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Rooftops, Nights, Lights

PAUL D’AGOSTINO

Straightforward, candid, ostensibly simple, verbally plain, the expression ‘the roof of the night’
is nonetheless one of vast metaphorical richness. It scans unadorned, parses quietly.
Lingering on its terms and meanings places us outdoors, perhaps, looking up, or indoors,
looking out. It leaves us pondering architecture and the cosmos at once, foregrounds

and backgrounds, darkness and light. The pensive mode into which it lures us is not one of
concern or alarm, rather one that’s at ease. And yet, its expressive immediacy and sense

of quietude still allow for airs of mystery. It's a patent denotation that murmurs nocturnal
secrecy.

Much ado about the agile beauties of a mere idiomatic phrasing, one could say, but most
all of the same observations and metaphorical reflections find comfortable housing

within the visual context of Nightview, Liv Mette Larsen’s solo exhibition of paintings and
works on paper at Anders Wahlstedt Fine Art. This is due only in small part to the consistent
presence of rooftops and night skies throughout Larsen’s discretely complex suite of works.
Were that the lone matter of note, the relevance here might seem nearly trite. However,
that presence is indeed our point of entry to much else. It's that very same, plainly binary
register of essential elements in Larsen’s paintings that ushers us into similarly vast expans-
es of thoughts - of matters structural and nocturnal, geographicand atmospheric, enigmatic
and pictorial.

Where ‘the roof of the night’ has idiomatic immediacy, Larsen’s paintings have visual stamp,
compositional punch. The expression and works alike offer us, front center, primarily two
things: a rooftop and a night. The metaphor at play veils its literal understanding only
slightly; the artworks in question are materially spare, and substantially shy of ornate. In both
cases, it is apparent simplicity that grips our minds or seizes our gazes. With Larsen, we're

in a sphere of choice elements, subtle textures, few colors. We have roofs, nights, lights.
And?

And a great deal more, the more deeply we look, and what we see and sense are things
visible, envisionable, and otherwise perceptible. At this point, the paintings are more openly
present to us as we make ourselves present within them. In doing so, we find ourselves



inside and outside at once, or indoors and outdoors at turns; this hinges on what we're
looking at, where we're looking from, how we're thinking within, and within what. Larsen
provides us with elemental yet ample index to regard her works in all such ways. We look
at her buildings and skies, and see them plainly as such. We then enter the works and
wonder where we might be as we view these structures and ambient lights. Are we in their
midst, in those streets, somehow looking directly at, rather than up at them? Or are we
indoors, perhaps next door on a second or third floor, looking at them from a viewpoint of
across from? By now we're noting textures, too, and especially in those night skies, subtly
variant hues. We sense chromatic and compositional balances much more closely. Larsen’s
counterpointed forms and cleverly poised asymmetries shift our eyes gently about. We
sense distant horizons even though we don't see them. Serenity reigns even as longer look-
ing stirs latent mysteries into motion. We enter the artist’s nights, question those starless
skies, and wonder what purposes those quirkily contoured buildings might serve. What do
they contain, house, shelter, or obscure? Or whom? Again, where are we, and why are we
here? And who are we to be looking?

It's not always important to answer such questions, but it might be useful here to address

a few of them. Larsen has long preferred buildings, often variably industrial, as her sub-
ject matter. Factories, warehouses, water towers, and silos are among the structures in her
customary wheelhouse, and she depicts them individually or paired (Vertical Night View IV,
Small Night View XI), or at times in small groups (Night View VII, Night View XIlII). Landscapes
they are, skylines they are - but then again, not really. ‘Buildingscapes’ describes them
better; ‘building portraits’ hits even closer to home. The artist’s structures appear to us as
shapes and as sitters, as ‘formal’ casts of posing characters, as blocky individuals with per-
sonalities and moods. Like bottles for Morandi, Larsen’s buildings transcend their objectness
to embody certain qualities not always granted to objects: simplicity and humility, honesty
and sympathy, and wistful, whispery curiousness.

