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and featuring Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam

‘How can you know the reality of a conflict when the winners get to write  
its history?’

Christopher Kulendran Thomas: FOR REAL takes the failed struggle for an 
independent Tamil homeland, Tamil Eelam, in the north and east of present-day 
Sri Lanka, as its starting point. Another point of departure connected to this is 
the observation that, with the end of the war there in 2009, the contemporary 
art world was able to establish itself in the Sri Lankan capital Colombo, with new 
galleries, a museum and a biennial projecting democratic values internationally. 
Conceived and realised in collaboration with Annika Kuhlmann, the exhibition 
retells the story of this attempt to create a new reality on the island, and traces 
the revolutionary creative scene that was extinguished by it. But the exhibition 
is more than what it seems. Melding historical documentary with speculative 
sci-fi, the show plunges you into a hall of mirrors of propaganda and hallucina-
tion, an algorithmically-generated psy-op from an alternate reality. Except that 
everything is true. 

The war for Tamil Eelam began when an armed struggle broke out on 23 July 
1983 between the Tamil minority on the island and the Sinhalese majority. The 
Tamil liberation movement sought freedom from oppression by the Sri Lankan 
government and the complete independence of the Tamil areas in the north  
and east of the island. This war – the culmination of previous decades of conflict –  
came to a brutal end in 2009, having claimed the lives of countless civilians and 
driven hundreds of thousands to flee to other countries, including  Switzerland. 
Today, around 50,000 Tamils live in Switzerland; it is one of the world’s largest 
Tamil diaspora communities. Nevertheless, it seems this history might 
 be forgotten.

Kulendran Thomas explores the struggle for his family’s homeland through a 
variety of diverse works exhibited at Kunsthalle Zürich, beginning with a cycle of 
paintings that metabolise Sri Lanka’s postwar art scene, alongside a series of 
figurative ceramic reliefs extrapolated from the defeated Tamil revolution and 
two immersive film installations, as well as masked sculptures fashioned from 
repurposed camouflage clothing. Using a wide range of media, styles and 
strategies, a body of art emerges that grapples with questions of history and 
propaganda – of documentation and fiction – and that is, it has to be said, very 
entertaining. For Kulendran Thomas’ work not only experiments with how 
 history is recorded and told, it is simultaneously seductive, full of artistic ambi-
tion, both pessimistic and hopeful, detached and deeply personal, utopian  
and despairing.

The unfinished, bloody history of Tamil Eelam may be at the centre of the 
exhibition, but there’s a lot more going on too. While FOR REAL is certainly an 
important opportunity to engage with a recent lost history, Kulendran Thomas 
goes much further and looks not only at this particular conflict, but also poses 
what are by now urgent questions about history itself. How is history shaped 
and by whom, and will the power to write it be either consolidated or challenged 
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by new technologies? What impact does technology have on our understanding 
of the past and how we inform ourselves – how do we use it, or are we used by 
it? How do new technologies alter our understanding of ourselves? Are they 
tools for emancipation, or for manipulation? And, as if by the by, another ques-
tion comes into play: what part does (and can) art play in this? Should art inter-
vene in the production of reality and to what end? The exhibition answers this 
last question in the affirmative – though you may not agree.

3rd floor:

Unusually, this Kunsthalle Zürich exhibition begins on the 3rd floor. The first 
thing you see is a series of paintings. They are reminiscent of European post-
war painting, of Antoni Tàpies or Jean Fautrier, because fundamentally, Kulen-
dran Thomas’ painting is also postwar painting – it bears the scars of a violent 
history. And like so much painting, a dark past is inscribed in its DNA. But there’s 
also something subtly uncanny about these paintings. Whilst at first glance they 
look like they’re from another time – a specific, recognisable time – the longer 
you spend with these paintings, the more you may realise that they can’t be. 
Certain brushstrokes seem historically implausible in combination with others. 
Because at the peripheries of art power, history is not a linear progression; it’s a 
swarm of multiple cascading timelines, a crumbling of the narratives exported 
by the centres of globalisation, that are perhaps easier to grasp when you step 
outside the Western myth of history. And with Kulendran Thomas’ paintings, that 
myth is algorithmically abstracted. For these pictorial works are in fact paintings 
of digital PNG files generated using a neural network. This network has been 
trained on the colonial art history that was first brought to Sri Lanka by British 
settlers. It then analyses the art historical influences behind the work of some of 
Kulendran Thomas’ most successful contemporaries in Sri Lanka, a generation 
of artists influenced by the Western canon encountered online. But of course 
the algorithm doesn’t care about history. Or time. It is only reproducing patterns. 
And when the resulting image is then painted onto canvas by hand, the flow of 
art historical memes is once again filtered, subliminally, through each of the 
countless micro-decisions made in the seemingly intuitive, ‘human’ act of paint-
ing – an act that is perhaps anyway not that different to the memetic filtering 
done by the algorithm itself. And this uncertainty about where the human ends 
and everything else begins – the network, the ecology, the flow – is really the 
key to the ‘world view’ of this exhibition. 

