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Jonga – Look at Me: Museum of Women, Dolls and Memories 
 
Senzeni Marasela 
 
 
Project Report 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
In the run up to the 100th international women’s day in March 2008 Deveron Arts decided 
to invite internationally renowned artist Senzeni Marasela from Johannesburg, South 
Africa to undertake a project involving young women. The project was first coined Girls in 
their Sunday Dresses in reflection of Senzeni’s own childhood experiences and family 
background.  
 
Senzeni was interested in the stories of young women and issues affecting them 
especially in the international comparison between South Africa and Scotland. In 
collaboration with the Huntly Family Centre the project was planned to incorporate the 
making of dresses while talking about memories and transferring them into the fabric and 
design of the dresses. She stated: 
        

I have come to Huntly in a hope of creating a collaborative work with the women that live here. 
We are going to be using words, images and objects to tell the story of our lives. Every story 
has a place in this world. 

 
During Senzeni’s stay in Huntly from January to March 2009 the project shifted 
furthermore towards issues of self-perception in women stimulated by the media and 
society. The image of Mattel’s famous Barbie doll, now in her 50th year of production, 
was taken into the project as a model/anti-model for women today and in the past. This 
icon created a heated, fruitful discussion, from ideals of beauty to personal childhood 
memories of the people involved. 
 
The culmination of work which evolved through Senzeni’s residency was an installation 
based performance piece on the 28th of March 2009 in the Empty Shop on Bogie Street, 
Huntly called Jonga – Look at me. Museum of Women, Dolls and Memories. 
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The Artist 
 
 

Senzeni Mthwakazi Marasela is from 
Johannesburg, South Africa and graduated from 
the University of Witwatersrand. She was the 
South African representative of the Beijing 
Biennale and has had numerous international 
exhibitions; among them Democracy’s Images 
in Umea/Sweden and Black Womanhood at 
Hood Museum of Art/New Hampshire. Current 
shows are: Beauty and Pleasure at the 
Stenersen Museum in Oslo; Developing 
Democracy at KyleKauffman Gallery in New 
York, Dystopia at UNISA gallery in Pretoria. 

Help me I want to look International opens later this year at Gallery Art on Paper in 
Johannesburg. She is recipient of the Thami Mnyele Scholarship 2002/Amsterdam, 
Upstream Award 2002/Amsterdam and Ampersand Fellowship 2008/New York. 
 
Senzeni was joined by her 5 year old daughter Thato during her stay in Scotland.  
 

My daughter, Thato, and I arrived in Huntly on the 15 of January 2009. We resided in 51 Old Road House, 
just a walking distance from the Deveron Arts office. Thato immediately started Primary one at Gordon 
Primary School. An experience I am sure she will cherish for the rest of her life. This exposed her to a 
different culture and environment. She enjoyed her stay at the Gordon Primary school and even learned 
how to write her own name. 

Senzeni Marasela 
 
The Project 
 

How do you do that? Make someone love you? 
Pecola Breedlove in Toni Morrison’s Bluest Eye 

 
Jonga – Look at Me was a collaboration between Deveron Arts, South African Artist 
Senzeni Marasela and a number of community groups, to include the Huntly Family 
Center, the Gordon Schools and Huntly’s Brander Museum.  
 
The project evolved out of a reoccurring community issue that deals with the self-
perception of in particular young women, resulting in eating disorders, early pregnancies 
and other problems associate with women’s self-esteem. 
 
For this project Senzeni Marasela has worked intensively with the local community and 
took us on a journey through the evocation of personal memory, exploring contemporary 
and traditional perceptions of beauty in the wake of the 50th birthday of plastic style-icon 
Barbie.  
 
The collaboration with the community took on a multitude of facettes: 
 

• The Family Center: Senzeni was introduced to 4 women with a particularly 
difficult background, with whom she worked initially to establish an understanding 
of the situation of women in Scotland. 
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• The Barbie Amnesty was a town wide appeal, in collaboration with the Linden 
Center, the Family Center, the Museum user group, the Gordon Schools and the 
Huntly Express. It resulted in the lending of over 300 Barbies and other dolls 
(some of them specially made for the project) and raised questions around 
women’s self perception. 

