Brigitte Micmacker:  Bella and JP, this is your first joint exhibition, although you have worked together for nine years and have even been called the “odd couple”. How did your relationship begin? 
Bella Feldman:  In 2000 I had a sequence of three exhibits in different parts of the country.  I needed more help than the assistant I had then, Chris French.  I asked a former student if she knew anybody and she sent JP my way. He was only hired on a temporary basis but, when I returned from a much needed vacation, Chris who had been with me for four or five years decided to leave and so JP fell into the job.  He turned out to be the best assistant I have ever had.

B.M.:  Bella, when you began exhibiting as a sculptor thirty-five years ago, as well as when you established yourself in a long career as a professor, and as the chair of the sculpture department at a major art college, beginning in 1965 in a field then mostly entirely dominated by men, what did you have to do to be considered a respected professional, and not a “woman sculptor”? 
Bella:  I needed to be desperate enough for the job to endure the insults in the then all-male Sculpture Department. When the head of my department tried to get rid of me so he could give my job to a male protégé of his, I had to take the case to the then Board of Equalization which dealt with cases of discrimination.  I won. His successor managed to get rid of the entire department in order to hire his own.  I stood my ground tenaciously. When he resigned in a pique, I became Chair.  But for 20 years I had to deal with the man’s hostility in as civilized a fashion as I could muster.  My endurance was fueled by the research which showed there wasn’t a woman teaching sculpture within a 100 mile radius of my home.  It was considered a male profession.  I continued to teach and to exhibit with considerable acclaim and that won me respect as a professional.
In 1996 I was awarded an exhibition at the Fresno Museum “California Woman Sculptor of the Year.”  My 8 year old granddaughter when she came to the opening looked at the sign and, without prompting, said “If it was a man artist, they wouldn’t have written ‘Man Artist of the Year.’”  I have received many honors and awards over time.  I am very, very good at what I do, but I believe a man with these honors, etc. would have fared better than I, as a woman, did.

B.M.:  JP, you studied jewelry and metal art at the California College of Art and Crafts in Oakland (now CCA) where Bella taught for 35 years, yet you never took any classes from her. When you first walked into Bella’s studio to work as an assistant in 2000, do you remember what first struck you about Bella? 

JP Long:  I had long admired Bella’s work and jumped at the opportunity to work for her. What first struck me about Bella was that she was definitely from the East Coast. Strong, direct, and blatantly honest—which I respond to very well, having grown up in New England.
B.M.:  How old were you? Were you looking for a mentor at that point?

JP:  I was 21 when Bella hired me. As you mentioned before, I graduated with a degree in Jewelry/Metal Arts, which was excellent training. That department still believed in teaching technical skill. But I always wanted to go big. So when the opportunity to work for Bella arose, it was the perfect situation. All my life I’ve looked for mentors, and I’ve been fortunate in having had a number of wonderful teachers—most of whom were powerful women.
B.M.:  Bella, for many years your sculptures have been both rooted in the love of material and craft and the playful, yet often dark interpretation of aspects of the human condition, creating what critic Harold Rosenberg called “anxious objects”. How do these images of objects come to you?

Bella:  Regarding Anxious Objects.  I have lived through at least five wars that the U.S. has been engaged in.  As a child I listened to Hitler’s speeches, witnessing my parents’ dread and anxiety for their relatives (Polish Jews).  We seem now to be perpetually at war.  I am pessimistic about mankind’s future, but I diffuse my anxiety with “black” humor. These images arise from my subconscious which has been fueled by the times I’ve lived and continue to live in.
B.M.:  The juxtaposition of glass elements to the metal in more recent years, and now color, has given a bit more lightness, delicacy to your work. Does this correspond to a place in your life where making art has become smoother, less of a struggle?
Bella:   Regarding the use of glass, lightness and delicacy is not new to my work.  For a number of years, I worked with fiberglass and resin membranes which looked like they could float away despite their size.  I have always used tension as part of my sculpture vocabulary. I turned to using glass with metal because of the contrast and the vocabulary of tension set up using these materials in the same sculpture. The Sculpture Department of CCA is located right next to the Glass Department, so I developed a familiarity with the material.  I was told by the Glass Department that it wouldn’t work to blow glass into metal forms as I did in my Flask series and War Toy series, but I did and it worked, and now a lot of people do it.
B.M.:  You now spend several months per year in Europe, where you have a very small studio space. How has this affected your art?

