View II
Vipoo Srivilasa, 2012
Affluence Deity
porcelain, cobalt pigment
h.33cm, w.20cm, d.20cm

Narratives in
Blue and White
Caterina Leone reviews the recent work
of Vipoo Srivilasa
Since the 17th and 18th centuries, blue and white ceramics have been synonymous with the East,
yet more recently contemporary artists such as Vipoo Srivilasa are challenging the monopoly of that
association. His Red Room installation was recently shown at Maunsell Wickes Gallery in Paddington,
featuring the blue and white ceramics embellished with gold that have been a mainstay of his recent
work. Set in a single room with startling, bright red walls inspired by 18th century European galleries
of exotic porcelain, Vipoo’s almost naive illustrations are suffused with a playful and joyous energy that
we have come to expect of the artist; yet this seeming light-heartedness conceals a surprising depth of
meaning, of symbolic and satirical narrative. Vipoo’s use of the blue and white style is a reference to its
export from China to Europe, and thus a personal reference to his own migration from east (Thailand) to
west (Australia) in 1997. The popularity of blue and white ware in Europe peaked in the 18th century, a
time which also holds further intriguing, and possibly unintentional, connotations that unite this body of
work.
The 18th century was a period when the ownership of goods became linked to social prestige,
with consumer goods signifying social and cultural belonging. This was an essential element of the
formative process of commercial capitalism, fuelled later in the century by the Industrial Revolution. This
materialism and commercial capitalism, still perpetuated to this day, is satirised by Vipoo in iGod and
Affluence Deity. The iPhone is one of the new status symbols, made to carry a meaning and allusion to
group belonging beyond its ostensible function. In iGod, the Apple logo has replaced the heart of the
four-armed deity. This work, reminiscent of Vishnu, the Hindu god (yet with a golden crown or aureole
more evocative of Christianity), suggests the omnipotence and omnipresence of the iGod furthered
by its four arms. Affluence Deity, adorned with numerous currency symbols, stands upon a pedestal
decorated with blue and gold peacock feathers. The feathers, as they do in Christianity, could symbolise
immortality, thus intimating capitalism’s undying hold upon society. Yet peacocks are said to have the
ability to eat poisonous plants and snakes without being affected by them. Because of that, they are
synonymous in Buddhism with the transmuting of desire into the path of liberation and enlightenment.
This is a far more optimistic implication: that humanity may be able to evolve out of its current
materialist and capitalist devotion.
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Vipoo Srivilasa, 2012
IGod, porcelain, cobalt
pigment h.48cm, w.15cm
d.13cm
Photos: courtesy artist
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View II
All work by Vipoo Srivilasa, 2012
Photos: courtesy artist
Left: Enlightenment
set of 3, porcelain
Below left: Joy Stick Twisted
set of 2, h.19cm

Works such as Enlightenment similarly utilise
Buddhist imagery. At first glance, the lotus is
almost too perfect in appearance, as though
formed in a mould or manufactured. Upon
closer inspection, the joins of the petals become
evident as do the fingermarks of their maker,
rendering them all the more beautiful. The
lotus, one of the most poignant representations
of Buddhist teaching, signifies rebirth or the
progress of the soul to enlightenment. White
lotus, in particular, represent the state of spiritual
perfection and mental purity that the artist
strives for in his daily meditation. Despite the
playfulness that infuses much of Vipoo’s work,
such as the cheeky Joy Stick sculptures, there
is a unity and calmness to the body of work as
a whole, a cohesion enhanced by the unifying
red of the walls, and arguably resulting from
his Buddhist spirituality and devoted meditation
practice.
The connection with the 18th century is again
utilised in Willow Poem, in which Vipoo has
included ink and watercolour drawings on paper.
Still maintaining the blue and white aesthetic,
the drawings are grouped physically around a
central ceramic plate bearing a version of the
Willow pattern poem. The artist has changed
the wording from Chinese temple to Thai
temple in order to signify his own Thai heritage.
78

THE JOURNAL OF AUSTRALIAN CERAMICS NOVEMBER 2013

Vipoo Srivilasa, Red Room installation, 2012; photo: Vicki Grima
Below: Vipoo Srivilasa, 2011–2013, Willow Poem, detail, 1 of a set of 8, cobalt pigment, porcelain; photo: courtesy artist

The change also hints at the origins of the Willow pattern; it is an
image produced by British engravers in the late 18th century and
derived from Chinese models. It is at best an imitation or distillation,
at worst a distortion of Chinese culture. Thus Vipoo’s own
misrepresentation of the poem alludes to this original, unsurprising
misappropriation of Asian culture.
Vipoo’s experiences and portrayal of immigration are indisputably
positive, expressed so succinctly in the melding of the oriental blue
and white with the overtly Australian iconography, such as the emu
and kangaroo that consistently appear throughout the work. This
positive attitude is made even more important by the recent uproar
over asylum seekers in Australia. Vipoo’s exhibition is a reminder of the positives of immigration and the
richness of culture that Australia has gained as a result of its immigrants.
Red Room is an exceptional example of work based around a uniting theme which manages to
combine numerous interwoven threads that are at once personal, political and spiritual, giving the
exhibition an unusual complexity. Nevertheless it is refreshing that Vipoo’s work does not necessitate
detailed research into meaning and intent in order to enchant. It engages the viewer immediately in
an emotional and purely aesthetic response. Despite having two solo shows almost simultaneously, a
printmaking residency at COFA’s Cicada Press from 29 July to 6 August, a workshop and open studio
later in the month, and numerous international residencies and workshops later this year, Srivilasa has
produced a body of work that is multi-layered and unique, and which cements him in his rightful
position as one of the leading ceramic artists in Australia.

Vipoo Srivilasa, Red Room, Maunsell Wickes at Barry Stern Galleries
Paddington, NSW, August 2013
www.maunsellwickes.com; http://vipoo.com
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