
Some of Rhonda Whitehead's new paintings depict closed shutters. Behind them 
there may lie a landscape of light and colour, but they refuse to let us pass. Our 
gaze is held on the picture plane where textures and colours enrich and enliven 
the surface; Rhonda's shutters are never flat because, as with all painting,  the 
brush or sponge that carried the paint to the canvas has left its mark, turning it 
into a tactile as well as a visual experience. Flatness has been a serious topic in 
painting since the 1960's, when Clement Greenberg argued that painting could 
not be "pure" unless it was also flat. Rhonda is certainly not a "pure" 
abstractionist in Greenburg's sense. Her work refers to particular surfaces she 
has encountered. 

The viewer may feel that Rhonda's eye has been caught by the beautiful qualities 
she has noticed. These tiny variations of hue, tone and texture distinguish 
Rhonda's compositions from similar works by American abstractionists like 
Barnett Newman who worked so hard to flatten his surfaces to a bland evenness. 
Rhonda has never sacrificed the expressive qualities of marks. Colour alone can 
sustain an abstract painting but when allied to surface textures, it provides her 
with a huge vocabulary for the recording of the sensory experience offered by 
stones, light and landscape. 

Rhonda has stated that her interest "is to use the right medium in a minimal 
way".  Using brushes, sponges, scrapers and a range of tactile media including 
wax and sand, she coaxes expressive surfaces from a bare canvas, bringing to life 
her personal response to fragments of a landscape she has encountered. 
Amongst the pictures in this show are some that were derived from weathered 
surfaces that she experienced in Italy. Of these paintings she has said :"In 'Italian 
City Buildings' colours are intense, details of the image seem to be flattened onto 
the canvas, revealing what is there, peeling paint, spidery scratchy writings in 
the paint, altogether more freely painted". 

What was first encountered as an immediate experience, "what is there" 
becomes the starting point for a composition that can reveal the expressive 
landscape of the surface, removed from its original context. Some time ago, a 
perceptive critic noted that "if one can muster the patience for a longer look, the 
surface slowly comes to life" (Walter Barten), and many viewers of Rhonda's 
paintings would agree with his opinion. Nuanced surfaces such as these demand 
careful reading to fully appreciate. 

New vistas reveal themselves in each textured surface, numinous colours and  
denser matter float in a fragile equilibrium within these rectangular canvases. 
The energy of the event has been translated into the dynamics of paint. Rhonda's 
painting is a kind of alchemy. 
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