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Abstract 

This paper accompanies an exhibition of visuai art entitled 

"Pentimento". It discusses rny inquiry into underlying structures: ideas, 

bones, canvas and stretchers. 

1 have been slitting and combining canvases, removing materiai to 

discover its residue, bleaching to find imagery and form, and Bnally 1 am 

using light-sensitive ernulsion to record and ultimately represent the gesrure 

of reduction. By taking away objects such as pennies, stencils and bones, that 

create images, 1 have found new dimensions both on and within the surface 

of the canvas. 

These processes have created illusions of form where there is acnially 

nothing. Eventually, no medium remains, no residue, nothing to pollute 

the message or the image. The essense of illusion is now embedded in the 

underlying suucnue or support. 
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1. Pentimento: Introduction 

For me, An-making is my bestowal of significance. Art-m&g is the 

human act of "making specid"1 , in EUen Dissanayake's words. Visual art, like 

music or the Internet, has the pocentiai to be an internationai, cross-cultural, 

universd language or medium. 

1 have the training to look at ideas and objects fiom a kaieidoscopic 

point of view. Because 1 have studied Art History, Colour, Design, Painting, 

Photography, Printing, Sculpture, Textile Manipulation and Weaving, I 

have the oppormnity to single out or combine media as required. Working 

with a vast vocabulary of medium has made me aware of the materiai 

quaiities inherent in each. 

I have traveled extensively and have become aware of other ways of 

seeing, other modes of art-making. My trips have taken me to Itdy, France, 

England, Scotland, Holland, Belgium, The United States of America, Japan, 

China, Mexico, and across Canada. 1 have seen that Art is d-encompassing. 

It is not jusc concerned with covering up surfaces with manufacnired 

pigment. 

Currendy, 1 have been researching alternative mediurns to ppaint 

because I believe it is a politically charged medium. Like 

1 continue co use the stretched canvas or fabric surface as 

many other painters 

a support for my 

1 "My own notion of art as a behavio tu... ra t s  on the recognition of a fundamend 
behaviourai rcndcncy that 1 daim lies bchind the am in aii thcir diverse and discimilx 
manifestations from thck remotest beginnings IO the prexnt day ... 1 cal1 chis renduicy 
tncfking p e ~ l  and daim that ic is as distinguishing and universal in humankind as speech 
or rhc skillful manipulation of tools." men Dissanayakc, What 1s Art For?, (Scade: 
University of Washimgcon Press, 199 1) p.92. (Ide anphvis is mine) 
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I spent the early part of rny graduate research discovering the mysteries 

of reduction, subtraction, discharge, deietion and removal. "It is my 

intention to continue to push, probe, and manipulate the 'canvas' towards 

the greatest potenciai 1 c m  or cannot imagine for it", I stated in my letter of 

application to The University of Calgary in 1995. "1 wish to fùrther 

understand, dirough exploration and experimentation, the 'stretched fabric 

surface' as a medium which is capable of borh reliing a story as well as 

inspiring one." 

For this reason, 1 have spent coundess houn experirnenting with the 

suppon, reveaiing and concealing the underlying suucture of the painter's 

illusionistic surface. For me, this has become the essence of my painting 

research during graduare school. 

Cloth canvas has corne to be regarded as a dominant means of 

supporting and srabilizing the painted surface. It is my desire to deal with the 

arrist's ground, paper or canvas. Incorporating the characteristics of diis 

ground into the overall concept or design of a work of art is prime research 

for me now. When some or a l l  of the underlying structure is revealed, or 

d u d e d  to, there is a respect for the suppon chat is conveyed to the viewer. 

This concern can symbolize a respect or recognition of human roots, 

traditions, and crafisrnanship. 

B. Mythological Context 

Cloth was first produced out of necessity. Embellishmenu were added 

to the human body to amact potential mates for the purpose of procreation, 

to repel illness and evil spirits, and disguise hunrers fiom their targeo. 



Linen spun from flax is the earliest known fibre to be uansformed 

into clothing, shrouds, funereal wrappings and wealth. Fibre and fabric 

production were direcdy linked with mortai and immonai weahh and 

prosperiv in ancient Egypt. Human history is nddled with evidence 

. suggesting the power and prestige that textile techniques and their 

manifestations held for pmicular societies. Trade, exploration and war 

dispersed ideas, methods and practitioners of particular techniques. 

Enthusiasrn generated in ancient Egypt for the embroidery techniques 

demonstrated by their Syrian slaves can be compared with the embracing of 

acrylic gel medium by contemporary western artists. Sharing, copying, 

stealing, and implementing new ideas has always played an important pan in 

the visuai arts and crafis.3 

Canvas is a fabric surface upon which to employ manipulative 

techniques as a means of atrracting, camouflaging, embellishing or 

transforming. Textile techniques, their myths and implications run rampant 

throughout the history of western painting. Canvas, pigments, and 

techniques such as encaustic and stenciling, owe their very existence to the 

history and development of the Textile Ans. 1 would argue that 

contemporary a r r i s û  have much to glean fiom the his tor idy inventive 

methods which textile manipulators and illusionists have employed- 

New onus is ~ laced  on the spinner of yarns, the weaver of myths, and 

the drearner of cirems in our simulated, televised, virtual world. Story- 

3 For specific information on the history of weaving and rotde manipulation sec Elilabcch 
Wayland Barber, Women's Work: The Fint 20.000 Years. (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1994) and Jack Lenor Larsen, The DveFs Art: Ikat. Batik. Planci, (New York 
Van Nosrrand Rcinhold, 1976). 
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marriage and death. In many cultures dyeing, especiaily patterned resist- 

dyeing, is considered an art form. Although Europeans have tended to focus 

on woven clorhes, the great fabric traditions of India, Japan, Indonesia, 

Centrai Asia, and West Afiica show as much, if not more, concern for resist- 

dyeing than cloth making. In these cultures the cloth on which the batik and 

plangi are executed, or the process that interlaces ikat yarns is as important as 

canvas is ro a painter. 

In his book entided The Dver's An: Ikat. Batik and Planpi, Jack Lenor 

Larson daims chat these three terms are universal for the principle resist 

media. They derive from the Maiay-Indonesian laquage. Larsen says diat 

'ikat' (to tie) has corne to mean wrapping to pattern bundles of yarn so 

tighdy as to resisr dyestuffs. Afier dyeing, these image-making yarns rnay be 

used as warp, wefi, or both. 'Batik' refers to the application of liquefied wax, 

paste, starch, resin, or clay to cloth so as to resist dyes. 'Plangi' denotes Ue-and- 

dye cloths specificaiiy, and generaily includes 'tritik' or stitch dyeing and fold 

dyeing.8 

E. Fabric Manipulation: Shibori 

Larsen's term 'plangi' could be subtided under 'Shibori' the even more 

descriptive and ail-encornpassing Japaneselnow relatively universai term. 

"Shibori" is the Japanese word for a variety of ways of embellishing textiles by 

shaping clorh and securîng h e m  before dyeing. The word cornes from the 

verb root Shiboru, "to wring, squeeze, press".gThe verb root of the word 

Jack Lenor Larsen, The Dver's An: Ikar Bank. Planri, (New York: Van Nosuand 
ReLihold, 1976) p. 12. 

9 Yoshiko Wada and Mary Keiiogg Rice and Jane Bucon, Shibori: The Inventive Arc of 
Japanese Shaped Resist Dyeing, (New York: Kodansha Intcmauonal Ltd.. 1983) p.7. 



emphasizes the action performed on the cloth, the process of manioulating 

fabric. 

Shibori is cloth that is given three-dimensional shape and then dyed. 

Afier the doth is returned to its two-dimensional form, the design chat 

emerges is the result of the three-dimensional shape of the doth, the type of 

resist, and the arnount of pressure exerted by the thread or damp that 

secured the shape during the doth's exposure co the dye. The cloch 

sensitively records both the shape and the pressure: it is the 'memory' of the 

shape that remains imprinted in the cloth. This is the essence of shibori. 

Cloth may be drawn up and bound; stitched and gathered up; pleated 

and bound; folded and clarnped berween boards; or wrapped dong a pole, 

then pushed dong it to compress the fabric into folds. A cloth rnay be dyed 

repeatedly, using a different shaping method each time. 

Designs created in this way clearly reflect the touch of the individual. 

No IWO persons fold or bind or stitch in exacdy the same way. Some 

techniques are more precise and even; othen are looser and free. The amount 

of force exerted on the binding thread, or in drawing up the stitching 

thread, or  in the compressing of doth into folds on the pole, varies from 

person to person. Individuai hand and temperament are imprinted in the 

dye. 

A sofi-or blurry-edged pattern is a speciai characteristic of shibori resist. 

The effect is quite different kom the sharp-edged resist obtained with 

stencil, paste and wax, An element of the unexpected is always present. 

Chance and accident give Life to the shibori process. This is its special magic 

and strongest appeal. Early manipulations such as braiding, twisting and 



knoning gradudy led to similar resist technique discoveries in virtuaily 

every geographic location on earth, except for the Antarccic. 

The term 'resist dyeing' is loaded with implied meaning and andogy. 

If one simply drops the 'et in 'dyeing', a totaily different concept cornes to 

mind. I see the interaction between the arrist and the canvas, which has the 

~otentiai to become art, as being very organic. The concept of 'resisting the 

death' of the canvas, and of communicating with the canvas, is virai to my 

experience. 1 feel that 1 want to 'get into' the canvas. Through the 

application of certain techniques, I have the opportunity to reveai 

something within the surface of the canvas. Remarkably, and for me, 

magically, these techniques still preserve the integrity of the canvas. 

Today, painters ofien speak of the exciting yet very intimidating 

moment just before the first mark goes ont0 the stretched canvas. By 

approaching the canvas cloth as a three dimensional materid from its 

inception, 1 am free to begin a cycle of creativicy that accesses the canvas from 

more than one point of view or perspective. It is something with texture, 

inherenr colour, character, size, and a back as well as a front. The canvas can 

be equated with a living organism. It may start out as unbleached or black, 

with the potential to be bleached or dtered in another way. It can be silk, 

linen, conon, heavy or iighweight, smooth or rough-each has its inherent 

qualities. Canvas has a grain, a character, and many other specid attributes. 

The doth canvas loses exady what it is naturdy when ueated as a sri& 

predetermined-size of gessoed surface, that has been sanded to uniformity. 



