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Nirmala Dutt Shanmughalingam: Tsunami 2004-2005

“Behold, He witholdeth the waters, and they dry up: also He
sendeth them out, and they overturn the earth.”

The Bible, Job, Chapter 12:13

“The night atter it happened, as I was saying my nightly
prayers, I felt a deep awe. My response was not disappointment
or conflict, but I was speechless — “For He giveth not account
of any of His matters” (Job. Chapter 33:13)

In the wake of the Asian Tsunami disaster of 26 December last
year, Nirmala Dutt Shanmughalingam made herself watch the
coverage on CNN continuously for one week. Emotionally
sensitive and physically fragile, she has for several years now
stopped reading and watching the news. All day every day that
week, she witnessed the horrifying images of destruction and
death, and listened to eyewitness reports and commentary until
she was almost numb. In the midst of the horror, however.
there were also stories of hope, faith and miraculous survival.
She was particularly moved by the story of Dayalan Sanders,
the missionary who with his wife saved his family and all the
children trom his orphanage in Navalady, Sri Lanka. by riding
with them out against the tde in a small motorboat.

After hearing the tale, the artist’s first impulse was to try to
express something through painting. She found an unfinished
canvas from her Great Leap Fonvard series of 1999 and within
the existing triangular motif painted a white surge in a single
stroke. She was attempting to depict the stunning sudden
verticality of the wave, described by one photographer in
Bandar Aceh as coming up from the bottom of the sea “like a
cobra”. She had also used this idea of a single mark on the
canvas, loaded with symbolism and spontancous feeling, in a
few paintings made for her Virgin Spring installation of 2003,
where she explored the theme of raped innocence.

Tt was soon clear however that this format would not hold for
what she wanted to express, and that an entirely new approach
would have to be taken towards this overwhelming and
unfamiliar subject.

Nirmala, witnessing and internalising the pain of disaster and
atrocity, has always called out to the conscience of man through
her work as an artist. While in the very carly years of her
practice, she worked with abstraction and landscape and
nature-based subjects, by the early 70s she had realised her
need to say something through her work about the greed,
cruelty, and negligence that drives man to inflict pain upon the
innocent. Her works on environmental destruction,
disenfranchisement, apartheid. the victims of war, political
greed and most recentdy on child abuse, have therefore always
employed real material. News images and text, her own
photographs, are worked into her paintings as silkscreen or
collage, found objects are used in installations; and her works to
date have had carcfully-devised strategies, presenting evidence.
commentary and cmotional response.

The artist’s “expericnce” of the sunami disaster, and the nacure
of the event itself, has led her to explore a more purely
expressionistic approach. The Tsunami 2004-20035 pamtings.
made through a period of four to five months, are her effort to
translate her feclings about what might be described as an act
of God. She has said she felt “cngulfed by awe™.

The compositional scheme Nirmala has found for the series is
inspircd by eyewitness descriptions of the phenomenon itself,
cespecially from the Dayalan Sanders story.

When alerted of the wave, Sanders’ wife Kohila “ran into the
brilliant sunshine and saw the building sea. Even the colour of
the water was wrong: It looked, she said, “like ash”.” Sanders
himself said, “It was a thunderous roar, and black sea™ and
described there on the horizon, was a *30-foot wall of
water”.”" (I

Others also described the unnerving appearance of the
tsunami: “We saw the wave on the horizon, like clouds, black
against the sky,” (Zuhrasafita, Bandar Acch) @;“As | swam to
shore, my mind was momentarily befuddled by two conflicting
impressions — the idyllic blue sky and the rapidly rising waters.”
(Michacl Dobbs, Weligama, Sri Lanka) 4.



With the idea of a flat sky backdrop and dark waves in tumult
set in her mind, Nirmala at first used a light, innocent blue, and
in Tsunami 2004-2005 11 places a lictde paper boat on the waves,
in tribute perhaps to the Sanders® boat. Fecling this to be too
“pretry”, she finally chose Cerulean blue. a deep. brooding yet
brilliant colour. She then tried to use collaged newspaper
images of tsunami victims on the composition, but abandoned
this device also, finally choosing the simplest and clearest form
for the paintings.

