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John Elderfield described the “Merz" col-
lages of Kurt Schwitters as “miniature
epistles of everyday experience.” Irwin
Kremen's works vividly exemplify this
same attitude. The artist, a professor of
psychology at Duke University, has had
no formal art training, but the more than
70 small collages shown here reveal a pro-
found sense of humanity together with
astonishing technical skill

Kremen's use of worn and torn
paper —wall posters, notices, labels, and
other gritty detritus of urban life—is also
reminiscent of Schwitters, but without the
crisp precision of that other artist’s mostly
rectangular compositions of cut frag-
ments. Kremen's work seems to grow out-
ward from its center, assuming a great
variety of shapes. Each and every element,
no matter how tiny, has been attached to




the work by miniature paper hinges. These
unseen supports imbue the finished col-
lages with a feeling of extreme fragility and
grace. Some works, made of bits of paper
that had been exposed to the elements,
look like they have been chewed up and
spit out. Zmix, 1980, is a fluid splash of
whitish-gray paper wrapped around a
melon-colored paper lozenge, which part
of a letter from a torn word identifies as
the residue of an old advertisement. The
gathering of pink, peach, green, and gray-
green scraps in per se, 1984, is exquisite
in its minuscule concentration of tints, and
as languid and lyrical as Helen Franken-
thaler’s veiled color fields.

As in Imix, many of Kremen’s collages
feature portions of words or letters,
although this typographic residue is rarely
readable. Made up of overlapping pieces
of a scavenged poster, i(x), 1980, features
a few large white X’s that form a kind of
skeletal structure in between the mottled
black diamonds and bars of the printed
surface. One of the most dramatic works
shown here, Catch as Catch Can, No. 5,
1986, is an accretion of roughened and
nubby paper tatters, covered with lichen-
ous splotches of color. Kremen's methods
of construction glve this collage a look
both vegetal and airy, as if it were a spec-
imen plucked from some urban arbor.

A separate gallery alcove was devoted
to an installation of Kremen’s “Re’eh”
series, 11 collages consliluling a kind of

These

propriate to the gravity of their shared
theme. It is Kremen’s special distinction
to have charged his frail materials with
poetic resonance equal to the tragic
weight of such a subject.

— Buzz Spector
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Is it true that the only track open for
critical assessment of Diane Arbus’
pholographs is to trace the history of their

tion was part of Houston's month-long,
; s oo

“FotoFest ‘88,” which in total (83 exhibi-
tions) represented a diversity of current
camera practices and a variety of his-
torical perspectives with a slight bias in
both categories toward “documentary”
traditions. Given the widespread familiar-
ity and surprising popularity of Arbus'
photographs, the heavy critical traffic
they have attracted since 1967, and the
problematic management of the Arbus
legend by her estate, why should we
choose to deal with this exhibition at all?
Predictably, some images still provoke an
intense curiosity about the physiopatho-
logic that she presents: Does

austere and melancho]n: works are allu-
sively representational: the riflelike black
paper strips of ...and by Gun, 1983; the
railroad car silhouette of Transport, also
1983; or the abraded and illegible text that
runs along the top of Broken Words,
1981, like the worn granite of an old
tombstone. The surfaces of these collages
seem to have been composed of a medium
of dust and ashes, yet there is a peace-
fulness, a simplicity of effect wholly ap-

that man really have three eyes? By itsell
this form of scopophilia, or the fascina-
tion-with-freaks syndrome, only reai
mates old debates. What seemed so no-
ticeable in this exhibition, however, was
that after two decades of public life these
recalcitrant photographs no longer fold
comfortably into the mythic envelope that
had evolved so quickly (especially after
Arbus’ death in 1971) to contain them.

The exhibition included more than 130
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