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Collaborative art projects that engage marginalized women and children from different communities in articulating contemporary themes and issues have been the direction of my art since 2001. My twelve-year work with sexually abused children and my community work experience since I was in college have contributed largely to my notion of art as a transformative tool in empowering people and communities.  
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A HOUSE THAT COMFORTS AND CONNECTS

Finding Strength in Trauma 

“We do not ask our students to talk about and visualize their dreams,” Haji Oh, a Korean Japanese artist and teacher at the Shoin Senior High School in Kobe, Japan told me after we conducted the House of Comfort art workshop in her school.  This statement stemmed from the restrained way Japanese express their personal life and wishes as contrasted to the very open and expressive way Filipinos tell about their hopes and dreams and their stark realities.  It took a while for the participants to draw their dreams on paper.  But at the end of the 4-hour workshop, with four Japanese translators facilitating the language barrier, the participants were able to articulate visually on textiles their dreams of becoming an artist, fashion designer, preschool teacher, doctor, volunteers and to initiate a Smile Project to make people happy always.  They even talked about their works and expressed their appreciation that through the workshop, they had a clearer and more concrete image of themselves in the future.  

When Haji and I did a similar workshop at the Davao City National High School in 2006,  the thirty high school students had an easy time illustrating their dreams and the male participants, almost half in number, were as skillful in stitching as their female counterparts.   

The House of Comfort Art Project, which is the heart of the trauma, interrupted project, is a collaborative, textile-based project that gathered the visual dream narratives of abused children, orphans, evacuees, young prostitutes, differently-abled children, peace journalists, Moro women, street children, juvenile delinquents, battered women, Japanese Filipino children (JFC), migrant women as well as students, artists, caregivers in the Philippines through workshops in order to create a symbolic house of hope and resilience for its collaborators.  A total of 1,032 participants joined the workshops conducted all over the country in partnership with  CRIBS Philippines, MAKALAYA Davao, UP Mindanao, Davao City National High School, DAWN, UP Department of Art Studies and the UP College of Fine Arts in Diliman, Tomasa Center for the Elderly, HELP Learning Foundation, Risen Lord Church, Liwawa ed Asinan Foundation (LEAF), Regional Haven, DSWD Palo, Leyte, Women of Guinob-an, Lawaan, Samar, St. Martin de Porres Orphanage in Bustos, Bulacan, Bohol Crisis Intervention Center, FORGE Cebu, Women’s Center of DSWD, Dumaguete City, Justice and Peace Center of Silliman University, MinWoW, Iligan City Women’s Affairs Desk, Young Moro Professionals of Marawi City, Enigmata, Zamboanga del Norte Federation of Visual Artists (ZANFEVA), Philippine Association for Citizens with Developmental and Learning Disabilities (PACDLD), Leyte-Samar Heritage Center, Ta Glibon Ini, Jean Llorin and Imee Navera of Bicol,  Lutgardo Labad and Godofreda Tirol of Bohol.

This vision of a comfort house resonated in the experience of Atsuko Nakai, an astute young art teacher from Kyoto who attended my workshop in Osaka and shared her insights during my talk at Ritsumeikan University in Kyoto, “Children who come to our atelier live a privileged life but I can sense their feeling of sadness. They need to tell their stories or express themselves in their own way and should not be coopted or pressured.  I really want to make the space and time in our atelier as a House of Comfort (meaning the atelier as a halfway house where Japanese children can find solace and create at their own pace unlike their very structured and restricted life at home and in school). “ 

Cross-cultural dialogues

One of the objectives of the project is to link Asian artists, curators and researchers with survivors of trauma to engage in transnational dialogues and collaborative art processes to explore and articulate contemporary art themes and issues.

After the House of Comfort workshops with different communities all over the Philippines from August 2006 to September 2007, funded by the NCCA and the Japan Foundation Manila, it then touched base with people in Japan specifically in Nagoya, Kobe, Osaka and Kyoto in January 2008 through the support of Nagoya City Cultural Promotion Agency, Nagoya University of Arts, NPO Osaka Arts APORIA, Shoin Senior High School and Ritsumeikan University in Kyoto. 

At Ritsumeikan University, I presented a powerpoint on the Women Artists and their Collaborative Community Projects in the Philippines.  I introduced the Hanao Hanao art initiatives of Brenda Fajardo, the Puso ng Babaylan project of Luna Art Collective (Cebu) and the House of Comfort Art project to a group of graduate students and faculty of Gender Studies with support from Prof. Yasuko Ikeuchi who teaches Theater/Performance Art and Gender Studies in the said university and Rebecca Jennison, a writer and faculty at Kyoto Seika University, who did the translation for my talk.

