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Womanifesto Workshop 2001 

'Womanifesto Workshop 200 l ' is perhaps a misleading title. A kind of anti-manifesto, the project began 
and ended with only a loose statement of direction. As a workshop, its only formal requirement was that the 
thirteen female artists and curators involved take part in ten days of the life of a rice farm deep in the rural 
heart of Thailand. Participants were not obliged to create works of art, and no exhibition was planned. 

So 'Womanifesto Workshop 200 l ' became an experiment, a slightly odd mix of tutoring in handicrafts, an 
art seminar, spiritual retreat, group therapy, summer vacation, cultural exchange program and crash course 
in rustic living. According to Varsha Nair, the Bangkok-based Indian artist who helped organise the event, 
'My idea was to make it like a picnic, going away together. Not about making work, but exploring 
processes, exchanging with each other' , opening the way for the artists to work however they wished. 
Creating art objects was not the goal of the workshop, but inevitably the artists busied themselves with 
projects, including site-specific installations, a video, collaborations with villagers, the creation of a pottery 
kiln and a performance. Chinese artist Yin Xiuzhen found it most rewarding to simply sit in a pavilion on 
the river and write in her journal, reflecting on the experience of the workshop, being at a farm in Thailand 
and about life as an artist. 

Home industry was the focus. Nair described the workshop as a 'community-based project looking at 
crafts as well as contemporary art' . The idea was to draw inspiration from handicrafts, putting aside the art 
world's westernised disdain for craft. As Nair explains: 'In Asian societies, crafts are at the root of things, 
and work like installation is an imported trend ... Where I come from in India, I could not dismiss craft- it 
was vital to people' s daily lives. There' s a lot happening and its very alive. ' 

The local crafts in Si Saket, especially basket-weaving and textiles, interested Surojana Sethabutra, a Thai 
artist who creates ceramics-based installations. ' Seeing villagers making their own utensils changed my 
life. I have always seen baskets in the market but they never meant anything to me.' Sethabutra avoided 
making contemporary work, believing it would mean little to the villagers, and instead constructed a kiln 
and held a pottery workshop for village children. 

Inspiration flowed in both directions: the artists encouraged villagers to rethink objects they had long made 
by rote, and to experiment with new materials, forms and uses. A rice basket can hold fruit or flowers; clear 
wax looks more natural than dark lacquer. The timing was apt. Thai handicrafts have undergone a revival in 
recent years, mostly led by overseas designers or Bangkokians who sell the products on to department 
stores and gift boutiques. Craftspeople might as well devise their own innovations. As Nair explains: 'Even 
if it's just one or two people, it's a beginning. ' 

'Womanifesto Workshop 2001' took place on a farm in Si Saket, reputed to be the poorest province in 
Isaarn, Thailand's north-eastern region bordering Cambodia and Laos. 'City people think it' s dry and poor. 
But the land is rich and the people are smart. There' s a lot to learn', said Preenun Nana, an artist and arts 
administrator from Bangkok. Preenun's project focused on community-based art activities, including a 
workshop with local schoolchildren who guided her through the woods identifying medicinal plants and 
their uses, which Preenun then labelled accordingly. 'I wanted the children to be proud of their own 
knowledge. The things their grandparents told their parents and told them is valuable.' 

Yoshiko Kanai used mud and bamboo to create an installation in the farm's rice fields - an 'earth woman' 
made from a group of miniature rice terraces shaped like the body of a buxom female. Kanai used the rice 



as a symbol of Asian identity. Monsoon rains soon filled the terraces with water, evoking the key role that 
bodies of water play in Thai culture, transportation and history. 

Thai filmmaker Lawan Jirasuradej made a video featuring close-up views of the hands of the villagers and 
artists at work: cooking, washing, sculpting, painting and weaving. The video was shown in the farm's 
chicken coop where hens lay their eggs. Titled hands in the coop, 2001, the video was a play on the old 
trope of the chicken and the egg: which comes first, art or craft? 

A village woman who weaves baskets out of rolled strips of paper inspired German artist Karla Sachse, 
who asked the villagers and artists to write short diaries of their bodily experiences during the workshop, 
recording them on strips of paper. The diaries were then rolled up and used to make a basket, making the 
texts unreadable. The diary-basket, titled female vessel, 2001, was a metaphor for individual experience: 
the lives of the women at the workshop were shared and interwoven, but in other ways private, internal and 
unknowable. 

Maritta Nurmi, a Hanoi-based painter from Finland, found the social experience offered by the workshop to 
be stressful but ultimately rewarding. In the final three days she created a series of works that she 
considered a personal breakthrough. Long confined to painting on canvas, often taking six or seven months 
to complete a single work, Nurmi was inspired by the rural surroundings to paint a series of figures on the 
trunks of trees in the woods. Painted on a silver leaf background, the figures refer to nearby locations: 
fishes designating a river, and the outline of a woman's body alluding to Yoshiko Kanai's installation. 

The feminism of W omanifesto was serendipitous rather than programmatic, emerging from the social 
reinforcement among the artists, and their witnessing of the key role played by women in a traditional rural 
community. The workshop was hosted by the farm's owner, Pann Parahom, mother of Bangkok-based 
painter Mai tree Parahom. 

Pann became a leader and role model for the group, impressing the artists with her skills and creativity. At 
the centre of the family and community, and a leader in the local crafts cooperative, Pann experiments with 
local plants to create new dyes for yarn, weaving patterns based on local flowers. According to Nair: 
' Women are very active members of society [in Si Saket], at the centre of what' s happening. It's the total 
opposite of being an office girl in the city. Here a woman is equally boss and worker, subordinate and 
person in charge.' 

Funded by the Chiang Mai office of Germany's free-thinking Heinrich Boell Foundation, ' Womanifesto 
Workshop 200 l ' was free from the constraints of corporate sponsors who would surely have demanded a 
more formal structure, the intervention of a curator and curating, explicit goals and a final exhibition. The 
workshop was the third in a biennial series ofWomanifesto projects begun by Nitaya Uaeree:worakul and a 
few other Thai artists. In 2001 participants came from Thailand, China, Japan, India, Pakistan, Finland, 
Germany and the United States. 

Besides making art, the artists held workshops for local children and gave presentations on their work. The 
project culminated in a day of public discussion at Bangkok's About Studio art space where the artists 
seemed to grope for a sense of closure. Karla Sachse remarked that debate seemed stunted because the 
artists were reluctant to criticise each other. Nilofar Akmut from Pakistan cautioned against the moral risks 
posed when artists cross national borders and all too glibly comment on or quote local cultures in their 
work. According to Akmut, in the postcolonial world artists need to turn the camera on themselves: ' I feel I 
will continue to address myself. I cannot address that culture. This is what bothers me about artists 
travelling and creating saleable commodities. ' Lawan Jirasuradej countered that travel is inherent to the 
artist's role: ' I don't see these boundaries - it' s one world without borders. I feel there is very little "Thai-
ness" in my work. Only my name is Asian.' 

Womanifesto Workshop 2001, Si Saket, Thailand, 22 October - 4 November 2001. 
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