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CAPTURING TWILIGHT pays tribute to and explores ancient dance forms  Makyong and Chinese Opera.   
Karuppiah’s work on Makyong began by capturing a  traditional healing occasions,  conducted for  senior prima-donna of Makyong, Mek Sapiah.    Mek Sapiah partly blamed her illness to her ‘unfulfilled desire’ (angin) of her strong inherent temperament.   (Traditional Malays of this region, especially those artistically inclined, believe that if their inborn artistic temperaments (angin) are not fulfilled,  negative psychological consequences result which also manifest physically. )  There are many ‘angins’ but the most important ones relate to two archetypal characters: Angin Dewa Pecil (the  introvert); and Angin Dewa Muda (the  extrovert).   Mek Sapiah, a sensitive and emotional person by nature, had always believed that she possessed the Angin Dewa Pecil. 

The Main Petri session was held outside a constructed balai and the floor was covered with traditional mat (tikar). There were several rituals performed to consecrate the place and to ensure safety of patient, musicians and audience before the commencement of the healing session. 

Eventually, the Angin Dewa Pecil was banished (pujuk) and the most poignant parts of in this mythic Malay story were performed and enacted. Mek Sapiah was able to relive those episodes as her own. Finally in tune with the depth of her psyche, she was able to feel whole once again. The therapy process was a deeply emotional journey and Mek Sapiah was also supported by her family and  audience.   She passed away soon after that performance, finding peace in this last dance.

Chinese Opera, a traditional form of drama and musical theatre in China, has  roots back to the third century. Most stories are based on Chinese history and famous Chinese classics and myths. The traditions and beliefs of the Chinese people are manifested in the values of the plays, such as  loyalty, morality, love, patriotism and faithfulness.  The operas served as a vehicle of reinforcing these values the emperor and Kingdom.    Current local  practise of Chinese Opera continues reinforce these values and  the tradition, but  the art itself fights for survival.

Master Elizabeth Choy Yim Heong, a leading and senior prima-donna  (77 years old) in Malaysian Canto Opera started her training  at the aged of seven. The experience in person with Master Choy, was an opportunity for Karuppiah who was captivated with the prima-donna and troupe during performances Hungry Ghost Festival.  Karuppiah, mesmerised by the preparation for the stage,  captured the moments of artistic instensity behind the curtain.  

Karuppiah’s images  capture the fluidity of the dance and drama,  in various literal and semi-abstract guises.  Capturing Twilight   shares with us through the lens,  the characters, the intensity and also the soft rhythms and harmonies of these declining arts.   It is also a personal  tribute to Master Elizabeth Choy Yim Heong and  the late Mek Sapiah , and members of these performing arts   and for their dedication and strength in keeping history and legacy alive.

For information/purchasing enquiries, please contact:

Shalini Ganendra Fine Art

+603 7958 2175

stag@tm.net.my
www.shaliniganendra.com
KL PAC 

+603 4047 9010

ARTIST – NIRMALA KARUPPIAH 

CAPTURING TWILIGHT – Quote for Prestige December 2010 Issue

Nirmala Karuppiah is an exceptional mood and movement photographer - and in the context of this exhibition, captures the nuances of dance.  Capturing Twilight presents works that are a culmination of various techniques and approaches she has adopted in her career to date.

During the Freeman Fellowship, (awarded by Vermont Studios last year), Nirmala  focussed on the study of  maple leaves, movement, development and decay - a static and motion series.  Thereafter, her earlier series, Odissi , after being shown by SGFA in New York for Asia Week,   was presented as a Museum solo at the Johnson State University Art Museum, USA.  Odissi showed  intimate encounters with  preparation rituals before the Dance.  


Another distinctive feature of  Karuppiah's work is that  technically, she primarily  uses film (vs digital) and silver gelatin prints.  In that way, she is a traditionalist, finding that the labour intensive methods and human intervention in the process provides a desired personal touch to such personal work.


Capturing Twilight  is a collection of images of performances,  preparations and just moments.   The images  are  suspended, and share  glimpses that are missed or ignored.  The images are also of  altered perceptions.  What we  see individually is different, and what Nirmala presents are her visions.  Thus the works go beyond documentation, incorporating strong artistic sensibilities of feeling, movement and insight - of the subject,  of the photographer as creator and interpreter, and we, as an unseen audience.  

She is a gifted photographer who has successfully  translated for us, the  appreciation and preciousness of traditional dance forms, through visual engagement.
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Tell us a little about yourself, Nirmala.

I am curious and envigorated by people, environment, culture, politics and all surroundings.  There is  inspiration all around us.  I am also very much a student of the human condition. People, from all walks of culture, race and creed - just draw me in.
When and how did your interest in photography start?

Photography has always held a fascination for me, but it was only during my final year project at Malaysia Institute of Arts (MIA) that I used this medium.  Photography has enabled me to explore and capture moods and moments.   

