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Lata Upadhyaya, design for Transit: The Identity of a White 
Van, 2018 

Firstsite, Colchester, is pleased to announce a new commission by Essex-based artist Lata 
Upadhyaya, Transit: The Identity of a White Van. In the work, Upadhyaya uses the symbolic 
status of a white transit van as a canvas to explore the rich diversity of contemporary Britain 
and the communities living in Essex.

Originally from Assam in India, Upadhyaya first came to live in Essex in 2005. Transit brings 
together two cultural signifiers from the places she has called home – the stereotype of 
the British ‘White Van Man’, first coined in the late 1990s, and South Asian truck art. In 
India and Pakistan, trucks and buses are decorated by their owners with elaborate patterns 
and calligraphy, often to remind them of home during months on the road. Their exterior 
designs are intricate and unique to the individual driver, with richly painted icons of religious 
symbolism, popular culture and Bollywood stars, as well as political slogans and stickers. 
Inspired by this tradition, Upadhyaya has created a vibrant iconographic collage that will 
envelop the entire surface of an ordinary white Ford Transit van.

Included within Upadhyaya’s artwork are Matryoshka dolls, most commonly known as 
Russian dolls (themselves inspired by similar dolls made in Japan), representing the range 
of communities who live in Essex and the valuable contribution that immigration makes to 
British society. The design’s symbology further includes a Chinese dragon, prayer flags, a 
face, a heart, a ship in a bottle and a rainbow, as well as a tree of life depicting diverse 
national flags as its leaves. 

When researching designs for Transit, Upadhyaya hosted a series of workshops across 
Essex, inviting members of the public to draw their own identities and represent the things 
that are most important to them. The dominant theme that emerged from the individuals 
and communities that participated was that we have far more in common than not. These 
personal reflections have been used by Upadhyaya to inspire the vivid design that now 
embellishes and patterns the Ford Transit. 

Transit builds upon Upadhyaya’s 2016 project, 6,919km: The Journey of a Rickshaw, in 
which the artist transformed a rickshaw with brightly coloured depictions of Indian and Essex 
culture (including portraits of Russell Brand, Grayson Perry and Jamie Oliver) to celebrate its 
incredible journey from Meerut, India, to Clacton-on-Sea.

The artwork will be displayed in the entrance to Firstsite, welcoming visitors. It is accompanied 
by an audio guide voiced by the artist, in which Upadhyaya explains its motifs and patterns. 

Transit: The Identity of a White Van has been made possible through Firstsite’s partnership 
with Essex Cultural Diversity Project. Based in Chelmsford, Essex Cultural Diversity Project 
creates opportunities, stimulates participation and provides a focal point for the development, 
celebration and co-ordination of cultural diversity through arts and heritage activity in Essex. 

Indi Sadu, Manager, Essex Cultural Diversity Project said: ‘Transit: The Identity of a White Van 
has given a range of diverse communities in Essex an opportunity to engage with the arts 
through new digital technology and provide a platform for a unique way of creative working.’
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Cllr Susan Barker, Essex County Council’s Cabinet Member for Culture, Communities and 
Customer said: ‘Essex County Council are delighted to have supported this project through 
a Culture in Essex Small Grant, which is a brilliant example of how our funding can help 
lever further support from organisations such as Arts Council England as well as strengthen 
partnerships with Firstsite and the Essex Cultural Diversity Project. Essex is a county full 
of a wide range of diverse communities and this project has helped celebrate this in an 
engaging and innovative way.’

Sally Shaw, Director, Firstsite said: ‘Lata Upadhyaya’s installation builds upon the gallery’s 
ongoing examination of identity. In taking the ubiquitous white transit van, and then 
decorating it in the manner of Indian and Pakistani truck art, while also mixing in various 
other national symbols, such as the Chinese dragon, Lata has metamorphosed a functional 
vehicle into an artwork that reflects the cultural vibrancy of contemporary Britain.’

The project has been made possible by the generous support of Arts Council England, 
Colchester Borough Council, Essex County Council and Thurrock Borough Council.

About the Artist:

About Essex Cultural Diversity Project:

About Firstsite:

Notes to Editors:

Born and raised in India, Lata Upadhyaya is a visual artist who specialises in contemporary 
sculpture. She holds an MFA in Sculpture from the Slade School of Fine Art, London (2000), 
and a BA Fine Arts (1995) and MFA in Sculpture (1998) from MS University, Baroda, India. 
Upadhyaya’s work reflects upon her own life and the experience of migrating from East to 
West, through a journey of exploration of materials, texture, colour, pattern, shape and form. 
Through her extensive travels, she has participated in international artists’ residencies that 
have allowed her to further explore different mediums and practices. 

Her work is held in private collections throughout Europe, India, Korea and the Middle 
East. Upadhyaya currently lives and works in the UK, where she has been a key activist in 
establishing an artists’ community in South Essex and has a studio at Acme, High House 
Production Park in Purfleet.

Essex Cultural Diversity Project (ECDP) was established in 2007 and is a registered charity 
working across cultural sectors, building partnerships with artists, arts organisations 
museums and libraries to promote culturally diverse work. Its scope is broad, commissioning 
and showcasing work from visual and performing arts as well as literature and heritage. 
Projects have ranged from outdoor theatre and festivals to world music and artist 
development opportunities, nurturing and supporting diverse talent and encouraging work 
from BAME artists. It works closely with LGBT and disabled artists and arts organisations, 
extending its role as leading on artistic diversity.

ECDP plays a key role in developing a more diverse audience for the arts and cultural sectors, 
working in partnership with communities, local authorities and other partners including 
health organisations, charities and schools. 

Firstsite is a public contemporary art gallery in Colchester, Essex. Over the last fifteen years 
it has gained a strong reputation, presenting ambitious work to new audiences in the East 
of England and beyond. Situated in Colchester’s ‘cultural quarter,’ the present building was 
designed by Uruguayan architect Rafael Viñoly, and opened in 2011. Firstsite is a partner 
of Plus Tate, which uses Tate’s resources to contribute to a network of arts organisations 
across the country, and to increase public access to the national collection of British and 
international modern and contemporary art. Current exhibitions: BRONZE AGE c. 3500 BC – 
2018 AD (17 March – 28 October), The Britishness Project (17 March – 17 June), and Chip 
Night (10 March – 3 June).

For more information, please contact 
Albany Arts Communications

Carla von der Becke,  
carla@albanyartscommunications.com

t:  + 44 (0) 20 73 88 09 97 
m: + 44 (0) 79 74 25 29 94 
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Please visit the Firstsite website for more 
information: 

www.firstsite.uk

#WhiteVan 
#Firstsite 

Firstsite opening hours:  
Monday – Sunday, 10am – 5pm

Core Funders:

Exhibition Supporters:

http://www.firstsite.uk 
https://www.facebook.com/firstsite
https://twitter.com/firstsite
https://www.instagram.com/firstsitecolchester/