III. Life: Underlying Structure 

There is no way out fiom seeing art as a reflection 
or meditarion or a comment on life. 1 became 
interested in the process, including the arrist's life. 
I became interested in how art reflected the artist's 
life as well as how it reflected life issues, or 
existenual issues with which we are ail involved.10 

Listming 
Gtandpa was a fisberman, an enheprrneur, 

and an automat. Wben 1 was young Ipictured God as 
looking jut like Gran& I can r m m b e r  sittr'ngfir 
houn Iirtming to my grandfithmi storirs. He could 
captivate hü audience and would not t o h t e  
intmuptionr. He always put "Mamie: my 
grandmotber, direct4 in hm p k e  ifihe inteiectea!. 
"Humph. Who i telling this story anyway, you or me?" 
MamieJéll s ih t .  Quietly, in awe, we l&tened as 
Grandpa pun bis tales. He was always the hem, the 
fdea-guy : the one who worked barder t b m  anyone 
elrc. We couldsee tbat he was sticcesssfitl; one who 
was to be respecte4 m&ed and revered. If G r d p a  
war dripleased witb anyune in the fimi&= wcuc all 
suffmed we al1 were miserable. 

Learning 
I began to won& what $tories a f i b  could tel. 

Whm I was on Pelee Island a few nrmmm back, a 
huge fmale Lake Sturgeon w k  hn&h It was 
donrmente~ t b m  retzirned to Lake Ezie. One of the 
f i h m e n  preJent rmarked tbut "bat there fish had a 
rigbt to zurvive " h&g Iived "tbrough th founding of 
our nation, two worU wars, over-fishing, and extreme 
pollution". I began tu wonriPr what yams this 
stwgeotl would pin. I dLFcovmed that mrgeon uJcd to 
be conridered weless nuiiances in ncts chat were laid to 

10 Terry Bvren quotes Donald Kuspit in his book enuded Criticizinp AR: Understanding 
the Contemprary, (Mountain View, California: Maytkld Publishing Company, 1994) 
p.76 



trap more commern'aI& viable fish. Now tbese same fish 
litmal4 have become Wonh thnT weight in golCit wirh 
the growth in human t a n ~  for caviar. 

Con necting 
I have c o n n e d  the Lake Sturgeon and Silent 

Womm, like Mamie. Wbat ifthese fernales could talk? 
Wbat ifthey CO& te[L tbeir stories? In my large, 
Bq&, f;hingfimiLy, women were nrpected to ';put 
up "and '%ut up : It bas t h  me a long time to 
actualLy think about the stories chat havrn 't been toM 
Now Iam a long way fiom my linlefihing village. 1 
am becoming a "spinner o fyam" and a 'kellet of 
talcs': SometimesJ when 1 think of my part, Iferl likc th 
fish out of wuter': 

I am the product of a poet and a fisherman. My Mother, a doer and a 

drearner, taught my six younger siblings and myself to look beyond the 

obvious to find hidden meaning. My Father, a pragmatic, concrete diinker, 

brought fish home for dinner rnost nights. He used to live his life through 

his children. He loves the outdoors. 

Growing up in a deciduous forest beside a Great Lake influenced my 

way of seeing immeasurably. I was extremely aware of seasons, change, the 

elements, and n a d  cycles. The patterns of tree bark and waves, and the 

layers of leaves and uees impacted me gready. 1 appreciated the light chat 

fdtered dirough the trees in winter, its lacy look in spring, the densiry of the 

woods in surnmer, as weil as the prohsion of f d  colours. The horizon, the 

water's edge, the calm and the storm, the blues, the greys, the snow, the ice, 

the debris, water...it was a i l  important. 

My initiai creative experiences were 

interaction with the outside environment. 

I combined sticks, moss, peb bles and water 

the results of my constant 

1 made things with what 1 found. 

in shoe-boxes Iined with ùn-foil. I 



peered at my reflection in puddles as I waked 

bridge to school. The roads were made of dirt 

CO-existed with composting imagery underfo< 

swam up the creek in spring. 1 caught tadpolt 

which 1 released back into ponds. 1 made plasr 

spring mud. 1 spent hours damming and un< 

ran-off the woods eventuaily leading ro the cr 

1 learned to use tools such as ~encils, cr 

projects. I would reproduce images that I saw 

newspapers. Sometimes I would draw fiorn lif 

The potentiai of storytelling, myth-m 

something chat 1 became aware of through ar 

indocuination into religion. The concepts of 

were ingrained in me as a fledgling. Faith, tr 

Christian cornerstones. Forgiveness is as wrll. 

were brought up and taught to accept, not to 

question. 

I dien learned and was encouraged to d 

to formulate my own opinions, to lead and nt 

of fourteen, 1 was sent to Havergai Coilege in 

years. As it was a girl's S C ~ O O ~ ,  1 was surroundec 

actively participated in every aspect of school J 

not on the sidelines, cheering for all-male tem 

roles. Our role models were mosdy accomplisl 

geography, english, politics, physicai educacio 

schooi was a woman. 
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I first studied the discipline of Painting in the Art Hiscory Program at 

Queen's University. 1 learned of the progression of Western art fiom the 

Greeks and Romans through the Rennaisance and Baroque periods to 

Modern cimes. 1 was mesrnerized by the colours, the stories, the methods and 

the masterpieces, which we experienced mainly rhrough reproductions, slides 

and books. As expened of us, we faidifdly regurgitated facrs, dates, labels, 

and points of view that we were indoctrinated with. 

A bus trip to Cambridge, Massachusetts and then on to New York 

City in 1976 helped to make the subject more reai and tangible for us ail. 

Lacer, visits to The Nationai Gallery in Ottawa and The Art Gallery of 

Ontario in Toronto assisted in the study of Canadian Art. Ir was 

enlightening to see the art and not just rely on the approaches of the 

traditional authors such as Jason,  Gombrich, Reid and Harper. 

I saw art in a new context when I rook a course in Venice, Italy afier 

second year. It was entided "Painting, Sculpture and Architecture from the 

Medieval to the Baroque" There I saw an in a new context; it was conceived 

of as a part of a whole milieu. Artworks were not separate entities on 

instirutionally white wds .  Paintings were part of aitarpieces for example. 

They were ofien produced to relate narratives to less iiterate masses. For 

example, a central panel would iliusuate the birth, death or resurrection of 

Christ. Patron saints or pious farnily members would be depicted on side 

panels or pilasters which acted as frafning eiements for the central focus. 

Ofien a sarcophagus (buriai crypt) of paint, bronze relief or stone, would 

underlie the entire ensemble. 

We visired Ravema where the shapes of the buildings echoed their 

interior's rneaning. Inside domes were articulated with mosaic artwork that 



reflected the Saints and the sky. Even the windows, as diin wafers of marble, 

contributed greatiy to the overall visual, spiritual, and environmentai artistic 

effect. 

Art in Italy was not separated fiom life. I t  was integrated into secular, 

religious and politicd spheres. Art was visual, tactile, illusionistic and 

volumerric. I t  was not a thin veneer. Ir had substance and material 

crafismanship. It echoed underlying structure and longevity. Art reflected 

technolog, philosophy, beliefs (religious, politicd, social), and abilities. It 

had authority and relevance. 

I was mainly equipped with my philosophical and educational 

experiences when 1 moved co Halifax, Nova Scotia, via bicycle, shortly aker 

my experience at Queen's. While working part-time at the Daihousie A r t s  

Centre, 1 enrolled in NSCAD (The Nova Scotia CoUege of Art and Design). 

1 managed to do a BFA, taking almost every course available except Painting. 

I was inspired to take Sculpture, Weaving, Textile Design, Drawing, 

Photography and Printing. Many years ater 1 had graduated and worked in 

the fields of Textile and Interior Design 1 went back to NSCAD to formally 

study painting. At this cime I had the privilege of working with Gerald 

Ferguson. This encounter aitered my perceptions and ways of seeing the 

discipline of Painting. Ferguson's encouragement and interest in my work 

had a tremendous impact on me, and he continues to be an important 

mentor today. Ferguson maintains that "it is not die what, but the how" 

that is important in art-making. 

~iThis  quoration coma fiom a persona1 interview that 1 had wirh Professor Gcraid 
Ferguson ac NSCAD in the summcr of 1994. 



Through intensive reading, discussion, and debate at NSCAD 1 

became increasingly aware of the fact that, in the words of Parker and 

Pollock, in Old Mistresses, 

Art History views the art of the past fiom certain 
perspectives and organizes art into categories and 
classifications based on a stratified sysrem of values, 
which lads to a hierarchy of art forms ..Y 

Through this new awareness, I discovered chat the way a work of art is 

viewed depends on who made i t  and with what. 

IV. Early Graduate Studies in Alberta 

In the end we ail travel very lighdy indeed. 
Nothing co carry more subscantiai than mernories 
... and maybe that's the heaviest baggage of ail? 

In reuospect, the progression that my work has foiiowed in the past 

w o  and a hdf years in Calgary appears so logical. It seems naturai that the 

cultured, heaviiy laden surfaces would gradually lighten and brighten; that 

die loaded down materid-based imagery would dematerialize. Even the fact 

rhat I would quesuon the histoncal and contemporary dominance of one 

artistic form of discipline over anorher seems inmitable now. 

izRozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, "Crafiy Women and the Hienrchy of the Aw", 
Old Miscresses: Womcn. Art and Ideolow, (London: Pandon Press, 1981) p.50. 

13 Keri Hulmc, The Bonc People, (Auckiand and Toronto: Spiral in association wirh 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1984) p.323. 
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But 1 can honestly Say now that when 1 started my graduate research in 

the Art Department at The University of Calgary 1 could not have predicted 

this nirn of events. Heeding my supervisor, Professor Gerry Hushlak's advice, 

I set to work with gusto. As he said, "The more that was accomplished char 

firsr term die berner''. In retrospect, 1 r edy  had an awful lot of se& just to 

work through. There was rnuch that I simply had to get out of my system. 

Driving across Canada from Nova Scotia, via Ontario, metaphoricdly 

lightened my load. 1 remember explaining to others that 1 had the distinct 

feeling that 1 was shedding skins as my daughter and 1 traveled Further and 

further West, eventudly arriving in Caigary. 

Unpacking the car, physicaliy and visually redizing how much stuff 1 

had not trusted to the professional moving Company, should have been an 

indication that I was holding on to a tremendous arnount of memorabilia; 

physical evidence that 1 had another life, with other experiences. 

A. Early Work: Loaded Canvas 

Initiaily, 1 had the need to represent afi of my past in my studio work. 

