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         In the past, festivals would be organised according to the context of a place
and a set of beliefs, and always served a specific community purpose. From our 
observation, festivals celebrating sacred beliefs never discriminate between
people. This type of festival always invites all those who are connected, regardless
of age or other extraneous factors. It creates moments of silence, consciousness,
times of joy, fun, and lots of creativity that can lead to endless inspiration.

The importance of festivals and the Nang Lerng community performing arts festival 

        In Asian countries, festivals are often focused on a sacred component, but when
people work together while enjoying themselves, festivals can also build stronger
social and community bonds. 

Second performing night of Bu�falo Field in the temple area, with audiences on two sides - both the living and those who have passed on
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        Nowadays, festivals can serve different purposes and be organised for 
marketing, spiritual, communal, or any other kind of reason. In Bangkok, Openspace
in collaboration with Mike Hornblow and the E-Lerng Artists Collective in Nang Lerng
have been organising the Buffalo Field Festival for three years. For our team, this is
a highly personal project where we get to collaborate with a community that we have
worked with for years on development projects – ranging from community architecture
to multidisciplinary collaborations. However, our focus on development and 
undertaking the same old processes for years has led us to a dead end vis-à-vis
our impact.

        This festival is a new beginning of sorts: a new outlet for potential. We see 
creating a festival as a shift in the development process, from working just on the 
physical and social, to reaching a new spiritual level that includes things we cannot
see, which helps us all open up to new sensory experiences. It engenders new
ways of seeing, understanding, and connecting to this place and the people who
inhabit it – entirely different experiences than the ones we have had in that same
space for the past nine years.

        Buffalo Field Festival is an example of using a performing arts festival as part of
our community development process. The word “used” holds no negative connotation
in this context; rather, it is positive, focused on the idea that the performing arts can
be a medium to connect people from all areas and backgrounds, and those that are
invisible. Our approach is site-specific at heart: so, in this case, Nang Lerng-specific!
The people involved in the process – including artists, volunteers and academics –
cannot arrive, “do their thing” and use the community in Nang Lerng as merely 
a stage. They need to connect, contribute, be part of this process of spiritual 
revelation. 

        

    

A musical keyhole garden cart being moved around as part of the performance
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The community leader reciting a prayer for blessing the festival
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Buffalo Field:
A co-created festival in the old town of Bangkok

     Nang Lerng, located in the old town of Bangkok, has a rich history and culture.
But the changing landscape and the “modernisation” of the city has meant that the 
development direction of the area has seemed unstable for many people, and the living 
conditions have steadily deteriorated in a lot of areas. Organising this festival has allowed 
us to bring people from the outside to experience what we love about this community and 
its great qualities, that exist within both the place and its people.

     That includes artists from around the world, and audiences from around the city, many 
of whom have never ventured to this side of town. What makes it so special is that, at its
core, this festival is co-created – run entirely by people who are there by choice and
because they actually want to be part of making this

     You might think that you need a big budget to run a festival, and that is often the case.
But we have very little funding for Buffalo Field: which means we cannot pay the artists, 
or cover their airfares either (except on some occasions for those from developing countries). 
We cannot rent expensive stages, and many people who work on the festival contribute 
much of their time pro bono. Instead of being a hindrance, this has been a great opportunity. 

Everyone – including community members and volunteers – are there by choice, because 
they love the experience of being part of a very co-creative festival. Buffalo Field joins 
like-minded people who enjoy connecting and sharing around performing arts on the very 
specific site of Nang Lerng.

The �nal group performance on the second night
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A local artist team performing Chatri dance and music
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    And finally, volunteers join. They join for the sense of solidarity and togetherness, for
their curiosity to learn.  They volunteer their time, their skills, they have long days and
nights working for free.         This year, we added a Local Studio component to the festival. And more people

came – academics from Thailand and abroad. They brought their understandings and 
knowledge of how communities grow and evolve; and they remained open to learn in
Nang Lerng from both the locals and their counterparts.

