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The following is based on an interview with the artist on
January 31, 2007.

Most 5-year-olds are learning to draw a house in
kindergarten, but Frances Valesco knew at age 5 as she
tried to draw the flames in a fireplace that drawing for her
was different. Her teacher asked the class to draw a tree,
which she did, complete with branches and apples, making
it resemble what she thought was a real tree. Her teacher
told her that “trees do not look like that” and described a
“lollipop tree” that all the children were supposed to draw.
That made Valesco aware of how people see things differ-
ently, and she realizes now that it was an epiphany in her
development as an artist.

By age 15 she was taking art lessons at a private art
school each afternoon after high school. She was the only
teenager in the room when the model took off her kimono
for Valesco’s first experience in life drawing. Her college
years were spent at the University of California in Los
Angeles, where she got a broad liberal arts education and
studied with world-class art teachers. Upon earning her
degree, she went to Europe and found that holding a
Raphael drawing in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence was
inspiring. She reports that the first year after art school was
difficult because there were no deadlines; she had to create
her own working schedule.

Her art took a new direction when her son was born.
She needed to figure out strategies for dealing with the
complexities of a baby’s schedule. Work emerged in short
bursts when he was napping. The nature of her art changed
from conceptual or representational into a more abstract
mode, allowing her to seize the moment. She refers to it as
her “Dada approach” to painting. Ironically, the name for
that artistic and literary movement that occurred during and
just after World War I came from baby talk and refers to
artists who broke with traditional aesthetic norms, basing
their work on intuition and chance.

Valesco’s work was further informed by the Watts
riots of 1965. Living in Los Angeles, she could see the
smoke and fire, so the event was very real to her. Soon
after, she saw an art project based on debris from the riots.
It made her realize that one can make art from powerful
events and with unusual materials. The Watts Towers
Project showed community art could be created in a non-
traditional setting.

Valesco began teaching when she was asked to de-
velop an art workshop for a third-grade class in a small

town with few art resources. She describes her checkered
teaching career as “growing like Topsy” as she continued
to take various teaching opportunities that came along.
Subsequently she earned a master’s degree in printmaking
and taught extension courses and community art classes.
After many interesting turns in her career, she is still
teaching, currently working with older adults and fine arts
students at various art schools. She is involved with a mural
project centered around the theme of disability in which
small masonite tiles are being created for a large mosaic to
be installed at the Ashby BART station in Berkeley, Cal-
ifornia. The format allows for complete accessibility no
matter what the physical abilities of the artist are.

Valesco has become skilled in new technologies, often
working with computers, but says she still likes her No. 2
pencil. Her teaching style is to point people down a path
and give them confidence in their own decisions. She gets
much back from her students and likes the fact that painting
uses all parts of her brain. Her community art activities are
the social aspect of her art. Painting is more contemplative,
and she uses it to channel her emotions. It calms and
centers her and provides focus.

The painting on the cover of this issue started with a
computer drawing that was transferred to a silk screen,
printed on canvas, and placed on the wall. Then paint was
added. Valesco likes this technique because it enables her
to create multiples in a series. In this horizontal piece, the
inner rectangle is broken with a watercolor brush, creating
a sense of transparency. The framing device of the rectan-
gle focuses the viewer’s vision and contains the chaotic
universe of “Air and Space #6.” Piercing one side are
shapes resembling Mayan hieroglyphics. On the other side
Velasco used large brushes to add detail that looks some-
thing like Chinese ink drawings. There is a feeling of energy
about this painting and an airy sensation of being in space.

Art is alive in the sense that the viewer’s perception
completes the work. Many art lovers believe, as did the
artist Isamu Noguchi, that no matter what the artist says in
a painting, it is not the last word, because the viewer’s own
mind and experience complete the art. One of the most
satisfying aspects of abstract paintings like this one by
Valesco is that plenty of space is left for viewers to bring
their own perceptions to the work.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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