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Ever since she was a child, Larissa Bates' everyday life has been characterised by conflicting
experiences and contrasting impressions. She grew up in minimalist houses, some without
electricity, with her American father, who was part of hippie subculture and had dedicated himself
to a simple life, and whom she describes in El Viudo (The Widower) in particular. She thus
developed an early interest in the aesthetics of the material culture around her and life in ‘normal’
homes. Though Larissa’s mother died young, her glamorous family were an immense draw for
Larissa at that time. The upper class women of Costa Rica swathe themselves in colourful fabrics,
shimmering jewellery and elaborate make up. The differences between the two branches of Bates’
family therefore derived not only from their ethnic origin in the different Americas; rather, they
also concerned contrasting experiences of spirituality, and conceptions of class, roles, and living
standards. How does one deal with having only a subliminal and confused understanding of part
of one’s own family and consequently of part of oneself?

Larissa Bates' art processes questions such as this relating to identity, belonging, and
feelings of loss and ,in-between-ness’. She herself describes her work as a kind of diary in which
she records her attempts to approach them. Her use of bright gouache, glimmering gold leaf and
mother of pearl creates a unique materiality in her images that results in complex floral and
ornamental images. On the one hand they are reminiscent of her Costa Rican family’s lifestyle,
which so captivated her as a child. On the other, the materials are also a reference to the former
colonial trade routes, thus addressing the cultural interweaving in Costa Rica of European
colonialism, Asian trade influences and the South American base. These multi-layered cultural
implications are reflected in contemporary arts and crafts in particular, as South Americans
apparently attempt to use art to gain access to the motifs and objects that have brought in to
their country. This has given rise to Mexican interpretations of Japanese folding screens, named
biombos, and enconchados inspired by the art of lacquering. This kind of artistic appropriation is
what ultimately inspires Bates’ paintings. Hybrid works of art never quite fit into indigenous
traditions, yet they maintain a definitive point of access to the other — they are intermediaries
between cultures. Bates recognises in this her own search for a way to access her foreign/familiar
maternal family. This imagery that oscillates between continents and cultures becomes almost a
metaphor for cultural convergence, where art provides a unique form of expression for the
internal differences that are so difficult to put into words. The language of the materials and style
in Bates’ paintings are the point at which her own private experiences and (artistic) attempts to
gain access blend with the political dimensions of post-colonialism and the associated questions
of cultural property, authenticity, hybridity and multiculturalism. However, they then immediately
go beyond this in their use of humorous twists and surreal absurdity. This is how Bates’ multi-
layered imagery attempts, in a very personal way, to make tangible the two different cultures
within herself and her family, incorporating times and spaces, the foreign and the familiar, in equal

measures in an opulent exoticisation of the self.
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