 
• The Gordon Schools: Senzeni conducted three Rag Doll Making Workshops with 

secondary students of the third level; these events were used to establish 
contexts for discussions. The students loaned Senzeni the rag dolls for her 
exhibition opening. Some 40 students attended voluntary lunch time sessions at 
the Empty Shop and participated in writing on the walls. Participation: 3 x 20 = 60 

 
• Senzeni gave a talk to a level four art class at the Secondary School. She talked 

about her previous and current work; again with a view of talking about women’s 
issues and discussing the girl’s own perceptions of their body. Participation: 20 

 
• Senzeni also conducted some Zulu song lessons with Gordon Primary school. 

While this has nothing directly to do with the topic, we feel it was an important 
way into the community for a black artist in a predominantly white town. 
Participation:  6 x 30 

 
• Brander Museum: Senzeni held two Rag Doll Making Workshops at the Brander 

Museum on Saturday mornings with the Museum user group and members of the 
public. Attendance: 2 x 10 children = 20 + 3 volunteer helpers 

 
• Brander Museum’s curatorial assistant Dawn Ranson held two further workshops 

targeted at children on the day of the Jonga exhibition; a Barbie fashion and 
accessories craft making workshop for older children and a peg-doll making 
workshop for younger children. Attendance: 2 x 10 children = 20 

 
• The shop we hired for the event served as a talking place 
 
• Artist’s talk: intended to inform townsfolk of Senzeni’s artistic practise in the past 

and the Barbie project during her stay in Huntly. A heated discussion about 
perceptions of beauty and the acceptance of Barbie arose from the talk. 
Attendance: 15  
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The work and event 
The resulting work was a temporary installation of women, dolls and memories, all of them 
donated and lent by the community of Huntly following the community wide ‘Barbie 
Amnesty’. Over 300 Barbies and other dolls were placed on the window sills and the floor 
of the Empty Shop which was covered in images of Barbie in different postures and 
identities. Three women from the community posed as individual real life statues in the 
installation dressed up in glamorous gowns creating a counter to the multiple Barbie dolls 
in their mostly uniform looks. One corner of the Shop was filled with old dolls and rag dolls 
children had made during different workshops throughout the project. They looked like an 
abandoned gathering, left in a back corner overshadowed by the iconic beauties of the 
Barbies. 
 
The walls of the Shop were painted in an intense red. Some townsfolk referred to it as 
“womb” so powerful and encompassing was the colour. The stone wall was covered in red 
linen with the above text borrowed from the book The Bluest Eye by Toni Morison.  
 

How do you do that, make someone love you? 
 
The textual base was used to convey different layers of meaning, making people think and 
respond to the question How do you do that, make someone love you? Senzeni’s intention 
of questioning the depiction of women and what is beautiful was extended into a personal 
challenge between the boundaries of love and self-confidence. Questioning our values 
while thinking about the ways we create our bodies Senzeni Marasela mentioned: 
 

“[The media] creates an impression that women warrant attention and public approval based on 
looking a certain way. It is this assumption that the performances desired to interrogate.” 

 
In the run up to  the event women (and men) were invited to supply an answer. Over 80 
comments were received on the red walls (all of them documented and available if 
required). 
 

    
 

 
The launch of the project had three elements: 
 
Introductory Lecture 
Art historian and lecturer Dr Dominic Paterson from Glasgow University launched the 
event with a fascinating historic account of images of Barbie and Action Man in the 
context of bodily beauty and feminism in art history. His lecture was entitled Body Images 
and Imagined Bodies in Feminist Art. 
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Exhibition Opening 
The exhibition opening encountered a 
performance based, interactive event. 
Visitors slipped blue plastic covers over 
their shoes (like in a precious museum), 
and the images of Barbie laid out on the 
floor. People were made aware of their 
action, stepping on the heads of hundreds 
of Barbie images. Once people had 
engaged with the space and the exhibited 
dolls and women, they were asked to 
answer Senzeni’s question How do you do that? Make someone love you?, and to write 
their answers on the walls of the Empty Shop as school children and other community 
members had also done during workshops. 
Senzeni was dressed in a Hessian dress which was in stark contrast to the beautiful 
dresses of the women who volunteered to being exhibited in the space, and to the looks 
of some smartly dressed visitors especially special guest and Real Life Barbie Sarah 
Burge. 
During the performance Senzeni continually wrote comments on the floor of the Museum 
with a bright red crayon. Crawling on the ground around the crowd she caught the 
attention of the visitors with her doing. She explained: 

