
Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran with 
his sculpture, Blue spiky head with 
gold teeth, 2021.
Photo: Elise Frederickson
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The creation of life from clay is a common birth story found in many mythological 
narratives and religious creation myths around the world. The work of 

contemporary Australian ceramicist Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran is secular and 
unmistakably contemporary, yet there is something miraculous in the way he 

bestows raw earth with the ineffable qualities of life.
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Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran
Four headed seated figure (detail), 2021
earthenware
119 x 41 x 35cm
Photo: Elise Frederickson
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“These ceramics bear little 
resemblance to the human form. 
Instead, they move between rigid 
geometrical shapes and much looser, 
almost sprawling, structures.”
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I am looking at a face, which is looking back at me. 
Or is it? Is this face really looking back at me? And, 
perhaps, more urgently, is it even a face? When I stare at 
Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran’s new works, I’m continually 
confronted by these questions and more specifically 
the unnerving effects of what psychologists refer to as 
‘face pareidolia’. Despite its intimidating pronunciation, 
face pareidolia is a simple concept: it refers to the 
phenomenon of seeing human features in inanimate 
and everyday objects. If you have ever spied a face in 
the contours of a passing cloud, the char of some burnt 
toast, the holes of a bowling ball, or the knots of a 
wooden floorboard, you will understand me. However, 
this moment does not usually endure. At some point,  
life continues and we eat the toast, bowl the ball, and 
take a step forward. This is where Nithiyendran’s work 
radically differs. 

Nithiyendran’s new series of ceramics for his exhibition 
The Guardians, pulls at our inherent impulse to locate 
faces in things. Inspired by Japanese Nio guardians and 
Hindu Dvarapala door or gate guardians, Nithiyendran 
deploys a series of abstracted ceramic forms as the 
exhibition’s namesake. These ceramics bear little 
resemblance to the human form. Instead, they move 

between rigid geometrical shapes and much looser, 
almost sprawling, structures. However, where other 
objects—our toast, bowling ball, and floorboards—
relinquish their claim to human physiognomy upon a 
second glance and closer inspection, Nithiyendran’s 
works stake an indelible claim to this anthropomorphic 
territory. The artist takes abstract ceramics that bear little 
resemblance to the human form, and he enfranchises 
them with the ineffable qualities of life. His works stand 
between the inanimate and the sentient, allowing us to 
comfortably settle on neither. Like the guardians that sit 
outside a temple, many of the works seem to teeter on 
the edge of movement, as if to deny the very nature of 
their hardened clay bodies. Nithiyendran’s ceramics exist 
within the conventional setting of the art encounter—
they sit and are inspected—yet they also threaten to 
rupture the assumed passivity of the art object and the 
unilateral nature of this relationship. In the simplest terms 
possible, we look at them, but they also look back at us. 

But Nithiyendran’s ceramic sculptures are more than 
mere avatars, as the artist plays with the very idea of 
construction and illusion in his work. ‘I was looking at the 
mythological and historical instances where guardians 
stand at entrances’, he explains. ‘They often produce fear 
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or are somewhat ominous, but I also wanted to introduce 
an ambiguous tone’. This ambiguity comes to the fore 
in Guardian Figure with Reptile Crown, 2021, where the 
central figure’s face is framed by a series of reptilian 
heads. Nithiyendran tells me that he wanted the viewer 
to question whether these monstrous appendages 
were part of his guardian or were simply an act of self-
adornment or cultivation: ‘a hat to be taken on or off’. 
Of course, we are given some hints. The reptiles bare 
their teeth in an act of primal animus, they are speckled 
with traces of red, and suggest some past violence. By 
contrast, the central guardian sticks out his tongue, in a 
playful gesture that could not be more distinct. However, 
the answer as to whether or not this is one singular entity 
is less interesting than the fact that Nithiyendran makes 
us ask the question. He is both creating a believable 
fiction and undoing this artifice within the space of the 
same artwork. 

