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KATE WATERS produces evocative paintings 
that capture fleeting moments 

of everyday life with an emotional resonance. Her process begins with 
snapshots that she takes during her travels, used as a basis for her pho-
to-realistic paintings. Her works strike a balance between portraiture, ac-
curate reproduction, and a deeper, evocative quietude that speaks to the 
nature of reproduction itself.  

Waters’ subjects appear typically to be anonymous figures in urban or 
cultural environments: museumgoers, casual passersby, or diners in in-
timate café scenes. Their postures and glances, often unaware of being 
observed, lend her paintings a cinematic quality on the one hand, and a 
sense of personal longing on the other hand. Then again, something else 
is going on here. 

Photorealism is not usually associated with emotional themes, nor with 
conceptual approaches in painting. These works are deliberately caught 
between being dazzling and being stone cold in depiction. The colours 
Kate Waters deploys are gently swerved into being both imitative of pho-
tography and distinctly echoing the process of how light and colour is 
captured and reproduced in photography yet is itself not reality, but a 
dizzying copy of reality that distances the subject while capturing it. We 
might even argue, this distancing effect is also true for the observer. 

This is a tricky format of painting here. An emotional effect is emphasized 
by the tangible sense of isolation that is repeated throughout Kate Waters’ 
work. If one looks at the individuals she has captured, they are all within 

a state of isolation or separation from the others around them within the 
framed image. That is, even though they may be interacting or aware of the 
other people near them, they are distinctly alone. Time has indeed stopped 
in her pictures and in between breaths, each person could not be more of 
an island. There is a sizable, tangible gap between them, and indeed, a 
gap between them and their surroundings. Everything is estranged in the 
very accuracy of reproduction. This is a condition of our times naturally and 
is one that’s heightened by the very photographic technologies humanity 
has had continual faith in for reproducing what we believe to be reality, as 
well as making distinct connections and networks between us.

However, as Marshall McLuhan reminds us, the medium is the message. 
Photography in its myriad forms today has many associations—digital, on-
line, highly reproducible, shared worldwide, used for self-promotion in 
countless dispatches of absolute narcissism, lacking self-awareness. This 
is troubling in the ubiquitous nature of digital photography, in that it is 
so commonplace as to simply almost converge with the ether of collec-
tive reality today. And within that ether is this condition of hyper-isolation, 
captured nonchalantly by Kate Walters in her painting. There is, mind you, 
a languid melancholy in these depictions. There is also a sense of search-
ing as these paintings themselves arise from her photographs of her ex-
periences when traveling. The artist speaks about desire and association, 
where she plucks out references to memories, feelings, even the content 
and titles of films or books, and plays with these in the workings of her 
pictures. She once heard a discussion on the radio, for example, about A 
Street Car Named Desire, and how the play suggested the death of poetry 
in America and how thuggery and vulgarity had instead won. Here she 

then pulled these concepts, again melancholic and also evocative, into 
her painting The Soft Spot, and altered the license plate number of the 
parked Range Rover to read “desire.”

Even in this apparent, constant search for a muse or a topic, and the appar-
ent or not so apparent references such as above, we might imagine, there 
is again throughout these pictures a melancholic dazzling that obfuscates 
as much as it faithfully reproduces what the camera has seen and copied. 
This is obviously contradictory, where melancholic imagery might better 
be associated with blandness or with something lacking expression. But 
the artist’s use of colour, her blurring of the subject as if dazzled in the 
headlights of a car, her tendency to depict this subject very consciously 
and empathetically within isolation, and her clear perception of what she 
wants to reproduce, altogether depict instead the human condition today, 
we might argue, under duress from the world’s spectacles; photography, 
endless reproduction, over sharing, and all that we anticipate coming next. 

Indeed, there has been disinformation and falsehood already at work 
within technological reproduction for many decades now. Vulgarity and 
thuggery continue their work. We now expect this to heighten dramat-
ically as AI technology is further fused with photography, moving pic-
tures and digital imagery. For now, Waters’ paintings nudge against this 
spectacle, underlining and decrying its isolating tendency, and invite us 
instead to shift our focus back to one another.

Séamus Kealy 
Executive Director, Oakville Galleries
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