My early graduate work was saturated with auto-biographid, art his tokd  

and mixed media references. Despite the fact that I had an enormous desire 

to 'scart fresh' and intentionally covered a cwenty-one foot wail in my studio 

with black canvas, I found that the desired state of ' tabula rasa' was 

impossible. The simple act of stretching that huge piece of dark canvas across 

the wall and standing back conjured up the bladcboard in my grade one 

dassroom. Iu sheer imposition and authority set my muid and han& to 

work. 
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Responding visually to a new, yet structured, learning environment 1 

first applied the cursive alphabet meticulously across the top. A school of fish 

(Sturgeon) followed in close succession. Using stencils 1 situated them in rows 

echoing the placement of desks in primary classrooms and then proceeded to 

individualize each with various techniques and rnediums that 1 deemed 

necessary. Utilizing various media such as china markers, bleach, paint and 

collage I accentuated diese shapes against the darkness of their background. 

The alphabet at the top was treated in a similar manner. 

Eventually the canvas was shonened to fourteen feet across. The cuc- 

off part was dissected and then incorporated into the remainder of the piece. 

When complete, 1 moved this work to the upper portion of the w d .  Ir was 

an iconographie block of memory. 

Below it 1 stretched another fourteen foor length of canvas. This Ume 

I staned at the opposite end of the gray sale, using lighr unbleached raw 

canvas. On this surface I carefully depicted images of fishermen posing with 

their catches of Lake Snirgeon as large as themselves. 1 procured these images 

from the archives of The Fisheries Research Station in my hometown. 

Aker using black Lithography markers ro carefully delineate these 

full-sized figures, I painted a mechanically blown up 'ruching' pattern over 

the entire surface. 14 1 c d  it an 'infhiry' pattern. This layer acted as a visual 

'smoke screen' or 'net' visually separating a viewer fiom the images. It gave 

the images the appearance of being behind glass- somewhat separated fiom 

reality . 

14 'Ruching' is che patrern which is accomplished by wrapping (in my case, usuaiîy black) 
canvas around a sono cube, scrundiing it dom and bleaching ir. 
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I had been experimenting on smailer pieces, in my studio, throughout 

this period of intense creativity. I discovered that taking w o  seemingly 

complete, imagery-loaded canvases, slitting them and combining them 

through a weaving process ont0 one strercher was visudy very effective. The 

specific information that 1 was utilizing, the obvious narrative, combined 

with the personal, historid and cultural messages that 1 was employing, 

were being subverted by the woven technique. The process determined what 

information surfaced and what sunk down to other depths -being physicaily 

covered up by a pre-determined mechanid process. 

The surface was very rich. The materiais and mernories were embedded 

formally through the application of structure. The information was less 

obvious, not specific to one individual's experience. 1 had some positive 

reactions to these pieces. With encouragement, as well as words of caution, I 

decided to actempt to impose this concept on the oyo huge founeen foot 

canvases. 

With contemporary artists Sol le Witt and Jennifer Bartlen in mind, I 

cackled the project. One canvas was to be warp (vertical), and the other wefi 

(horizontal). They were to be woven in a balanced 'tabby' weave, which 

rendered a checkerboard pattern, given the opposite backgrounds of black and 

white. The process would dictate what irnagery would be revealed, and what 

would be concealed. Fate would now dictate the outcome of chis work. 

The result was a large, rich, texnued piece, Heads or Tails?, (Figure 1- 

1) that hung with weight and presence on the waii in the Little Gallery 

exhibition thac I shared with another graduate student in January 1996. 

Com~ared  with the other pieces that 1 exhibited at that time however, I still 

felt h a t  this piece was a 'never-encling story'-still in progress, not yet resolved. 



Figure 1-1 W or Edd, Laurie E. Omsteaai, Januvy 1996 

F i  1-2 H d s  ctr laiL, Laurie E. Omstead, Febnury 1996 
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Aker the show, 1 reworked this piece u n d  it embodied the stories, the 

visuais, the information, the materiais, the memories and the experiences. I 

pared off the ends and wove the remaining portion, a square of about eight 

feet by eight feet, into a 'herring bone' or fish-sde patterned twill weave. 

Next, 1 secured it to a stretcher buiit to stabilize this structure. It was 

complete. Heads or Tails. (Figure 1-2) had become a rich, collaged surface of 

organized chaos. 

Now 1 reaiize that this piece captures the essence of my creative 

thinking and process during the early period of this degree. It embodies the 

elements that 1 deem necessary in my work, water, magic, energy, risk, 

experiment, and memory, with the authority of the support as underlying 

structure. It was as though 1 had coaiesced, dirough my an, with Jennifer 

Bardett, Gerald Ferguson, Anselrn Keifer, Sol le Win, and Robert 

Rauschenberg. 

Concurrent projects feed off each other, inform one another and are 

reactions to each other. Nothing develops in isolation. 1 have always found 

it necessary to work on many projects simultaneously. The other pieces that 

1 worked on and exhibited dong with this one were quieter, more carefûliy 

executed, and possibly more art-like. 

B. Next: Manipulated Canvas 

Subsequently, 1 investigated the potentiai of the canvas by coaxing and 

forcing imagery to the surface through bleacbg, piercing, removing and 

lacerating. There was anger, hstration, exhilaration, repetition and torture 

in my work 1 took some of my favourite pieces to the m e m e ,  even to their 

death, because 1 did not want to stop working on them. Works that no 





Figure 2-1 

F i i  2-2 k d b m g  Pcnnv.uk E. Omstead, 1996 



Fiire 3-1 -, Laurie E. Omstead, 1996 
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infinity pattern. Eventually these bodies were surrounded by a dense layering 

of embracing humans which were created with collage, stencils and paint. 

Afier its exhibition, the entire surface was systematically reduced to black 

gesso and black paint. 

1 had started this piece with bladc canvas. On its surface 1 had gone 

through an extended process of thought, experience, concept and narrative. 

Lacer I actempted to cancel or consume dl the evidence of work with black. 

The interesting thing is that the black paint was not successfùl in covering up 

the surface. It remains active. The story is impregnated into the surface. The 

information has been embedded in this piece. 

Recendy 1 removed this work fiom its suetcher and turned it around 

and then re-stretched it. The back side, that was never intended to be shown, 

reflects a memory of my work. Remnants of the story are there. They are 

evidence of the original marks that I made intentionaily on the other side of 

the canvas. The 'Pentimento' has been reveaied. 

The Riike quotation that inspired this piece continues to have some 

relevance. "Surely all art is the result of having been in danger, of having 

gone through an experience al1 the way to the end, to where no one can go 

any W e r "  .i6 

On the other side, or The Rilke Piece, Verso (Figure 4-1) which has 

now become the front, we are wimess to unadulterated traces of activity and 

privy to a working process that is seldom if ever seen by the viewer. 1 have not 

responded to this side with any additional materials or process. It has an 

honesry and openness to it that 1 am learning to appreciate. 

l6 Rainer Rilke is quoted by Chaim Potok in The Gifi of Asher Lev, (New York: Alfied A. 
Knopf, 1990) p.1. 





The imagery is the uacing, the remnant, the result of what has 

occurred or been imposed consciously to the outside of the piece. It shows 

clearly that forces acting on the outside affect the inside. Again 1 am delving 

into the canvas to find the red story- the clues, the action, the marks that are 

significant and intimate and 

Here are some secrets, inner 

process thar has affected the 

By showing this piece 

probably disguised or concealed on the outside. 

dimensions and clues to the decision-making 

outside. 

from the other side, 1 am rrying to make room 

for the thoughts and feelings that people keep to themselves and that art has 

generally excluded. 

1 aiso worked extensively on a piece that 1 refer to as Net (1996). 1 took 

it back to Lake Erie to be sunk by my father into the sarne lake where 1 first 

saw a Lake Sturgeon. Ir is still there - under the ice. 1 may attempt to retrieve 

it diis surnmer because 1 am interested in seeing what it looks like now. 

Perhaps it has been corn to sheds by wave and ice action. Perhaps ic is laden 

down with zebra mussels. Perhaps it has been caught in a trawler's net. 

Perhaps 1 prefer to have its fate lefi with my imagination. 

The degree to which 1 become a 'painter' is 
synonymous with what 1 make of myself as a 
person ... In effea the person 1 am is a result of what 
1 encounter, perceive, and learn.17 

l7 Eva Hesse is quored by Lucy Lippard in Eva Hesse, (New York: New York University 
Press, 1976) p.9. 



V. Post Modern Project 

In the aunimn of 1995, 1 planned an on-going, unit orientated 

project to coincide with the duation of my graduate degree in Fine Art. 1 

secured a corporate sponsor for the materids and fabrication of this project. 

Smed International in southeast Caigary produced one hundred identical, 

black, tackable, 1 8 " x 24" fabric panels, to my specifications, free of charge. 

This project involved disseminaung these 'personal bulletin boards' to 

individuds in the three provinces of Canada where I have lived: Alberta, 

Nova Scoria, and Ontario. The concept was that these boards would go to a 

variety of people who have been signifiant to me. The recipients, in turn, 

could use their boards in any way that they were so inclined. 

Now I am gathering these boards back. 1 plan to exhibit as many of 

hem as possible, unaltered, as part of rny finai exhibition. 

1 am obviously interesred in people. Post Modern Project is a form of 

communication and connection. It could be seen as a visual mecaphor for the 

so-called 'bulletin boards' that link people in this age of cornputers. 

I have borrowed the concept of a cornrnonly found image, the bulletin 

board, to assist in bridging the gap between my p s t  and my present. 1 had the 

need to hold up a mirror co the outside world of rny experience whiie 

working inside a studio within an institution. 

Post Modem Project is my attempt to use a specific strategy ro 

invisibly and then visibly connect a group of people. These bulletin boards are 

not 'slices of Me' but constructions created by selective visions and then 

removed fiorn their specific context. (a wall in an architea's office in 

Haiifax, for example) 



This projen stems fkom my experience in the fields of Textile and 

Interior Design. When actively engaged in chose industries, 1 was frequently 

conscious of the lack of opportunity given to individuais in corporate, 

commercial, or institutional environrnents to choose the visual attributes in 

their surroundings. Usually, a person rnerely controls the opportunity to 

embellish a desk or a side area with a couple of acceptable family-type 

photographs. Where available, tackboards or bulletin boards have the 

pocentid to reflect some specific individual personalicy traits. 

