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THINGS FALL APART
by Charlie Finch
  
In the tradition of Kenneth Patchen’s Sleepers Awake and Ray
Johnson’s Snake, David Kramer makes books that double as his art.
Long dubbed "The Mayor of Williamsburg" by his fellow Brooklyn artists,
Kramer combines sexy postcard paintings of lovers in cars, canoes and
hot tubs with shaggy dog texts documenting his own true reality:
disappointment and dashed hopes.

As Kramer puts is in his new book-artwork Snake Oil, "I am
desperately trying to hang onto my romantic notion of life, but I am
afraid that all that does is make me seem more and more creepy." The
snake oil, the romantic promise of every Beatles hit and Sinatra croon,
seeps through each hour of Kramer’s desperate middle age, not just his
love life.

In one of the book’s texts, an artist friend comes to New York, tries to
make it big, and fails, then tells Kramer, "New York decided it doesn’t
want US. WE took our best shot, but it wasn’t what they wanted."

To which Kramer replies, "Hey, don’t include ME in your stupid
synopsis. I like it here. I was born here. Go home! Take your stupid
ball with you!"

In another of Snake Oil’s vignettes, Kramer tries to get his dyslexic son
into a special school. He sits down with the school’s admissions officer.
Trying to make an analogy about adapting, she tells Kramer, "Let’s say
you are an artist who paints landscapes with blue skies. Someone
comes to your studio and says,’ If you paint purple skies, I can sell
your painting and the buyer will tell his friends who will also buy purple
sky paintings’." Kramer remarks, "I told this woman I was, in fact, an
artist and I would tell that person to get the fuck out of my studio."

Then he continues, "I surprised myself. The truth is that I would grow a
ponytail if a curator would put me in a particular show. All I really
succeeded in was getting my son rejected at a school I couldn’t afford
to send him to anyway."

Kramer’s images, a gun and a bottle of Jack Daniels labeled "Homeland
Security," the artist in a flannel shirt wielding an axe, lovers snuggling
at the drive-in, reek of the bleeding colors you see in the paintings of
Stephen Lack, Kathe Burckhardt and Richard Prince. I never get tired of
this style, entropy in paint with a neurotic twist, and Kramer is one of
its better practitioners.

Also, looking in the mirror, I see the worldviews of Kramer and myself
merging on that boathouse over the River Styx. Should you empathize,
tattered dreamer, order Snake Oil at dkramer5000@juno.com.

CHARLIE FINCH is co-author of Most Art Sucks: Five Years of Coagula
(Smart Art Press).
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Self-Inflicted Prophecy

By DAVID KRAMER

Years ago, I had had a run of terrible luck in my life. My career was going nowhere. I
thought about going to see a shrink, but I was totally broke and I didn’t want to get myself
involved in anything that was going to cost me lots of time and money. So I went to see a
psychic. In my mind, it was just like seeing a shrink, only instead of wasting all that time
mulling over my past, I could set some totally arbitrary goals and navigate my life through
them, moving forward.

My wife knew this guy named Kevin and he apparently was quite good at this. I asked him if
he could do a reading of my stars and numbers. He agreed.

Kevin told me almost right away that I was living with a black aura and that my career and
money were my biggest issues. I knew right then that Kevin was legit. Kevin told me that I
would struggle for many years in my career — I’m an artist — and that things would slowly
get better and better. He then told me that in 10 years (this year actually, 2008), things
would finally work out — I would never have to worry about money again!

(Click to enlarge.) Untitled (The Other Half), 2005. Pencil on paper, 18!  x 22!. Courtesy of David Kramer.

I figured that with combination of my work ethic and my desire for success, which are both
very strong, it would just be a matter of time before I made it anyway. I decided to embrace
the whole nine yards.

So years went by and after lots of struggling I was making measured improvements in my
career. Kevin’s prophecy seemed more and more real to me as 2008 loomed closer.

All the while I didn’t address many of the real things going on in my life. I was working all
the time, but I was also drinking all of the time while I was working. I would go to my
studio and work until I had polished off a six-pack and half a pack of cigarettes. I would
then meet up with friends and drink on the way home.