        Running this festival for three years has shown us the true potential of festivals as 
a co-creation process. We could not have succeeded alone, and neither could any of the
groups mentioned above. We each brought our expertise and knowledge and our spirits.
We volunteered our time and stayed open to a true collaboration. This is what makes
Buffalo Field such a special experience for all those involved. We all feel that it’s our festival,
something that collectively belongs to all of us, and to each and every one of us alone.
This is a collective process of co-creation and we all came together to create it.  

        Looking back, we can all be proud to have co-created something with our fellow 
people. Every year, at the end of the festival, when we look around, we see a community. 
Not in the geographical sense, but a community in spirit where we feel proud of what we 
created together. A new type of community mobilisation emerged, consisting of locals and 
those they connected with, in a way that we never knew to expect.

        So, in the end, many different groups of people were involved in the Buffalo Field; 
and the spirits of the place that make it so special were also present.

     The community joins; some community artists also emerge and join. They don’t join to
gain notoriety, or to get grants. They join to form connections, both among themselves and
with outsiders; to showcase their community but also re-explore and reimagine hidden
nooks where they don’t see a value before. They join for the hope it brings them – proof that 
they are not alone in their struggles to gain legitimacy in the city they have lived in for 
generations.

     Artists agree to join – not for money, exposure or ambition. They join because they see
the value they can bring to the collective, as well as the experience they can gain from this
collaboration and from the sense of place that exists here. They recognise that this sharing
will ultimately enrich their performance that is there to connect to the people on site.

     Festivals like this can be viewed as active co-creation processes. People bring in their
skills and time; they bring their imagination and creativity; they bring their hopes, dreams
and spirits. And slowly a festival emerges from this collective process. 

The artist and community meeting for �nalising content for the the festival
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Artists and community meeting to debrief the studio and discuss festival content
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Lessons learned from Buffalo Field

          Our lack of financial resources in setting up the festival ultimately served as an
opportunity to bring all these different people together. We had the chance to get creative
with our partnerships and open up the categories of people we sought to include. Since
lack of financial means is a common obstacle, perhaps our experience with Buffalo Field 
can inspire you to try it in your country.

          We have seen time and time again that people have other motivations than money.
They are drawn to collective projects where they feel that their contributions are being
valued and that they have a say in the direction of the event. Community members
welcome the opportunity to showcase what they love about their home – the spirit of the
place that exists all around them – while also welcoming new people to share their
passions and talents. For artists, community festivals offer an inside look into new ways
of living, new cultures, new wisdom – which they can then take into their performances
and art.

The community leader asking for permission from the spirits of the place for all artists to perform
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Traditional garland for the festival rituals
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Festivals in the field of development

     Yet, it’s not used much in development, which is a shame. Festivals are powerful in
changing perceptions and lifting peoples’ hearts. It’s a shared positive experience for all
involved, co-creating and learning, connecting with other people and with the intangible
things around us. As practitioners, it allows us to work shoulder to shoulder with the
community members we wish to help, and it makes us all more grounded in the area we
work. We move from being “allowed” to do the work we do, to having a deep relationship
with the place and the people who inhabit it. Festivals often tap into the spiritual part
of people – it’s not just the mental and physical that are involved, but also touches the 
spiritual that connects to the things that are invisible. And yes, we only have good feelings 
left after we all did it together, and the beauty of it all is kept in everyone’s heart until 
next time...

     Working in community development – be it as an architect, NGO, academic, researcher
or any other type of practitioner – we are always using the tools at our disposal. In the case
of a community festival, it’s an invitation to expand to find new possibilities. In Nang Lerng,
they had already organised a community festival before our involvement so, to them, this
was not a new tool.

“What was most affirming 
for us was when we get 

a THANK YOU, 
not just from the audience, 
but also from those that are 

invisible, 
through a medium.”

Old collected bottles from the old community clinic as part of the performance
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Final curtain call for artists, organisers, and community participants
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