1 am interested in individuai forms of organization, decoration, 

clutrer, austerity, freedom and intimidation. 1 hope that participants in this 

projecr were able to 'forget' the origins of their bulletin boards and use them 

spontaneously and freely. The Post Modern Project is my anempt to 

understand some of the naturai tendencies that humans exhibit when 

organizing visual, somewhat personaiized information. I assume thar these 

elements will include things like dendars, tickets, invitations, memos, as 

well as some unanticipated souvenirs. Perhaps placement, sequencing, 

spacing, and the tendency towards the random accumulation of ' s d  will 

become issues surrounding this project. I am consciously trying not to have 

any predeterrnined expectations. 1 deliberately did not include any 

insuuctions on how-to or how-not-to use these devices. The elemenrs of face, 

chance, seleaion, evolution and individuality should be most interesthg and 

inuiguing when viewing the results. (Figure 5-1) 

In this project 1 am attempting to move beyond the mode of 

monologue, die mode of self-expression that is non-reciprod, where an 

artist imposes images or ideas on the world, but nobody c m  really answer 

back. My shife to a mode of dialogue creates an interactive, participatory kind 





of situation that is more relevant, 1 think, to the process and systems 

thinking of our time. It begins to break the speil -the notion that art has to 

be a totally solitary or individual pursuit. Post Modem Projea involves 

ninety-nine other individuais across this country in a collabo rative effort. 

They are making the 'content' choices, while 1 impose the 'form' or 

underlying structure. 

Despite the seeming homogenization of culture, unique voices 

conrinue to rise out of the babble oÇmass production. 'Pastiche' is a word 

ofien used to s m  up postmodern aesthetic. 1 think that it refers to a 

bringing together of many different elements to reveal something new. 

Perhaps this project brings art and everyday life a little closer together. 

Essentiaily, it is a collision of images that we encounter in everyday life. 

VI. Strange Attractors: Process 

A. Suange Atuactors 1, Woven Imagery 

This series began as an 83"x 64" piece of black canvas which when 

finished was called Strange Attractors 1, Woven I m a ~ e y .  It was laid on the 

floor where a femde and a maie body were diredy uaced onto it with white 

china markers. The rwo bodies in the centre were interactively jwctaposed. 

Then, on the periphery of the canvas, each body was uaced again - jus  at the 

edges of the piece -more aloof and cuc-off. The female is acniaiiy upside- 

down ac the top lei?, whiie the maie is right-side up on the bottom right. 

These simple oudines on black canvas had uemendous vitality. Using 

yarns of raw s a ,  linen, and conon 1 reidorced these c h a h  lines with looped 

nuuiing stitches. The resulthg images seemed to reference constellations in 





front diey were visual and tactile. From behind, as viewed through the 

plastic, body-shaped windows, the images revealed something about interiors. 

At this point 1 was not panicdarly happy with the la& of distinction 

between the figures and the ground. 1 was pleased, however, with the colour 

chat permeated the piece. The overail tonality was a sofiened plum-like gray. 

It was beautifid as well as being an inherent result of the bleaching process. In 

addition, 1 wanted a deep sea blue background, something reminiscent of the 

indigo colour of intriguing textiles of the past. 

Cyanotype (su-printing) had been introduced to me on a small scde. 

I decided to apply this very direct, magical technology to the fiont surface of 

Ais piece. In preparation 1 cut out about fifcy fish shapes from cardboard. 

They ranged in size from rhree to five inches. These fish stencils were secured 

with stitches. It is important with this technique that images stay perfectly 

still. Then the cyanocype solution was painted ont0 the entire background 

and dried in a darkroom. Later, the piece was exposed to direct sunlight for 

about fifieen minutes. Like bleaching, the next step was a thorough washing 

and drying process. This essentially oxidizu and fixes the colour in much the 

same way that historicd and contemporary dyers assist is the permanence of 

indigo. All the cardboard fish shapes were removed with exact echoes of each 

remaining permanently on the surface of the canvas. 

Once again the d o t .  was ironed and hung vertically. The figures were 

now swirnming and moving together underwater. 1 had read the ancient 

Egyptian myth of Isis and Osiris that morning over breakfast and was suuck 

by the mythological nature of this combinaaon of images. The indelible 

memory of Isis picking up fourteen ripped and scattered pieces of Osins and 

patching him back together, only to discover that the ffieenth and 
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remaining portion of the puzzle had been swaliowed by a fish was darmingly 

graphic! The fifieenth piece had been his genitals ... here before me was a 

canvas displaying an explicit heterosexual enranglement surrounded by 

probing, and agitated fish. 

The organic, negative shape that existed between the two central 

interactive figures, begged for attention. 1 could aimost see the positive ions 

running in pardlel lines back and forth berneen the two figures in that 

dynamic space. From the back, I applied a cornmercially pnnted wave 

~atterned fabric. It had rerninded me of water when 1 procured it. 1 then cut 

the shape out from the front, leaving the hands in the positions in which 

they had originally been uaced. 1 covered their shapes with commercial fish- 

fly patterned fabric. The area became hot and accentuated in a sensuai sort of 

way. Ir was strangely attractive. There was a physicai relationship raking place 

benveen these figures. 1 embellished the han& with beaded illusions of, and 

actual, fish flies. Once the strange attractor concept had been highlighted, 

(the feush quality of the fish-fly is an irresistible element for me), 1 could 

stand back and take another look at what was happening to the overall piece. 

The background was too suaightfonirard and thin. I t  lacked the 

mysterious qudities that 1 associate with the mychicd, under-the-sea, odier 

world landscapes that we cannot completely see or define ... but that we can 

experience or feel. 

The technique that 1 had been experimenting with using acrylic gel as 

a mernory residue for the impression and oxidization of pennies had the 

potential to add dimension and mystery and histov to the background 

without annihilating the imagery. 1 applied gel and pennies to 

approximately tkee-quarters of the surface; leaving one large and one s m d  



opening, exposing 

were removed, the 
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the deep blue depths of the cyanotype. Once the pennies 

residue was reveaied to have sokened the conuast beween 

the fish images and their blue background. The elements were blended, the 

colour undulated, and there was now a most ailuring reference to mosaics- 

memories of Ravenna and Roman bath. Here was texture and time and 

repetition. Technid,  mechanical and organic processes existed side by side. 

There was unit and there was whole. The deeper, more open spaces of blue 

with the more dearly defined fish shapes, offered another level-a deep visual 

place-a contrast to the other textured ground. 

At this moment 1 thought that this piece, Strange Atractors 1. Woven 

Imagery and 1 could be separate. 1 thought that 1 codd walk away; that it 

could stand alone. Unlike the last piece that 1 had worked on, which 1 refer 

to as Net (1996), this canvas had not gone to the 'point of no return'. It had 

resisted visual death. It was loaded, but not over-loaded. A baiance had been 

achieved and it was not the result of one single medium or perspective. It was 

an affirmation of the actionlresponse cyde on canvas that 1 engaged myself 

in. It was my metaphor for life. 

Finally, risking one more step, I cut up the surface and wove it 

together with another painterly cloth. "It moves and shimmers as the 

surfaces weave in and out of each other and the objects attached to it reveal 

themselves and then disappear. The piece is complete."'s , said Jennifer 

Eiserman when describing this piece. 1 have entitled it Stran~e  Attractors I, 

l8 Jennifer Eiserman, Penonal Writtcn Communication, (Calgary, Scptcmber 1996). 
Jcnnifer wrote a response to my 5 t r a . n ~  Amctorî Exhibition in Seprember 1996. This t 
an excerpt. 





Woven Imagerv because it is a piece about interwoven experience. It is a 

tapestry of life. (Figure 6-1) 

Joy and Woe are woven fine 
A Clothing for the Sou1 divine 
Under every grief and pine 
Runs a joy with silken mine 
It is right it shodd be so 
Man was made for Joy and Woe 
And when this we rightly know 
Thro the World we safely go19 

The finai version of this piece is more mosaic than collage. Pixel-like 

elements make-up the composition yet even with the imposed (woven) visud 

regimentation, the organic, life-like lines pervade. The images are 

interacting. There is energy in this work. I t  is concentrated in the centre 

imagery where the two key human figures are exploring each other 

physically. There is a titillahg quaiiry to this piece. I t  is dur ing and 

suggestive. It is about privacy and intimacy and specid experiences. It is about 

touch, sensation and loving gestures. 

B. Suange Atuactors: The Series 

Throughout the process of creating and compleung Stranee Attractors 

1. Woven Im-ry, I explored the individuai components that make up this 

work in a series entided Strange Amactors. On cwo 78"x 58" black canvases, 

which I entitied Strange Attractors IV (Figure 7-1) and Stran ~ - ~ t ~ ~ ~  V, 

l9 This text was taken from William Blake's lengthy pocm, "Augurics Of Innocence", 
which wu among a colicction of writings f o n d  in a notebook beiïeved to have bcen 
wricrcn in 179 1-92. P.udrey Snyder hu taken Blake's words and set rhem to music in a 
picce entided The Tapestry, (Milwaukee, Wisconsin: Hal Leonard Corporation, 1995). I 
was inuoduced to rhis song through the choir that 1 joined during my first ycar of 
graduate studies. 
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I specificalIy dug down to expose, define and dar i6  the human form using a 

bleaching solution. 1 worked down into the canvas as if it were Stone thar 1 

was chiseling away. In one 1 started with human oudines again. In the other 

1 appropriated an image of two embracing dancen that appeared in the 

Globe and Mail newspaper, page Ag, on June 10, 19%. The caption 

underneath read "celebrating prima1 energy ac a dance fesr in Ottawa" which 

seemed coincidental! 

On two 78"x 48" 'ruched' linen canvases, 

and Strance Attractors III, 1 recorded humans 

en titled Strange Attractors II 

interacting using the 

cyanotype process. Here the light sensitive chernicals trapped silhouette 

imagery on the surface of the canvases. In Jennifer Eiserman's words, 

The cyanotypes are traces of experience, 
mernories of the past, that linger and give shape to 
the present. ..Em bellishments of the surface are 
used sparingly in these works: a fish lure earring 
that catches the light and my eye; a stenciled 
scpirrel rornping between the figures, a kind of fig 
leaf; embroidered Line to caress an edge; appliquéd 
shapes and fanciful beads. They are focal points, 
the? "catch the eye". They att~act our a&tion.20 

These pieces, which utilize many of the elements and components 

that I have been concentrating on for a while now bring focus to my m r e n t  

experience. In this body of work 1 am no longer dealing with a longing for 

the past: for water, fish and people. This work is about living in the presenc 

and m&g gradual sense of the past It is about letting go. It is about 

moments of bliss. 

