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"Behold, F{e withoideth the waters, and they dry up: also He

sendeth them out, and ti:ey overturrr the earEh."

Tlre Bible, J*b, Chapter 12:15

"The nigtrt after it happened, as I lvas saying rry' rughtl-r"

pj:ayers, tr felt x deep atve" Friy response rnas not disappointrnent

or confltct,but I was speechless * "For F{e giveth not account

*t a*y of F{is matters" (lob, Chapter 33:13) -"

In the wake of the Asian Tsunanri disaster a{ 26 December last

yeaqNirmala llutt Strranmughalinga*t w:rade herseif rryatch the

coverage on CNI\I continucusly fbr one r,veek- Emotiorwlly
sensitive and physically {ragtle, she has for several 1'ears fiow
stopped reading and watching the news. Ail day s1-sry &ay tltat.

week, she witnessed rhe horrifting itrrages of destruction and

deatlr, and listened to eyer,vitness reports and cornme:rLtaty until
she was almost nurnb. In the nddst of the horror, however,

there lnrrre also stories of hope. fbith arrd tr,ttaculous survi.val".

She was particularl,t, moved by the story otl)ayalan Sanders,

the rnissionary who with his nrife saved his family and al1 the

children from his orph ar;age in Navalady, Sri Lanka, by riding
r,vith thern out against the tide in a srnatrl motorboat"

A{ter }rearing the tale, the artist',s lirst iitrpulse was to Erv to

express something through painting. She found an unfinished

ca{Lvas trclrn h*r Creat Leap Forward series of 1999 alrrd within
tlre exisring triang*iar motif painted a white sttrge in a single

stroke. She rryas atternpri*g to depict the stunning sudden

verticality of the rnarre, described by one photographer in

frandar Acetr as coming up from the irottom of the sea "like a

cobtra", She had atrso used this idea *{ a singie rnat on the

canvas, loadecl with symboi"i.sm and spontaneolls feeling, in a

few paintings wvade for her Virgi* Spriwg installation of 2*A3,

where she explored the therne of raped innocence'

It rn as soon clear however that this format rvoutrd not hrold for
wlra't she wanted to express, and rhat an entirely new approach

worrld have to be taken towards this or,'envhelming and

unfamiliar subject.

Nirrnala, ,ovitnessing and internalising che pain of disaster and

atfi)citv, Fias alrn ays called out to the conscience . of naan through

her w,ork as an artist. Wtrile in the very early years of, her

practi.ce, she rvorked lvith abstraction arrd lanclscape and

nature-based sub.jects, by the early 70s she had realised lrer

need to say something throllgh her lvork about the greed,

cruelty, and negligence that drives mail'to infl.ict pain upon the

innocent. F{er rn'orks on envirofi.fi:.ental destruction,
disenfranchisernent, apartheid, t}:e victi*rs of u'ar, potritical

greed and most recently ** child abuse, have therefore ahvays

emrptrol,ed real materiaX. Ne'uvs images and text, her own

photographs, are \l/orked into her painrings as silkscreen or
co1lage, found objects are usect in iristatrlations; and Frer works to

date have trlad carefully*devised strategies, presenting evidence,

cornrl:"e yltaty and er::.otio* aX response.

The artist's "experience" of the tsunanei disaster, aird t}:e nature

of ttrte event itself has led her to exptrore a nlore purely

expressionistic approach. T'he'/-'szinarwi 20*4- 2 00 5 paintings,

rracie through a period of four co five rnonths , atre her effort to
translate her f,eelings about what might be described as an act

of God. She has said she felt "engulfed by awe".

The conxpositional scheme Nirrnala has founetr for the series is

iruspired by eyelvitness descriprions of rhe phenornenon itself,

especially frorlt the Da1,alan Sanders story

When alerted of the wave, Sanders' rvife Kohila "ran into the

brilliant sunshine anct sar.v the buiiding sea. El'en rhe cq]lour of
the water was rvrong: trt lookecl, she said, "like ash"." Sanders

hirnself said, "It uras a thunderous rcar, and bXack sea" ancl

descritred there cn the horizort, \tr,as a "3O*foot lvall of
1ry29gE"." (1)

OtFrers also ctescribed ttrre unnerving appearance of the

tsuna.mi: "Iffe sarv the \ruave on the i-lorizon, iike ctrouds, black

against the sky," (Zuhrasafita, Eandan Aceh) (2); "..&s I slvam to

shore, rry mrinct w,as fflomentarily l:efuddled b,-v rwo conflicting

impressions * the idyltric }:lue skv and the rapidly risiirg waters""

(Michaei Dobbs, Weligarna, Sri Lank*) (ai.



W"ith the idea *{ a fiat sky backdrop aird dark waves in tumuit
set in her mind, F{irrarala at first used a tright, innocent b].ue, and

tn Tsr,*+ami 2$04-20A5 ff places a iittle paper bcat on the waves,

in tribute perhaps to the Sanclers' b*at" Feeling this to be too
"pret67", she fina}ly ch*se Cerulean bh:e, a deep, brooding yet

brilliant cotrour. She th*n tried to use collaged ne\,vspaper

irnages <>f tsunami victilrrs CIn the cornposition, but abandoned

this device also, finaily chcosi.ng the simplest and clearest f,ornl

f,or the paintings.

Or.,er thirry caftvases describe a clear blue sk1, and the turbulent

strrge$ *t a sea of ashes.The artist has painred in slvattres and

clrts, using a rotrler brush for the fiat blue sky, a palette knife and

a wide brush to achieve the mrvriad variati.ons of v,'ater fi-orving,

crashing, rising up like a rnaLl" Ilespite her physical frailqy she

says she Glt her "energy flor,ving from canvas to canvas", drivelt
by emotion and the call to keep working, which she deems a

gift &om God. As a viewer rn'e feel ttrrat same sense af, arve, of
being engulfe<l in san:ettrring powerfill far beyond our coxxtrol"

Complex narratives, moral and spiritual questions, darkness and

light, lie deep in rhe expressive sl^.reep cf Nirrnala's paintings.

The sense ol the stnallness of rtraadl, of hur:ran ansuish and loss is

as strong in these r,r,-orks as it has been through*ut her practice *
equaltry compelling horn ever is a prevailing sense of spiritual
faith, and rvithin ttris faith, krope.

Nirmraia often cites the phrase '*elemental fotrce" tE: describe the

n:.otivation behind all her rrurcrk, and in this series of paintings

we see her rneaning most ctreariy:

"If feeXing fails vain rn ill be your art
And idie wFrat 1'ou plan unless your art

Spring from the sr:ul r,vith eler.nental force

To hotrd its srvay in ever v.'- listeni.ng heart;"

(frome G*etlte, Farast)

Ber,'erly Yong, Curator

(1) John l-aticasrer, "With iittle varning, director sar,'es 28 orphans frorn tsunand"'

I[,hshington Post. 28 l]ecember 2004

{2) Scott Balclauf, Chtistian Science Monitor,2i April 2005

(3) \firashington l]ost,26 December 2004
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