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NOMADIC CHEF AND ACCLAIMED SAND ARTIST JIM DENEVAN TURNS
THE FARM INTO A CULINARY COMMUNITY CANVAS WITH HIS ROVING
EPFHEMERAL RESTAURANT, OUTSTANDING IN THE FIELD.
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L . I 1 tha 1960s, land artists began daloging with
natura N lieu of the Hank walls of the gallery,

Digging up Issuas of propriaty, the ephemeral and the
fragility of expreasian, they caused a quake within the art
market: How could you gauge the value of a canvas that
could wash away as quickly as it was craated?
Irrevocably linked to the land, creative exprassion, for as
lang as it lasted, was at ona with its source of Inspiration.

It's no surprise then that some forty years [ater a
cook-cum-land artist would shake up the foundations
of the kitchen by ibarating it amongst the fislds that feed
it. Since 1999, Jim Denevan, a salf-taught chef, sand
artist and founder of the roving culinary event
Chutstanding in the Field, has been taking his kitchen on
the road. With an 80ft table and ship-tight crew packed

into his 1953 tour bus, Denavan travels coast to coast
across Morth America for several months a year, setting
up ephamearal meals for paying guests in some of tha
most sansatonal natural settings maginable,

As impassicned about gorgecus geography as he is
about organic, sustainable, localy-sourced food, he
serves ample portions of the two at avary one of his
envents, whera local farmers, chefs and winemakers
collabzorate to build the dinner of their dreams, Lsing
ingredients indigenous to the region. BEach exparnance is
unigue, from the casts of characters that animate the
table and the food that's served, to the way in which light,
convearsation, and community merge togethar at that
particular placa and momant in time. In many ways, it's
land art with an appetite—an ephameral epicursan

ONE OF JIM DENEVAN'S VAST WORKS OF ART festhaty that leaves memories in the place

I DENEVAN of marks, and cunosity in the place of conventions.




Jim Denevan's

delimbion of laxury:

e l.'nhl;_r"q-!mn;_-;ll Lunme 1o

slow down and take

nature, culture and
heauly.”

I luxury were ...

An object.

I'nat’'s hard for someona who 1S imvolved
in the ephemeral arts, but I'd say
something that can be hexd and that has
mamaories attached.

A moment.
A view of tha harizon with the clouds

passing slowly.

A place.

For myself it's a beautiful perfect wave on
my own sland in the South Pacific with
soma riends.

An person.

A parson that 1s at aass in thair

amvironment to the degree that they know
THE TEAM.OF OUTSTANDING IN THE FIELD _ where they are and then know where
(LEFT TO RIGHT) CALEB, KATY, NATALIE AND JIM : BN they're going.
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Your goal from Outstanding's outset was to shift

e attention away from the chef and to make the

i e farmer the star of the meal. Do you h_aal that farmers
O, ) F o A and chefs are on equal footing creatively?
iﬂ* 3 # .":'3 ' Most paople assoclate expartise with someathing that

they' ra Tamiliar with., | think paoples who spand a lot of
time gardening would consider It 1o be an artlstic,

3o ram _
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" -5 ¥ ¢ el E passionate pursuit, Farmers ara creative in terms of the
“ 3 = .';F-'*""*, il i . choices that they make. Each day they wake up and
M. e A L o ity WLt M consider the conditions and make choices that produce
wr 7 ; o ke : L‘ e, a beautiful, frufthul crop. Chefs when they'e most
- < . Ly ; :" fulfilled are integrated with the rhythms that the farmers
L - ' . " axparanca. Whan a chaf visits a markeat or visits a farm,
g L 4 thay are quite closely integrated into the farmer's work
s é and as a result their output becomes more interesting.

You began OIFT before chefs became superstars.
How has the celebrity chef craze of the last five
e years had an impact on the farmer's image?

ol - : | think the interest in chefs has translated into a greater
: interest in all things culinary and certainly farmers are
part of that world. I'm excited to sea articles on
farmers—such as your articla on Joél Thigbault in
Paris—and there have been more and more of them
over the last five vears. When we started out, |
imagined and really beliesved that farmers would be
P : reccgnized as cultural figures and that has come about
PREPARATIONS FOR A FOREST FEAST - . £ lately and for that I'm very pleased.




JIM AT LIVE EARTH FARM, CALIFORNIA
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When did you first become interested in the
workings of the farm?
My cldest brother, Eill Denavan, is the second longest
organic farmer in California. He' y of the
artisan farmers that the "Fruit Detective,” David Karp
from the New York Times (who runs around the world
finding the best fruit) wrote about for his apples and
pears. Since | was 13 or 14 I'va been up at his farm
seemng him growing organic apples. | eventually worked
thara picking apples and pears and doing the thinning,
s0 | had expenaence being in that envircnment.

When you began OITF did you know which farmers
you wanted to associate with?

| did know many of them from my time working as a
cheaf at (Gabnella Cafe. In the mid-90s we had a number
of dnnars that weare farmer dinnars, whara we'd
organize the entire maal around a particular fTarm and
myite the farmer o come m and give a spaech. It was

became Outstanding in the Feld.

How different is it preparing a meal for a hundred
on a farm as opposed to working in a restaurant
kitchen?