Also on the 3rd floor, in the same space as this series of paintings, is the film 
installation Being Human (2019), which takes on this question directly, albeit 
through the prism of human rights and its relationship to contemporary art. A 
collaboration with curator and producer Annika Kuhlmann, this work was made 
in 2019 – before Sri Lanka’s subsequent economic collapse – and it briefly 
features Kulendran Thomas’ uncle, who founded a centre for human rights in 
Tamil Eelam. Looking at a flourishing art scene’s projection of humanist values, 
the work takes visitors on an elliptical journey around the island at the height of 
Sri Lanka’s short-lived postwar economic boom, guided by Norwegian-Tamil 
artist Ilavenil Jayapalan and other guests of the Colombo Art Biennale, including 
a couple of algorithmically-generated famous figures. Together they all ponder 
what the ‘human’ is that is protected by human rights and speculate on where it 
came from. Is it a fiction from the West? Is there an alternative?



2nd floor:

Downstairs, the exhibition offers a glimpse into an alternate reality,  
extrapolated from a very different art historical context. Visitors entering the 2nd  
floor gallery encounter a selection of painted ceramic reliefs and anthropomor-
phic sculptures clad in ghillie suits, all by the mysterious Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal 
Inkaaleneraam, described by Kulendran Thomas only as a leading light of the 
Eelam Tamil artistic resistance. Extending the legacy of the revolutionary Tamil 
art that had its history erased with the annihilation of the de-facto state of Tamil 
Eelam, the painted ceramics fuse indigenous cosmology with an exploration  
of sex uality beyond Western binaries, drawing as much from Socialist Realism 
as from the ancient Tamil Sangams. But who is Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal 
Inkaaleneraam?

With many of the Soviet-trained artists involved in the revolution working 
pseudonymously and in clandestine ways, The Finesse (2022/23), installed in 
the exhibition’s final gallery, explores the somewhat hidden creative scene of 
the Eelam Tamil struggle. This newly-commissioned video installation, again 
made in collaboration with Annika Kuhlmann, explores lost legacies of the Tamil 
independence movement. Throughout the show, parts of the exhibition design 
are extrapolated from architectural drawings that were originally intended as 
designs for a pluralist city. That city was to be built from sustainable timber 
harvested from the forest that is featured in the large-scale projection that 
spans the gallery. Part filmed and part-generated (because areas of this forest 
are inaccessible, occupied by the Sri Lankan army), this projected foliage gives 
way to ancient historical sites that are now ‘protected’ by the Sri Lankan govern-
ment’s archaeological task force. Many Tamils see this task force as a way for the 
government to occupy the Tamil homeland and to dispute historical Tamil con-
nections to the region – by essentially weaponising archeology. 

This space of multi-dimensional historical fiction is the departure point for 
The Finesse. With Tamil filmmaker and dancer Asmina Thirunavukarasu as our 
guide, and with a soundtrack featuring the voice of exiled revolutionary Vasuky 
Vakay Jayapalan, The Finesse traces the Tamil liberation movement’s attempt, in 
the early years of the World Wide Web, to defy the Sri Lankan government by 
using the internet to build a self-reliant, computer-enabled cooperative econo-
my, based on renewable energy and community ownership. It is an immersive 
and sophisticated film installation that fuses pop culture and politics with archi-
val images and computer-generated avatars, transforming the exhibition space 
into an architectural, physical and intellectual hallucination. With part of the film 
continually algorithmically generated live the work is never the same twice, 
suggesting multiple possible futures. And rather than taking on directly any of 
the divisive culture war debates of the present moment, through the prism of 
another time and place, Kulendran Thomas looks at the systems shaping our 
polarised political climate. Blurring the lines between historical research and a 
sci-fi proposition for an alternate reality, the work suggests how art, architec-
ture and technology can still today produce radical new possibilities – utopian 
but also pragmatic.

