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KANFER
Q:
Hello, this is Sonie Toe. It’s Wednesday, January 26, 2011. And I’m here in the WILL Radio Studio for Letters to the Future. For the record, could you please tell me your name?

A:
Larry Kanfer.

Q:
Why did you decide to come to Champaign, Mr. Kanfer?

A:
Well, I was a senior in high school when my father took a position at the University of Illinois. So I didn’t have too much say in the matter at the time. 

Q:
So when did you come to Champaign?

A:
That was back in 1974 – I’m sorry, ’73.

Q:
Okay. And did you go to the U of I? Did you attend the University?

A:
I finished my senior high school here, and then I went to U of I in Architecture.

Q:
Why did you choose to stay in Champaign? What has kept you here?

A:
Well, when I graduated, I thought I would give it a year. I had been doing photography, and I loved doing photography. So I thought I would give it a year and see if I could actually make a living doing that. I really enjoyed – although I did mostly portraits at the time, I really enjoyed getting out in the country and seeing the rural landscape. And so, I started taking photographs of that, and I thought, well, I can do this; this is fun. And Champaign gave me the great opportunity to start my business and support me. 

Q:
Alright. And why did you choose to do Architecture or to take Architecture?

A:
Well, I loved the – I’d always loved art and I liked the analytical side of things, too, the math and the organization of things. So I kind of liked both, and architecture kind of provided that opportunity for both the analytical and the emotional and creative side.

Q:
Alright. And what was it like to live in Champaign?

A:
At the beginning, it was interesting because we had lived in Cincinnati, and I remember driving in on I-74 the very first time, and I saw the big sign on the highway – this was in ’73. And the sign said, “Champaign-Urbana, Home to 13 Standard Stations,” Standard Gas stations. It was kind of interesting. So I thought, “This is pretty small compared to Cincinnati,” where I had lived before. And initially I had the feeling that it was a very small town, but once I got there, got here after driving through all the fields and rural area, my life was centered right around a few square blocks. There was so much activity, so much to do in that small area. And I think that helped me to grow and develop what I’m doing today.

Q:
And how was the transition from Cincinnati to Champaign?

A:
Champaign-Urbana felt a little more – it really did feel more Midwest than Cincinnati, which isn’t very far east. But there was a big difference in terms of, I think, the people and the pace of life. Champaign-Urbana, the exciting part is that it seemed to me, here was a small town where people were pursuing their passions, and it was at a high level. A lot of that – I was associated with the University, and I remember thinking that within a few blocks you could have the Assembly Hall, Krannert, you could have the arts and sports and everything within a small area. And that was kind of exciting for me, especially as a senior who – you know, I wasn’t as mobile as adults.

Q:
Alright. What do you envision Champaign to be like in the year 2060?

A:
I think we’re on a path – of course, on a path to have this community that is really at the forefront of computer and technology, combined with food production. So I see Champaign as getting more – as not necessarily growing the number of people that are here, but getting better and better in terms of being the place to go for technology and food production. But I don’t know if that –

Q:
No, the answer is okay. Yeah. What advice would you offer to future residents of Champaign?

A:
We have such a great place here, and we’re all in this together. And I think one thing that’s important for all of us to know is that in this small community, we have to work together and we can grow it. We can grow the community and have an evolving, better standard of living, which I think is the envy of – I believe it’s the envy of at least central Illinois, if not a greater area.

Q:
Tell me about your work, about why you got into photography, and when did you start? When did you bring your studio to Champaign?

A:
When I graduated – when I was in school, I went door to door and I did portraits for people. My first studio was on Springfield and Prospect, in the basement. And I remember that was a wonderful thing. It was my first real professional place, but it was just a basement and pretty basic, if you look back at that now. Then I moved to Round Barn Center, and then, at the building I’m at now on South Neil, you know, South Neil. 
[ed.note: Brief break as a phone is ringing in the background.]

Q:
When did you start your work – and you can just tell about your experience in the formation, when you began the studios, working in the studios.

A:
Okay. I started my photography business when I was in college, and I went door to door to get business. And when it was time to graduate, when I graduated, I decided, well, I’ll give this business a year and see if I can really make a living out of it. That worked out. My first studio was in the basement of a building on Springfield and Prospect, then I moved to Round Barn, and then the building we are currently at on South Neil Street, near Windsor and Neil. 

