physicality as the most
conspicuous identifying signs of the painting’s act and object—make it possible to
observe the mythical-Gehenna margins, the romantic appendices that have survived
around the real and formalistic site of the painterly medium. It is the summit’s gust
or the vapor of the demonic residues of mythological underworlds that have moved
the heart of romanticism—"upper worlds” and “underworlds” breathing down the
paintings’ neck. In a recent group of paintings, images of storm clouds extend across
the entire painterly surface, but the sky remains earthly, and its materiality resembles a
frothing swamp or dry land gushing underneath it. Even when Kremer’s painting rises
skyward, the “upper worlds” and “underworlds” are only the a-posteriori moment from
which the journey of the painterly process to its surfaces, to the surface of the earth, to
the soil, to man’s estate, begins (“I love mankind,” says Zarathustra, thus explaining his

decision to descend from the mountain).!!

* k k

One of his teachers, Kremer recalls, taught him that “an artist must not be an orphan.”
The tribute to genealogy and the “founding fathers” in local and global history are
discernible in his work in allusions to forms, images, and compositions by great masters,
among them John Constable, Franz Kline, the French informel painters, Cy Twombly,
Frank Auerbach (mainly in Kremer’s portraits), Raffi Lavie, and Moshe Kupferman
(especially in paintings where Kremer’s painterly signature is woven into the painting’s
grid image, as a reference and continuation of the signature formation in Kupferman’s
paintings). The introduction of art historical contexts infuses the paintings with a kind of
shield, comprehensibility, legibility, a belonging to the symbolical order constituted by
language and the history of art. When a quotation from the lexicon of art is the reference

point of amorphous forms, erased brush stroke signs, and a chaotic syntax of material
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ignorance” of an act which meddles in painterly matter. But the signs of touch and injury
of the paintings’ body and surface are also tantamount to the moments and places where
the yearning for unbiased animal movement overcomes the poetry by which it was
substituted. Every “negative sign” of piercing, peeling, grooving, or cleaving introduces
each “positive sign” of color addition as matter which must be slit by the blade. Thus,
every gesture by which impastoed painterly areas are created is also their evasion. This
dense painterly body must also resemble a narrow ravine where the knife paves its way

towards its opening; the light at its end is the promise hidden in nothingness.
* kK

Kremer’s paintings call for two ranges of vision: one, close vision, summoned by the
contact signs in the material, tracing the nuances of their various modes. This range
involves a relinquishment of the aesthetic distance and its replacement with the
necessary, the immediate, the functional, the claustrophobic, with horror vacui, with the
(physical and mental) conditions of the painting confined to the cave. This close vision
is akin to what Deleuze and Guattari identify as the haptic, tactile sensibility arising
from vision. This tactile vision attests to a symbiotic affinity between the beholder and
the object, to a lack of categorical distinction between them, and it is typical of nomad
art (as opposed to the type of vision prevalent in the “settled” world that has adopted
the stable perspective of the panopticon, to use Michel Foucault’s term, allowing man to
safely dominate and territorialize his world by remote-control).”

Close vision is also short-sighted, virtually blind. This seeing in the dark, in
blindness—with all the cultural and mythological contexts of the “prophetic eye,”
“clairvoyance,” and “knowledge of the occult” associated with the vision of the blind—
is alluded to by the holey pupils in the abstract face in some of Kremer’s early works.
This punctured blind pupil is like a gate to the bestial, the threshold of the den engulfed
by a screen of paint layers which embodies-reveals-conceals the traces of the “animal.”
In later works, the blindness accompanying the paintings’ tactile vision is implied by
the “mole-like vision” which may be attributed to images engraved-entrenched in the
painterly layers and the painting’s surface. The images of the abstract portraits filling the
area of these recent small paintings have plastered-covered-extinguished eyes, offering
yet additional ways to expose the face of blindness. This time, the escape route of this
painted face toward the “bestial,” the “blind,” the one who sees nothing, or alternatively
sees all, is made of a bulimic-Baroque exaggeration of layering: In screens, viscosity,
compression, the “sticky temptation of poetry” (to use Bataille’s words)®—to the point
where the surplus of materials and the appearance of “poetry” or “painting” indicate
near-satiation, near-nausea, near-suffocation.