Bella:  My partner lives in Europe and we go back and forth—neither of us willing to pull up stakes. I always have to do art and so I started to work in two dimensions in watercolor, pastel, and collage in a 9x9 foot room. You are what you do and now I am working in a 2D/3D mode in my Oakland studio of which you can see examples in this show.
B.M.:  JP, you have participated in some of the decision making about Bella’s work, and have brought into the studio some ideas and techniques that she has integrated into her sculpture. At what point did you feel that Bella was interested in your input? Did this come naturally for both of you?
Bella:  JP has contributed to the problem solving which is different from the decision making.  The decisions are mine.
JP:  Bella usually says my suggestions were off the mark when I first started working for her—which I totally disagree with. There’s no question that I’ve learned an amazing amount from her. But it did take a couple months for her to start trusting my judgment.

B.M.:  Did this make it easier or harder for you to begin finding your own way in sculpture? 

JP:  Easier. The hardest part of establishing a career in the arts, I think, is discipline. As the saying goes, practice makes perfect, and Bella gave me the opportunity to be constantly making art, three days a week for her and four days a week for me.
B.M.:  Did you also seek Bella’s input into your work?
JP:  As I said before, Bella is an East Coaster. I don’t think it’s possible for her not to state her opinion. But yes, I would purposefully leave new pieces out for critique.

B.M.:  Bella, you introduced JP to our gallery, as well as to other dealers. You were very persistent about mentoring JP. This is rather uncommon, as often masters develop feelings of jealousy when one of their protégés becomes successful. Was this ever an issue for you?

Bella:  I have to admit I become uncomfortable when some of his work resembles mine too closely.  But jealousy, no.  He is a wonderful, bright, talented young man.  I am glad that is he doing well and I am gratified that I could help him on his way.
B.M.:  How about you, JP?

JP:  There’s a saying among musicians: there’s no new tune, just how you play it. Artworks are always embedded in a history, a context, and part of what makes art so rich is how it references the past while pointing toward the future—in other words, how a work of art occupies its “now” in the history of art. As I’ve heard Bella say time and again, quoting Picasso, “Good artists borrow, great artists steal.”
B.M.:  Bella, what was your favorite aspect of teaching? What was most challenging?
Bella:  The favorite part of my teaching was encountering interesting and talented young people and to be able to guide them where my own experience and knowledge could be of use.  I have very good critical and verbal skills and I was able to give easily understood, straightforward critiques of students’ work as well as recommendations for clearer ways of expressing their ideas.  Many teachers do not have that gift.  It helped being a born and bred New Yorker; it’s not the California style to be direct. The most challenging part of my teaching years was dealing with the sexist politics.
B.M.:  Bella and JP, what do you think is most unusual about your relationship?

Bella:  I think we’re unusually congenial despite the differences in our ages, gender, and life experiences.  Our thinking and temperaments are very similar.
B.M.: How do you feel that this joint exhibition expresses this relationship?

Bella:  This exhibition illustrates the crossover as well as the differentiation of ideas between us.
Bella and JP, what other sculptors’ works do you admire most?

Bella:  Sculptors I admire... Of contemporary sculptors, I would name Martin Puryear, Louise Bourgeois, Chillida, Max Ernst, Picasso, David Smith, Julio Gonzalez, and many more.

JP:  I’m also a fan of Puryear, as well as the other artists Bella mentioned. But I would also add Dan Clayman, Sol Lewitt, Richard Serra, and Heiki Seppa.
B.M.: Thank you both. I look forward to seeing your joint exhibition “Dialogue” at Sculpturesite Gallery in September! 