20 Jennifer Eiseman, Ibid. 



An unexpected ching happened when 
Laurie began the final piece in this body of 
work.(Strange Attractors VI) Laurie decided to use 
a length of patterned fabric quite different from 
die Bat canvases that she had used in the previous 
works. She and her p a n e r  lay down on the 
chemidly treated surface, once again ailowing 
their bodies to block the light in the cyanotype 
process. After the exposure was complete, Laurie 
washed out the diemical. Her body'; silhouette was 
strong, the other was faint, moving arms and legs 
behind Laurie's central figure. Meanwhile, the 
overail pattern of the fabric had been transforrned 
by the exposure. In parts it was barely discernible, in 
others, it aimost floats above the surface. 

Laurie decided to explore this piece hrther. 
She articulated the centrd femde figure, 
embroidering it's edge, embellishing it with beads 
and fish fies. She painted a seKportrait over the 
face and created a fanciful headdress of fish and 
bobbins for herself. Brightly coloured fish swim in 
the negative space surrounding her. Perched atop 
the work is a weaver's shuttle. It's yarn moves down 
the canvas and becomes part of the embroidered 
element. When I first sa; the piece I thought, "It's 
Shiva! The goddess of life and of death who 
controls our destinies." Laurie tells me it is a piece 
about stones wove and told, fish tales of 
enticement and capture. For me this piece is an 
icon for this body of work, "Strange Attractors". It 
is a piece about storytelling, about creating and 
giving life to ideas and experiences.. . 

Laurie entitled this series "Strange 
Attractors" . In mathematics, these are entities that 
consmict, giving order and meaning to chaos. The 
works c m  be understood as strange attractors, 
providing an ordered glimpse into the experience 
of passion and love. Passion and love become 
strange attractors through these works. The work 
tells a story of how they order our existence, b e  





it and provide rneaning for it. Love and passion are 
Shiva at work.21 

The S m g e  Attractor VI, (Figure 8-1) that Eiserman refers to as 

'Shiva', has a triumphant appearance, it exudes a feeling of confidence. 1 

have found ways of combining materials and imagery more clearly, more 

concisely, with more potency. I have discovered methods of communicating 

ideas wirhout having to subvert materials. The canvases are complex buc not 

confusing. 

I was delving into inner experience with Ais series entitled Strange 

Attractors. 

Using various methods of resist, reaction and response with easily 

accessible materiais and direct techniques, 1 continued to combine my 

interest in process with my fascination with chance and serendipity. 1 learned 

chat, co have life, materials can be manoeuvered and directed, but they 

cannot be completely controlled. 1 continued to resist the dying potentiai of 

my canvases by injecting the memory of couch, the directness of gesture and 

the intimacy of the hand. 

MI. Integrating the Past with the Present 

The Fish out of WatedNet diptych (Figure 9-1) represents a 

breacdirough in my thinking, in the way that I f indy aiiow myseif CO 

represent imagery. 

21 Jennifer Eiscrman, Ibid. 





Central to the large painting are the shapes of two large srurgeon. 

These images, or the shapes where we imagine h e m  to be, are derived 

through the process of laying down large stencils that 1 have made of life- 

sized sturgeon and then painting the canvas that surrounds them. The 

background becomes the imagery from a materiai point of view. The 

sturgeon, once the stencils are removed, are theoreucally non-existent. They 

are merely shapes; empty spaces. But because these shapes are large and white 

againsr a dark, and somewhat chaouc background, we read h e m  as being 

presenc. In actuai fact, they are absent. What a conundrum! 

The objects have been taken away, leaving a memory of their 

placement and interaction. The remaining image conjures up a presence in 

the viewer's mind when in actuai facr it represents an absence. 

At this point, die images become pure canvas. The topic, the subject, 

(in this case two lake sturgeon) is merely implied. The stencils that 

represented their shapes are mernories of dieir existence. The empty canvas, 

or blank spaces become places for the viewer's imaginauon. We are dowed to 

participate in die illusion. All the information has not been fed to us. We are 

free to finish the picture. 

I have done this before, but not as consciously. The silhouettes of 

human bodies in the Strange Attractor series operate in much the same way. 

In Fish out of Water 1 consciously make the decision to let the spaces stand 

alone and act as conjuren for images in the imagination of the viewer. SUU, I 

was compelied to embeliish the b e r  spaces. This rime 1 used springs and 

other bits of Çàscinaûng hardware. Perhaps 1 wanted to underline the fact 

that these shapes are not fish but blank spaces of canvas surrounded by 
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background imagery. In Fish out of Water 1 am definitely referring to the 

support, the stretched canvas surfâce. 

Ir's accompaniment Net (1997) is ais0 a piece that helped me resolve 

some ongoing issues in my work. I have ofien used "commercial fish fabric", 

referring to the consumer driven materid that sports fshionable imagery 

for clothing, household decoration ... and such. 1 stretched commercial fish 

fabric on a 4'x 3' stretcher and then proceeded to individualize each of these 

industridly regimented fish-like images with paint, beeswax, and tinted 

Roplex. 1 collaged significant images ont0 the surfice; an image of a lake 

sturgeon and my own rendition of net imagery (the ruching process that 1 

have now ofien referred to). 1 darned some window screens or nets through 

the surface also. Next, 1 wrapped the entire piece in jute (rope), uniquely 

packaging this work. The process seems to symbolize the catching of the 

whole image in a net, or the securing of it in iu  own hand-crafied container. 

I have ofien rhought of the stretched canvas surface as a net upon or 

within which an artkt captures imagery." Net (1 997) embodies this 

significant idea. It dso led me to frottage actud fish net impressions onto 

raw canvas with oil sticks; thus encouraging me to think about whar rype of 

imagery I might actually wish to catch in my canvas nets. 

My current work could not have been conceived of by me if I had not 

experienced this process of thinking and consequendy had the amal  

experience of working through these ideas on canvas. 

22 Perhaps this is a throwback to my y o d ,  when hh wcrc litcrally the most imponant 
images, other chan my f d y ,  ((haif of whom were fishermen) , in my Me. W e  ate fish fivc 
nighrs a week and on Sundays Our Pastor read, "1 WU makc ycu fishcrs of men" fiom the 
New Testament. 



VIII. Transforming with Sunlight 

Recendy, at the Robert Rauschenberg Retrospective at the 

Guggenheim Museum in New York City (Fdl 1997), I saw w o  exposed 

blueprint papers from his experiments, with Susan Weil, in the 1950's. One 

was called Untitled (double Rauschenberd ,and the other was entided 

Untitled(Sue1 They are both dated ca. 1950 and now forty-eight yean later, 

they s d l  seem remarkably fresh and intriguing. They were the first images 

to catch my eye upon my arrivai at the entrance to this enormous show.= 

These works were derived from traditionai blueprints, the 

perspectivally drawn diagrams or plans which acted as precursors to 

architectura projects. These for merl^ cornmon modes of visual 

communication were printed as copies in several layen on speciai paper and 

developed using ammonia fumes. 

A. Cyanotype Process 

The blueprint or cyanotype process which 1 am currently working 

with, was introduced to me, during graduate studies in 1996, by Arthur 

Nishimura, Professor of Photography, in the Art Depanment ac The 

University of Calgary. First invented in 1842 by the English astronomer Sir 

John Herschel, he c d e d  the process 'positive image uacings'. This ype of 

blueprintîng only works on nanirai fibres such as conon, silk, b e n  and 

viscose rayon; syncheuc fibres will not print. The fabric being used mut be 

23 These blueprint images can be scen in the exhibition catalogue by curators Waitcr 
Hopps and Susan Davidson, cntitled Robert Rauschenberc A Retrospective. (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, Inc, 1997) pp.46 and 47. 



washed and rinsed in hot water with a smail arnount of liquid, non- 

~hosphate, non-sodium soap. 

A water-based solution of green ferric ammonium citrate and 

potassium ferricyanide is applied to rag paper or natural fibre cloth and 

allowed to dry. When exposed to ultraviolet light, the ferric iron of the 

citrate is reduced to the ferrous state. M e r  exposure, the exposed paper or 

cloth is rinsed in water, and an insoluble iron salt, ferroferriccyanide, is 

Formed which permanendy stains the surface. The colour of this new iron 

salt is 'Prussian Blue'. 

Of particular interest to me is the fact that objects can be placed on top 

of prerreated canvas and then exposed to the Sun. The objects block the light, 

preventing the first chernical change, and the following water rinse clears the 

chernical out. The result is a high resolution 'copy' of the objects. 

The cyanorype process is a rnagicai way to directly affect the surface of 

the canvas or cloth. The Prussian Blue colour that it produces naturaiiy is 

reminiscent of Indigo. Even the way the colour changes in sunlight and 

water is sirnilar to the way cloth dipped in an indigo var darkens from green 

to blue as it oxidizes in die air. Setting the cyanotype permanendy on c a m  

by washing ir is easy and also compares favourably with the type of 

permanence the Indigo dye is fmous for. These attributes, combined wirh 

the diremess with which patterns and images can be developed, rnakes 

cyanotype an inuiguing technology. 

Cyanorype work can best be accomplished on crystal dear blue sky days. 

Murky, poliuted aunospheres create douding and blur irnagery. Places like 



Calgary are ideal for h i s  type of work. Not only is this process dependent 

upon dear skies and unpolluted water, its inherent blue colour refers diredy 

to the slcy as well as conjuring up images o f  underwater environments. 

Enr~ute~fiorn N m  York Citv to Calpan. Nov. 12/97 
A large portion of the worldj amhs live in 

a m  wbere populations are mtremely concentrated 
(New York, Paris, London, Tokyu) Onlv bits o f  the 

of these p h s .  These urban a&are sanrr&d with 
material, garbage) imagery, and m e s  ofwealtb 
and poverty. 

Anwurks, I believeD are reflectrons of peop fe 1 
relationrhips with their mvironments and otber 
human 6eings. For tbis remun, it Lr not su*prising thar 
Twentieth Cènhtry. urban-basrd painting bas ben? 
preocnrpied with coverrerrng, notbmbng, and dirgutiing 
the canvar. 

Traversing Canaah, f i m  Calgary, Alberta ro 
Hal*, Nova Scotia, with its vibrant hirtory, iits 
mallm d e ,  its rainy grays, splashes of sca -and 
deciduous Ieaves, then going on to Nnu York City 
where tbere is a concentration of more tbun nine 
million people at dl times is an amazing m> tu 
ncpm*ence. 

In Nnv York City artirts are r@ctz*ng th Cty. I 
c m  see why media, noire, jank, and neon, uffect and 
inflwence attmpts at creativi~v. 
.I 

~ov ing>o  Alberta hrUdaficted my work 
signifiant4 It is lightrning and brightming and 
r@èctz*ng my new and red .pm~mces. 1 am in awe o f  
thir nnu Pace and my p h  and my rekztionrhip with 
it. I need to explore its variations, itsprotnmumD its 
un&&ing semets and uniqtteness. 