This point, however, must still allow for some aesthetic distance, since Kremer’s

paintings also introduce sights which are revealed from a different, more distant
range. A panoramic view sometimes reveals the paintings as a fallow field with a long,
intertwining, folding line which becomes tangled into a giant, partly unraveled bulb,
like a life line forgotten in a quagmire. In other paintings, the images are slightly more
figurative, calling to mind fossil remnants, strange hieroglyphics, or traces of cave
paintings. Many of Kremer’s recent paintings are divided into two planes, upper and
lower, like a desolate view of a primordial land or an image of the end of the world. Also
prevalent among these paintings are abstract landscapes of mountains and hills, whose
slopes are created by applications and thrusting of paint from the top downward. In
the modernist saga, the mountainous landscapes are associated with the native mould
of the romantic landscape. But while this landscape reinforces and accentuates uphill
movement, ascent toward the splendor and sublime of thin mountain air, Kremer’s
paintings sweep the eye, the sense of touch, and the tactile eye downhill, toward the
valley.

* %k %

The descent into the valley may outline a path toward a more humane place of
settlement, toward a resting place, but in myths and legends the valley is often the
location of unknown, miraculous, sometimes malicious lands. In the biographical and
typographical context of Kremer’s paintings, the place at the bottom of the mountain is
the Valley of Hinnom—the realm of the artist’s youth and a site where he often comes to
draw.’ The mythical context of the Valley of Hinnom engulfs the place with darkness: it
is the site of the “high places of Tophet” where the sons and daughters were sacrificed
to Moloch, a custom which led to Jeremiah’s gloomy prophesy regarding this Valley (in
chapter 7 where he calls it “the valley of slaughter”). The Valley of Hinnom is also the
location of the gate to Gehenna according to ancient belief. Kremer attests that he is
attracted to such worlds.

A prolonged gaze at the surfaces of Kremer’s paintings may reveal amidst the
storms of colorful lines and waves, the figures of shadow-entities resembling imps who
cover their faces while pulling strings or weaving the paintings’ ‘grid” with a spindle.
A grimace is introduced into the grotesque face which is sometimes etched into the
painterly surface, occasionally erupting from a chaotic blend of blots and color lines,
as if it had already seen magical spells and pest damage. The paintings’ affinities with
depictions of hell include, inter alia, the colorful fervor afflicting their hues: whether in the
crimson shades bathing the paintings’ surfaces with the warmth of a cold combustion,
in rubicund-yellowish shades of fire passing through the space like the light of a blazing
fire, or in the blackened, ostensibly scorched wood of the painterly surface exposed
underneath the layers of paint. In the context of the image of a descent from the mountain

into the physical and mythical depths of the valley, the thick paint accumulating on the
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its fleshiness—for another murderous intent, latent and introverted, yet ever ready to
implement its scheme and to commit its crimes in the world.

The intense impression of the acts of covering and concealment sometimes
becomes the boastful spectacle inherent in the act of legitimization and representation
of the painting’s corporeality. The signs of these acts are also the painting’s license to
operate in the name of the desire to conquer a territory, any territory; only that the
painting is presented as a means for conquering the surface as long as it accepts its own
conquest, its own compression, its being pushed to its edges, which are the boundaries
and the structure of the surface, or any random suspension of painterly movement
and momentum, and indrawn compression into a pillory, to which each of these acts
condemns itself. The traces of these movements and momentums attest that they push
and stormily conquer not only the features and contours of the other, but also their
own. In their being eroded before the viewer’s very eyes, or in reminding their erased
counterparts, even in their momentary intoxication with their lush corporeality, they
also become invisible, or predict their future as doomed to soon become extinct. They are
revealed as disappearing, and disappear by virtue of their being visible and revealed.

The paintings’ scarred faces are usually also gnarled with lumps of paint, covered
with bruises, scratched directly into the wooden surface of the painting. In the earlier
paintings, they are also torn, punctured, cracked, and pierced. These signs of injury
and wear bespeak the temporal processes that have taken place in the painterly sphere,
which rendered it a notched product, albeit containing a possible future rectification.
These afflictions of the painting present it both as a site which cumulates temporal
processes (like the dagger placed in Borges’s private drawer, which “in some eternal
way, ... is the same dagger that last night killed a man in Tacuarembo, the same daggers
that did Caesar to death”),® and also as a site which generates processes of time.
Around this painterly “temporal site” operates a contemporary mechanical field whose
products are likewise durational; such is the digital photograph that may be created by
ongoing superimposition of images captured at different moments.* This mechanical
field, however, generally demonstrates the illusion of a unified picture of the world
ostensibly captured and/or created in a single shot. The photographic end product
totally denies the duration involved in its making. In Kremer’s paintings, on the other
hand, the visible signs of the painting’s making gestures illustrate the duration, and the
painterly surface functions as its performance stage before the viewer’s very eyes. The
signs of movements that have dried and grown still present the time that has passed,
and the traces of swung, energetic touch upon moist, fleshy matter embody the formless

body of that which evolves and grows at the present moment.