I deliberately chose to disappear from the audience as I adorned my Hessian robe 
and painstakingly inscribed memories of my own ideas of beauty on the floor. My 
protest as it were was written on top of Barbie images, this apparent maker of beauty 
and “ideal female form”. 

In contrast to Senzeni’s active performance the 
three women from the community protested silently 
and still against the stereotypes of proclaimed 
beauty. Standing in their designated areas, looking 
out of the window, the women stood still and did not 
interact with the participants.  
 
The performance event was open to the public on 
the 28th of March 2008. The exhibition remained 
open for the following three days, and was visited by 
some who were unable to attend the event on the 

main day. 
 
 
Discussion Event 
 
Speakers were: 
 
Moira Jeffrey, journalist and art critic, chair of the discussion. Glasgow 
Dr Jim Beattie, aesthetic clinician. Inverurie 
Sarah Burges, Real Life Barbie. Cambridge 
Lilias Parks, secondary art teacher. Huntly 
Jess McCabe, editor of the f-word, feminist. London 
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Sarah Burge, Jim Beattie, Moira Jeffrey, Jess McCabe, Lilias Park (from left to right) 

 
The discussion event centred around the questions: 
 

• Is it an ideal to look permanently young? 
• Have we lost respect of ageing? 
• What are the effects of Barbie ideals for women today and young women in 

particular? 
• Is Barbie a western phenomenon? 

 
The discussion was finalised with a performance by SculptorS Merlyn Riggs who used 
clinic procedures on cup cakes to demonstrate the absurdity of beauty surgery on 
women’s bodies in a humorous way. Visitors of the discussion were invited to decorate 
and consume their own cup cake.  
 

 
 
After the performance Dr Jim Beattie demonstrated the latest cellulite reduction machine 
to people who were interested. A fair with beauty products by Avon and Body shop 
rounded off the event. 
 
This event was attended by 95 people. 
 
At the end of the day we had a South African Dinner at Battlehill Lodge, Huntly, which 
was attended by some 20 invited guests, to include the speakers, volunteers and the 
main community collaborators. 
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Marketing 
 
Local Marketing concentrated on the main event on the 28th of March, the two Rag Doll 
Making Workshops, and the Artists Talk on the 18th of March in the Brander Building. 
 
50 Printed Posters in A3 and A4 were distributed within Huntly and the surrounding area 
in educational institutions, shops and other places of public interest. Posters were also 
sent to important art institutions throughout Scotland.  
 
A call for Barbies, Dolls and Make-up was marketed thought the distribution of 2000                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
flyers in the Gordon Schools, local shops and buildings. 
 
The Empty Shop which was utilised as a studio and exhibition space also functioned as a 
‘shop window’ for locals to inform themselves about the progress of the project. Signs for 
the shop windows were professionally made and glued onto the top windows of the Shop 
to label and market the exhibition. 
 
Lesley Booth, a visual arts media specialist has been accompanying the project in order 
to gain national media coverage. 
 