Part of the immediacy of the work has to do with how 
Nithiyendran layers and interweaves his painted glazes. 
In Double Headed Horned Figure, 2021, for instance, 
the colour seems to cascade over the ceramic head, as 
ribbons of blue slide and fold into areas of white, only 
to be covered by drips of yellow and underwritten by 

piercing lines of red, which momentarily materialise 
where the other glazes are at their thinnest. The brilliance 
of the ceramic’s finish is that it still appears to be in 
progress—that it still appears to be alive, moving, and 
somehow able to shift before our eyes. Of course, we all 
know that the firing process has arrested these colours 
and permanently frozen them in place, yet, even so, the 
glazes’ fluidity threatens this knowledge and defies the 
certainty of this material dormancy. In other words, the 
impossible whisper of activity and sentience not only 
finds expression in the iconography of Nithiyendran’s 
guardians, but also in the chromatic play of their ceramic 
skin. Here, the conceptual power of the work migrates 
into its very materiality. 

While Nithiyendran’s ceramics are filled with a visceral 
immediacy, it would be a mistake to locate a lack of care 
in his free, neo-expressionist aesthetic. In fact, it is one 
of his quiet frustrations. ’I think when writers generally 
talk about my work they use a couple of clichéd words, 
like “wild” and “expressive,” without meditating upon 
what those words actually mean’, Nithiyendran tells me. 
‘What I try and communicate rhetorically is this artistic 
process of being wild and uninhibited, but that’s actually 
an aesthetic. Wildness is a register rather than a part of 
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RIGHT: Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran
Guardian figure with reptile crown, 2021
earthenware 
74 x 38 x 28 cm
Photo: Elise Frederickson

LEFT: Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran
Four headed seated figure (detail), 2021
earthenware
119 x 41 x 35 cm
Photo: Elise Frederickson
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the process’. This is the contradiction of Nithiyendran’s 
work, which traffics in an economy of intense symbols 
and kinetically charged marks yet does so with the most 
careful hands and thoughtful eyes.

It’s surprising, but it shouldn’t be. Ceramics is a process 
characterised by protracted patience and high drama, 
as one begins by meticulously moulding clay only to 
later surrender it into a Promethean fire. ‘The actual 
techniques that I’m using are not dissimilar to the ones 
that people would have been using thousands of years 
ago’, Nithiyendran says. ‘There’s a lot of mythological 
narratives and religious creation myths where the core 
motif is breathing life into earth or clay’. Nithiyendran’s 
work is secular and unmistakably contemporary, yet 
it also mobilises a syncretic artistic vocabulary: from 
vernacular sculptures made by artisans in India to 
the horses that accompany the terracotta warriors. 
Upon reflection, the clichés that attach themselves to 
Nithiyendran’s work become a little more sympathetic—
how else is one meant to navigate a practice that so 
effortlessly moves between seemingly diametrically-
opposed positions, and eludes the compression and 
short-hand of the written word? 

When I ask Nithiyendran about why he makes a particular 
artistic move or creative choice, he typically replies with 
a rich narrative that traverses the intricacies of different 
cultural and aesthetic histories. Sometimes he doesn’t, 
sometimes his explanation falters. ‘I guess some of my 
processes are somewhat beyond language or reason, 
as intuition forms a core part of my artistic process’, he 
tells me. ‘That sounds a bit weird and romantic, but I 
think once they start to come into being there’s almost a 
fight between the cerebral and non-cerebral elements’. 
While Nithiyendran is describing his artistic process, 
he could also be describing how a viewer receives the 
work. His ceramics present us with a series of intellectual 
provocations, yet they also move beyond this to strike 
at some fundamental part of our psyche. They move 
into the world of language and comprehension in one 
moment, only to depart from it in the next.  

Exhibition: Guardians, October 14 - November 13, 2021

+ EMAIL ART@SULLIVANSTRUMPF.COM TO REQUEST A 

PREVIEW BEFORE OCTOBER 14

mailto:%20art%40sullivanstrumpf.com?subject=Ramesh%20Mario%20Nithiyendran%20Preview
mailto:%20art%40sullivanstrumpf.com?subject=Ramesh%20Mario%20Nithiyendran%20Preview

	OLE_LINK1
	OLE_LINK2