Q:
Why did you decide to have your own studio?

A:
I really appreciate being able to have the creative license to have the freedom to do what I would like to do, I guess is the best way to put it. I wanted to – I saw a potential and a beauty in central Illinois, to photograph the prairie, and I remember one place that I worked as a photographer, the owner said, “Well, you could never sell photographs of a corn field. Why would anyone buy that?” And so, I really loved the landscape and I wanted to photograph it. And the only way to do that is to do it myself. And that’s what I did. And I have to say it’s about 10% of the creative art part and 90% of the hard work just to get my 10%, which made it all worth it. 

Q:
Right. How long has your studio been in Champaign?

A: 
The first place was in 1978, and so, we pretty much back then did a lot of weddings and portraits. And then, around ’87, when my first book came out, I started – first book of landscapes, landscapes I had been photographing because of a passion for the landscape. But the book came out, and so, I transitioned to doing more landscapes.  And now, it’s 80% landscape and photographic artwork. 

Q:
So what was the name of the first studio?

A:
Larry Kanfer Photography.

Q:
What do you like most about Champaign?

A:
The people. The people in that over the years I’ve been in other places, and in fact, I took a sabbatical to Minneapolis a few years back, and I remember coming back to Champaign. And every couple of months I would come back and  I was amazed at how I had forgotten when you walk into a place, what it was like for someone to maybe hold the door open for you, or at a four-way stop, for someone to wave you on to go ahead of them. The people here are amazing. You have people here that are passionate about their work, and they share that passion. And I so value when people have something that they’re working on, and they can talk to other people about it. I mean, that is great. You get people coming from all over the world right here to Champaign-Urbana, and the ideas, and it’s all within reach. It’s not like you have to go to one part of a big city to get something and then another part of the city, maybe an hour’s drive later. Everything is within – physically and I guess the word emotionally it’s within reach, too. You can bump into someone or many different types of people many times during the day. 

Q:
Yeah. Is there a certain spot or favorite place in Champaign that you enjoy spending your time? Or photographing?
A:
[pause] 
Q:
No?

A:
[chuckle]

Q:
It’s a weird question.

A:
No, it’s not a weird question. There are so many places. Give me a minute here. [pause] And we’re probably thinking not Urbana.

Q:
Yeah.

A:
[pause] I like photographing different spots in Champaign. One of the things that I like the most is discovering small spots that are maybe not too visible to someone but that really are beautiful. For example, University and Prospect. A lot of people come down University Avenue; it’s a one-way. And it’s just the most beautiful drive, especially in the fall. And I have a photograph of it looking the other way, with the trees. Downtown, that’s great. There’s a bunch of opportunities. Even little alleyways or corners that have the texture. I like to photograph that.

Q:
And what was the name of your first book?

A:
Prairiescapes. At the University of Illinois Press. And we’re currently on my sixth book, and that’s at the University of Illinois, called Illini Loyalty.
Q:
That’s right. What is the most change of aspects in Champaign that you have witnessed?

A:
And I’m not sure of the year, but I believe it was 1976 when downtown was pretty much dead. There was a mall; they put a mall in, and that pretty much killed everything off. And I think the most change now is that downtown is a vibrant, really nice place to go. It’s a destination. To me, that’s the most change. I mean, there’s the obvious, you know, we have more housing. But I think that’s the most change, in my mind.

Q:
Yeah. Have you participated in any other ways in the Champaign community, than your photography business?

A:
In terms of – I’m currently in Rotary, so there’s a lot with that. Over the years, I’ve worked with the nursing home and bringing dogs and cats to the residents there. The Chamber. Different organizations that I’ve been a part of.

Q:
Right. How has the University changed since you arrived in Champaign?

A:
The University has gotten, I believe, much more – has a little more of a corporate feel than when I first arrived. And I don’t know if the number of students has really increased or not, but there’s much more of a corporate feel. 

Q:
Do you have children?

A:
Yes.

Q:
What do they do and what are their ages?

A:
Fourteen-year-old daughter who is in 9th grade, and a nine-year-old son.