* % %

Many seem to have knocked on the doors of Kremer’s paintings. The scratches in the
wood tissues, their pecking, scraping, or piercing also appear like the signature of
anonymous entities, such as weather damages, tribal rituals or animal tracks. In this
“field” of action there is no real partition between the injurer and the injured. The
dough-like substance, its surface, and the (human and inhuman) acts of plastering,
peeling, coating, protecting, bruising, caressing, striking, dissecting, and patching exist
as a single whole. In a space where each one is both—and not really—an object and
a subject, and where there is no categorical distinction between existent and absent,
between human and beastly, between creator and implementer, and between civilized
and primitive, each party somehow takes part in one wave of carnal desire, combined
with and aroused by a material reality and with an array of touching-striking acts. This
undulation rolls carnal desire in its archaic form into the painting,® and it also transforms
the painting out of this passion, whose transference and sublimation enable it to evade
the prohibitions of taboo laws while protecting primordial carnal desire from the airs of
vulgarity that have clung to it over the years.

When the painting is the embodiment, the conversion, and the license for lustful
fondling, for suppressed flagellation, for waving the knife, for gnawing upon the flesh,
for chewing its cud and spitting it out, this painting is also what Georges Bataille
identifies as the replacement of the beastly with poetry about it. Animal life—which,
according to Bataille, is identified by the act of indifferent predation (where there is
no object and subject; the prey is a peer, and its vanquishing contains no sentiment of
conquering or victory)—"presents us with a more disconcerting enigma. In picturing
the universe without man, a universe in which only the animal’s gaze would be opened
to things ... we can only call up a vision in which we see nothing, since the object of
this vision is a movement that glides from things that have no meaning by themselves
to the world full of meaning implied by man giving each thing his own. This is why we
cannot describe such an object in a precise way. Or rather, the correct way to speak of
it can overtly only be poetic, in that poetry describes nothing that does not slip toward
the unknowable. Just as we can speak fictively of the past as if it were a present, we
speak finally of prehistoric animals, as well as plants, rocks, and bodies of water, as if
they were things, but to describe a landscape tied to these conditions is only nonsense,
or a poetic leap. There was no landscape in a world where the eyes that opened did
not apprehend what they looked at, where indeed, in our terms, the eyes did not see.
And if, now, in my mind’s confusion, stupidly contemplating that absence of vision ...
I am only abusing a poetic capacity, substituting a vague fulguration for the nothing of
ignorance.”®
The holes and scratches in the surfaces of Kremer’s paintings may be the marks

of shame of the vain act which substitutes “a vague fulguration for the nothing of
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Valley of Hinnom, 2006, oil on canvas, 36.5x39
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The Descent into the Valley

Sarit Shapira

Zarathustra went down the mountain alone, no one meeting him. When he
entered the forest, however, there suddenly stood before him an old man, who
had left his holy cot to seek roots. And thus spake the old man to Zarathustra:
‘No stranger to me is this wanderer: many years ago passed he by. Zarathustra
he was called; but he hath altered. Then thou carriedst thine ashes into the
mountains: wilt thou now carry thy fire into the valleys? Fearest thou not the

incendiary’s doom?

— Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustral

Alex Kremer’s works confront viewers with closed doors. Their gates are made of
condensed, thick, pulverizing and pulverized layers of paint. The multiplicity of layers,
their fragmentation, and their repetitious staccato highlight the urgency, obstinacy,
near-obsessiveness guiding the application-compression-squeezing of these layers as an
act of “trance”—one atop the other, one within the other, one made as solid as possible
to properly conceal the other, or alternatively—excruciatingly ground to deliberately
expose the other. These acts are performed by means of a palette knife (spatula); “perhaps
it is not accidental,” says Kremer, “that I paint with a tool that is capable of killing.”
Indeed, his knife wounds the painting’s flesh, hacking away at it, as if it were lashing
it with the paint thrust at it like a whip, leaving thereon marks of dragging, scraping,
carving, filing, scratching, cutting, and tearing. The knife seems to have been captured
by a “simple tiger’s dream”—the dream imprisoned in the tool which the artist operates
by hand, as described by Jorge Luis Borges: “Its will is to kill, to spill sudden blood.
... grasping it, the hand comes alive because the metal comes alive, sensing in every
touch the killer for whom it was wrought.”? The repeated exposure of the traces of this
murderous drive, within the layers of paint as well as in the wood or canvas surface,
reveals the painting as the platform of an extroverted, possessed spectacle of blood
lust. But since the palette knife is equally occupied in coating and covering the surface,