L&king out over the-vamtess of tbe prairie with 
ia mlr~ralgnd offinns and its organic lines of 
watmays and shadaws. l am mucR by th new 
pal- $bat 1 am hrning M appreciate. Amongrt the 
earthtonesD pools of watet rcfrect the sky. 1 am lucky. I 



am relieved to be almost home. The entire horizon of 
this beautt3I blae &me s e m  rainbow-likc. Gkzncing 
back Isee thejUll moon. It iz white in an air-bwhed 
latc afmoon sky of blukh-pink. I am tired, but 
happy. Now I see a gorgeous &ckh of mountain shapes 
with feathny c f o d  overhead Iam back in the 
landcape of cyanotype, fosik, OU bones and blue, 
biue sky. There is a ggloriour balance between land 
and sky here. How t e s  one depiet such a heavm 
without bring ciichP? 

K. Recent Work 

Presendy, my cyanorype work is dependent on sunlight. O n  sunny, 

cloudless days 1 am able to expose my specially treated canvases to the Sun. 

Objects placed on their surfaces resist the sun's transforming power while the 

exposed doth absorbs it. Water is used to develop the potentiai imagery. The 

images that remain represent the objects that were once present on the 

surface. The Sun also records their shadows. There is a permanent record of 

composition on the surface. The resulting finished canvas is a reminder of 

the placement of objects on its surface. The image even reflects the wrinkies 

and fol& inherent in the surface of the doth. 

Since 1 am arranging human bones on the light sensitive surface, 1 am 

actuaüy laying down parts that make up a whole, the human skeleton. Like 

jig-saw puzzle pieces, they have the abiüry to fit together, to create 

someching else -something that ail humans have in comrnon. Separately, 

these fragments resonate a familiariry without being too specific to one 

individual. They are parts of a whole that have potentiai to exist yet they are 

also complete entities unto themselves. 
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My cyanotypes, or Bone Poems have becorne final products. Unlike 

their architectural predecessors (blueprints) they are not merely the means 

that anticipate a specific outcorne. They are not striving to be something 

Iarger or more complete. They simply represent themselves. They are die 

'bare bones', the essenriai ingredients -the underlying structure and the 

images combined. 

Cyanorype is a very direct method of capturing irnagery, of recording 

what once existed. It is a magical, transient and illusive medium. My work is 

totally dependent on natural light, air that is relatively free of particulants, 

and unpolluted water. Southern Alberta is a perfea place to work with 

VanOtY Pe* 

The same essentiai ingredients that my work is dependent upon; aiso 

ensure that humans will continue to exist: water, oxygen and sunlight. I am 

glad that my work reflecrs the importance of these essential ingredients. We 

are dependent on h e m  for our survivai. Perhaps that is why there is a fiesh, 

pure, honest combination evident in my work at present. 1 am dealing with 

vital ingredients for human life and the underlying strength of the canvas 

itself; not superficial materials and facade. 

Cai~czni, Albma, Decemb I ,  1977 
Our fachution ar humans with natarai 

birtory, sucb us dinosaur skektonr, h a  prtpured us CO 

look at o w  own potential r m i m  in new wavs. Fos~ik 
A J 

ofprektoric creatures preserved in rock mikr me as 
b e i n g p a ~ n r h r ~  si'ijiant hue in A k a .  The 
daes, mmories, a d  silrnt stories that are implied 
tbrough t h  S ~ C S  ami impressions are lin& tbat we 
have with the part. No longer as rmnants ofgrrgrre$ 
devair and destruction, out bones, arr undr&zg 
mctures, tan 6e re-examined as fOm and shapes to 



in each ofour bodies. Tbcy are ext?-mely varied and 
specializcd Tbg make up our ske&tons. Becawe of 
our skelrtonr. we humam are ab& to sit, to walk, to 
r u s  tu swim, to ciance, to arkulatefnre movnnmtr, tu 
draw, and of course, tu turn cart-wheeh. 

W h  we humans die, our skehtons can rmain 
as remintiers of out bodies, oour emjtence. In our bones 
our individultl ston'es are mbeddPd Much can be 
h m e d  through the examination of our bones, yet 
vtzzlaI&, to the unnained eyc, these same images are 
ungendered signr representing th undwhing 
strucntres of former people. 

A. Bone Imagery 

1 first saw an Egyptian Mummy at the Royal Ontario Museum in 

1970. It was there that I first became aware of a completely different culture 

from a physid point of view. The concept and image of old bones wrapped 

in cloth impacted me gready. A recent trip to New York City (Fali 1997) 

reminded me of my utter fascination with this remarkable imagery, its 

impact and its implications. This cime, in addition to seeing an actuai 

mummy in its open sarcophagus at the Meuopolitan Museum, 1 was able to 

separate out different aspects of the burid procedure. Mummies were 

carefùlly wrapped in linen clothes that took on geomeuicdy layered 

patterns as they were bound. The designs rernind me of the traditional 'log 

cabin' quilt pattern. The relationship between the preserved human body and 

cloth is important in this highly developed form of preservation. Belief in an 

herlife was what essentidy propelled ancient Egyptians towards such 

exuemes (by our standards). 

When 1 visited Mexico with friends the spring before 1 entered 

pduate school, 1 was inuigued with the seerning 'preoccupation with death' 

that the Mexicans have. 'Day of the Dead' costumes fascinated me as did the 
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diverse ways in which skeletons were positively incorporated into rimals, 

visuai arts and crah.  Again a rich belief in an afierlife seems to inspire many 

bizarre, thought-provoking and fanciful creations. 

I am determined not ro be voyeuristic in my approach to using 

imagery however, early in my graduate degree 1 did have the concept of 'Day 

of the Dead' costumes in the back of my mind as 1 artempted to integrate 

bits of my past into my studio work. 1 subvened obvious references by weaving 

various elements together to create more formalized sratements which 1 

entitled Old Sturseon's Coat, and Old Fisherman's Coat. 

It was only this past Fail (1997) afier having been a Teaching Assistant 

with Professor Marcia Perkins in an Anatomicai Drawing dass that 1 started 

thinking more seriously about skeletons and the underlying structure of the 

human body. At fust this curiosity manifested itself in the amai  study of 

the bones of the human body. 

Cakary. Albma. October 25, 1997 
Drawing Lc a medium that iz nrpanding, like 

yeast, in my mind and body. My mind is as involved as 
my band l am shwly lcaming to artinrlatefiorn the 
inndc out. l am Gilecrliig with bones. I amfigunng out 
the m a r e  that un&hk each individual buman. 
T h  is dtA;cuIt. It involves a lot of  deteetive work Thü 
work iz m&g me -me& aware of my own 
m a r e ,  my own fiame. 

~ r a & ~  irÏ th way m i n a 5  me o f  the linh 
tht Art d y  bas witb 0 t h  drinplines rueh ar 
Meditfine, Psychohgy, and Sports. It underlines the 
s&wness of my pursuit tu unhrtand what Lr 
eszmtiaI& human. As Vitgnia Wou& once wrote in 
A Room of  One)  Own; 



"One musr strain off what is persona and 
accidental in all these impressions and so reach the 
pure fluid, the essential oil of truth."24 

Drawing z? about reuliping, reconnectzctzn~ and 
restructuring. It Lr about toolr andpractie. It iz about 
gettzrng in touch witb a precise momrnt. 

It is reasmring to learn about my unhbing  
stnicture. Tu know that we al/ have Uchiums and 
ckzvicles and vertebrac iz helpfU& in a workd thac 
sup+dlly compares hair colour and breast sizes. 1 
j n d  it invigorating to discover the strmgth tbut 
supports us all. 

1 began experimenring with human bone and skeleton irnagery using 

the cyanotype process on linen and Cotton canvas. The resulting series of 

work which indudes Bone Poems 1-VI, (Figure 10-1) Rememberin~ Water 

1-IV, Homo Aestheticus, (Figure 1 1 - 1), Time Am 

Develo~ing, Past Time. Reflecting, and Pentimento stems from the interest 

that has been kindled in me. Drawing what we know to be diere, but ofien 

cannot see (such as the skeletal frame that underlies us dl) is chdenging and 

intriguing. One look for dues, such as boney landmarks, as well as 

precedenrs in the hiscory of Art. One looks at and into oneself in a new way 

when faced with the problem of depicting what is inside and thus hidden. 

Studying the skeleton o f  the human body is not about surface beaury 

and decorauon. It is about h d i n g  the facts, discovering the essentid 

mechanics of form and movement. It is arduous work combining reveded 

and conceaied knowledge. It is about both guessing and knowing, digging, 

feeling, and reaiiy looking (not just skin deep) to discover actual shapes not 

24 Virginia Woolfe, A Room of One's Own, (London: Gnfron Books, 1977) p.26. 



Figure 10-1 U I  Laurie E. Omstead, 1997 



Figure 11-1 Hama, Laurie E. Omstead, 1997 



just the camouflaging elements such as skin, muscles, hair, fat and rnake-up 

that we are uicked by and so farniiiar with. 

The Bone Poems seem to capture a fleeting moment or a glimpse 

before the objem might rearrange themselves on the surface to be caught 

once again by the canvas or net-like (woven) strucnire. They also seem to 

imply a p a x  Like 'the printed word' they are frozen evidence of experience, 

of taies and stories alluded to, yet not totaily clear or particular. They exhibit 

beautifully shaped organic images caught in a spatial medium -perhaps 

water, perhaps air. We are privy co something inside: a private vision, a 

fleeting moment, another way of looking, of presenting, of seeing. The 

ordinary appears extra or dinar^. 

Cal~ary. Alberta, October 2 5. 1997 
A& painting the cyanotype solution onto 

V ~ ~ O W  pzèces o f  canvas, I composed arrangements of  
human bones (iynthetic) on the ru faces and exposed 
t b m  to sunlight. I bad prtpared some of the canvarcz 
with fionagc (nrbbings offüh nets witb oil stick) on 
their sagaces. 

Once washed, permanent images o f  the bones 
and thnr long O~t06et shadows revealed thmehez on 
the su faces of these canvares. 

Tb9 irefiesb and exM'ting und senn tu captare 
the feclig of the moment and t h  light. (Th net 
imagq underiines thk concept.) Working witb 
cyanotype involves energ and a fnrt pue. These 
images are totally dcprndmt on sunlight. Thcy are 
almost ilzstint mmory(not re4  not amai but 
poignant and satujjhg). 

