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In 1985/1986, Liv Valmestad started making wooden 
constructions. It was her last year in art school. The 
pedagogy of painting at the University of Saskatchewan, 
as elsewhere in Canada, emphasized the lessons of 
the modernist canon. Abstraction allowed for multiple 
sources of inspiration — feeling states, natural elements 
and symbolic codes — but colour, shape, line and touch 
took precedence. Fast forward twenty-plus years since 
graduation: Valmestad has become well known as a 
professional in Fine Art information science. She explains, 
“I process information.” The simplicity of the statement 
belies the taxonomic and scientifi c acts that orchestrate 
the myriad interpretations, histories and representations 
of Art and Art History. It is a practice at once analytical 
and fi lled with excess. Imagine being surrounded by 
tantalizing bits of Gothic arches, motifs from Venetian 
tapestries, psychological underpinnings of patterns and 
the luminous skies of British landscapes.   

Valmestad’s current body of work, Linearis is borne out of Linearis is borne out of Linearis
this complexity while adhering to the tenets of abstraction. 
Made in 2008/2009, it comprises a series of painted 
wood constructions that hang on the wall. It continues 
the artist’s earlier interest in relief sculpture. During her 
sabbatical of 2004/2005, she created wooden reliefs 
or assemblages that were reworked through paint and 
texture. “It is really where I left off in art school, though 
I did the odd commission and my folk art.” The results 
recall the late work of American abstractionist Frank 
Stella while invoking the whimsy and simple shapes of 
Hans Arp’s Dadaist constructions. Isolated elements from 
traditional Norwegian Folk Art, a style endearingly familiar 
from home, travel and working in Norway, make an 
appearance. Valmestad explains, “Folk art merges at this 
time with my use of the arabesque line and other linear 
elements similar to the folk patterns.” (See Figs. 1 and 2).  

The 18 works in Linearis are a synthesis of ideas and Linearis are a synthesis of ideas and Linearis
traditions that demonstrate Valmestad’s engagement with 
abstraction as a personal research tool. Her penchant for 
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working in series, beginning with an analytical premise, 
supports extended and exuberant play with paint, often 
with an emphasis in analogous colour passages. A 
small exhibition catalogue of 1940, Emotional Design in 
Painting, written by C.  Law Watkins, Associate Director of 
the Phillips Memorial Gallery, piqued the artist’s curiosity. 
The catalogue illustrates 28 abstract motifs in simple 
line drawings on its cover, each associated with a mood 
or sensation. Valmestad’s interest in line and emotion 
resonated with what is now understood as an archaic 
approach, albeit one that grapples with the location of 
human emotion.    

The works in Linearis, unlike the constructions that 
emphasize an empty centre, open work design and 
centrifugal forces, are based on the square. In the 
assembly and in the painting, the consideration of edges 
is preeminent. It’s a deliberately discontinuous painting 
surface. Shadows and recesses become elements in 
the fi nished painting, creating movement and shifts 
in light and dark across the surface. Viewers will be 
drawn to a range of strident, peaceful, vertiginous and 
luscious colour passages based on the artist’s formal 
arrangements of hue, value and intensity combined with 
shape and pattern. Valmestad notes that some of the 
colour schemes are “feminized” through the culturally 
coded association of femininity with pinks, purples, 
blues and aquas. While her formation has been shaped 
by modernism, additional modes of thinking about 
abstraction have come through an intense mentorship 
with artist Diane Whitehouse through Mentoring Artists for 
Women’s Art (MAWA), and attendance at Whitehouse’s 
summer art camps since 2005. Such camaraderie among 
women artists has led to intense discussions about the 
gendered body and cultural codes, and how women’s 
lives are inextricably tied to practice.   

