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Compared to America or Europe, 

God isn’t a big part of our lives  

here. I don’t know anyone here  

who goes to church when he’s  

had a rough divorce or is going 

through depression. We go out  

into nature instead. Björk

Kate Shaw goes into nature. Not 

because she is depressed or going 

through a divorce. Like those 

who do venture into nature for its 

spiritual virtues and therapeutic 

powers, Shaw gathers knowledge 

and inspiration from the beauty, 

strength and complexity of the 

natural world and translates that 

into paintings (and more recently 

video) that challenge us as viewers 

to acknowledge our personal 

relationship to the natural world and 

asks us to question what landscape 

painting conveys about culture 

and our moment in history. Like 

Rorschach tests we decipher her 

works, each of us taking something 

a little different away.

A perpetual wanderer, Shaw’s 

travels in to nature have taken her to 

the varied landscapes of her native 

Australia, the jungles of Costa Rica, 

the vast terrain of the United States 

(including the surreal landscape 

of Las Vegas), and most recently 

the other-worldly topography of 

Iceland. Each of these locations 

has informed her work through their 

unique scenery and geography. 

Each offers specific imagery, 

colors, light and mood; however, 

her works are not pictures of these 

places. Distilled through her use of 

heightened color and abstracted 

form, Shaw captures the essence 

and spirit of each, yet they function 

as universal places recognised by 

all no matter where we are on the 

earth. These are paintings which 

capture our collective imagination 

of the ideas and ideals of landscape 

because as the artist stated “…we 

are all made from the same stuff and 

all connected.” Shaw understands 

that, as the historian Simon Schama 

writes, “For although we are 

accustomed to separate nature and 

human perception into two realms, 

they are, in fact, indivisible. Before it 

can ever be repose for the senses, 

landscape is the work of the mind. 

Its scenery is built up as much from 

strata of memory as from layers of 

rock.”1 Shaw’s work also captures 

notions of time. The paintings are 

not only illustrations of the geological 

past and present, they are a record 

of the time she was in a particular 

place, they are also, in some sense, 

a witness to what was happening in 

the world at that moment.

Historically, for many, art is 

synonymous with landscape 

painting. From the quiet naturalism 

captured by Dutch Baroque 

artists to the sweeping vistas of 

the Romantic painters, artists, for 

centuries, have represented the 

natural environment in all its beauty 

and grandeur. The long tradition 

of viewing art as nature’s mirror 

continues today with many artists 

still producing representational 

paintings. Yet equally significant 

since its rise in the early twentieth 

century has been abstraction as a 

response to the internal and external 

worlds of the artist, as well as the 

expression of ideas more readily 

experienced than visually described. 

Precise, highly rendered works 

created side by side with luscious 

and austere abstract paintings 

reveal the two well-traveled paths 

that have been so vital to art-

making over the last century. As 

time progressed the boundary 

between realism and abstraction 

has been blurred, with many artists 



creating works that are at once 

figurative and non-representational. 

Kate Shaw is keenly aware of 

this history and in her work she 

addresses each path. “The intention 

is to reflect upon the contradiction 

between our inherent connection 

to the natural world and continual 

distancing from it. My paintings 

aim to convey ideas of nature, 

alchemy and creation by operating 

on one level as a landscape another 

as abstraction.” Shaw’s practice 

also investigates what landscape 

painting means and how it functions 

within a contemporary context. 

Social, political and even economic 

concerns are all present in her work. 

Whether it is the fear of increased 

industrialisation, the threat of 

global destruction and ecological 

disasters, border disputes, wars 

over water rights, deforestation 

and mining - issues that are so 

prevalent in the news and are part 

of our everyday conversations 

- Shaw’s work is embedded 

with concerns for the earth; the 

impact we as humans have on 

the land as well as its cultures. 

Her recent month-long stay in 

Iceland brought Shaw to a distinct 

landscape; one so different from 

any she had experienced before. 

Geologically one of the youngest 

masses of land on earth, the 

primordial, volcanic, fantasy-like 

landscape in which she immersed 

herself solidified many long-standing 

interests for the artist. However, it 

was not only the landscape; it was 

also the inclusive and progressive 

culture of Iceland that served as 

inspiration for this recent body 

of work. Shaw discovered that 

Icelanders are proud of their Viking 

heritage and highly value their self-

sufficiency. Shaw encountered a 

liberal society which has far-reaching 

gay rights legislation, and a high 

degree of gender equality, boasting 

one of the first democratically 

elected female heads of state. 