Industrial structures as actors poised before ambient backdrops: thusly set is Larsen’s stage.
If Nightview were in fact a play, it would be set in the warehouse district of Bushwick,
Brooklyn, where the artist has kept a home and studio for many years, around which are
situated all of the buildings portrayed in the exhibit. We see them much the way Larsen sees
them when looking out her windows at night, lights low, registering notes for new works.
Their compositional quiet and calm echo the calm quiet of their inception. Larsen achieves
this tenor by depicting her subjects as silhouettes, in hues generally dark, before open skies,



generally monotone. Her buildings range from near-blacks to blues, greens, and reds; her
night skies, from deep purples to warm oranges and bright yellows. The artist peers out her
windows into the roof of the night, and at the shadowed buildings that commune beneath it,
then furnishes surfaces with rooftop contours and nocturnally luminous atmospherics.

Larsen works slowly and deliberately, more like a caretaker than an engineer. She mixes her
own egg tempera colors using finely ground raw pigments, and she applies them skillfully
and meticulously to linen surfaces of generally modest size, both horizontal and vertical.
She works without tape, without rulers, allowing the gradual, experienced movement of her
hand and brushes to create lines that are straight enough, washes of color that are con-
sistent enough. Her applications are typically thin, such that the tooth of the linen remains
readily visible; this serves to soften the contours of the structures and nimbly variegate the
expanse of their backdrops. Her lines are carefully formed and angled, though never rightly
rectilinear or rigid. As such, her buildings appear settled, weathered, used.

Her largely monochromatic skies, meanwhile - now deep, now vivid; now darker, now bright-
er - take up the subtle textures of her surfaces, leaving her backgrounds grainy and striated,
her ambient lights diffused. The artist achieves similar effects in her works on paper by way
of cutouts collaged atop washes. Abstractions indeed, to be sure, yet Larsen’s painstakingly
rendered paintings and collages nonetheless register very real buildings in a very real place,
staged and staid like actors before a curtain, or like precious objects in a display case. The
varicolored diffusions looming luminously all around these forms, meanwhile, are analo-
gously convincing as the bizarrely real lights of industrially peripheral metropolitan nights.

Like certain lightly metaphorical, openly interpretable phrases, Liv Mette Larsen’s artworks
open up a prodigious trove of broader matters to ponder. They might bring us to admire
the presumed order of the cosmos, pose questions about the disorder of life, and venture
guesses about curiosities obscured under the cover of darkness. As expression or image,
‘the roof of the night’ suggests both shelter and escape. Pictorially idiomatic, in a sense,
and humming with machinic mysteries, Larsen’s rooftops, nights, and lights in Nightview do
much the same.






Vertical Night View [, 2018,
Fgg tempera on linen, 58 x 33 in.



Vertical Night View V, 2018,
Egg tempera on linen, 55 x 36 in.






Night View XV1, 2018,
Egg tempera on linen,
17 x 24 1in.







from left to right:
Bushwick Sl ‘ 8, Egg tempera on linen, 17 x 14 in.

gg tempera on linen, 12 x 10/in.
gg tempera on linen, 14 W Tin.
gg tempera on linen, 13 x 11 in.
8, Egg tempera on linen, 10 x 8 in.



from left to right:

Small Night View XXV, 2018,

Egg tempera on linen, 10 x 8 in.
Vertical Night View |, 2018,

Fag tempera on linen, 58 x 33 in.
Night View X1V, 2018,

Fag tempera on linen, 1/ x 24 in.
Vertical Night View V, 2018,

Fgg tempera on linen, 55 x 36 in.










ight View VI, 2018,

Egg tempera on linen,
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Vertical Night View lll, 2018,
Fgg tempera on linen,
50 x40 in.



Vertical Night View VI, 2018,
Egg tempera on linen,
27 x20in.






from left to right:

Vertical Night View V, 2018

Egg tempera on linen, 55 x 36 in
Night View |, 2018

Egg tempera on linen, 18 x 24 in
Vertical Night View 1V/, 2018

Egg tempera on linen, 33 x 31 in
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