How old were you when you owned your first camera?

I was 19 yrs old when I got my first camera – which was a gift from my brother .  It was a Yashica FX-7

Do you remember the first picture you took? 

Well, I  TAKE many photos – and have the camera with me all the time.  I always regard the next photograph as my first photo  because  I like to explore new subject at all time.    Good answer.

Did you have any formal photography training/ education? If so, where?

Yes, it was a compulsory subject for one semester when I was studying at MIA.  I then pursued a Masters in London at ….

Your work has been described as using traditional documentary techniques, as well as contemporary formats. What does this mean exactly?

Traditional documentary technique … as in combining both side of the world with the mixture of East and West in term of ‘subject matter’ .  Contemporary in that the content and composition of the images communicates my impression to the viewer and thus goes beyond documentation.  I also present the photographs in contemporary formats.  For example, for Capturing Twilight, each image is presented on materials that are relevant to the subject:  woven reed backing for some, red Chinese design for another.

You were awarded a 2009/2010 Freeman Fellowship at Vermont Studio Center, USA to further investigate and develop your style of work. Tell us about the work and research you conducted through that fellowship. 

I investigated aspects of  Vermont’s local history and used the MAPLE LEAF as a metaphor for discoveries.   The history itself lead me to discover more about the Native American dance called the Maple Dance.  I   produced a series of  silver gelatin,  photo-montage. 

Experiences in the US?

The experience in the US was extraordinary and remarkable – I met top artists from various countries in a colourful dispositions, learned so many new things as well as exchange view and ideas.  It was fantastic.  

I have also just come back from a residency in Sri Lanka, organised by Shalini Ganendra Fine Art,  which involved collaborating with top artists from the region who had congregated in Colombo for a Warehouse Project.

Your works are primarily in the format of black and white photographs. 

Why?  B&W is  my medium of choice because it is challenging and mood specific.   It is also a medium that is  very much a tradition, particularly the Silver Gelatin printing – and in that way, the medium compliments nicely my interest in traditional performance arts and culture.  The shades of a WELL DONE  Black & White Photograph  - will speak to you about mood and movement – through shadow and light.

You are known for your body of work which involves the documentation of Malaysian dance troupes. What sparked your interest in that? You have also travelled extensively to capture dancers, audiences, performances and silences. What can you tell us about this? 
I have always had an interest in Dance and my first series, Odissi, explored a dance form that was part of my ethnic heritage.  As you know, I have explored many other dance forms since then.  The language of dance for me is a really a metaphor for  social languages.  

I am intrigued by how dancers EXPRESS.  How they SYNCHRONIZE.  How they MOVE.  All these elements are INTENSELY PERSONAL,  formed by experiences, and relationships.

You've also photographed urban and rural landscapes, investigating cultural dialogues and developments. Tell us about this.

I like the rawness and the purity of the subjects. It simply gives me the pleasure to study deeper to serve as a visual document and an analogy to human nature and interaction.  Our physical  environment shapes and I want to capture how that might be.

Your latest project, Capturing Twilight pays tribute to and explores the ancient dance forms of Makyong and Chinese Opera. 

Let's talk about Makyong first – could you briefly explain the dance form for us? 

Makyong is a traditional form of dance-drama from northern part Malaysia, particularly the state of Kelantan and is considered the most authentic and representative of Malay performing arts because it is mostly untouched by external sources. Usually a Makyong performances begins by paying respect to the spirits (semah kumpung) with an offering. This is followed by dancing, acting and improvised dialogues. Stories are  presented in a series of three hours performances over several nights. 

What led you to want to document makyong? 

I was introduced  to  Mek Sapiah through Professor Madya Mohamad Najib Md Nor (UMK) & Ramli Ibrahim (Sutra Dance Theatre) and  I did not know then THAT  the  meeting would be the first and last for me to meet her.  She passed on shortly after and I wanted pay tribute to her.  I feel so fortunate to have met her.  These may well be the last images take of her  and what an honour it is to have been the eye behind the camera. 

Tell us about Mek Sapiah.

She embodied sophistication and grace; a truly unassuming lady and true to her art. It was an honour to partake in a Makyong performance, in a genuine surroundings, and performed by a legend. 
And what about Chinese Opera? What led you to that?

Chinese Opera was something unique and not new to me as I have experience watching Chinese Opera when I was younger. Colourful costumes, the elaborate dance moves and dialogue music breathtaking experience that led me to explore.

What can you tell us about Master Elizabeth Choy Yim Heong?

I would describe Master Elizabeth similar character as Mek Sapiah. Sophisticated and grace; a truly unassuming lady and true to her art. It was an honour to get to know her. I was privillaged.
Tell us what it was like documenting these respective dance forms. 