It consistently tops the World 

Economic Forum’s report on gender 

parity. Historically, Iceland has always 

been a female-oriented society with 

many of the old stories, or Sagas as 

they are commonly known, depicting 

strong woman characters; even the 



national personification of Iceland, 

Fjallkonan (Lady of the Mountain) 

is a woman. The mythology of 

many cultures often feature female 

figures that embody the natural 

world, with obvious associations 

to fertility, which, of course, serves 

as a great metaphor for the land. 

Shaw drew a stark contrast with 

the sexism manifesting itself in 

the recent Australian election, 

the homophobic laws enacted 

by the Russian government and 

other world issues that coincided 

with her time in Iceland. 

Beginning with its pagan origins 

and an emphasis on nature, rather 

than a religious deity, Icelandic 

culture has always had a strong 

kinship with nature. Additionally, 

at the time of independence from 

Denmark as recently as 1944, 

nationalism became a point of 

pride for Icelanders with poets, 

writers and artists celebrating the 

natural wonder of their land so 

fervently that nature became so 

deeply embedded in the psyche of 

the people that it is fundamentally 

tied to the history and pride of 

the nation. For all its emphasis on 

nature, Iceland is a technologically 

advanced society with fast-growing 

industrial development. However, 

due to their strong relationship 

with nature, most of society is 

extremely careful and respectful 

about harnessing natural resources 

and using renewable resources 

such as geothermal energy. They 

take advantage of the assets of 

their environment and do not 

squander them. For Shaw, seeing 

this landscape and engaging with 

the culture firsthand confirmed 

many long-held ideas about 

our relationship with the natural 

world. Believing that we must take 

responsibility for our actions, the 

artist knows, like many of us, that 

if we destroy the earth, we destroy 

ourselves and that humans need to 

be more thoughtful and measured. 

“Consider how the indigenous 

Australians live with the land – it is a 

highly sophisticated and regulated 

relationship grounded in a spiritual 

and holistic connection to place 

that created sustainability. Since 

industrialisation, humanity has 



been rapidly taking from the natural 

world without acknowledging 

our past connections or indeed a 

need for a future.” But for Shaw, 

it is not all doom and gloom, 

believing that in this age of global 

interconnectedness the framework 

has been established for a collective 

consciousness “…where we can 

no longer think that environmental 

destruction in one area won’t affect 

us somewhere as a whole.”

Describing the importance of 

depicting the landscape in today’s 

society, art historian Linda Hults 

wrote, “Despite outer space and 

cyberspace, it is clear that we 

need to rediscover our connection 

to earth-space to care more 

responsibly for the places we inhabit, 

cultivate and develop. By visualizing, 

in various ways, the importance of 

the natural environment to human 

history, well-being and identity, 

contemporary landscape painting 

promotes an attitude of connection 

and care.”2 In her work Kate Shaw 

certainly encourages connection to 

and care of the land, and urges us to 

do the same with one another. 

William Stover has been a curator 

of contemporary art for over 16 

years and has held positions in a 

number of important and diverse 

institutions including the Carnegie 

Museum of Art, New Museum of 

Contemporary Art, Independent 

Curators International, and the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

Stover is currently an independent 

curator and consultant to private 

collections in New York City. 

1. Schama, Simon, Landscape and Memory, 
A.A. Knopf, New York, 1995.

2. Hults, Linda, C, The Contemporary 
Landscape, The College of Wooster Art 
Museum, Wooster, Ohio. 

















Work Titles 
Kate Shaw

Heimur (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 30 x 40cm

Kerfi (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 30 x 40cm

Byrjun 2013, acrylic and resin  
on board, 60 x 180cm

Breyting (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 30 x 40cm

Gull (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 30 x 40cm

Loft (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 30 x 40cm

Björk (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 60cm x 180cm

Fjallkonan (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 120 x 240cm

Ferli (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 120 x 240cm

Framtið (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 120 x 180cm

Freyja (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 60 x 180cm

Asdis (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 120cm x 180cm

Nannah (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 60 x 180cm

Hulda (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 60cm x 180cm

So’l (2013), acrylic and resin  
on board, 40 x 30cm
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