Over thirty canvases describe a clear blue sky and the turbulent
surges of a sea of ashes. The aruist has painted i swathes and
cuts, using a roller brush for the flat blue sky, a palette knife and
a wide brush to achieve the myriad variations of water flowing,
crashing, rising up like a wall. Despite her physical frailty she
says she fele her “energy tlowing from canvas to canvas™, driven
by emotion and the call to keep working, which she deems a
gift from God. As a viewer we feel that same sense of awe, of
being engulted in something powertul far beyond our control.
Complex narratives, moral and spiritual questions, darkness and
light. lic deep in the expressive sweep of Nirmalas paintings.
The sense of the smallness of man, ot human anguish and loss is

as strong in these works as it has been throughout her practice -

cqually’ compelling however is a prevailing sense of spiritual
faith, and within this taich, hope.

Nirmala often cites the phrase “elemental force™ to describe the

motivation behind all her work, and in this series of paintings
we see her meaning most clearly:

“If feeling fails vamn will be your art

And 1dle what you plan unless your art
Spring from the soul with clemental force
To hold its sway in every listening heart.”

(tfrom Goethe, Faust)

Beverly Yong, Curator

(1 John Lancaster, " Wath httle warmng. director saves 28 orphans from tsunanu™,
Washimgton Post, 28 December 2004
(21 Scor Baldaut, Christan Science Momtor, 21 Apnl 2005

3+ Washmgton Post, 26 December 2004
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Part of the procecds from Tsunami 2004-2005 will be donated o

microseed . a non-profit group supporting entreprencurship

among those who sulfered most from the Asian tsunami.
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1941 in Penang. Malaysia.
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1962 Attended art classes held by Hoeswein Enas in Kuala Lumpur.

1966-67 Studied at Corcoran School of Art, Washington D.C.
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Studied drawing at Boston College of Art & Cambridge Education
Centre, Mass.

1975-78 Oxford Polyvtechnic (Oxford Brooks Umiversity), Oxtord, England.

1992-95

Post Graduate Studies, London Univensity:
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The Condiion of Being, Dewan Bahasa dan Pusaka, Kuala Lumpur.
Nirmala Dutt Shanmughalingam: A Review, Valentine Willie Fine
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Salon Malaysia. Natonal Are Gallery, Kuala Lumpar.

Malaysian Landscape, National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumipun,

Man & His World exhibition, National Art Gallery.

National Photography Exhibition, National Museam, Kuala Lumpur.
Exhibition of Squatter Clildren and Pollution Series, International
Year of the Child Conference. The National Council of Women
Organisations (NCWOQO).

Exhibition of Squatter Children Series, Man and the Biosphere
Programme, Child and Environment Regional Seaumar by MAB,
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Minister’s Department, and UNESCO.

Malam Nada Warna (Evening of Colour Tones), Grup Teater Ehe,
PPuan Sri Frances Antlin, National Museum of Art and Selangor
Philharmome Society Exhibition.

Year of the Child Exhibition, Mobile Exhibition by Ministry of
Health, Malaysia.

Slide presentation and seminar of Squatter Series by Medical Faculny,
University of Malaya,

ASEAN Travelling Exhibition of Painting and Pho:ography.

Perdana (Premier) Exhibition, Malaysian Artists” Avociation,
Umversity of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.

Sth Tricnnale India. New Delhr,

25 Years of Malaysian Art, National Art Gallery, Kwila Lumpur.
Geraktara, Penang Muoscum and Art Gallery.

Sericipta Puteri Malaysia, University of Malaya, Kusla Lumpur.
National Invitation Show, Nauonal Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.
Titian 1 (Bridge 1), Malaysian Artists” Association, National Museum
Art Gallery, Singapore.