this same knife and its acts are also the alibi—luring in its painterliness, repulsive in
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which is tied tightly to the physical existence of the human being ... it expresses the
essence of the painting, the limitation that the two dimensions set up. This limitation I
try to turn into freedom, and the image of the tree is the means.”*

Kremer’s dialogue with Piet Mondrian is discernible in these paintings (see p. 14).
According to Kremer: “I have always had an inner dialogue with Piet Mondrian and
his formalistic involvement with the construction and deconstruction of the tree. But
Mondrian began with the deconstruction, with the aim of reaching an optimal order.
With me it is the opposite: I begin in a place of order, of height as opposed to width,
and reach a point of chaos, from which arise again order, image, and composition.”?
Kremer’s dialogue with masterpieces of the past thus forms yet another facet in his
personal inquiry into the origins of painting, into that which leads him to the web of

associations that spawns the work.

Woodcuts

Recently, Kremer has begun to create woodcuts. The contrast between light and shade,
between dark and light, fascinated him already in his early drawings created in the year
2000 (see Self-Portrait, 2000, p. 42). In those drawings, the surface conveys simplicity, the
coloration is gradated, and the works transmit a sense of pureness and tranquility. The
woodcuts were created in continuation of the series of screenprints depicting imaginary
as well as real landscapes, and in continuation of Kremer’s artist book, likewise inspired
by the Valley of Hinnom, which combines prints and poems (2009, Jerusalem Print
Workshop).

According to Kremer: “In woodcut I must plan the composition and work with a
preparatory sketch, unlike screenprint and etching.”® The work mode is largely dictated
by the woodcut format and the texture of the wood—the knots and the sections of
growth rings. The woodcut calls for a different type of thinking, since unlike print, it is
not layered. “Woodcut is like a stamp. On one hand it is the easiest technique, and on
the other hand, it is more limiting, at least for me. ... I begin in chaos and afterwards
reach order. Here I begin with order, and freedom is already concealed in the given

framework, in the form that already exists within.””

Landscape, 2007, oil on canvas, 94x180

180X94 ,T1 7V JNW 2007,

Notes

1

“And go forth unto the valley of the son of Hinnom, which is by the entry of the east gate, and
proclaim there the words that I shall tell thee. And say, Hear ye the word of the LORD, O kings
of Judah, and inhabitants of Jerusalem; Thus saith the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel; Behold, I
will bring evil upon this place ... Because they have forsaken me, and have estranged this place,
and have burned incense in it unto other gods, whom neither they nor their fathers have known
... and have filled this place with the blood of innocents” (Jeremiah 19: 2-4).

Alex Kremer in a conversation with Irena Gordon, in cat. Don’t Hunt the Wolf, Alex Kremer:

Woodcuts, trans. Judy Orstav (Jerusalem Print Workshop, 2009), unpaginated.

Excerpts from a diary written by Hubert Damisch in Florence, 1997-98, read in a gathering in his
honor at the Villa Medici, Rome, upon his retirement from the Ecole des hautes études en sciences
sociales (EHESS), 1998 (free translation).

Kremer 2009, op. cit, note 2.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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Ship, 2006, oil on canvas, 140x130, Erez Biezzer Collection ~ Landscape, 2001, oil on canvas, 175x155
V71 1IN NDIX ,130X140 ,71 7V DY ,2006 i I1IX Rachel and Dov Gottesman Collection

1NDDII 1T 7NN NDIX,155X175 ,T1 7V AW ,2001 1

in the act of creation. Metaphorically, the sea may symbolize the artist's move from
his homeland Tajikistan to Israel at the age of 16. Furthermore, the series “Valley of
Hinnom” echoes the artist's mountainous childhood landscapes in Tajikistan, for “a
man is a reflection of his native landscape,” as Saul Tchernichovsky wrote.