What exactly were you trying to capture?

All photographs were taken during the actual performances; the actors were in true form and character. The photographs manifest a visceral visual documentation, and what I find irresistible was the ambience and its atmosphere, which is raw and untainted.

For more information on the Exhibition – which can be viewed from 10am – 10pm at KL PAC daily,  contact  KL PAC or  Shalini Ganendra Fine Art.  

November 15 – December 5.
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The common style in applying the make-up is the red and white face. An application of white foundation is the base and followed by a red colour around the eyes that lighten down to the bottom of the cheeks. The eyebrows are black and sometimes extended and as for the females the eyebrows are thinner. Usually the eyes are similar shape of a Chinese phoenix and a bright red lipstick being applied. All actors have a temporary facelift by holding the skin up with a ribbon at the back of the head. Each character has its own style of make-up.

Spending time by observing their delicate nature, I sought inspiration in their dedication towards these declining arts. These two individual has the similar character, as well as a unique composition. Beauty as it is and a completely high level of energy in their profession. 

My interpretation in my photographs captures indirectly the fluidity of the dance and drama in various semi-abstract guises and the soft rhythms and harmonies of the declining arts. The series portrays the movement, briefly glimpsed silhouettes, tangled labyrinths, and convoluted passages found in these performing arts. ​There are moments and movement briefly glimpsed, silhouetted tangled labyrinths of knotted energies that found release during these performances

The Main Petri session was held outside a constructed balai and the floor was covered with traditional mat (tikar). There were several rituals performed to consecrate the place and to ensure safety of patient, musicians and audience before the commencement of the healing session. Various spirits were ritually invited and feted. The surrounding environment was calm and anticipatory but at the same time, informal. Children and adults mingled freely and anxiously. Some sat in balai and some stood outside the outer area and waited for the ‘performance’ of the shamans and minduk (who played the rebab) to begin. They are the specialists who would be able to facilitate and negotiate the ‘release’ of the suppressed ‘angins’ within Mek Sapiah. 

Eventually, the Angin Dewa Pecil was blandished (pujuk) and the most poignant parts of in this mythic Malay story were performed and enacted. Mek Sapiah was able to relive these episodes as if they were her own. In a way, she was going deep into her own unconscious and relating to her archetypal persona to resonate with this primal ‘angin’ of herself. Finally in tune with the depth of her psyche, she was able to feel whole once again. The therapy process was a deeply emotional journey and Mek Sapiah was also supported by her family and to an extent, the audience. 

Although, I have heard a lot about Makyong, I did not expect this experience to be my first and last to see the late Mek Sapiah. I had always wanted to have first hand experience of Makyong and it was a privilege to partake in this in an authentic surrounding.  

When the performances began, I focused on the movement of every character including the musicians and the highly charged surrounding. One could sense that Mek Sapiah was on the edge of a ‘breakdown’ and I sought this emotional vulnerability. I was interested in capturing the ritual that allowed one to resonate with one’s true self.  I, too, allowed my imagination to take wings with my own emotional response. My photographs are about Mek Sapiah’s narrative and her documentation as a once living repository of a declining art form. The floor mat, the traditional instruments (rebab, serunai, gendang, geduk, gong) and the ritual paraphernalia are symbols of a passing era. Like the shamans who had to delve into the patient’s (Mek Sapiah) angin, I too wanted to be engaged in this healing process to capture that elusive moment of ‘oneness’ and release.  

My interpretation for Mek Sapiah celebrated the poignancy of that ephemeral last moment - the delicate moments of a traditional seri panggung (primadonna) who was in her last throes of ‘rasa’. “The Last dance together” captured Mek Sapiah with Ramli Ibrahim - the two icons in a glad mood – when ‘release’ of Mek Sapiah’s angin warranted a celebration of dancing together with an old friend. 

Chinese Opera, a traditional form of drama and musical theatre in China. These performing arts, with roots going back as far as third century have different types in each region in China. Most of the stories are based on Chinese history and famous Chinese classics and myths. The traditions and belief of the Chinese people can be seen in the plays values like loyalty, moral, love, patriotism and faithfulness are often reflected by the operas. It is one way of carrying a message as a form of education to promote the idea of being loyal to the emperor and the Kingdom. These days, the declining art left to preserve.

My encounter recently with Master Elizabeth Choy Yim Heong, one of the oldest leading prima-donna in Canto Opera in Malaysia. The 77 years old started her practice at the aged of seven. The experience in person with Master Choy, was an opportunity. I was captivated with Master Choy and her troupe during a performance for Hungry Ghost Festival in Kampung Sri Subang. The session at night allow me to observe the long process of applying the make-up. 

