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In July 1845 Henry David
Thoreau built a modest
dwelling in the woods
at the edge of Waldon
Pond on the outskirts of
Concord, Massachusetts.
So began his two-year
project to live simply,
practising selfsustainability, reading
classical texts and
keeping a journal.
Thoreau promoted the
advantages and necessity of solitude and
stressed the importance of re-engaging
with nature. However, civilised society
was never too far out of earshot. Thoreau
describes the sounds of the local railroad
and church bells and he would also take a
walk into Concord periodically to keep up
with the latest news.
I was reminded of Thoreau
when I first encountered Covadonga
Valdes’ painting Target in the John
Moores exhibition at the Walker Art
Gallery in 2006. The work depicts a small
caravan parked among the trees of an
unidentified wood. However, this is not a
deeply uncultivated pastoral landscape,
things seem far too tidy for that. Yet the
caravan remains the only sign of human
habitation, a contemporary companion
to Thoreau’s rustic hut, camped out in
the sort of semi-rural landscape that one
might find in a city park or at the edge of
any town – the greenbelt urban wilderness
which traditionally forms the interface
between town and country. This landscape
might be interpreted as an extension of
the suburbs, the urban margins which
offer the opportunity to marry town and
country and that are described by Roger
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Silverstone as the hybridization of space (1).
These ‘hybrid’ spaces are often depicted
in the paintings of George Shaw where
they act as the trigger for autobiographical
memory, the setting for youthful mischiefmaking or a haven for teenage fugitive
activitieSS: sharing stolen pornography,
swigging cider or sniffing glue. Valdes’
caravan acts as a cultural interloper in
this pastoral scene and as a retreat, to
re-engage with nature. Although there is
the knowledge that a larger than expected
bottle of cooking gas will ease the return to
a state of solitary reverie with the promise
of a working camper stove.
Similar man-made structures are
depicted in many of Valdes’ other works.
A set of concrete steps and a street lamp
guide the way up a wooded slope, while
an industrial storage container stands
in an overgrown meadow, a steel clad
bothy or an indication of further urban
expansion. While writing about the work
of Dan Holdsworth in 2000, Angus Carlyle
argued that the intersections of the rural
and urban, of ‘civilisation’ and wilderness
are replete with ambiguity and offers the
term ‘synthetic nature’ to redefine the
nature/culture debate (2). Perhaps the city
parks and gardens that feature regularly
in Valdes’ oeuvre illustrate this ambiguity
and the increasingly symbiotic relationship
between seemingly ‘unnatural’ human
traits and activities and the supposedly
‘natural’ world. The parks’ networks of
paths, information boards and signs are
evidence of carefully choreographed
planning, with the aim of circulating and
controlling the strolling visitor so that they
experience the parks’ best ‘natural‘ views.
These considerations of design
echo the tradition of the English landscape
garden and the innovations of Bridgeman,
Kent, Hamilton and Brown. For example,
a thoughtfully devised circuit at Painshill,
established by Hamilton in the eighteenth
century, manoeuvred the visitor through
a series of carefully arranged emblematic
elements such as a serpentine lake, a range
of indigenous and imported gardens and
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various architectural structures including
a ruined abbey and an elaborate grotto.
Meanwhile, the concurrent development
of the ‘ha ha’ - a boundary ditch that
allowed through-views from house to
garden and from garden to the landscape
beyond - united in appearance two surfaces
necessary to be kept separate (3).
The parks have become Valdes’
retreat. Writing about her working process
she explains:
I begin with the fantasy of pretending
to step into a view, a landscape. I walk
through urban streets, hoping to hide from
the city in a deserted area of a
municipal common.
Listening to the whisper of distant
traffic, I begin to experience a solitude, an
almost rural quietness in this
spurious surroundings.
The word solitude is important
here since Valdes’ paintings are almost
always unpopulated. The effect is to force
the viewer to consider the artist as the
works’ sole protagonist. Although the
reference to photography is obvious it is
crucial to note that these are Valdes’ own
photographs, rather than found or second-
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hand images. Often the photographs are
opportunistic describing fleeting moments
and encounters, although on occasion
the artist might return to a site if more
information is required. This suggests an
interest in the momentary and experiential,
a paradoxical counter to the meticulous
studio-based paintings which are evidence
of a process of selection, editing and a
significant investment of time. She writes:
Back in the studio the role
of painting begins: engaging with the
emotional influence of the light and
weather, with the tension between presence
and absence.
While collecting her source
material Valdes uses her camera like a
spy or voyeur, crouching beneath trees
in bright dappled sunlight or behind
overgrown foliage. In Warda, for example,
the artist takes up a low, hidden position
at the bottom of a steep bank to view the
speeding cars passing on the road high
above. The painting reinforces the sense of
solitude and removal. A similar viewpoint
is adopted in View in which we glimpse
what seems to be a human form in the
window of an otherwise unremarkable