Christopher Kulendran Thomas: FOR REAL is produced in collaboration with  
KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin, and the Institute of Contemporary Arts, 
London, with thanks to Stefan Kalmár and Francesco Manacorda. The exhibition 
is made possible with the generous support of the Filecoin Foundation,  
the Filecoin Foundation for the Decentralized Web and Medienboard Berlin-
Brandenburg. With thanks to Samir Bantal, OMA|AMO, satis&fy and the Adam 
Hall Group.



Opening hours: Tue–Sun 11 am–6pm, Thu 11 am–8 pm, Mon closed

Our exhibitions are accompanied by an extensive mediation programme, 
 including workshops for school classes and free tours every Thursday evening 
at 6.30 pm, except during Zürich school holidays. See our website for details  
of workshops and other events. 

Kunsthalle Zürich receives funding from:
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3. OG / 3rd floor

1 – 16 
Malereien von / paintings by Christopher 
Kulendran Thomas, 2021–2023 
Acryl und Öl auf Leinwand
Acrylic and oil on canvas 

17 – 18
Malereien von / paintings by Christopher 
Kulendran Thomas, 2022 
Aquarell auf Papier
Watercolour on paper 

19 
Christopher Kulendran Thomas
Being Human, 2019/2023
in Kollaboration mit / in collaboration with
Annika Kuhlmann
HD-Projektion auf Glas / HD projection 
on glass, ‘Untitled VI’ by Kingsley Guna-
tillake (2018) (erworben durch die Saskia 
Fernando Gallery, Colombo / purchased 
from Saskia Fernando Gallery, Colombo) 
und/and ‘Untitled II’ after Kingsley Guna-
tillake’ (2022), ‘Untitled III’ after Kingsley 
Gunatillake’ (2022), ‘dataset#1-run#8-
network_010996-seed_1204.png’ (2021), 
‘dataset#4-run#3-network_010433-
seed_0058.png’ (2023), ‘dataset#4-
run#4-network_010433-seed_1175.
png’ (2023), ‘22-05-18_rudalle_k_
ft:ckt002_004’ (2022), und/and ‘22-05-
18_rudalle_k_ft:ckt005_016’ (2022), alle 
von / all by Christopher Kulendran Thomas
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Being Human (2019/2023) wurde ursprünglich von der V-A-C Foundation in Auftrag gegeben und wird im
Rahmen von Christopher Kulendran Thomas: FOR REAL koproduziert durch Kunsthalle Zürich

Being Human (2019/2023) was initially commissioned by the V-A-C Foundation and is co-produced by Kunsthalle Zü-
rich as part of Christopher Kulendran Thomas: FOR REAL

Schnittassistenz / Assistant Editor: Michal Kuleba; Ko-Produzent / Associate Producer: Julian Brinkmann; Casting: 
DEEBEEPHUNKY, Eva Vollmar; Casting Agent: Tobias Krautstrunk (dbps casting); Choreographie / Choreography: Nikima 
Jagudajev; Beiträge / Contributors: Nathan Everett Engel, Ilavenil Vasuky Jayapalan, Felice Moramarco, Penny Rafferty; 
Co-Regie / Co-directed by: Jan-Peter Gieseking; Regie / Directed by: Christopher Kulendran Thomas und/and Annika 
Kuhlmann; Kamera / Directors of Photography: Joseph Kadow, Christoph Rohrscheidt; Schnitt / Edited by: Anthony Val-
dez; Produzentin / Executive Producer: Annika Kuhlmann; Mitwirkende / featuring: Father Alphonsus Iruthayanayagam 
Bernard, Kristen Bush, Ilavenil Vasuky Jayapalan, Fakrudheen Komath, Peer Liening-Ewert, Royce Pierreson, Chantelle 
Pretorius; Erste Kameraassistenz / First Assistant Camera: Sabine Panossian; Erste Regieassistenz / First Assistant 
Director: Imri Kahn; Oberbeleuchtung / Gaffers: Waldemar Bruch, Claire Tolan; Maske / Hair and Makeup: Patricia Piatke, 
Juliane Schulz; Installationsdesign / Installation Design: Annika Kuhlmann; Co-Produzent / Co-produced by: Filmgar-
nitur, Franca Gelfort; Produktionsassistenz / Production Assistants: Leonie Alpheus, Jo Radtke, Leonard Abel Schulze; 
Produktionsdesign / Set Design: Nino Tugushi; Tongestaltung, Komposition / Sound Design and Composition: Aaron 
David Ross mit/with Vasuky Vakay and/und Samantha Urbani; Tonaufnahme / Sound Recordist: Yannick Spiess; Studio 
Team: Nevo Bar, Billy Coulthurst, Tobias Groot, Mark Stroemich, Victor Payares; Styling: Viviane Hausstein; Technische 
Regie, Lichtdesign / Technical Direction, Lighting Design: Mikko Gaestel; VFX und/and Animation: Jan-Peter Gieseking; 
Sprachaufnahme / Voice Recording: Sonica Studios (Mat Clark, Paul Clark); Drehbuch / Written by: Christopher Kulen-
dran Thomas.

