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‘River Language’ continues Kate Dorrough’s ongoing focus on the river as a fundamental source of fertility within the 

Australian landscape. In her large-scale paintings and hand-built ceramic forms, the Sydney artist posits the river as a 

vital life force, with its cyclical nature of renewal and destruction, whilst also considering its importance as a potent 

historical and cultural emblem embedded in our literature and inherited visual language. The works siphon memories 

of places experienced during Dorrough’s art residencies and travels in Australia, yet these are not portraits of 

particular landscapes – they are evocations, distillates, capturing the essence of things seen, felt and imagined. 

In a country marked by droughts, floods and fires, water is the nucleus of our individual, communal and cultural life. 

Even though we identify with the river, Dorrough renders it as a life force beyond our control; beyond out cognition. 

Drawing from this existential tenor of water, she envisions the river as a symbolic language to be deciphered. ‘The 

river is political, and a place of remembering. Broad and strong, the river is a unifying symbol,’ reflects the artist. She 

reduces the land to a sequence of abstracted calligraphic marks and incisions unfurling across canvas and clay. 

Scrawled like a scribbly gum script, these gestures conjure an implied language, or poetry, as Dorrough acknowledges 

our need to understand the river in order to preserve its fragile ecosystems. The river, trees, rocks and broad spatial 

vistas become a series of totems demarcating the wisdom of an enduring Australian landscape.

Inspired by the forms of Ancient Greece and Etruscan vessels, Dorrough’s new series of effigies mimic water jugs, yet 

their spouts and suggestions of handles are far from utilitarian. Water, here, is not as a resource to be used and 

consumed; but something to be venerated and preserved. These sculptural personifications of the river function as 

totems representing the destructive and the archaic, tempered with a hint of humour. The land becomes vessel, 

literally and symbolically. A vessel of life, of language, and of lost histories.

The cross fertilisation of hand-built ceramic forms with paintings on linen speak to the dynamism of the river, with its 

dualities of fluidity and solidity, transience and endurance. Limber brushstrokes, amorphic forms and gestural glazes 

dance in and out of recognition, while the stratified verticality of the compositions point to the memories and histories 

lodged and layered in the land. Dorrough’s stoneware ceramic forms evolve over time with numerous firings, where 

iron oxide bleeds through strata of glaze and slips, forming surfaces that summon the physicality of the river.
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Sensorial vignettes are evoked by Dorrough’s stained linen canvases and swathes of acrylic, which elicit recollections 

of swimming in warm, shallow, Gum leaf-stained river edges and cool mysterious umber depths. This alchemic 

process of layering paint and glazes echoes a rich reservoir of stories told and untold – the memories of the river. 

Dorrough’s work as a painter and ceramicist has led to an extensive career exhibiting work at leading galleries in 

Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and Canberra, as well as a number of residencies including La Macina di San Cresci, 

Italy (2018), Art Vault (2011), the Hill End Artists Residency (2005), Bundanon Trust (1999) and the Cite 

Internationale des Arts in Paris (1999). She has been a finalist in a number of awards including the Calleen Art Award 

(2019, 2018), North Sydney Art Prize (2019), Muswellbrook Art Prize (2019, 2015),  Paddington Art Prize (2018, 

2012, 2011, 2007), Mosman Art Prize (2012, 2004, 2001, 2000, 1995), Portia Geach Memorial Award (2004, 2001, 

1992), Woollahra Small Sculpture Prize (2010, 2008), Sawmillers Sculpture Prize (2010), Clunes Ceramic Art Award 

(2010), and was selected for the Australian Ceramics Association Biennial Exhibition (2014). Dorrough’s work is also 

held in various public and private collections around Australia, including Campbelltown Art Gallery, Sony Music 

Entertainment, Grafton Regional Gallery, Bathurst Regional Gallery and Melbourne Casino.



Language II

acrylic on linen

137 x 152 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410913446


Archaic sonnet at twilight

acrylic on linen

152 x 168 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410895934


Acknowledged history of the river, and forgetting

acrylic on canvas

146 x 191 cm



River language II

acrylic on linen

152 x 168 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410945143


The land speaks to us without words

acrylic on linen

168 x 214 cm



Totems of a river

acrylic on linen

137 x 152 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410981763




Ancient river dialect

acrylic on linen

152 x 168 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410879731


The mighty inland river

acrylic on linen

168 x 214 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410968541


Making sense

acrylic on linen

96 x 106 cm



A layered history

acrylic on linen

137 x 152 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/411371018


River discourse

acrylic on linen

137 x 152 cm



Suspended silent depths

acrylic on linen

168 x 214 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410901849
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River language

stoneware ceramic with glaze

40 x 36 x 22 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/411369695


River citations

stoneware ceramic with glaze

55 x 33 x 32 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/411369695


River speech and signs

stoneware ceramic with glaze

42 x 33 x 33 cm



The enduring echo

stoneware ceramic with glaze

36 x 49 x 20 cm

WATCH 360° VIDEO

https://vimeo.com/411316305


River linguistics

stoneware ceramic with glaze

44 x 41 x 27 cm

WATCH 360° VIDEO

https://vimeo.com/411318237


Soliloquy

stoneware ceramic with glaze

53 x 38 x 34 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410963553


River dialect

stoneware ceramic with glaze

46 x 39 x 23 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410924016


River effigy

stoneware ceramic with glaze

37 x 44 x 24 cm

WATCH ARTIST INSIGHT

https://vimeo.com/410933174
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