building. However, we cannot be sure
as its presence, partially obscured by the
foliage of a large flowering bush, seems
fleeting and ambiguous - a phantom
or a mere reflection and play of light. It
recalls the frustrating ambiguity of the
elusive photographic image that becomes
an obsession for David Hemmings’
character in Antonioni’s Blow Up. As the
photographer attempts to substantiate the
presence of a body, as evidence of a murder
in an otherwise innocent photograph,
the notion of photography as a reliable
recorder of events is questioned and
destabilised. Antonioni presents us with
a meditation on the very nature of reality
and how we deform the natural with
interpretations and inflexions (4).
In Edge 3, a spare and
claustrophobic painting completed in
2007, a path leads the viewer towards a
dark opening in a hedge. It is a curious
image made all the more mysterious by the
unnatural pebbles which litter the path’s
surface. Valdes cites Juan Sanchez Cotan
as a significant point of reference and it is in
the arrangement of pictorial space that his
influence is most notable. Like Cotan, the

FEATURE

almost impenetrable darkness at the centre
of the painting pushes the foliage forward
towards the viewer. However, the pictorial
depth of the opening is undermined
by the stylised linear description of the
surrounding leaves. This is a deliberate
decision since the artist aims to reveal the
painting’s linear armature, its process and
construction. This interest in the formal
arrangement of a painting can also be seen
in Target, which Valdes likens to a dart
board. The large red gas bottle acts as the
bulls-eye around which the remainder of
the composition is built.
The parks in Valdes’ works seem
unquestionably British. However, the series
of paintings titled Casa Blanca evolved
from visits to her home town of Cangas de
Onis in central Spain. On first viewing,
these appear to be reasonably prosaic
images, reminiscent of holiday brochures
or personal snap shots; however, curious
details reveal themselves to the viewer
over time. These historic residential and
agricultural buildings reside on the edge
of the town in the depopulated and almost
forgotten suburbs. Often these are singular,
isolated and closed structures standing
at the end of quiet lanes or in fields,
encroached upon by bushes and trees.
Their windows are blackened, shuttered
or barred. Valdes has deliberately
painted each building white, regardless of
whether the original structures were gaily
coloured or not. In the opening chapter of
Chromophobia, David Batchelor describes
the complexity and uncertainty of white
for the writers Joseph Conrad and Herman
Melville, who both examined the colour’s
meaning in Heart Of Darkness and
Moby Dick. For example, of the former,
Batchelor writes:
…generalized whiteness forms a backdrop
to the narrative, a bleached screen which
is pierced and torn, time and again, by
particular instances of white things.
These things…always carry with them
an uncanny sense of coldness, inertia and
death (5).
Ultimately, the clue to

understanding these paintings lies once
more in the lack of human presence. The
structures begin to function like the ruined,
desolate building in Patricia Highsmith’s
short story The Black House - as a screen
for the projection of the observer’s desires
and fears.
With the depopulated suburbs
of Casa Blanca in mind, I find myself
returning once more to the small family
caravan of Target, yet another forlorn,
isolated, white structure; the curtains at
its windows forming an impenetrable
barrier to external scrutiny. However,
it seems far more vulnerable than the
buildings of Cangas de Onis both to the
intrusion of the artist’s gaze and to the
danger and unpredictability of its ‘natural’
surrounds. And then I remind myself that
this landscape is constructed: a city park in
which Valdes has sought escape from the
frenetic urban sprawl that surrounds it, to
spend a few minutes alone. In his account
of time spent at Waldon Pond,
Thoreau wrote:
To be in company, even with the best, is
soon wearisome and dissipating. I love to
be alone. I never found the companion that
was so companionable as solitude (6).
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