Mit besonderem Dank an / With special thanks to:
Cinegate GmbH / Sebastian Enke, Charty Beach Resort, GmbH, Andreas Golder, Hesse Studios, Claudia Hesse, Hotel 
Zoo Berlin, Francesco Manacorda, Omar Kholeif, Susanne & Martin Kuhlmann, Marsano, Nandana Sitinamaluwe, Sunil 
Perera, Noel Punchihewa & Manjula Pushpakumara, Grega Pirc & Jochen Müller, Sonica Studios, Shanthi Thomas.
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2. OG / 2nd floor

4 
Masken von / masks by 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal 
Inkaaleneraam, 2022
Holzmasken, Farbe
Wooden masks, paint

5 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam
Thanimai, 2022
Farbe auf gebranntem Ton
Paint on fired clay

6 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam
Thiramai, 2022
Farbe auf gebranntem Ton
Paint on fired clay

1 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam
Kodumai, 2022
Farbe auf gebranntem Ton
Paint on fired clay

2 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam
Valimai, 2022
Farbe auf gebranntem Ton
Paint on fired clay

3 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam
Tharani, 2023
Camouflage-Stoff, bemalte Holzmaske, 
Stahl
Camouflage fabric, painted wooden 
mask, steel

7 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam
Arivukkanan, 2023
Camouflage-Stoff, bemalte Holzmaske, 
Stahl
Camouflage fabric, painted wooden 
mask, steel 

8 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam
Inimai, 2022
Farbe auf gebranntem Ton
Paint on fired clay

9 
Christopher Kulendran Thomas
The Finesse, 2022/2023
in Kollaboration mit / in collaboration with
Annika Kuhlmann
Mehrkanal Video auf LED- 
Bildschirmen und HD-Projektion 
mit Masken und Tarnumhang von 
Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal Inkaaleneraam / 
Multi-channel video on LED screens and 
HD projection, featuring masks and ghillie 
suits by Aṇaṅkuperuntinaivarkal  
Inkaaleneraam
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The Finesse (2022/3) von Christopher Kulendran Thomas ist eine Auftragsarbeit der Kunsthalle Zürich in Zusammen-
arbeit mit dem Institute of Contemporary Arts London und den KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin und wurde 
mit grosszügiger Unterstützung der Filecoin Foundation, der Filecoin Foundation for the Decentralized Web und dem 
Medienboard Berlin- Brandenburg realisiert. Mit Dank an Samir Bantal, OMA|AMO, satis&fy, die Adam Hall Group und 
OCA Norway.

The Finesse (2022/3) by Christopher Kulendran Thomas was commissioned by Kunsthalle Zürich, the Institute of Con-
temporary Arts London and KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin with generous support from Filecoin Foundation, 
Filecoin Foundation for the Decentralized Web and Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg and with thanks to Samir Bantal, 
OMA|AMO, satis&fy, Adam Hall Group and OCA Norway. 

