
IDOLS
Idols explores idolatry and mythological archetypes 
in the ceramics and wall works of two artists who 
came to live in Australia as infants – Sri Lankan-
born, Sydney-based Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran 
and Hong Kong-born, now London-based Renee 
So. Working primarily in figurative ceramics, the 
work of both Nithiyendran and So usurps old 
perspectives on gendered power structures and 
the aesthetics of spiritualities.

Clay is the material of the earliest handicrafts 
in human civilisation. In recent years, in part 
sparked by Grayson Perry’s win of the 2003 Turner 
Prize, there has been a resurgence of interest in 
ceramics. Nithiyendran and So are at the vanguard 
of this movement. Like many of the new generation 
of ceramicists, they subvert, albeit with very 
different outcomes, the medium they deploy. And 
like Perry these two immigrant artists, now working 
internationally, both use ceramics to investigate 
and challenge cultural conventions and gender 
stereotypes.

Nithiyendran creates rough-edged, vibrant, 
new-age characters that are at once enticing 
and disquieting. He experiments with form and 
scale in the context of figurative sculpture to 
explore the politics of sex, monuments, gender 
and religion, drawing on his Hindu and Christian 
heritage as reference points, as well as the internet, 
pornography, fashion and art history. Self-portraits 
make frequent appearances and the dual presence 
of male and female organs suggest ambiguous 
gender identities. 

His works are often stacked to form totems – seen 
in this exhibition in the two works from his Heads 
with Many Piercings series – or, like Pewter Deity, 
are perched atop customised plinths. A salient 
reminder of the inherent fragility of the medium, 
Nithiyendran’s Pewter Deity was recently damaged 
in storage, and the artist’s decision to replace the 
figure’s head with a polystyrene version may be 
pragmatic but it also demonstrates a cheeky 
rebuttal to this exacting medium.

In hand-built stoneware sculptures and machine-
knitted textile works, Renee So also explores 
constructions of masculinity, femininity and 
gender-based power structures. Underpinning 
these works is a deep interest in the history of 
art, craft and design, and a considered irony. 
This exhibition includes two sculptures from 
her recent Vessel Man series which draw on 
16th century stoneware jugs, the Bellarmine jugs 
made in Germany featuring bearded male faces 
derived from the mythological ‘wild man’ myth of 
medieval times. The beard is an accoutrement of 
masculinity: similarly to Nithiyendran’s prolific use 
of penises, the beards in So’s Bellarmine figures are 
exaggerated to the point of absurdity.

Integral to So’s repertoire of cultural references 
are Assyrian friezes, the 19th century stereotype 
of the dandy, prehistoric pottery found in the 
Victoria & Albert Museum, picture playing cards 
and cartoon graphics. So’s large knitted wall works 
in this exhibition relate directly to the Vessel Man 
sculptures. Where the sculptures are entirely 
figurative, the wall works use detail and abstraction 
to emphasise beards and boots. The Vessel Man 
works are accompanied here by three works from 
So’s most recent series, Woman. Stylistically So’s 
three legged goddess is a dazzling amalgam of 
Mesopotamian forms. 

The skill and originality of each artist makes for 
an energetic ‘face-off’ – as much because of the 
differences as the similarities between the two 
practices. Both bodies of work refer to many and 
diverse cultural influences, but Nithiyendran’s 
sculptures are loud mash-ups, while So’s are 
spartan in form and palette. Nithiyendran’s use 
of low or anti-art modes speaks directly to So’s 
sophisticated incorporation of art, craft and 
design traditions. So’s small, smoothly finished 
monochromatic sculptures assume a quasi-spiritual 
presence that match the provocative presence of 
Nithiyendran’s polychromatic and comparatively 
sizeable sculptures. 
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The pairing of So with Nithiyendran creates a 
richly experiential and provocative dialogue about 
gender, power and their signifiers. By presenting 
their work together as one installation the 
exhibition provides a forum for dialogue around the 
use of clay and the appropriation of folklore and art 
history, with both artists drawing influences from 
different times and places. 

Nithiyendran’s works form an anarchic shrine that is 
anchored and thrown into relief by So’s quietly 
authoritative male and female figures. Combining 
an almost belligerent faux naivete with wide-ranging 
influences, Nithiyendran’s inclusive, ambiguously 
gendered figures match So’s authority, in a scatter 
gun response to conventional hegemonies.

Scrutinising stereotypes, fashions and conventional 
power structures, the pairing of works by 
Nithiyendran and So reveals a highly innovative, 
post-modern approach to the past and to present-
day cultural composites. 

Felicity Fenner & Anne Loxley 
Exhibition curators