Q:
Oh, I’m 14. So what do you really wish to see changed? What do you really wish to happen for Champaign?

A:
I don’t know that I’d call it a change. I think we’re on a good path. I’d like to see continuing the path of – I think it comes out in three dimensions, as what’s happening downtown. There’s the arts, you know, culture, technology. I really do love the fact that we have the knowledge in this town, the engineering knowledge, and the world-class artists and entertainers. So in terms of the culture, I’d like to see more of that come together and be visible in local venues. 

Q:
Do you have any other studios in Champaign or anywhere else?

A:
No. No. Except, as I say, online, www.kanfer.com
Q:
And so, what events or great events that have happened in Champaign that really stand out in your memory, like a parade or—

A:
Just off the top of my head, in the recent past, starting with probably the farthest back, would be the Farm Aid Concert. I’m thinking in terms of putting us on the national map. Farm Aid was – I remember driving past Memorial Stadium and listening to the Beach Boys play at the Stadium. The writing of the first browser by Marc Andreessen [ed.note: sp. verified] at the University, later to be Netscape, which revolutionized the Internet. And I might come up with another one but—

Q:
Have you lived through any wars in Champaign?

A:
I was just starting high school during the Viet Nam War.

Q:
And how would you say the community was affected, or did you know somebody who was affected by the War?

A:
I think we were all affected by the War, long term. But I don’t know specifically, didn’t really know the community at that time. 

Q:
So would you say that the alleyways and the University Avenue would be like your favorite places to photograph, or are there certain areas that you really love to just go and capture?

A:
I like downtown. I like the fact that we don’t have a brand new downtown where everything is neat and clean; it has an historical background. You can look at something and I think you can think about the people before us when you see an old building. And so, I love the texture and the history in downtown. I love the bike trail on the south side near, just south of Kirby, that goes around. And at one point I think they were thinking about doing a bike trail and circling the city. I don’t know if that was –

Q:
Oh, really?

A:
Yeah, it goes out toward Kaufman Lake and up towards Parkland. 

Q:
Tell me about your experience, more of your experience taking Architecture at the U of I.

A:
I barely remember in the fact that it was such hard work. It’s a little tough mixing the analytical with the emotional because you can spend a lot of time on math and then have to switch gears and come up with something that there was no right answer to. It was design. So there were a lot of all-nighters, trying to make decisions that you – no real answer to. So that was a – One of the nice things that I look at in terms of going to school here is that unlike, say, Carbondale – And, of course, I don’t know if it’s an absolute positive, but because we don’t have mountains or oceans or woods even close, it was a good opportunity to perfect what I was doing without the distractions of – I love to canoe, for example. When I first moved here, I looked on the map and saw that we had the Boneyard. And I got here, and that’s not really a canoeing river. [chuckle]

Q:
Yeah. So to end this off – I’m out of questions. Do you have any tips for aspiring or new photographers?

A:
Primarily I think you have to do it out of a passion either out of the art or for communicating something. That has to be first. And because in order to do that, it’s gonna take a lot of work on the other side, and the other side in terms of making a living or selling the work, being open to criticism. I always look at criticism as something that I’d rather have than praise because how else can you improve if you only get praise? You know, so I think young photographers starting out should look at their work and see how they can improve it. And it’s a lot of persistence.

Q:
What would you say – what steps would you say they’d have to take to become a great photographer?

A:
Have – have – have the emotion inside that you can translate into two dimensions and working on the technical skill to translate that. You have to have the feeling to start out with, the feeling of “This is what I want to communicate.”

Q:
When you said you were doing self-portraits, were you photographing or were you sketching.
A:
I’m sorry, just portraits, photographing portraits. So I might do a family portrait or a kid’s portrait or –

Q:
Oh, I see. Alright, then. So do you have any other wishes for Champaign’s future?

A:
I made a very definite decision when I was living in Minneapolis, that I want to retire here. And the reason I want to retire here is because the mix of the people, with the University, with the rural – and I think that mix is great. I think it’s a progressive, diverse community. I think it’s – my wishes would be that it remain that way and that we continue to look forward and use what we have here to our advantage. 

Q:
Thank you very much.

A:
Thanks. 

END OF INTERVIEW WITH LARRY KANFER.
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