Architekturrecherche / Architecture Research: Samir Bantal, OMA|AMO, Archivrecherche / Archive Research: James 
Elsey, Nathan Everett Engel, Ilavenil Vasuky Jayapalan, Nitharsan (P-TNG) – Nivethan Nanthakumar; Kunstassistenz / 
Art Assistants: Leonardo Lozano Alatorre, Cecilia Nercasseau, Paulina Radic; Schnittassistenz / Assistant Editor: Tobias 
Groot; Beiträge / Contributors: Nevo Bar, Joana Behnke, Angus Earl, Jorge Gorian Montealegre, Luka Mues, Suzana Haile, 
Ilavenil Vasuky Jayapalan, Usha Jey, Prem Krishnamurthy, Joshua Liebermann, Richard Manualpillai, Alfonso Martínez, 
Sherlyn Cristal Mena Ramos, Nitharsan (P-TNG) – Nivethan Nanthakumar, Justin Ng, Kasrah Rahmanian, Ranvir Singh, 
Emmy Skensved, Monika Smikalla, Victor Stuhlmann, Juel Tekie, Patricia Valentine, Lutrisha Valentine, Hyun Vin Kaspers, 
Yáscara Yasmín; Kostüme / Costume: Marian Schlicker; Kreative Leitung, Installationsdesign / Creative Direction, Ins-
tallation Design: Annika Kuhlmann; Regie / Directed by: Christopher Kulendran Thomas and Annika Kuhlmann; Kamera / 
Directors of Photography: Joseph Kadow, Christoph Rohrscheidt; Schnitt / Edited by: Jan-Peter Gieseking, Jessica Dunn 
Rovinelli, Emma Pryde, Nic Seago, Talin Seigmann; Produktion / Executive Producer: Annika Kuhlmann; Mitwirkende / 
Featuring: Tiffani Achilleas, Abilaschan Balamuraley, Anand Dhanakoti, Ahra Ganesalingam, Ilavenil Vasuky Jayapalan, 
Nitharsan (P-TNG) – Nivethan Nanthakumar, Sasha Perera, Ambika Sharma, Asmina Thirunavukarasu, Nawal Zemiri; Ers-
te Kameraassistenz / First Assistant Camera: Raphael Lukas Zschätzsch; Oberbeleuchtung / Gaffers: Waldemar Bruch, 
Heinrich Harndt; Maske / Hair and Makeup: Jasmin Arnold, Ivonne Carrillo, Nati Lika, Lillian Schumacher; Installations-
architektur / Installation Architecture: Workout Services, satis&fy; Lichtdramaturgie / Light Dramaturgy: Mikko Gaestel; 
Line Producers: Henry Davidson, Pol Ponsarnau, Nandana Sitinamaluwe, Leonard Abel Schulze, Paulien Voorkamp; 
Produktionsassistenz / Production Assistants: Leonie Alpheus, Jennifer Bachert, Luis von Czettritz, Līga Megne, Vic-
tor Schnautz; Produktionskoordination / Production Coordinator: Vitor Bunkenburg; Produktionsdesign / Production 
Design: Miren Oller; Tongestaltung, Komposition / Sound Design and Composition: Aaron David Ross with Vasuky Vakay, 
Zach Crumrine, Jan-Peter Gieseking; Tonmischung und -Mastering / Sound Mix & Master: Zach Crumrine; Tonaufnahme 
/ Sound Recordists: Elias Lenzen, Omar Garcia, Victor Romero; Technische Assistenz / Sparks: Ali Farrokhian, Elisa Da-
niel, Rodrigo Cervera; Studio Team: Olga Abramova, Henry Davidson, Sophie Luck, Julia Rosenstock, Sonia Rettenmaier; 
Technische Installation / Technical Installation: Jan Cath, David Neuhaus / satis&fy; Technische Leitung / Technical Direc-
tion: Mikko Gaestel; VFX und/and Animation: Jan-Peter Gieseking, Carl Rethmann, Filip Setmanuk; Assistenz Garderobe 
/ Wardrobe Assistants: Geri Doherty, Ahra Ganesalingam, Aathirai Teresia Valentine; Drehbuch / Written by: Christopher 
Kulendran Thomas. 

Mit besonderem Dank an / With special thanks to: 
Adam Hall Group, Graciela María Alatorre & Pol Ponsarnau, Juan Carlos Alatorre, Argument, Bartelt Glas / Tobias Kaiser, 
Bartmann, Jan & Katja Beddermann, Alejandro Berrón, Leon Emanuel Blanck, Jon Bonfiglio, Brandlhuber / Olaf Grawert, 
Cinegate GmbH / Sebastian Enke, dbps / Tobias Krautstrunk, FAR frohn&rojas / Marc Frohn, Filmgarnitur / Sven Otto, 
Flughafen Neuhardenberg / Uwe Hädicke, Fundamental, Goodhouse Films / Julian Brinkmann & Joffrey Jahn, Iconoclast / 
Jens Maier-Rothe, Hopscotch Reading Room / Siddhartha Lokanandi, Johanenlies, Stefan Kalmár, Lobe Block, David Lo-
ehr, Francesco Manacorda, Jochen Müller & Grega Pirc, NEW TENDENCY / Manuel Goller, Nvidia, Phoenix TNG, Carolina 
Redondo, Yolanda Richaud, satis&fy / Jan Cath & David Neuhaus, Anna-Lisa Scherfose, Nandana Sitinamaluwe, Terhe-
debruegge, Sunthar Vykunthanathan, Yuue.