 
Mail Shots 
 
Different mail shots were instigated: 
 

• an invitation card for Jonga – Look at Me. Distribution of 600 per mail shot 
• an e-invitation to workshops and artist talk to different local target groups / 100 
• an e-invitation and a reminder for the main event from Deveron Arts mailing list / 

700 
 

 

 
 
 
Web Sites 
 
The project was featured on the following web-sites: 
 
Deveron Arts: www.deveron-arts.com 
Scottish Arts Council: www.scottisharts.org.uk 
Aberdeenshire Council: www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk 
Huntly Net: www.huntlynet.co.uk 
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Greater Speyside: www.greaterspeyside.com 
PARS: www.PublicArtScotland.com 
Arts Hub: www.artshub.co.uk 
HI Arts: www.hi-arts.co.uk 
 
 
Press Coverage 
 
Press and Journal 20/01/09 African Artist to make Huntly her temporary home 

Huntly Express 30/01/09 Women Focus of Art Project 

Huntly Express 20/02/09 Clothes Swop Shop 

Press and Journal 25/02/09 Huntly Residents invited to start swapping 

Huntly Express 06/03/09 Doll Making at Market 

Huntly Express 06/03/09 Barbie Doll Art Appeal 

Press and Journal 10/03/09 Huntly ‘tribute’ to Barbie 

Huntly Express 13/03/09 Artist Talk 

Huntly Express 20/03/09 Artist’s Doll Display 

NECR community radio 28/03/09 

Press and Journal 30/03/09 Real-life Barbie opens exhibition of dolls 

Huntly Express 10/04/09 Barbie Showcase Finale 
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The Ups and Downs/ Lessons learned 
 
Talking about the more problematic sides of the project, there were a few aspects that 
we had to deal with: 

a) during the course of the invitation of the artist the UK Immigration authorities have 
changed the visa regulations for artists. This delayed and slightly shortened the 
project, apart from having to meet unforeseen costs. However, on the bright side 
we have now the sponsorship licence in place for future artists to come. 

b) The negotiations with the women affiliated to the family centre took much longer 
then anticipated; it showed the difficulty of working with vulnerable women 
dependent on social care; a phenomenon that was new to the artist who grew up 
in a society where (in her own words ) ‘even if you are very poor, if you don’t get 
up you just starve’. This required a change in project intentions about 4 weeks 
into the project. While the delay occurred for the project, we still think that there 
were very important discussions generated through the project with those 
women; but a lot of time and patience is required. 

c) Weather: during the course of their stay, we had a full week of heaviest snow, 
which brought the town to a stand still. It added a lot of fun as it was the first time 
Thato saw snow in her life, but also delayed the project further. 

 
 
6. Outcomes and Outputs 
 
As with every project of Deveron Arts / the town is the venue it is important to understand  
that under intergenerational we understand groups made up equally of representatives 
from younger, mid and older generation groups in an effort to encourage dialogue and 
develop mutual understanding between these different age groups.  

 
Identified goals and outcomes were: 

 
1. To have recognised and developed partnerships with at least 2 named groups in the 

town, with attendance by at least 30 intergenerational representatives at the public 
events 
 
The new groups we have developed partnerships with were: 

• the Family Center; this included the discussion and collaboration with 
vulnerable women that have had early pregnancies; a permanent work of art 
by Senzeni is now situated in the family center 

• the Linden Center (Huntly Community Center), which collaborated in the 
collection of Barbies among its membership 

• Huntly museum user group 
  
 The number was exceeded by a multitude. See report above. 

 
2. To have implemented a public arts project, actively involving at least 30 

intergenerational representatives in the creative process. 
 

This project was based around a mass Barbie amnesty; which involved women of all 
ages in the community: the total participation number is around 200 people 
(workshops, Barbie donation, attendance at main event) from all ages. 
 

3. To see a rise in awareness and understanding amongst the residents of the town 
about the TiV model, to be measured through feedback from participants.   
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The rise in the awareness of the TiV model can be gauged through the coverage in 
the Huntly Express and the Press and Journal which reported extensively on the 
project. 

  
4. To see an increased interest and enjoyment of the arts in Huntly. 

 
The high attendance and participation number, the feedback from the schools and 
the coverage of the local newspaper are all proofs that we are on the right track. 
The project also shows that we want to continue this formula; i.e.: 

• Working with international artists 
• Picking themes of community concern 
• Developing partnerships with groups 
• Involving the schools for collaboration and marketing purposes 
• Having a discussion event at the end 

  
5. We aim to see a 10% increase in the level of participation from intergenerational 

representatives and at least one significant piece of media coverage.  
 

• The amount of people that have participated have far exceeded our 
expectations. 