Valmestad ultimately disrupts her analytical schemes 
and transforms these as she progresses. They are only 
starting points. The fi rst work in the exhibition, (Figure 
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3), with its repeated vertical elements resembles both 
an earlier sketch of tulip stems and decorative folk art. 
The artist explains, “This is about linear movement, 
colour and pattern. It is self-referential. “In Linearis, 
one might discern leaves, tulips, vulvas, fi sh, tongues, 
ornaments or cellular membranes. One might identify, 
among the ensuing compositions, motifs that take as 
their starting points visual assertions from Emotional 
Design in Painting. These include: the fountain, concave 
lines, vertical lines, the arabesque, concentric lines, the 
odalisque, the spiral and Gothic arch. Valmestad, upon 
refl ection, may relate a shape to a dance movement or to 
a sensation of happiness or vigour.  One painting informs 
another. There are movements between paintings, where 
a small motif may be magnifi ed in a later work, repeated, 
or even imagined inside out. More essentially, the artist 
gives herself over to a process from which dense imagery 
emerges.  In Figure 6, a deep orange is introduced on the 
upper left.   “It’s a kind of a magnifi cation, about shedding 
skins, visceral stuff, ripping back layers of things . . . 
looking at the insides.”  The intense colour and patterning 
and the raised and shifting surfaces trace a movement 
into a consciousness with the self. This occurs through 
connections between the physicality of the paint, the 
ambiguity of the imagery, and the way shape and colour, 
transmitted through the body, reelect back on movement 
and mood.   

Linearis is an infrastructure for successful experimentation Linearis is an infrastructure for successful experimentation Linearis
into abstraction and its meaning states as well as a 
deeply personal and unplanned journey predicated on 
the manipulation of paint.  There are still layers to unearth 
and explore. There is no doubt that Valmestad’s fl uency 
in ordering the rich literature of Art and Art History have 
infl uenced her understanding.  Ordering complexity is a 
hallmark of Valmestad’s achievement, both in and out of 
the studio.

Amy Karlinsky is a writer, teacher and curator.
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List of artworks in exhibition: 
(all pieces are 60 x 60 cm.)

Untitled 1, 2008
Untitled 2, 2008
Untitled 3, 2008
Untitled 4, 2008
Untitled 5, 2008
Untitled 6, 2008
Untitled 7, 2009
Untitled 8, 2009
Untitled 9, 2009
Untitled 10, 2009
Untitled 11, 2009
Untitled 12, 2009
Untitled 13, 2009
Untitled 14, 2009
Untitled 15, 2009
Untitled 16, 2009
Untitled 17, 2009
Untitled 18, 2009
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Figure 1: Blues Explosion, acrylic on wood, tree branch, 
130 x 90 cm, 2005, Buhler Art Collection

Figure 2:  Synergy Exhibit, University of Manitoba, 2005
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Figure 15: Unititled 17, 60 x 60 cm., 2009

Figure 16: Untitled 18, 60 x 60 cm., 2009
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Figure 3: Untitled 1, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2008
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Figure 14: Untitled 16, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2009
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Figure 5: Untitled 3, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm.2008

Figure 4: Untitled 2, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2008
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Figure 13: Untitled 14Untitled 14Untit , acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2009
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Figure 6: Untitled 4, acrylic on wood, velvet, 60 x 60 cm., 2008
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Figure 12: Untitled 12, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2009
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Figure 7: Untitled 6, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2008

Figure 8: Untitled 7, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2009
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Figure 11: Untitled 10, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm, 2009
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Figure 9: Untitled 8, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2009
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Figure Figure 10: 10: Untitled Untitled 99, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2009, acrylic on wood, 60 x 60 cm., 2009
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The word linear comes from the Latin word 
linearis, which means created by lines.

Artist Statement  

I have always worked with collage because I am 
interested in the act of creating image and form through 
the process of layering. The constructed reliefs are a 
marriage of collage, sculpture and painting.  In this body 
of work, the constructed reliefs are now more visually 
complex and denser than my previous work.  I have 
intentionally restricted myself to working with 2 x 2
square foot boards and have cut additional pieces of 
wood into lines that are glued onto the wooden square 
in a repetitive pattern.   I have challenged myself to work 
with straight or slightly curved bands of wood, instead 
of larger triangular shapes I used in my previous body 
of work.  In some of the paintings, I refi ned the fi nished 
product by cutting away corners to strengthen the overall 
design and composition.  As a result, the work has 
achieved an equilibrium or sense of completeness and 
has a more internalised and confi ned energy.

I am intrigued with the idea of mixed space, where 
colour, texture and pattern dissolve surface planes and 
create both an illusionistic and physical sense of space 
and movement. Through energies and rhythms created 
by shape, colour and texture, I force the viewer to react 
and interact by guiding the eye, inside and out, and back 
and forth. I am intrigued in seeing how far I can push 
the process of decorating -- adding texture, colour and 
patterning, to a work before it is too much for the viewer 
to absorb without “arresting the eye.” 