Not surprisingly, this was making my life even more difficult. It was wearing on my
marriage and I was getting deeper into debt. All these things, I told myself, would take care
of themselves as the “prophecy” came true.

I honestly never stopped to think that maybe I should slow down all the smoking and booze
and occasional drugs. Why should I? I was like a kid taking a test with a cheat sheet. I
believed everything was going to turn out fine. My life was unfolding remarkably close to
Kevin’s predictions. I was starting to get some pretty good attention for my work, selling
things I made while I was drunk or stoned. It was a lifestyle any kid would have dreamed
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things I made while I was drunk or stoned. It was a lifestyle any kid would have dreamed
of.

Then 2008 rolled around, and I suddenly found myself living in the middle of a total
disaster. My life was a total mess. I had just quit my gallery and was struggling again with
my work. All of the plans that I had had for living on Easy Street were totally blowing up in
my face. And to top it all off, I started to have all of those horrible feelings about getting
old. I was 45.

Through all this I continued to drink. By now it was a ritual in my studio. I started to think
about that crackpot Kevin and all of the stupid things I’d been doing with my life, all the
stupid things I had pinned my hopes on. At some point I realized that everybody worries
about money. Even rich people worry about money. It finally dawned on me … The only
people who don’t worry about money are dead people.

Then, last summer, almost on script, I got really sick. In July I became exhausted and weak.
It was then my doctor told me that my liver had practically stopped working; there wasn’t
much I could do, no medicine I could take. Just stop poisoning myself and hope that my
liver would recover.

But things got even worse. My bodily functions almost ceased. For days I couldn’t process
anything. I slowly started to fill up with my own waste like a Port-a-John at a summertime
rock concert. I wasn’t sure I was going to pull through this mess. I really seemed to be
circling the drain.

At one very low point I happened to be talking to a friend of mine who is a psychiatrist. I
was spilling my guts about my problems. He told me something very simple that completely
started me on the road to recovery. He said, “The liver is like a starfish. If one of its legs
gets cut off, it will grow back. The liver will, in most cases, renew itself.” It gave me some
hope. And so I committed to clean up my act.

I stopped drinking and smoking and all of my other vices — like medicating my hangovers
with greasy food. It wasn’t easy and it wasn’t pretty. Thank God I had my wife there to help
me through it. While I was recovering, I suffered some serious depression. I soon realized
that much of it was chemical — my body was wondering what had happened to all the
substance it was used to. For years, whenever I ever felt depressed, all I needed to do was
open a beer or smoke a cigarette, and it simply went away.

(Click to enlarge.) Untitled (Parallel Universe), 2006. Pencil, ink, paper, 16!  x 12!. Courtesy of David Kramer.

Now four months later, my health is returning. My liver is functioning normally, although I
am still pretty weak.

I’ve also begun to understand that for years I used alcohol to isolate myself from the rest of
the world. I could function all right as a drunk; I was used to it. I was funny and
entertaining. But for the most part, the dialog went on in my own head. I didn’t really pay
attention to things going on around me. When people told me things I didn’t like, I just
walked away and drank more.
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walked away and drank more.

I have started to enjoy being sober. In October, I started going to openings again and began
to make the rounds at art galleries without the crutch of alcohol, and I actually felt both
more persistent and more at ease. Lately, I’m getting more and more of the sort of
opportunities I had not even smelled in over a year.

And now that my vision has cleared, when I look around I can actually see that things are
going pretty well. I am healthy again, which is good. But most interesting to me is that I
really don’t miss the drinking at all. It’s like I already know what it’s like to be drunk. I can
hang out with anyone who happens to be drinking. I can be right there in the moment with
them. I know the routine.

I am not advocating a life of sobriety to anyone. I am only saying that it really seems to be
working well for me. And here I am now, looking forward. And to tell the truth, I am really
grateful for everything that happened to me over the years — even Kevin’s stupid prediction.
I mean, he got me through some really tough and lonely years of my fledgling art career.
Without all that confidence and all that alcohol, who knows if I could have tolerated the
rejection. And there’s still three weeks left to 2008.