Kremer transfers the hills surrounding the Valley of Hinnom to the center of the
painting, so that the viewer’s gaze wanders freely in the colorful space of the hills
and valley which merge in the foreground. He replaces the geological depiction of
the landscape with a pure painterly form unforced by any aesthetic formula or some

knowledge about the landscape, enabling the viewer to assimilate into the landscape.

Tributes to Artists of the Past

How do works of the past call upon us, and how is their call charged with
the full intensity, energy, even virulence, which are the signs of masterpieces?
... The challenge is, as Maurice Blanchot has put it, not necessarily to act
as someone who has the works at his disposal, but rather to be at their

disposal.

— Hubert Damisch3

Kremer conducts an ongoing dialogue with the great artists of the past. They serve him
as guides and mentors, and their presence in his paintings is real. His works echo those
of Rembrandt, Van Gogh, and John Constable, as well as Israeli artists such as Arieh
Aroch. Despite the desire to resurrect the artists of the past, to draw upon them, and render
them relevant to his work, however, Kremer succeeds in preserving his unique style.

Some of the works (e.g. Road, 2000, see p. 12; Happy Painting, 2000) portray a vehicle,

usually a solitary car in a mountainous landscape, whose contours are engraved-
scratched-marked on the canvas. Kremer’s main interest seems to lie not in the car
itself, but in the attempt to convey the movement of the object which draws an S-route.
That route reinforces the musical flow of the colors in the painting, from the brown
dominating the landscape to a greenish-purple hue. The car is a swaying paint blot
in the landscape, declaring its presence, as in Aroch’s painting Bus in the Mountains
(1955).

In the painting Landscape after Constable (2006, p. 12) deformed the rural idyll
in Constable’s Fields behind West Lodge, Sunset (1812), which he processed in his own
style, smearing and scratching the ground with gestures that expose the undercoats at
the painting’s core. The piece of blue sky ostensibly strives to preserve the distinction
between heaven and earth, but the vivid green penetrates the celestial color layer,
blending with its pale blue-pink. In his works, Kremer quotes or borrows motifs from
the work of past artists which he adapts, as aforesaid, to his own style. The borrowed
motif is akin to a “metaphorical remnant,” a stimulus which invokes a near-involuntary
response by the artist.

The Three Trees (1643, p. 11), one of Rembrandt’s best-known large etchings, served
Kremer as a point of departure for his Homage to Rembrandt (2006-07, see p. 11), both a
drawing and an etching. The view in Rembrandt’s work is depicted from the point of
view of the mountain slope: three trees on the right at the foreground, and the city’s
silhouette in the background. The trees are shaded against the backdrop of the distant
light landscape. The hues’ contrast against the light-colored sky is reinforced by the
thick, fidgety parallel lines at the top border of the sky, and especially in the left-hand
corner of the etching. The figures in the foreground mind their own business. Rembrandt
endeavors to convey a certain atmosphere through the interplay of light and shade. It
is not a depiction of a topographical view, but rather a free, idyllic, even somewhat
“heroic” composition. Kremer takes this one step further. He strips the painting of its
concrete details, leaving only the three trees and the obscure ambience of the minutes
before a rain storm.

Discussing the tree motif, which has fascinated him from the very outset of his
career (see Tree, 2006, p. 14), Kremer says: “The form of the tree is basically that of the
cross which reflects the basic structure of the picture. The form of the tree expresses
the holding onto the surface of the paper and onto the emptiness that it presents to the
artist. The vertical and the horizontal take hold of the area of the painting or the print,
and the diagonal relates to both of them—hinting at a circle. There is the tradition of the
religious Christian painting and its iconography of course, that is at the base of Western
Art, butI don’t think about this aspect when I paint. ... [A] tree is the result of the vertical

movement versus the horizontal movement. Hidden there is something fascinating

70



73

black, red, yellow or orange. He mixes the paints with a wave of the hand on a table
which resembles a giant palette. Multiple layers of paint are heaped one atop the other
to generate a flowing, flexible impasto. The dramatic strokes, executed by means of
different spatulas (broad, narrow, long, short), convey the impression of a hectic act
of liberation, discharge, often corresponding with classical German Expressionism.
As Kremer works on the canvas, he covers and uncovers, mixes and subtracts, erases
and begins anew with rapid hand movements which spawn concurrent likeness and
difference.