At Shoin Senior High School, eight young and privileged Japanese women who will enter the university in a few months came with their used clothes, fabric scraps and sewing kit and created their artworks inspired by the works of marginalized children and women from the Philippines.  In this workshop, we took off from a common experience of disaster, that is, jishin  or earthquake in Kobe and the Bicol mudflow, poignantly illustrated by a ten-year-old survivor, Francis Basas, which Miho Nakanishi and I translated into a black-and-gray textile work for the trauma, interrupted exhibit at the Cultural Center of the Philippines from June to July 2007.  

The two workshops I conducted in Nagoya are corollary activities of a group exhibition entitled Hope (Society and Art) organized by Fan de Nagoya Art Exhibition 2008 held at the Nagoya Citizen Gallery YADA, a spacious, 5-storey building at the heart of Nagoya City.  It was curated by Akiyo Tsubakihara, whom I collaborated with in her project for the 2006 Echigo-Tsumari Triennale, with the help of Prof. Kiyufumi Motoyama of Nagoya University.  In one of the big halls at the third floor are the colorful works of participants in the House of Comfort workshops in the Philippines, together with my work, a textile map of our country with all the workshop sites indicated by a small neon orange house.  In the other rooms are works by artists from Tokyo, Saitama, Nagoya, Malaysia and Ukraine depicting the homeless people in Japan in papier mache, the effects of Chernobyl, of war and environmental degradation. 

It was fun as I helped Japanese children, most of them below ten years old, did the running stitch for their textile work.  They came with their parents and they worked together.  Students, artists and some Latinos joined the workshop and their completed works were immediately pinned on the wall to be part of the House of Comfort exhibit.  It was a big group, more than 30 participants in fact, mostly Japanese, came to my workshop.  Art dissolves the language barrier and collective ownership of the project was immediately established.  The participants became part of the process of installing the exhibit.

Rumors of snow falling in Nagoya did not happen during that day but it was still very cold outside.  Miho and I went with Akiyo and Prof. Motoyama to the Ecumenical Learning Center for Children (ELCC) run by the Anglican/Episcopal Church in Japan the next day in suburb Nagoya to conduct workshop with 16 Filipino children and JFCs.  We were greeted by a boisterous group of children when we arrived.  Some had strong Japanese features but the children of Filipinos staying in Japan without registration looked very much assimilated in the Japanese culture.  Most of them can speak in Filipino and, of course, all of them are conversant in Nihongo.  At first glance, they exude joy and vibrancy characteristic of most children, but their precarious situation in Japan, stripped of their rights to get education in Japanese schools and to move freely, disturbed me no end.  Two boys visualized themselves as policemen with patrol cars.  Such image reflects their status as “invisible” children of global migration and their relationship with

authorities, that is, instead of being caught, they would rather assume the role of  catching the violators.  No one dreams to be factory workers or entertainers like their parents.  One wanted to be a doctor

Similarly, the dreams of ten JFCs at DAWN Philippines soared like an airplane on a bright sky but also indicated their longing to see their Japanese fathers and establish connection.

While the educated Japanese women of Kansai collaged their dream narratives in a more experimental way at a very comfortable workshop space in Osaka, the Filipino women migrant workers make do with a cramp space at DAWN Philippines office to piece together their fragmented lives after working as entertainers in Japan and create empowering images of a better life with support from DAWN through a continuous educational and counseling program and a livelihood project.  

As the Moro women of Marawi City discussed their experiences of discrimination and their dream of a harmonious co-existence between Muslims and Christians as well as a more stable and equitable electric power distribution, battered women from Dumaguete City told their stories of abuse through the elements of art, with line, shape, color and texture signifying their different life experiences and phases.  A social worker from the DSWD who worked with these women for quite some time but remained silent about their traumatic circumstances wondered at how we were able to make them share their pains through a simple art activity.   

Organizing workshops in the Philippines is a big challenge especially when you deal with marginalized communities.  Often, you make do with what they have and where they are:  a cramped space in evacuation center where strong winds and the sweltering heat disrupt the art process, a classroom with cluttered chairs and folders and without electric fans, a halfway house with a not-so-comfortable comfort room and a restaurant space transformed into a workshop area but with poor lighting.  But their interest to be part of the activities and the support of our local partners and the hospitality of our hosts more than made up for such lack and deprivation.  It even stretches our budget to work with more communities.   

