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All over the world, from Latin America and Africa to Eastern Europe and Asia, women in
developing economies endeavor to improve the lives of their families by creating and
selling exquisite indigenous crafts. The weavers of Guatemala, the Ndebele beaders of
South Africa, the flower painters of Poland, the batik artists of Indonesia, the dollmakers of
Turkey, the mirror embroiderers of ndia- all these women artisans draw from past
traditions as well as make eloquent contributions to the future of their children and their
cultures. In Her Hands: Craftswomen Changing the World is a beautifully
photographed documentary of ninety women living in twelve countries on four continents,
revealing their diverse lives and surprisingly universal aspirations.
Often driven by the harsh realities of poverty, little education, and lack of even basic
health care, these female artisans are motivated by the desire to provide for their children:
to dress them properly, to feed them well, and most of all, to educate them. The need for
social contact and a sense of community brings craftswomen together into groups, which
in turn gives rise to microenterprises in developing countries. Numerous political and
social organizations, including the United Nations, provide guidance and economic
support, often in the form of small, short-term loans; thus cooperatives are created that
strengthen and enrich cultural heritage as well as individual lives and fortunes.
Authors Paola Gianturco and Toby Tuttle spent five years photographing, interviewing,
and writing about craftswomen for this volume. Within the book, the artisans' individual
voices are heard describing their hopes, families, and daily lives; amusing, affecting

journal entries relate the authors' experiences and reflections. In Her Hands celebrates a
different kind of women's movement-a movement in which mothers, grandmothers,
sisters, and friends join together to create beautiful crafts that contribute to a better life for
themselves and for future generations.
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HIGHLIGHTS
of craftswomen on four continentsfrom Latin America and Africa to Eastern Europe and Asia

In Her Hands engages the reader in the stories of such extraordinary women as:
•

The weavers of Chimaltenango, Guatemala, who are victims of the 36-year civil
war that ended in 1996. Hundreds of widows, as the sole support of their families,
weave traditional local patterns into tablecloths, place mats, -and napkins using
yarns that appeal to sophisticated contemporary consumers.

•

The members of the "Mother's Clubs" are refugees who live in the shantytowns that
surround Lima. Many of them, survivors of the terrorism of The Shining Path
guerrillas, make arpilleras, which are three-dimensional fabric collages depicting life
in the Peruvian countryside and the villages they left behind.

•

The painters of Vnorovy, Czech Republic have a unique distinction: for the past 100
years, at least one woman in every household has created Kraslice, hand painted
Easter Eggs. No two of their signature designs- white, yellow, red and black
geometric and floral patterns -are alike.

•

The Ndebele Bead Women of the village Waterval in South Africa create beautiful
beaded dolls, jewelry, body and head ornaments, now central to their personal,
cultural, religious and political identity, as well as being a source of income for the
group. This intricate beadwork dates back to the sixteenth century when the
Portuguese brought glass beads to southern Africa to trade for slaves and ivory.

•

The doll-makers of Soganli, Turkey are the only wage earners in the village. Men
work in the fields and gather firewood for their families, but there are no cash crops
or " men's jobs" in manufacturing or construction to provide income. Fifty women
(the town has only 50 families) create dolls dressed in bright silky costumes
accented with sequins -much like the clothes they wear themselves.

•

The 400 members, in nineteen Turkish villages, who belong to the DOBAG Rug
Weaving Cooperative, use 3,000-year-old techniques that guarantee the rugs to
last 200 years. One requirement for membership in the cooperative: the weaver's
children must attend school and not be used as child laborers.

•

The Hindu floral offering makers of Bali, Indonesia. Women on the island formerly
spent up to a half of each day creating the intricate daily ritual offerings called for by
their religion. Today, every morning, priest caste ,!,!omen sell these offerings (made
from bamboo, flowers, leaves, fruit and grains) in the market.

•

The Zulu basket weavers of Durban, South Africa use 45 different reeds, rushes,
palms and grasses to weave geometrically patterned baskets and mats that are
collected by galleries and museums around the world.

•

The Hill Tribe needleworkers of Northern Thailand who live in villages founded by
the country's royal family. Women's sewing and men's silversmithing have replaced
the traditional opium growing as the area's " cash crop." In another part of Thailand,
craftswomen who participate in the "Women Against AIDS" program create gift
items covered with batik-painted Sa (mulberry) paper, earning enough money to
prevent numerous families from selling their daughters into prostitution.

•

In Gujarat, India, members of the Self Employed Women's Association (SEWA), an
unusual trade union that works with tribes in the desert Kachchh district near the
Pakistan border. SEW A helps these women, many of whom, until recently, lived
behind the veil in Purdah, to market the glittery mirrored embroidered fashion and
home accessories that they create.

Other craftswomen chronicled by the authors include: the Quechua knitters of southern
Bolivia who make brightly colored doll shaped purses for sale to tourists and the Kuna
Indians of the San BIas Archipelago off the coast of Panama who create intricate molas,
layered and appliqued fabric pictures traditionally incorporated into blouses. The authors
also visited the Cuyuscate weavers of Guatemala, the Shipibo potters of the Amazon
Basin in Peru, the floral painters of Poland, the Shona artists of Zimbabwe, and the
batikers of Java.