Matter and form are intertwined and overflow. An important aspect of Kremer’s
art is the creation of equilibrium between masses, between abundance and depletion,
between fusion and disappearance. The work process, which begins with a state of
discomfort and resembles a near-violent struggle, gives rise to a highly-charged,
dramatic painting often containing a serial repetition of a single trace in a process of

concealment and exposure.

Valley of Hinnom: Reality and Magic

In the series “Valley of Hinnom (Gehenna)” (2006-09) presented in the exhibition
alongside Kremer’s earlier works, the artist engages in a powerful dialogue with the
historical and archaeological landscape of the site. The series organically combines
a realistic depiction of nature with the fantasy and enchanted magic invoked by the
place. The Valley of Hinnom is located on the southwestern border of Biblical Jerusalem.
The Bible recounts that during the Kingdom period, idolatry was practiced by some
residents of Jerusalem, including kings, who worshiped the Canaanite god Moloch
there, offering him their children in sacrifice.! Over the years the name Valley of Hinnom
became synonymous with a site where unspeakable acts are performed, and it became
associated with the place of torment reserved to the wicked in the next world. This was
also the source of the legend whereby the gate to Gehenna (Jewish purgatory) is found
in Jerusalem. Kremer arrived at the site with a group of art students during his military
service. The place left an indelible impression on him, and he went back there time and
again. In 2006, after years of distance, Kremer revisited the Valley of Hinnom, which has
by then become for him a metaphorical place, a symbol of mental rejuvenation, a type
of tikkun or physical purification and spiritual liberation.

In the series “Valley of Hinnom” Kremer’s color gamut becomes enhanced by
chiaroscuro effects, growing dark and light, impervious and bright, concurrently
drawing near and away. The encounter between landscape and light in Kremer’s
painting highlights his interest in the painter’s ability to convey the profundity of
the color contrasts and the core of the relationship between opposites in nature (see

Nocturnal Landscape, 2007, p. 35; Valley of Hinnom, 2008, p. 21). In earlier series, Kremer

introduced a single figure which assimilated in the landscape or was incorporated into
the forms typical of his work (see Untitled, 2005, p. 9; Valley of Hinnom, 2009, p. 77). The
figure—a human remnant uniting with the monumental natural forces—triggered an
immediate association with the human figure in the landscape in Vincent van Gogh's
paintings The Sower (1888) and The Painter on His Way to Work (1888; p. 9), an artist with
whom Kremer has been conducting an ongoing dialogue. Since his move to Tel Aviv in
2004, however, the human figure has disappeared from Kremer’s paintings and has been
replaced by the artist’s large signature across the canvas’s breadth (see Kremer, 2007,
p. 46). The signature functions as a type of self-portrait in the landscape, a reflection of
the soul imprinted in the landscape, eliciting a sense of intimacy within an alienated
vista. In the series “Valley of Hinnom” the landscape is observed from a bird’s-eye view;
a horizontal gaze that becomes vertical as soon as it confronts the two-dimensional
surface of the canvas. Some of the paintings preserve the division between earth and sky;
in others, the sky, earth, and fire become a single unit which covers the entire canvas.
The concrete translation of natural forms is sometimes augmented by patterns such
as hieroglyphics (see Valley of Hinnom, 2007, pp. 18, 22). The result is an endless sizzle
on the canvas and an accumulation of elusive, fidgety lines. The visual symbols well
up and permeate the external reality; lines pile up, signs flowing one into the other
are refracted. These fragmentations and interruptions articulate an inner discontent,
experiences of thrill and fear. Seeking a painterly solution to express the experience
of movement, Kremer scratches wriggly, dashing, or curling lines into the surface of
paint. “The lines of the paintings and prints emerge from my body, and merge with the
creation and the universe,” he says, “like in (the woodcut) Arms, featuring a figure with
infinitely long arms—you put your arms into the river and you have the feeling that
the water flows and comes out of you and connects to the universe”? (see The Rower’s
Apprentice, p. 8; Arms, 2009). A signifier of movement, the rower holds oars reminiscent
of the spatula which Kremer uses to apply paint, engrave, and scratch the canvas.
Kremer’s painterly act brings together personal experience and introspection,
external reality and an ideal image. The rounded undulating forms in the Kremeresque
landscape seem to echo the mythological Neptunian theory which attributes the major
role in the formation of the Earth to the agency of water. The motion of the earth waves
calls to mind the movement of the dark waves of the primordial sea. The gushing waves
and their harmonious fusing into one another invoke a sense similar to that triggered
by Gustav Mahler’s symphony The Song of the Earth (see Valley of Hinnom, 2007, p. 25).
The deep scratches in the canvas seem to unearth the deep blue of underground water
beneath the blazing surface (see Ship, 2006, p. 71). Kremer’s painterly act transforms the
sea and the earth into a single lump, in-between place and non-place. The union between

sea and land may also symbolize the unification of the conscious and subconscious
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Landscape, 2006, oil on canvas, 135x180, Nachmani Collection
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Sky and Stars at the Bottom of the Abyss
On Alex Kremer’s Works