The challenges become part of the passion of the
expenance. i could cerfamnly becomea more dificult to
prepare a meal when the fables need o be camed a
mila, or the cooking equipment needs to be fashioned
on site. For me, that's part of the fun and interast of i,
that each night presants its own challenges. Some
farms have cerfified kitchens nght on site, and then
often times the guest chef does most of the prepping in




their nearby restaurant and then the cooking outdoors.
There are some chefs that have gone so far 1o harvest
evary itam for the meal whean the sun risas and than
cooked it on the farm,

What do you find most rewarding personally from
each event?

Fostaring a greater knowledge and meaning of place is
the most Important aspact for me as well as providing
an anvironment for the chef and farmer to build their
relationship.

What criteria do you use when choosing farms for
your event?

Therae are a few things. Wa lock for a farm that's
organic and sustainabde as it's not particularly
Interasting to have dinner among pesticides. We also
lcok for farms that grow a diverse range of things and
ones that also have existing relationships with cheafs in
the region. Of course if the farm is scenic and beautiful,
that's definitely something to consider.

Do you have people scout locations for you?
People send us suggestions, | hear from chafs who
recommaeand farmers, farmers who recommeand other
farms, atc, but I'm very intarested in geography and the
weather and things like that and can sense a site's
potential. Some farms are hot and uncomfortable
during certain times of the vear and rainy at other
times, | think of the window of time when the cimate is
most suitable.
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Which chefs and winemakers have you worked with
frequently?

We've worked several times with David Hawksworth.
For ona of the events n Vancouver he went cut and
caught the salmon himself off the Oueen Charlctte
Islands. | think he's one of the bast chefs in North
Amarica. We've worked two or threa times with Paul
Draper and a couple of timas with Dan Barber and
Michaed Anthony. | like returning to cartain sites with
spacilic chefs and winamakers,

For you, Is the social aspect to the meal as
important as the actual food?

Yas dafinitaly. Whan wa're all seated at ona tabla it's
inavitable that deaply felt stornes will be shared. People
are somawhat reserved and shy whan thay arrive,
they'ra not used to dining at a tabie for 100, but soon
after they start chatting and sarving one anather. | think
It's good for paople o go outside of thedr comfort 20ne,
they could be sitting next 1o the evant’'s winamaker or
sergey Brin of Google, for example. who came to one
of our cinners.

What makes food such an important social binder?
| think it's hard to quantify these things but | think that's
ona of the most important aspects of the dinner.
Paople are hungry to share a common axpenence and
when we recognize that food comes from a place, and
we can go to that place and enjoy a meal together, it's
a pratty profound thing. People really respand 1o that
community aspect, © makes them savor their food In a
different way.




What do you think draws people to the OITF
concept?
| think thers is a desire for a richness in culture, It
reaction to the rise of in ializex cultura w
suburbs were sading across the lan 1 and s« |I |r'-l-'i|"|
QLT the or
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with a cookbook In June 2
1o res COMImEMicEe wWith more anc maore

If you could have an Outstanding in the Field event
anywhere in the world, where would it be?
I think: jus Tl"-"'ll'||'| out and seeing what might e out

II 18 same table and out




With so much going on with Outstanding in the
Field, when do you have time for your sand art?
Generally t's done in the winter, but | do juggle them
both all year round. In February I'm planning to do a
sand art piece in a major league baseball stadium, The
AT&T Park in San Francisco. I'm trying to coordinate a
show with a well known musaum at the same tima. The
artwork s really taking off, 've got a show at P.S.1

in Naw York now of photos of my work taken

by An Marcopolis which s leading 1o all sorts of
INeresting things. N a couple of weaks I'm planning to
do the world's largest free-hand drawing. | generally do
them all by myself but for that particular work, I'm going
to do the composition and then have people fill in every
area between sach circle to make them really pop out.
That will enable me to do something several miles
across in six hours before the tide comes in.

Which artists have been the most influential to your
work?

It's sort of a hybnd between Richard Serra, who is
interestad in pecple's response to space, and also
someone like Fred Sandback, the mimimalist who
suggests volume through thread. There's that
minimalist aesthetic of the gentleness of the thread and
the monumantality of a Richard Serra. The work that |
do is vary shght in the landscape but also immensa. it's
very present and immaterial at the same time. To walk
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to share a common
experience and
when we reecognize
that food comes
from a place, and we

can go to that place
and enjoy a meal

tugether. itsa pretty
profound thing."

SEA COVE DINING IN CALIFORNIA

How is the farm similar to an artistic canvas?

| lova the table as a compositional element in the
emvironment. It takes it back to the artwork. The table
looks beautiful and interasting when enclosed in a
certain spot, but it's a magnet for 50 many other
maanings. I'm really intarasted in taking that table
amawhare on earth, and even privataly people could hire
us to do just that, It wouldn't just be about taking the
table to the mountaintop for a family dinner, which was
a requast recelved recently from a private client, but
also learming about the cultural aspects of the region
and bringing all of that information to the table. B

FUTURE FARM FEASTS WITH OUTSTANDING
IN THE FIELD:

Kantucky, Saptambear 14

Haollywood, September 23

Sonoma County, September 30

Santa Cruz, October 13

Meals costs around $200 per person. For more
information visit, www.outstandinginthefield.com

¥OU MAY ALSO LIKE

- CHATEAU DU RIVAL
- GOOKING CLASSES IN PARIS
- JOEL THIEBAULT: GOLDEM GREENS
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