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ABOUT MAOKWO
Maokwo is a Shona word (Laura’s mother’s tongue,
pronounced… MA-O-K-WO) meaning ‘Hands’.
As humans, we refer a lot to our hands with phrases like: ‘it’s in your hands’ or ‘it’s in
God’s hands.
We make with our hands. There’s a belief in Zimbabwe that a child is born with clenched fists
because they are holding their gifts. As they grow, they slowly let go, sharing their gifts and
talent with the world.
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Maokwo is run by Laura Nyahuye: a Coventry based, Zimbabwean born artist and Creative
Director/CEO and Founder at MAOKWO. Laura is a mother, an artist, storyteller, a curator,
producer, a writer, performer, tutor and community worker.

OUR PURPOSE
About Create and Talk Project
Create and Talk ran group sessions where women from all cultures could meet, discuss and
be led through guided creative workshops.
The idea came from personal previous experience of seeing the benefits of using art as a vehicle to
bring women together to talk. I wanted to provide a platform for women of all backgrounds to learn
and make connections through discussion, and by sharing creative experiences.
As the programme developed it turned into a key form of support for women, including migrants
and asylum seekers, during the COVID-19 pandemic. “Sixty-one per cent of asylum seekers experience mental distress”, and Amnesty International’s report ‘The State of the World’s Human Rights’
from 2021 shows that “those already most marginalised - including women and refugees – have
borne the devastating brunt of the pandemic.” As such, we knew that our work was particularly vital
during this time, and key for supporting all women, but particularly migrants.
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We knew that bringing women together from a range of backgrounds would help to create a network of support which would benefit all of us – including asylum seekers and refugees in the group
– and we would be stronger together.

OUR WORK
Aims
To use creativity to create an atmosphere of relaxation
and camaraderie, to help women:
•
•
•
•
•

Connect and make new relationships
Develop skills
Gain confidence
Try new things
Build a sense of solidarity between women from
different nations

FELLOW WOMEN!

Create and Talk
Gather I Create I Connect

You
Are
Invited
To
Creative
Gatherings
TIME: 11 –1 pm
every Wednesday
VENUE:
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Belgrade Theatre
Belgrade Square,
Corporation St,
Coventry CV1 1GS

For more info contact
admin@maokwo.com
07427480036

2 https://www.refugeewomen.co.uk/campaign/sistersnotstrangers/

for women from ALL backgrounds

What We Did
We encouraged women to be creative through supportive
discussion and skilful facilitation. Here’s how we did it:
In-person workshops
We ran four workshops at YWAM for up to 8 women.
We discussed issues of family and identity while painting and drawing on
porcelain, fabric and paper.
At Quaker Meeting House we ran two workshops for 15 people. Participants were young and
old women from all backgrounds meeting around the theme of solidarity and sharing in
an inter-generational way. I used Black History month, which had just finished, as a good
hook to publicise the event.

BELGRADE THEATRE SESSIONS
We ran 8 two-hour sessions at Belgrade Theatre, supported by Karen, a wellbeing counsellor
and psychologist. We supported people with mental health needs, and the group was between
5 – 8 people. Sometimes I would share my poetry. We transformed the rooms to be a comfortable
space, filling the room with pillows, cushions and throws.

CARAG GROUP AND SISTERS NOT STRANGERS PERFORMANCE
We worked with asylum seeking women from CARAG who met at the Peace House to develop
a performance and write a poem together. I facilitated this, and then we performed it at an
event by Women for Refugee Women on the 14th February 2020 in Birmingham, as part of
their ‘Sisters not Strangers’2 network.

Post COVID-19 – GIRL ON FIRE ONLINE SESSIONS (INTERNATIONAL)
We ran online ‘Girl on Fire’ events weekly from spring 2020 for more than three months, and on a
regular basis for the next year. We’ve had people from Zimbabwe, Niger, from Boston, from South
Africa - mums, artists, professors, and many others - all with something different to contribute.
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ACHIEVEMENTS
Other achievements and activities
• We presented at Refugee Action’s ‘data hub and bulletin’ meeting to
an audience of 70+ leaders in the refugee and migration support field.
• We curated ‘My City’: an online exhibition as part of MiFriendly Cities.
• We presented a poem on Threads radio.
• We have collaborated with Loraine Mponela from CARAG, and co-created a video:
https://youtu.be/_EDSJG-o-1c
• Laura was given a spot on the Clore Leadership summer course.
• We have secured Arts Council funding.

Photograph: MAOKWO

• We performed and displayed artwork at the Rising Global Peace Forum event.
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IMPACT
•
•

Create and Talk engaged more than 100 women
All have been part of a unique, self-led exploration

Women have reported that they have gained more confidence
Example: Zahera gained confidence and felt increasingly connected as a result of the sessions.