Varda Steinlauf

My dear, I am writing to tell you of an important thing about to happen in my
life. Once again I am facing a test, the kind of test you know, only this time
it is going to be especially tough. Do you remember my telling you about
three places in the world where everything turns over? I have been fortunate
to become closely acquainted with one of them. This place is an abyss, a pit
two hundred meters in diameter. The incredible, extraordinary thing is that
the bottom of the abyss is the sky and stars themselves! A taut metallic string
connects either side of the abyss, and thereon I must cross the two hundred

meters of the well filled with sky and stars.

— From: Alex Kremer, The Rower’s Apprentice (1993)

Alex Kremer’s oil paintings constitute an intricate visual language underlain by
expressive tension. The tangled color composition covers the canvas, and the signature,
sometimes extending across the entire breadth of the painting, is akin to extroversion
of a stormy inner world of thought and emotion. The artist’s material color gestures,
revealing sharp body movements, seem to beckon the viewer to enter the painting
and to wallow therein. The color surfaces are built one atop the other, intermingling,
generating a depth of dense fibers and threads, traces, and waves on the canvas. The
viewer’s interaction with the painting is facilitated by images such as intertwining
branches and shot arrows—symbolic forms arranged on the painterly plane. The artist
seems to seek an exact mechanism capable of containing and interpreting, through
the visual language, his personal experience of the encounter with various places and
people.

Kremer spends long hours in his south Tel Aviv studio every day, repeatedly
confronting the canvas. He paints in swift spatula strokes. The images and traces
accumulate on the canvas with intense momentum. The discernibly fresh outcomes are
often the result of prolonged work, of a long process of experimentation which spans

successes as well as recurrent failures. Kremer uses vast amounts of paint—white,
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Valley of Hinnom, 2009, soft wax, aquatint, line etching and dry point, 80.5x120, Gottesman Etching Center, Kibbutz Cabri
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Foreword

The exhibition “Valley of Hinnom” features a series of works created by Alex Kremer
between 2006 and 2009, in which the artist conducts a powerful dialogue with the
historical landscape of the site. This series is juxtaposed with previous series, to
form a tangled, highly-stratified body of work. Kremer’s works are characterized by
intoxicatingly intense colors and lush materiality, concealing the artist’s total yielding to
the depicted subject matter and to the inner feelings it evokes in him. The works’ vital
coloration gives rise to an autonomous musical flux.

First and foremost, I would like to thank the artist, Alex Kremer, for the unique
experience afforded by his works. Kremer is the recipient of the 2008 Benno Gitter Prize,
and for this we are indebted to Ms. Ilana Ben Ami. Thanks to Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv,
which represents the artist, for making possible the production of the catalogue. Special
thanks to Rachel and Dov Gottesman for their support. Our gratitude to all the lenders
who kindly agreed to part with their works for the duration of the show.

The works presented in the exhibition are but a limited selection from the artist’s
broad oeuvre. For selecting this rich sample and its accompanying interpretation we
owe special thanks to the curator of the exhibition, Varda Steinlauf. Thanks to Sarit
Shapira for her catalogue essay which sheds light on Kremer’s works from a unique
perspective.

Thanks to Dafna Graif for the meticulous design and proficient production of the
catalogue; to Avraham Hay for photographing the works; to Orna Yehudaioff for editing
the Hebrew texts; and to Daria Kassovsky for the English translation. Thanks also to
Uri Radovan and Tibi Hirsch for the passe-partout and framing; to the lighting crew—
Naor Agayan, Lior Gabai, and Eyal Weinblum; to the Registration Department—Shraga
Edelsburg, Alisa Friedman-Padovano, and Shoshana Frankel; to the conservators—
Dr. Doron J. Lurie, Maya Dresner, and Hasia Rimon; and to all members of the Museum

staff who contributed to the preparation of the exhibition.

Prof. Mordechai Omer
Director and Chief Curator
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