A Conversation with Joel Feldman
by Michael Beam

The images in Joel Feldman's Annotated Landscapes series respond to
mundane elements that create and code the visual landscape of contemporary
America. Feldman finds both humor and cause for concern in the ways
Americans mark public spaces and, by marking, define themselves and their
communities. He draws attention to the telling commercial, governmental,
institutional, and private signposts that we usually fail to notice in our daily,
distracted encounters with our visual environment.

Michael Beam: We generally think of "annotation" in reference to texts and of
"landscape" in reference to a specific genre of art images. Your work does not
appear to be "textual" in a traditional sense, even though it often focuses on
signage, nor does it seem to fit comfortably the traditional conventions of
"landscape"? How did you decide on the title for the series and what, if
anything, does it indicate about the logic of your approach?

Joel Feldman: | think of images as texts or close analogs to texts. Really, when
all is said and done, our experience of landscape is so culturally determined
that images of landscapes function like texts and, consequently, can be
annotated in a similar way. | say this thinking of the use of landscapes in
cinema, painting, literature and advertising. In all these instances landscapes
are employed in descriptive ways; they funcfion to locate and characterize
what is being shown. In this body of work, | take the opposite approach. What
| do is to present an image of a landscape that offers certain interpretive
possibilities. | then try to couple that image with elements that provide a cue as
to how | see it. This is not dissimilar from noticing and pointing out a scar left
behind an ear after the nip and tuck of a facelift. In many respects, all | am
doing is saying, "Look around. What do you see? What does this mean to
you?2"

MB: How do you choose the landscapes for your images? Is there a specific
logic that guides you?

JF: My immediate environment, one that | travel through most often and which
is therefore the most convenient one to respond to, is the Midwest, more
specifically Southern lllinois. Southern lllinois is an area with relatively little

political clout. It has a population for whom issues of "taste," as represented by
mainstream purveyors of "good taste" such as Martha Stewart, IKEA, and the
like are not at all that relevant. It is also an economically depressed region
where prisons mean jobs. This results in a landscape in which institutions,
personal decorative statements, and advertising gimmicks often exist in bizarre
combinations. These combinations or juxtapositions are very telling and seem
indicative of the American culture at large in ways that may not be quite so
obvious in more sophisticated, affluent environments, even though there too
one encounters such "glitches" in the visual choreography.

MB: You grew up in Washington D.C., went to school at the Carnegie Institute
of Technology and Indiana University in Bloomington, have taught in Georgia,
Ohio, and, for the past thirty years, in lllinois at the School of Art and Design
at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale. You are an artist, a printmaker by
training, and a university professor. What is your relationship to the landscapes
you comment on and the communities that produce them? Do you consider
yourself a member or an outsider?

JF: | am not sure "outsider" is the right word, but | am also not sure | am a mem-
ber either or, perhaps more to the point, that | would be recognized as a
member by the locals. The answer to your question depends on how you
define a community. One could say that insofar as Southern lllinois is
concerned, in certain areas recent transplants outnumber people with deeper
local roots. For instance, Carbondale is a university town with a nomadic,
diverse population, but it is surrounded by small towns and rural communities
that are very different in character.

| work in Carbondale, but | have always chosen to live in the small surrounding
towns. Does that make me a local? | doubt, but is that relevant to what | do?
Whatever my status may be, | am definitely someone who approaches his
surroundings, no matter what they are, with a critical eye. Art simply gives me
a license to present my observations in a socially acceptable way.

MB: Do you see an artist as someone who has a privileged vantage point as a
social critic and a certain responsibility to comment?

JF: Not necessarily. | look at visual evidence; something catches my eye and
becomes an opportunity for commentary. When | travel, | often find myself
seeing something and thinking, "Wow! Is that for real2 What were they thinking






