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EXHIBITION ESSAY

Joan Backes: Artistic Intermediary
 
Artist Joan Backes is an intermediary. Her art is poised in a space between nature and the built environment;
between the allure of surface and revelatory layers of meaning; between the contemporary present and
deep-seated connections to her past. Backes was born and raised in Wisconsin to parents whose interest in
nature and encouragement in art had profound, lasting effects. The work of her grandfather, an architect,
echoes subliminally in her recent explorations of the house as a designated place of investigation and
awareness.
 
The roots of Joan Backes emanate from the people and places of her past, but she continues to develop
fresh branches in her art. Currently based in Massachusetts and Rhode Island, Backes has shown her
paintings, videos, installations, and three-dimensional pieces internationally. Nature, and in particular, the
form of the tree, has been a significant metaphor in her art, and one that lies at the heart of the exhibition,
Murmurs in the Trees.
 
A tree, transformed from its raw state, becomes building material for a house. It is a place of shelter and
protection, and one that we may identify strongly with as a private refuge shared with family and friends.
Backes’ large-scale installation, Paper House, appears on the exterior as an ethereal delight: a cottage
covered with a heavy white coat, like a gentle, domestic beast. This lively surface is made from shreds of
recycled computer paper - the ordinary office variety. We may touch the stuff everyday, and even in our
technology-saturated society, paper is still abundant around us. Paper House takes it as its most obvious
building material, and reminds us that these document shreds are but trees in another form. Nature appears
in many disguises.
 
The charming exterior of Paper House beckons us inside, and our attention is drawn even deeper. It is like a
visual laboratory, a place for examining and considering the niches of objects and collections, retrieved from
unknown origins and presented for examination. Not just a place of repose, this house has an intellectually
engaged purpose. In a 2010 interview in Darmstadt, Germany, Backes discussed her ideas of a house as a
place that may be acutely functional though evocative. The sense of purpose, of practicality and
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