Anyway, I think it’s about the time to make an appointment with Kevin. Soon it’s going to
be 2009, and I am totally going to be due for another reading.
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David Kramer in Brooklyn

Courtesy Pierogi

David Kramer, "Untitled (Snake Oil and Free Kool Aide)" (2008)

By Chris Bors
Published: January 8, 2009

BROOKLYN— David Kramer is Brooklyn’s answer to Richard Prince. Both artists rely on text and

appropriated images, but while Prince borrows from joke books, and his work might be criticized for its cold

indifference, Kramer’s musings are for the most part autobiographical and sincere. His kinder, gentler

approach comes out of his idealized expectations of life, and his frequent disappointment.

For “Snake Oil,” his current exhibition at Pierogi in Brooklyn, Kramer exhibits a series of framed works on

paper and a large sculptural diptych, all of which were created during a recent residence at Yaddo. Included

are text-only paintings featuring rainbow hues and blobs of color blocking out passages. In Untitled

(Retrospective), Kramer cites a conversation he had with another artist about the 2007 Richard Serra

retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art, without mentioning it by name. The other artist comes to the

conclusion that with all of the power and influence a museum like MoMA has, it could do something more

practical to help people than mount such grandiose exhibitions. Other works juxtapose personal anecdotes

with imagery from magazine advertisements, seemingly anonymous and banal illustrations that could have

been taken from 1970s greeting cards.

Carefully crafted to resemble a found object, his mixed-media sculpture Untitled (Snake Oil and Free Kool

Aide) looks like two old-fashioned roadside signs you might see at the entrance to a gas station parking lot or

outside a convenience store in small-town America. Each has bold letters and an arrow with blinking lights on

the front side and hand-painted text on the reverse. One, peddling snake oil, features a stinging diatribe about

a shady art dealer, while the other, promoting "free Kool Aide," boasts a rant about not wanting to pay for cable

television.

Last year Kramer’s art was featured in an episode of Donald Trump’s reality show The Apprentice on NBC,

although from what the artist says, the experience was not altogether positive. Maybe that’s lucky for him,

though, as he’ll no doubt find a way to weave the ordeal into his self-deprecating, painfully truthful work.

“Snake Oil” is on view through February 1. Kramer suggests more art to see while in the borough:

“Here is a list of five shows that I would recommend if you are out and about this week in Brooklyn. Get up to

the Gilbert and George show at the Brooklyn Museum before it closes this coming Sunday. The giant photo

murals have the look of stained-glass windows, and the show is like walking through a cathedral, only the

icons are funny and irreverent. Crazy old kooks. (through January 11)

Over the weekend, Emily Newman opens up at Klaus Von Nichtssagend Gallery on Union Avenue in

Williamsburg. Her photos are great, and the gallery is totally underrated. (January 9 – February 15)

Ok, this show is in Manhattan, but it's a Brooklyn guy: Andrew Guenther has a great show up at Freight and

Volume. His varieties of mediums and styles blend together to make for some excellent installations. The

paintings are nice. (through January 10)

Like what you see? Sign up for ARTINFO's weekly newsletter to get the latest on the market, emerging artists,

auctions, galleries, museums, and more.
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Also on the Brooklyn-meets-Manhattan theme, Brooklyn artist Laurie Hogin has some nice paintings at

Schroeder Romero. I have no idea what they're really all about, but they're crazy well done. Unbelievable

technique. (through January 10)

Finally, I can't help but recommend two other shows that have nothing to do with Brooklyn as far as I can see.

Peter Sutherland at ATM is really great. He’s funny and has a great touch. The photos are really moving

(through January 10). And I really suggest heading up to MoMA to see the Esquire covers by George Lois

and Carl Fischer. They are so fantastic and funny, and I just love the idea of trying to remember what life was

like before Photoshop.” (through March 30)
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