 
• See included coverage in the Press and Journal; Senzeni has also been 

talking on the NECR radio. 
 

6. To gauge the success of the first year of implementing the 3 year residency 
programme, and use our findings to make any adjustments to our targets over the 
further two years as necessary 
 
There are a number of success factors of this project: 

a) The number of people that have been involved from different age groups 
through an imaginative topic that is both devise and uniting: the Barbie. 
Many people love her; many people hate her, which provided an excellent 
discussion tool across all ages of the community. 

b) The presence of Senzeni and her daughter Thato: unlike in many other 
British towns having an African woman with her daughter in a small 
Scottish town which is today still 98% white (and 95% British) is a novelty. 
The opportunity for conversation and exchange of view and traditions 
should not be under estimated. It showed that facilitating not only artists 
from other continents, but also their families is money worth spent. 

c) The panel discussion proofed a real success: the combination of a 
feminist, a journalist, a plastic surgeon, a local teacher who had anorexia 
in her earlier life and the real life Barbie proofed to be a good mix to 
stimulate debate; panel discussions or other small conferences are now 
firmly embedded in our programming for the next three years. 

 
Outputs  

1. 1 x completed public arts projects in collaboration with town residents, including 
at least 30 intergenerational representatives: achieved and expectation 
exceeded 
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2. 1 x production and hosting of public event, in collaboration with town residents, 
including at least 30 intergenerational representatives: achieved and 
expectation exceeded 

 
3. Production of a group evaluation report: this report is the outcome of a group 

meeting with the artists, members of staff (Anna Vermehren, Claudia Zeiske, 
Tonia Lu/intern) and members of the community (Dawn Ramson/Huntly 
Museum, Lilias Park/Gordon Schools teacher, Sue Branston/Family center) 

 
 

Further Events 
 

Swap Shop 
In the run of the project artist Catrin Jeans 
presented a participatory event of clothes 
swapping in the Empty Shop in Huntly. The 
theme of fashion and individualistic clothing 
styles tied in with Senzeni’s project.  
Attendance: 40 people young and old 
 
 
Red Dress Day 
Senzeni, Claudia Zeiske and Tonia Lu joined The Red Dress Day on 8 March, 
international Women’s Day, which was organised by Merlyn Riggs. The idea was to go in 
groups of 2 women dressed in red to find other women around the streets in Aberdeen. 
We took a picture of 5, one of them in a red dress, representing the fact that every 5th 
woman in Scotland is facing domestic abuse. 
 

 
Thanks 

 
Senzeni Marasela 
Thato Marasela 
 
Kelly M Anderson, Deveron Arts 
Deveron Arts board of Management 
Tonia Lu, Deveron Arts intern, design 
Anna Vermehren, Deveron Arts 
 
Dr Jim Beattie, panel 
Sarah Burge, panel 
Jess McCabe, panel 
Moira Jeffrey, chair, discussion 
Lilias Parks, panel 
Dr Dominic Paterson, lecturer 

Merlyn Riggs, artist 
Dawn Ranson, Huntly Museum 
Staff at the Gordon schools 
Staff at the Gordon Primary school 
 
Susan Branston, Family Centre 
Nan Gibbs, Family Centre 
 
Leslie Booth, media work 
Pat Scott, Huntly Express 
 
Eva Merz, photography 
Nuno Sacramento, advice 
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9.   Funding 
 
 
We received funding from the following sources: 
 
Awards For All, Gordon Forum of the Arts, Paul Hamlyn Foundation, Scottish Arts 
Council 
 
We cordially thank our funders for their financial support of the project. In particular Awards for 
All, the Gordon Forum of the Arts, the Paul Hamlyn Foundation, and the Scottish Arts Council. 
Without the generous support this project would not have taken place. 
 
A special thank you to Jenny Brownriggs from the Scottish Arts Council for her encouraging 
assessment of the event. 
 
We gratefully received in-kind support Dean’s of Huntly for shortbread presents for the 
speakers. 
 
As always, thanks to our own local authority Aberdeenshire Council and their art team for 
supporting Deveron Arts  overall programming. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 