“We did art classes, poems and were able to express ourselves and be
creative. That was great. What did I get out of it? I felt that people understood me,
and that I got to know other people as well. Laura is a very kind woman – the more
you talk with her, the more you want to be around her and be part of that
energy. It is very motivating. Now I find I am much more confident talking to people.
I was quite quiet before – now I just chat away! I feel happier.
“We are all in the same shoes. I both got advice and I gave advice – it was a mutual
benefit and that felt good. They have enjoyed attending the workshop. It became a
fix when people were at home which people needed: participants would say things
like “I was so looking forward to the session today, I needed this space.” - Zahera

Women’s eyes have been opened to new skills and experiences
of women from a range of backgrounds.
“I remember one particular session, a lady came along, from India. It was really great to see how
she was engaging and she was talking about taking back elements or aspects of what she had
witnessed back home. She explored the potential of linking up moving forwards.” Group facilitator

“

One woman had been an athlete but because of an injury
she almost had to give up and re-envision her future.
It was so absolutely beautiful how safe and open the
women were as they came in and how much they
wanted to help her share.
Group Facilitator

IMPACT
Women have made new connections and friends.
One of the participants, Gloria, now feels part of a network. The diversity of the group means that
people of different professions, background and from different places have all connected – building more diverse networks.
Example: At the opening, there was a lot of sharing in our sessions about who we are, where we
are from. There was a lot of echoing of people “feeling safe” and “feeling comfortable” to be yourself in that space. One person shares their journey, and this helps others to share their journeys.
“Coming into lockdown and knowing we had to stop the physical sessions was hard. People
were resistant – they don’t like change generally! But what we found was that we were able to
share that journey of going online together – and use that even as part of what we discussed.
That really allowed people to connect on a deeper level.
We talked about how the spaces in their homes were being used and adjusting to the world and
the feeling of uncertainty and feeling that control had been taken away. And through that talking
and connecting, if anything the groups took on a different life and the connections were even
better.” Group facilitator

Women have had the opportunity to
present their creativity to new audiences
For example, artists and group members had the chance to perform their poetry or share projects they are working on. Other partnerships and ideas for collaborative projects were born out
of the group sessions.

Women have had the opportunity to talk about
mental health with a professional and in a safe space
Example: One lady used to go to another space where they do art for mental health. At
our session, she valued the variety of creative activities, and that it was a women-only
space. She found this important to help her feel safe.

“

One participant struggled with mental health issues and
anxiety. During COVID, self-isolation made her feel overwhelmed
and alone. She felt able to bring that to the group: some affirmed
what had been said and some offered different perspectives.
It felt like we played the part of an alternative family.
Group Facilitator

LEARNING
What did we learn, doing our project?
•
•

Women are stronger together – we need each other and amazing things can
happen when we come together
There is motivation and appetite for networks of women to meet I see the network of women growing

•

Do engage professionals such as a counsellor who can support the group’s progress:
Karen’s skills provided useful guidance to allow women to explore difficult subjects safely

•

Do allow plenty of time for recruitment and advertising –
it takes word of mouth and building trust

•

Do get creative with the spaces and methods you offer to women –
such as bringing soft furnishings to create comfort

•

Do find venues which are accessible, which people feel comfortable
and familiar with, and which already have ‘foot-fall’

•

Do trust the vision and stay true to this vision

•

Do assess and explore different ways of using resources through discussion

•

Do pay attention to what information it is useful to collect, to demonstrate the benefits and
reach of the work. For example, collecting information on women’s background, age and
ethnicity would help show how diverse the workshops actually are, and systematic
collection of the information following sessions helps show how women have benefitted
from the workshops.
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Hot tips for others planning similar projects:

IMPACT: FUTURE
Development and plans for the future
• This project has enabled us to test the waters for 2022 City of Culture –
we are planning on launching a festival – watch this space!
• We are developing a ‘Girl on Fire’ for younger women, after
specific requests and demand
•
• We have formed a separate support group to meet the specific needs
of women from sanctuary seeking backgrounds.
They continue to be Girl on Fire participants.

▲ Laura presenting to the
Refugee Action Data Hub

This project was selected to take part in the Social Innovation programme, run by MigrationWork CIC
as part of the MiFriendly Cities project. MigrationWork provided specialist training and consultancy
support to help projects develop their innovative ideas. Projects also received seed funding.
This programme was funded by the EU’s Urban Innovative Action fund.

Contact us
If you are interested in knowing more, or learning about anything else in this report,
please contact us at:
Website: www.maokwo.com
Email: pr@maowko.com
www.twitter.com/maokwo
www.instagram.com/maokwo
www.facebook.com/wearemaokwo

Report by Tamsin Koumis and Ceri Hutton, MigrationWork CIC, with Laura Nyahuye.