American Expericnces Malaysian lmages. American Embassy,

Kuala Lumpur.

Saujana Fine Art Exhibition, City Hall. Kuala Tumpur

Endau Rompin Pasar Seni Exhibinon and Auction to raise funds for
the Malaysian Fleritage and Scientitic Expedition. Endau Rompin.
Side by Side: Contemporary British and Malaysian Art. Navonal Art
Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.
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Malaysian’Art 1957-87, National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.
Pameran Minggu Palestin (Palestine Week Exhibition), Johore Bahru,
Malaysia.

Contemporary Paintings of Malaysia, Pacitic Asia Museum, Pasadena,
California.

First ASEAN Travelhng Exhibition of Photography, Punungs and
Childrens Art, Bandar Seri Bagawan, Bangkok, Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur,
Mamla and Singapore.

Hiroshuna Day Exhibition, City Hall, Kuala Lumpur.

Paomeran Perdana 3, National Art Gallery, Kuals Lumpur.

Pameran Pelukis man Malayaa, Menara Maybank, Kuala Lumpur.
Wamta Malavsia Sejarah Cabaram, Keberanian dan Kesungguhan
(Malaysian Wonien A History of Challenge. Courage and Dedication).
Arkib Negara.

Exlibinon of Pantangs by Malaysian Artists” Association, Natonab Art
Gallery, Bangkok :
Question of Palesting, City Hall, Kuala Lumpur.

3rd Astan Art Show, Fukuoka Art Museum, Jgpan, )
Metromuama, Perth, Australia. '
Contemporary Art trom {Mamie Countries, Barbican Centre, London.
Open Show, Nattonal Art Gallery. Kuala Lumpur.

Women and Creativity, Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysian Arosts” Association (PPM) Extibition, Johor Bahru and
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Sth Avan Internanional Exhibion Malaysia, National Art Gallery,
Kuala Lumpur.

APS 90, Kuala Lumpur.
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National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur,

Exhibition of Paintings by Indonesumn and Malaysian Women Artists,
Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur.

Artand the Social Context, National Art Gallery, Kuala Fumpur.
Show by Malavsian Nature Societys Greening Fund.

Malam Purs Alam (Poetry on the Envitonment), Kuala Lumpur,
Modern Masters, GaleniWan, Kuala Lumpur.

Art Document L Artiquarium, Kuala Lumpur,

Rasalah Dari Malayaa (Message from Malaysia), The Royal Society of
Fine Ares, Amman, Jordan and Natonal Are Gallery, Dayabumi
Comples, Kuala Lumpur.

Women and Creaovity, Navonal Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.

2nd Generation Artists, Galeri Petronas, Kuala Lumpur.

Madernity and Beyond: Themes in Southeast Astan Art, Opening
Exhibinon of Singapore Art Museum.

Figurauve Approaches in Modern Malaysuan Art, Galeri Petronas,
Kuala Lumpur. =

Public Art: The Story of Ogre Citrus: Disaibuted by mail.

ASEAN Masterworks Exlubinon: 2nd Informal Summit at the Mines
Resort and the Nanonal Art Gallery.

Two Women Valentine Willie Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur.

Breaking the Vetl: Women Arusts from the Islamic World, Amman,
Jordan: Rhodes, Greece:Valenon, Spam: Naples. ualy; Luxembourg;
Barcelona, Spam.

Public Art 1: Sia, Dastributed by mail.

Dewrcitra, Galer Shah Alan, Malavsia,

Major Award, Man & His World exhibution, Natonal Are Galléry,
Kuala Tumipur.
Chevening Award Scholar, London.

INSTITUTIONAL COLI ECTIONS
Navonal Art Gallery, Kuala Tumpur
Smgapore Art Museam

Roval Jordanun Nanonal Gallery
University Science Malaysia, Penang
Bank Negara Malavaa, Kuala Lumpur
Salomon Brothers, Hong Kong