I coated a ktrge canvns and udized an mtire 
skekon and variow bones on its su face., Th 
resuiting bluc îr v q ,  intmsc in th piece {Homo 
Aesthetz~ml and the image is bizarre. 1 am arrested by 
it. It st-artks. 



Once it is stretched , th illmon iJ going to be 
vny  eery and somnuhat ilhgicaal. T h  cyanotype 
solution war applicd to wnnkkd canvar and the 
outcome is rrpresmtationd of the very nature of the 
chth. It bar the look of dappled sunlight on watm 
(becauie of the bluc). This canvas appears to have a 
lifc o p  own. 

Ifl bad not bern involved in the Anatomical 
Drawing C h ,  I may not have thought of wing 
human bones in conjunction with cyunotype. It wac 
an excellent step l f e r l  directz'on with an open 
apertzîre ficzc~ed but not blind-sightea?). I am on a 
joumey once again and tbar makes me@ connected 
and reaiiped. 

Homo Aestheticus, Time Amphibian and the other pieces that are 

derived from the use of the complete skeleton are human first, rather than 

being gendered, coloured, aged, or specificaiiy referring to one group or 

individual. So much art, whether historid or based in the contemporary, 

~o~euristicaily represents people as other, pointing to colour, gender, beauty, 

age, or class. My new images have no skin and no genitais. They are 

unassociated, uncategorizable human entities. Thus they peak our curiosity. 

Skds,  crossbones, and skeletons ofien connote death, destruction, remains 

and funerds. My images, especidy Homo Aestheticus, seem to be more 

about resurrection. They convey optirnis tic, powerful, unearthly feelings. 

They appear ro be records or reflections. 

What a pi ty... that we hurnans don't have 
aesthetically pleasing skeletons. None of the 
elegance and beauty of your humble mollusc. 
Just a knobbily serrated jumble, headbone 
comected to de breastbone etcetera etcetera. On 



the other hand, maybe just as we ll... something 
rnight decide to start collecting us..? 

B. Consequent Effects 

The results are fresh and intriguing with the added benefit of 

variation depending on the tirne of year chat the exposures are made. The 

objects, their forms and their meanings change depending on what light 

they are exposed to. 1 wiii be exhibitlng specimens fiom October Lighc, 

December Light, February Light and April Light. My hture  intentions are 

to continue these experiments so as to eventudly represenc these images in 

light from each month of the year. 

The images are more distinct or distorted depending on the angle of 

light that hits the canvas when it is exposed. The light (especidy when at a 

low angle in winter) picks up incredible details describing the cloth canvas as 

well as the objects set upon it. Lighc gives us information about the objects 

without literaily translating them. Consequendy, the images that result are 

open to many readings. These images are more than still lives composed of 

human bones. They become objects of curiosiry or fascination. 

This work feels fresh and exciting. It seems to reveal something of 

significance without being shdow or boring. 1 am delighted to see what has 

transpired and appreciative of the collision of predictabiliry and 

unpredictabiiity that occurs. 1 get the feeling that 1 am looking inside, that 1 

am sharing some information, that 1 am experiencing something that was 

not necessarily expected. 1 want to accept what 1 see, not rejeçr ic or change it. 

Keri Hulme, The Bone Peopk, (Auddand and Toronto: Spiral in assouauon with 
Hodder and Sroughron, 1984) p.320. 
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1 have the desire to let the information stand as it is, be as it may be, without 

further manipulation or pollution. It is a relief to have found a way to make 

work that resonates something human, sornething that many can relate to, 

without pointing to the same old clichés. 

X. Pentimento: Conclusion 

How does one write about a process that has facilitated a change in the 

way one sees and possibly perceives? Working with the 'cyanotype' process is 

not redy  about addition or subtraction. The support remains as one surface 

physically, yet implies another dimension. The integrity of the picture plane 

is upheld. Magic occurs in the relationship or contract benireen the sutface 

and the depth of the illusion. The canvas is the medium. The canvas is the 

message. "Anything more would be decorative",*6 in the words of Gerald 

Ferguson. "Any more medium would pollute the message"27, is an idea 

derived from a conversation benveen young contemporary artists Ron 

Waikary and Luke Murphy, and with which I concur ac this moment in 

time. Stiil, 1 do not wish to be definitive at this time. To  be too concerned 

with dosure is dangerous for me right now. 1 want to continue to be open to 

new opportunities and new possibilities. 

26 Gerald Ferguson said thïs in response to slides chat 1 showcd him of my Bone Poems 
when I visited him in his studio at Pier 21 in Haiifàxl Nova Scotia on November 1, 1997. 

27 This quonrion has becn taken fiom a Dialogue between Luke Murphy and Ron 
Wadcaryl chat was published as part of an ahibition d o g u e  for their show Luke A.. 
M w h v .  Paintines. Rondd Wakkaq (Art Gdery, Mount Saint Vincent University, 
Halifax, Nova Scotia, August 20ch to September 27thl 1992) p.35. 



Old paint on canvas, as it aga, sometimes becomes 
transparent. When that happens it is possible, in 
some picnues, to see the original lines: a uee will 
show through a woman's dress, a child makes way 
for a dog, a large boat is no longer on an open sea. 
Thar is called pentimento because the painter 
"repented", changed hislher mind. Perhaps it 
would be as well to Say that the old conception, 
replaced by a later choice, is a way of seeing and 
chen seeing again.28 

I remembered the word Pentimento. It encapsulates a concept that 1 

first learned in the study of Art History. In the drawings and painting of 

great artists, one c m  ofien End beneath the surface, traces of an underlying 

sketch chat originally served as a structural foundation. This is especially mue 

where parts of a drawing or painting were lefi unfinished or where, in the 

search to establish a composition, the artist abandoned one idea in favour of 

another. The remnants of these preliminary underdrawings or 

underpainüngs, where die artist has had a change of mind, are known as 

pentimenti. 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines pentimento as the 

"reappearance of earlier underlying painting when Layer added lacer becomes 

transparent, revealing artist 's change of mind etc. (Italian=repentance) . " 
Next I felc that 1 had to be absolutely cornfortable with the ideas 

expressed in this definition. Back 1 went to the first accessible diaionary to 

look up the significance of the words that Hellman had so aptly nnüig 

together. 

2 My fàvourite definition o f  PmhKnto is by LiiIian H h a n  in h a  book cntidcd 
Pentiments, (NOK York: The New Amcrican Libnry hc, Signet, 1974) p. 1. 



The following words are the ones that I selected as needing clearer 

de finitions: transparent, o t r ' g 4  repent, change, conccpt, replace, cboice, seet 

and again.29 

Once 1 had decoded Hellman's compilation, 1 thought about how the 

word pentimento and its implications actualiy refer my work and my 

processes. 

1 try to approach objecrs or concepts literaiiy from every angle. 1 suive 

for a kaieidoscopic view. This includes a wide range of experimentation in 

many mediums, in many ways. 1 asked myself some questions. 

First, is it necessary to uncover what was there for me once, in order to 

see what is diere for me now? 

29 H.W. Fowler and F.G. Fowlcr, The Concise Owford Dictionarv of Currcnt En~lish, 
(Oxford, Oxford Universiry Press, 1976). 
Transparent- "cransrnitring rays of lighr without ciifhion so that bodies behind can be 
seen; easily seen rhrough attempred disguise; evident, obvious (ûansparent sincericy); easily 
understood, free fiom affectation or disguise, frank; shine though" 
Original- "cxisting fiom die fint, primitive, innare, initial, carliest; thac has scrvcd as a 
panern, of which copy or rranslacion has been made, not derivative or dependent, first- 
hand, not imitative, novel in charmer or sryle, inventive, creacive, thinking or acung for 
oneself> 
Repent- "creeping, csp. growing dong or just undcr surfàcc of ground; think with 
contriuon of, be regredul about or of, wish one had not done, resolve not to continue 
wrongdoing; feel regret or penirence about somerhing" 
Change- rake or LM another instead of; give up, gct rid of, make dXerent; become 
diffcrent, arrive at ficsh phase; bccomc new" 
Concept- " ida  of dass of objecrs, p e r d  notion; invention" 
Replace- "put badc in place; take place of, succced, be subsututed for, be supeneded, fd 
up place of, find or providc substitutc for; hence replaceable" 
Choice- "choosing, sclection; deude between possibilitics; power, right, faculry, of 
choosing; of pickcd qualiry, chosen" 
See- " have or exercise the power of discerning objeco wirh the eyes; disccm menrdy, 
anain CO comprehension of, apprehcnd, ascenain by scarch or inquiry or rcflecrion; 
consider, foresee; rake view of, have opinion OF' 
Again- "anothcr time, once more; make second effort" 



Second, what was 1 taught? What did I learn? How have 1 processed 

connected d of this information? 

Over the past two and a hdf  years in graduate sdiool, I have been 

peeling back layers to look underneath surfaces. Inevitably, 1 have found a 

new way of seeing, a new beginning, an essence. 

Essence is what is cded the Suange Attractor in 
fractd mathematics. It is a consuuct that provides 

A 

order, meaning, and direction to apparent chaos-to 
celebrate its pattern and discern its future 
possi bilities.30 

I have been slitting and combining canvases, removing materid to 

discover its residue, bleaching to find imagery and form, and finally I am 

using light sensitive emulsion to record and ultimately represent the gesture 

of reduction. By taking away objects such as pennies, stencils and bones that 

create images, 1 have found new dimensions both on and within the surface 

of the canvas. 

These processes have creared illusions of form where there is actudy 

nothing. Eventudy no medium remains, no residue, nothing to pollute the 

messzge or image. The essence of illusion is now embedded in the underlying 

structure or support. 

In rny work 1 acknowledge the traditions of painting by image-making 

on canvas. The cyanotype solution is created by dissolving chernicals in water, 

painting the  resulting solution onto canvas, and then using it to impact 

colour onto the canvas sutface with the assistance of light. 

30 Jean Houston, A Mythic Lifc: h i n  to Live Our Grcarcr Story, (New York- 
HarperCollins, 1991) p.8. 
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1 practise the same rituais as any painter. One difference is that 1 am 

not covering the canvas support. Instead, 1 emphasize it. 

The next question to be asked is: What places an artist or an object in 

the tradition of painting? What are the key premises upon which the idea of 

painting are based? 

First, his torically, theoretically, and descnp tively speaking, the act of 

painting sho uld include the utilization and manipulation of the substances 

known as pigments, oils, varnishes, and thinners that we associate with the 

medium of paint. Treatment of surface seems key to the concept of painting. 

