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30 years, many stories
By Anukshi Jayasinha
Interview pix by Ashan Gamage
Photographer and journalist, Natalie Soysa, was just three during the riots that took place during Black
July, but she vaguely remembers the sounds and smoke that emanated from outside her house. Lawyer,
photographer and activist, Sachini Perera, was not born yet. Both were lucky, at the time, to be
untouched by the horrific events of that week, personally being neither victim nor one of the many nonTamils who guarded their friends and neighbours from the mobs. But the 30 years that followed have undoubtedly left a deep
impact on them, shaping their growing years around a civil war that is widely seen as the aftermath of the unforgivable events
of Black July.

Lanka leads in minimizing
waste – Pavithra

Among the developing
countries, Sri Lanka
holds the leading
position when it comes
to minimizing the
wastage that occurs
during power transmission and ...
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Tourist arrival target for 2013
downgraded

Today, in 2013, as the country finds itself in a position to finally look back, learn and build peace and reconciliation, Natalie and
Sachini work to give a voice to women who, like themselves, have lived through those dark times. Their latest collaboration, ‘I
Was, I Am’, provides a space for women across Sri Lanka, regardless of their racial, religious and sexual identities, economical
statuses, occupations or levels of education, to talk about their personal experiences in the last 30 years and how they have
impacted where they stand at present.

Sri Lanka's tourism
watchdog has
downgraded tourist
arrival target for 2013 in
what could be the first
time that the industry
fails to meet expectations ...

Hands that tell stories
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“We met a total of 43 women, who were a cross-section of all demographics, including activists, artists and persons of
alternative gender, and looked at how the 30 years since Black July have impacted their lives, directly or indirectly,” they
explain. Natalie and Sachini had already been working to obtain funds to work on photographic collaborations when they were
invited by Groundviews to partake in a compelling exhibition of content, 30 Years Ago, to be launched next month. ‘I Was, I
Am’ was the result, taking them to all parts of the county over five weeks, to meet women with diverse yet powerful stories to
tell.

Malaka Silva assaulted

As photographers, their main aim was to capture each of these women and their unique experiences in a single photograph,
and they do this with the use of hands as their subject. “The idea just sort of ‘happened in the moment’,” says Natalie. “We
were photographing women we met and realized their hands could tell their story in an interesting way. So we set out to
capture their gestures and body language. The different ways in which they each used their hands brought out their interesting
characteristics.”
For the exhibition, however, their work will be showcased as “almost-video-capsules”, combining still photographs and audio,
so viewers will learn the unique story behind each photograph they see. “We had to read thoroughly on Black July and the
gender aspects of the last 30 years before we started working on the projects, and while these women shared some jarring
similarities, they brought us insights we had not thought of earlier,” they add.
Open to ‘having chats’ with various women, the one thing they steered away from was talking to women who have already
been highlighted in the media. This led them to speaking to women whose stories have gone unheard. “We came across these
women through the work we have been previously engaged in and our personal journeys,” explains Sachini. “All of them were
open to speaking and being named, but most of them didn’t even think they had anything interesting to tell us, but they ended
up being more powerful and more impactful than anything we have heard before.” Natalie: “These are women who are so
beautiful and humble, they don’t even know the impact they can make.”
Focus on women
Relating these stories was important to both Natalie and Sachini, for both similar and very different reasons. For Sachini, who
has been working with Women and Media Collective (WMC), her work has often taken a political and feminist standpoint, and
so she was driven by the urge to give a voice to women. “In the last 30 years, the media has been distracted by other politics;
earlier the focus was on the war and now it is development. I spent an entire day at the National Archives and realized, in the
last 30 years, articles on women have only peaked around the time of Women’s Day, every year,” says Sachini. “Women’s
issues are still not coming into focus.” For Natalie, her inspiration largely stems from having recently given birth to a son. “My
motivations have changed as a mum. I find myself thinking, ‘What can I do for him?’ In short, I look back, and don’t want my
son to experience the next 30 years in the way I experienced the last 30 years,” says Natalie. “I want him to have better
opportunities.”
But their work with the women of Sri Lanka does not end with this project, they say, now that they’ve only begun to unravel
the thousands of stories left to tell. The next 30 years, for them, apart from their own, personal goals, is about finding ways to
work further with the people they have met. “We have both had opportunities to live and work abroad, but we choose to stay
here,” says Sachini. “Our purpose is rooted here and we realize now that we can contribute here.”
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Minister of Public
Relations and Public
Affairs Mervyn Silva’s
son Malaka Silva has
been allegedly assaulted
by an unidentified group
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CAA raids fish stalls

Minister of Cooperatives and Internal
Trade Johnston Fernando said that his
Ministry has received numerous
complaints alleging that fish retailers
and ...
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Police officer knocked down
while on duty

A female Police officer on
duty at a pedestrian
crossing close to St.
Bridget’s Convent in
Colombo 07 has
sustained injuries after
being knocked down ...
2013-07-29 14:31:00
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Heroin worth Rs 40M seized in
Galle

A stock of heroin
weighing more than 1 Kg
and worth Rs 40 million
has been seized by the
Matara Police based on a
tip off, the HQI of the
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Notice issued to Shirani
Bandaranayake
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The Colombo Magistrate
Court today issued
notice to former Chief
Justice Dr. Shirani
Bandaranayake to
appear in Court on 16
September, in regard to a case ...
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NFF protest against 13A
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A protest organised by
the National Freedom
Front (NFF) is taking
place in front of the
Indian High Commission
in Colombo.
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Indian fishermen may visit Sri
Lanka for talks
In an attempt to find a
solution to the issue of
Indian fishermen
allegedly engaging in
illegal fishing activity in
Sri Lankan waters, a
group of Indian ...
Please read the above number carefully and enter the same in the input box below.
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Centre spares no steps to
protect SL Tamils- India

Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh had
assured Tamil Nadu
government that there
was no change in the
stand of the Centre on
reconciliation and devolution of ...
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Woman dumps newborn into
lavatory

A 28-year-old woman is
alleged to have killed her
newborn baby by
dumping it into a
lavatory immediately
after the birth. Police
who recovered the body ...
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300,000 register for Samurdhi
in N&E

The poverty-stricken
people of the North and
East are to receive
allowances under the
Samurdhi Poverty
Alleviation Programme.It
is learnt that over ...
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No association with the UNP

A leading Buddhist monk
promoting a new
constitution and the
immediate abolition of
the Executive Presidency
has refused to be
associated with the United ...
2013-07-29 06:00:00
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Nomination denied to Sarath
Kumara

Re-remanded former
Provincial Councillor,
Ananda Sarath Kumara,
who, it was alleged, had
made a teacher kneel
before him in the
presence of her students, ...
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