The common style in applying the make-up is the red and white face. An application of white foundation is the base and followed by a red colour around the eyes that lighten down to the bottom of the cheeks. The eyebrows are black and sometimes extended and as for the females the eyebrows are thinner. Usually the eyes are similar shape of a Chinese phoenix and a bright red lipstick being applied. All actors have a temporary facelift by holding the skin up with a ribbon at the back of the head. Each character has its own style of make-up.

Spending time by observing their delicate nature, I sought inspiration in their dedication towards these declining arts. These two individual has the similar character, as well as a unique composition. Beauty as it is and a completely high level of energy in their profession. 

My interpretation in my photographs captures indirectly the fluidity of the dance and drama in various semi-abstract guises and the soft rhythms and harmonies of the declining arts. The series portrays the movement, briefly glimpsed silhouettes, tangled labyrinths, and convoluted passages found in these performing arts. ​There are moments and movement briefly glimpsed, silhouetted tangled labyrinths of knotted energies that found release during these performances. 

This is my tribute to the late Mek Sapiah and Master Elizabeth Choy Yim Heong for their true dedication towards these dying arts. This is our culture and heritage that one should preserved and give much attention in order to keep them for our future generations to be proud of. 

A Tribute to the late Mek Sapiah, Makyong Primadonna.  

It was by chance in February, 2010 that I was with a group of artists, photographers and  dancers at a Main Petri-Makyong session at Kampung Lepah (Selinsing), Kelantan, held by the join effort of Rimbun Seni (Dr Najib Nor) and Sutra. 

This traditional healing occasion was conducted for a senior prima-donna of Makyong, Mek Sapiah, who had been feeling unwell. Mek Sapiah partly blamed her illness to her ‘unfulfilled desire’ (angin) of her strong inherent temperament. Traditional Malays of this region, especially those artistically inclined, believe that if their inborn artistic temperaments (angin) are not given full vent, they suppression will result in psychological repercussions which will not only bring mental suffering, but also physical ones. There are many ‘angins’ but the most important ones relate to two archetypal characters: Angin Dewa Pecil (related to those who are generally introverted); and Angin Dewa Muda (related to those who are extroverted).  Mek Sapiah, a sensitive and emotional person by nature, had always believed that she possessed the Angin Dewa Pecil. 

The Main Petri session was held outside a constructed balai and the floor was covered with traditional mat (tikar).  There were several rituals performed to consecrate the place and to ensure safety of patient, musicians and audience before the commencement of the healing session. Various spirits were ritually invited and feted. The surrounding environment was calm and anticipatory but at the same time, informal. Children and adults mingled freely and anxiously. Some sat in balai and some stood outside the outer area and waited for the ‘performance’ of the shamans and minduk (who played the rebab) to begin. They are the specialists who would be able to facilitate and negotiate the ‘release’ of the suppressed ‘angins’ within Mek Sapiah. 

Eventually, the Angin Dewa Pecil was blandished (pujuk) and the most poignant parts of in this mythic Malay story were performed and enacted. Mek Sapiah was able to relive these episodes as if they were her own. In a way, she was going deep into her own unconscious and relating to her archetypal persona to resonate with this primal ‘angin’ of herself. Finally in tune with the depth of her psyche, she was able to feel whole once again. The therapy process was a deeply emotional journey and Mek Sapiah was also supported by her family and to an extent, the audience. 

Although, I have heard a lot about Makyong, I did not expect this experience to be my first and last to see the late Mek Sapiah. I had always wanted to have first hand experience of Makyong and it was a privilege to partake in this in an authentic surrounding.  

When the performances began, I focused on the movement of every character including the musicians and the highly charged surrounding. One could sense that Mek Sapiah was on the edge of a ‘breakdown’ and I sought this emotional vulnerability. I was interested in capturing the ritual that allowed one to resonate with one’s true self.  I, too, allowed my imagination to take wings with my own emotional response.  My photographs are about Mek Sapiah’s narrative and her documentation as a once living repository of a declining art form.  The floor mat, the traditional instruments (rebab, serunai, gendang, geduk, gong) and the ritual paraphernalia are symbols of a passing era. Like the shamans who had to delve into the patient’s (Mek Sapiah) angin, I too wanted to be engaged in this healing process to capture that elusive moment of ‘oneness’ and release.  

My interpretation for Mek Sapiah celebrated the poignancy of that ephemeral last moment - the delicate moments of a traditional seri panggung (primadonna) who was in her last throes of ‘rasa’. “The Last dance together” captured Mek Sapiah with Ramli Ibrahim - the two icons in a glad mood – when ‘release’ of Mek Sapiah’s angin warranted a celebration of dancing together with an old friend.  The are moments and movement briefly glimpsed, silhouetted tangled labyrinths of knotted energies that found release during Mek Sapiah’s brief but inspired union with her ‘Wind of Desire’. ​

This is my tribute to Mek Sapiah.

Nirmala

Karuppiah

June, 2010 