Second, the need for a support is generdly accepted as a cruciaily important 

factor in the crafismanship of painting. Substances that an artist combines to 

create painting need to be supported by a certain degree of stability 

structurdly. These supports are traditionaiiy in the form of walls, suetchers, 

and panels, made of paper, canvas, Stone, wood or metai. Third, images and 

illusions are generally thought of as being synonyrnous with the notion of 

painting. 

Again, referring to the dictionary, I discover that paint is defined as 

"colouring matter, especiaily when suspended in liquid in order to impact 

colour to a surface." In fact, one can "paint with words" when writing with 

eloquence, and "a painter is aiso a rope attached to the bow of a boat for 

making it fasr to a ship. It effects a separauon". The Oxford Dictionary 

defines painting as the "m of representing or depicring by colours on 

surface". 

In the history of art-making there have been many attempts made to 

arrive at a pure concept of painting, of rehement, of minimalism. By their 
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very natures these distilling processes, such as colour field painting and 

Abstract Expressionism, are incapable of dealing with recognizable imagery. 

Through rny inquiry into underlying structures such as ideas, bones, 

canvas and stretchers, 1 have discovered that for me the actuai materid of 

paint is no longer needed to create a "painting". 1 have met the criteria that 

is necessary to 'painting' without being reliant on the acmd medium of 

paint. The idea of 'painting' is implicit and understood in my new work. In 

my current work, there is no longer a need for an intermediary tool or 

materiai to create illusion or irnagery on the stretched canvas surface. 

Through experimentation and rhought processing, 1 have simply 

cleared away the excess of paint in order to find the essence of painting. 1 

have uied to make my work 'universally accessible' and less 'polluted', to draw 

upon some appropriate bumords of our time. For me, the word pentimento 

suits these ideas precisely. 

Countless projeas, processes, questions, experiments, and ideas over 

the past d i i q  months lead me to conclude that the concept of painting is 

not dead in my work. It has been researched and has undergone 

transformation and reinterpretation in my recent work. 

Finally, 1 would like to share the words of Howard Risani from his 

book enuded Postmodern Perspectives, 

Since we aii share a human existence, exploring the 
question of what it means to be human wouid 
certainly be a place to start. To do this an must first 
recognize that to be a human being in society today 
is not a simple matter; it entails a complex psychic 
existence in which economic, social, political, 
environmental, biological, and mani other 
demands all corne into play at the same t h e .  As 



human beings we simply cannot be reduced to 
some kind of eithedor dichotomy, nor c m  the 
issues we face. As we enter the next millennium, if 
art is to continue to play a meaningful role in 
society, artists must find new ways to bring the 
power of the aestheuc dimension to bear on this 
issue.31 

"New can mean a fresh way of looking at a shared experienceW32 , says 

Lucy Lippard in Mixed Blessin~s. She also points out that Joseph Campbell 

once remarked that "art is the only ritual medium we have lefi today, but 

that not many artists reaiize what they are handling."33 

Eventually getting down to bare bones and raw canvas has helped me 

to clarify what the essential ingredients in my work actually are. The 

cyanotype process has dowed me to work with imagery without obliterating 

my primary medium, which is the doth canvas. By 'pushing, probing and 

manipulating' the canvas, 1 have findy discovered that it is no longer 

necessary for me to tell a story. Working with the inherent qualiues of 

canvas, as a medium, 1 have gradudy learned to assist it in irs ability to 

inspire. 

31 Howard Risani, Postmodern Perspectives: Issues in Contemporary (Uppcr Saddle 
River, New Jersey: Prcnticc-Hall Inc., 1998) p.309. 

32 Lucy Lippard, Mixed Blessinpr NOK Art in Multiculnuil America, (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1990) p.14. 

33 Lucy Lippard, quoung Joseph Campbd near the end OF her book entiticd Mixed 
Blessinm: New Art in Mulcicdrural Amerka, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1990) p.244. 
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Appendix One 

1. Recipe for the Cyanotype Emulsion 

Safety Measures: Rubber gloves should be worn and there shouid be adequate 
ventilation for al1 stages of mWng the emulsion and coating the paper or 
canvas. 

Mix two stock solutions 
Stock A: 
Ferric Ammonium Citrate 
Oxalic Acid 
Distilled Water to rnake 
Stock B: 
Potassium Ferricyanide 
Oxalic Acid 
Ammonium Dichromate 
Distilled Water to make 

68.0 grarns 
1.3 grarns 

250.0 mls. 

23.0 grarns 
1.3 gram 
0.5 grams 

250.0 &S. 

Note: Store the stock solutions in brown bottles. Mix equai parts of A and B 
and spread the ernulsion immediarely on the paper or canvas. The emulsion 
is sensitive only to blue light, and standard sdelights can be used during 
prepararion. Spread the emulsion with a nonmetaiiic brush or sponge brush 
and dry the coated canvas or paper in the dark. The emulsion must be 
completely dry. Work with a ultraviolet rich light source (a sunny day 
withouc rnuch wind is perfect). When the canvas or paper is dark enough, 
wash it in cold wacer u n d  the ydow dichromate stain is gone. Wash the 
canvas in the washing machine to ensure that the blue colour is fmed. 

II. Colour Variations 

A. Blue 

When the cyanocype solution is appiied to coloured fabrics or canvases, 

secondary colours result fiom the blue blending with the originai colour. 

The possibiiities are as varied as the shades of colours avdable. By varying the 



tirne of exposure from three to twenty minutes, a wide range of colour 

intensiq can be achieved. 

B. Removing the Blue 

Ammonium hydroxide, chlorine bleach, hydrogen peroxide, 

phosphate-based soap, sodium metasilicate, sodium silicate, sodium sulfate, 

tri-sodium phosphate (TSP), and washing or baking soda are substances that 

will remove the blue colour from the cyanorype image. 

The fastest and easiest way to remove the blue is to use TSP. Wear 

rubber gloves, mix TSP in a bucket using hot tap water to dissolve the 

granules and then cool the water for comfon. Prepare enough solution to 

completely submerge the canvas. If the fabric is particularly heavy or dark 

blue, one cup of TSP will be needed. 

Once the blue colour is removed, rinse the yellow image weli in clean 

water. Large canvas pieces can be rinsed in a washing machine without adding 

soap. The resuliing yellow and white image is permanent. 

C. Brown Toning Cyanorypes 

First Step-Remove all of the blue. 

Second Step-Apply tannic acid to tone die yellow areas brown. 

Tannic acid is found in dark woods, red wine, and dark teas, and it can 

be purchased fiom chern id  suppliers. For smali projects, Lipton's Orange 

Pekoe Tea is an inexpensive, easy-to-obtain source of tannic acid. 

Recipe: Bring cwo cups of waccr to a boil, add eight to cen tea bags, and stcep 
approximately ten minutes und the colour is a rich, dark brown. Afkr toning, nnsc che 
canw in dcan water a dry. For a darkcr brown, use a more concentratcd tea bath. For 
largcr projeas put one cup of tannic acid in a plastic or glass container and slowly add 
about two gallons of cap water. 



Appendix Two 

List of Works in the Thesis Exhibition 

Heads or Tails. 
interwoven canvas, bleach, acrylic paint, fabric, buttons, pennies 
h 68" x w 67", 1996 

Camouflaged Sturgeon 
ruched bladc canvasi appliqué, acrylic paint, gel 
h 60" x w GO", 1995 

Old Fisherman's Coat 
ruched canvas, printed fabric woven, buttons, earrings 
h 50 1/4" x w 37 314", 1995 

Old Sturgeon's Coat 
bleached, dyed and woven black canvas, fish fies and lues  
h 49 314" x w 371/2", 1995 

FLickers of Sturgeon 
black canvas, netting, acrylic paint 
h 13 314" x w 13 3/4", 1995 

Bleached Pattern 
black Cotton fabric and bleach, sutching 
h 13 518" x w 13 5/8", 1995 

Live Impression 
black canvas, acrylic paint, fish $ 
h 13 314" x w 13 314", 1995 





Homo Aestheticus 
unbleached canvas, cyanotype, October light 
h 71 114" x w 54 i12", 1997 

Bone Poem 1 
unbleached canvas, oil stick, cyanotype, October light 
h 19 114" x w 25 114", 1997 

Bone Poem 11 
un bleached canvas, oil stick, cyanotype, Octo ber bght 
h 19 114" x w 25 114", 1997 

Bone Poem III 
unbleached canvas, oil stick, cyanorype, October light 
h 19 114" x w 25 114" , 1997 

Bone Poem IV 
unbleached canvas, oil stick, cyanotype, October iight 
h 19 114" x w 25 114", 1997 

Bone Poem VI 
cyanotype on unbleached canvas, April light 
h 48 118 x w 3G", 1998 

Remembering Water 1 
linen, cyanoGe, February light 
h 41 518" x w 41 5/8", 1998 

Remembering Water II 
unbleached &vas, cyanotype, Febniary light 
h 41 112" x w  41 5/8", 1998 



Remembering Water III 
linen, cyanotype, Febmary Lght 
h 49 3/4" x w 37 3/4", 1998 

Remembering Water IV 
cyano type on-unbleached canvas, diffused A p d  light 
h 36" x w 48", 1998 

Time Amphibian 
mched linen, cyanosrpe, December light 
h 4lY8" x w 41 5/8", 1997 

Fish out of Water (diptydi) 
collage, black gesso, roplex, metdic powders and hardware on unbleached 
CanVaS 

h 49 5/8" x w 80", 1997 

Net (diprych) 
commercial fish fabric, acrylic paint,roplex, beeswax collage, wrapped in jute 
h 49 518" x w 38 1/4", 1997 

D rumheller 
stencils, jute, button, stitching and acrylic paint on linen 
h 25 112" x w  35 3/8", 1996 

Penny Study 
penny residue on canvas, gel, modelling paste and dyes 
h 21 314" x w 25 7/8", 1996 

siIkscreen on "doned fibric, wrapped with yarns 
h 35 314" x w 16 7/8", 1997 



Gold Leaf 
pennies, gel, acetate, paint, "Gold Finger" on linen 
h 13 518" x w 13 5/8",  1995 

Penny Play 
acrylic paint, gel, rnodelling paste with pennies on linen 
h 13 314" x w 13 3/4", 1995 

Woven Fish with Flv 
dyed and printed fab;ics, woven, netting and fish fly 
h 13 314" x w 13 3/4", 1995 

Reflecting 
cyanotype on unbleached canvas, bleach and acrylic paint on black canvas, 
April light 
h 36" x w 48", 1998 

Past Tirne 
cyanotype on unbleached canvas, copper wire, iridescent and opaque beads, 
April light 
h 48" x w 78", 1998 
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