This is in direct contrast with the workshop facilities and equipment that could readily be set up at the Osaka Prefectural Women’s Center or Dawn Center.  It is a 10-storey building providing support for women to eliminate gender disparity and to empower them through counseling, training, information (it has a library with excellent collection of books and videos on women’s issues and art), cultural programs, publications, gift shop for women’s art and craft, and child day-care services   The tables and chairs are all with wheels for easier set up.  Miho Nakanishi, the Director of Osaka Arts APORIA, personally supervised the workshop set up, exhibit installation and the art forum.  Her women artist friends Hiromi Shirai, Yumiko Nii, Yangjah, Mariko Tajiri and Haji Oh’s student Okada Eri and Tomomi Isozumi volunteered to help and as a working team they were so efficient.  Nakanishi and I are both grantees of Japan Foundation for our collaboration in the House of Comfort Project.  She spent one and a half months in the Philippines to be part of the trauma, interrupted exhibit at the Cultural Center of the Philippines and the University of the Philippines in Diliman, to immerse with evacuees in Albay, Bicol and to conduct workshop with me in Dipolog and network with artists and educators in Zamboanga City and Basilan where we were joined by Ben Suzuki, Japan Foundation Manila Director.  

At the Dawn Center, the House of Comfort project was introduced to the people in Osaka via an exhibition followed by a workshop for women on the second day and a forum on the third day.  Twenty one women from Kansai and Yokohama came to attend the workshops which included Professor Megumi Kitahara of Konan University in Kobe, performance artist Mari Tanikawa (Yokohama), Sayo Noda of ACCE Japan or Aspiring Citizens for Community Empowerment (Kyoto), art teacher Atsuko Nakai and Ayumi Nishina of Dawn Center.  As expected, the participants were not interacting much at the beginning as we requested them to sit with people they do not know.  But when they started to work with textiles, they exchanged more stories and they became more at ease as I went around looking for curio pieces that they brought, like a big textile ring and a unique needle and pin cushion, to strike a conversation with them.  This approach worked well in engaging them to talk about themselves.  We were so amused by a participant we called the SHINKANSEN woman who created four interconnected works on textiles depicting her life story even as she struggled to do the stitching because of an eye problem.  She was also the first to volunteer to talk about her work.  Then they asked me to choose the next one and I selected a work that cut a hole on the textile, creating an opening with rays extending from the hole.  I interpreted her work as an opening for women to reconnect with their core, expand their limited space and connect with other women to make themselves more visible and audible.  Of course, she had a different perspective on her work but she considered my reading as another interesting viewpoint.   Another interesting dream which brought laughter to the group was from a young student who is a big fan of wrestling and who wanted to become a wrestler herself.   Yangjah, a Korean Japanese, expressed that “being a minority makes me aware of the importance of life not to be controlled by the uncertain society. I appreciate that you've given me a chance to think about my dream and future.  I've never had a concrete dream even in my childhood.  Some of my friends had dreams, for example, having a warm family, being rich, and being a nurse.  I've never had a dream like them. Then I became an artist and a dancer.   I've come to notice the image of my dream through my art works.  I wish I could feel something warm, peaceful and strong in myself when being aware of my existence melt and spread in this world, accepting both sides of life, light and shadow. ”  This process of sharing after the art production is an integral part of the project to promote discussion of women’s issues, dialogue and a better way of understanding women’s images and metaphors.

Three women’s experiences in creative collaboration with different communities and their advocacies intersected in a forum that was well-attended on the third day.  Etsuko Nakagami-Yamaguchi, a pediatrician who works at the Graduate School of Medicine of Osaka City University, and the partner of Miho Nakanishi in transforming negative stereotypes about hospital and medical care among children through art workshops, presented with passion her talk on “The Influence of Art Activities in Developing Collective Remembering among People in Hospital.”  She showed images of how several artistic collaborative practices in a hospital had affected the psychosocial program for pediatric patients and were helpful in the recovery of children from traumatic experiences.  She is advocating that this creative intervention be a regular and important program in hospitals.  I reinforced her observation with the gains of the House of Comfort project as it engaged with different survivors from the Philippines.  Art has the power to transform negative experiences and empower traumatized individuals to rediscover their creativity and imagination so they can reclaim their strength to start anew and to hope.  The main medium of the said project is textile and the use of this material in contemporary art is always subject to marginalization by the hierarchical, Western, male art world.  This was also cited by Haji Oh, a Korean Japanese woman textile artist, who happens to collaborate with my project and who uses her artworks to confront issues on identity and discrimination.  

