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Fatima and her cloak (Photo: Mal Thomas)

This cloak represents my belonging to two different countries. | wanted to show the traditions
of both Iran and Australia. On the blue side, | have drawn a traditional Iranian spread, called
Haft Sin, which is one of the Iranian traditions during the New Year celebrations. On the
other side, | wanted to show the Aboriginal culture and the Australian land. Both of these sets
of cultures do not exist together, but | belong to both of these countries, and cannot choose
one over the other. Participant



Introduction

Sondos and her cloak (Photo: Mal Thomas)

Cloaks of Many Cultures was a community arts program staged collaboratively by Centre
for Multicultural Youth (CMY) and the National Galley of Victoria (NGV) during the first
half of 2010. It was aimed at young multicultural women from the City of Hume in Melbourne
who, over a period of up to three months, took part in weekly art making workshops and
exhibition viewings. An exhibition of their cloaks was staged at the Global Learning Centre in

Hume.

The program was supported by Lord Mayor's Charitable Foundation , Bennelong
Foundation and Scanlon Foundation in order to provide some of the following
opportunities:

Connect with and share with others their traditional cultural heritage

Facilitate their transition from new arrivals to participating citizens

Develop a sense of belonging and connection to their community and beyond

Train in a number of visual arts mediums

Work with high profile artists associated with the NGV and from the community

Communicate cross cultural art work to friends, families and communities through

exhibitions at appropriate/agreed locations.

Cloaks of Many Cultures originated from an identified lack of access to the arts by
multicultural communities in the City of Hume. Overall in Australia cultural communities have

less engagement with the arts then the mainstream population. According to a 2010 survey



by the Australian Council for the Arts (More Than Bums on Seats: Australian Participation in
the Arts, Dr Nick Herd, 2010) those born overseas and those for whom the main language
spoken at home is not English are less likely to attend art events than the rest of the
population. Both a cause and effect of this is that the mainstream art industry frequently
neglects to target multicultural audiences (Adjust you View: Developing multicultural

audiences for the arts. Fotis Kapetopoulos, 2009).

According to the VicHealth ‘s 2009 report Evaluation of the Community Arts Development
Scheme community art has been found to have a positive impact on some of the major social
determinants of health, including physical environment, education and skills, employment,

social acceptance, community cohesion and finally, access to services.

CMY views the arts as a uniquely effective way to engage young people from migrant and
refugee background and to address discrimination in the broader community. The arts has
proven to be an effective tool by which to engage young people from migrant and refugee
backgrounds in social participation and outcomes for the participants can include improving

self awareness, self esteem, interpersonal skills, confidence and self expression.

For the community as a whole, community arts outcomes offer a creative means for a
dialogue with and between both culturally diverse communities and young people. CMY
stages a number of one off arts projects and resources the arts sector on the subject of

engaging young people from migrant and refugee backgrounds.

For the National Gallery of Victoria community arts projects provide young people with an
opportunity they may not otherwise have to access the gallery’s diverse collection and, in the
process of engaging in art making activities, access to various facilitators and artist

practitioners.

For Gina Panebianco, Head of Education & Programs at the NGV projects such as the
Cloaks of Many Cultures offer: The opportunity - to share the NGV’s treasures and
expertise and the possibility of intrinsic rewards through exploration of the creative process;
be inspired and possibility to encourage, affirm, energise and grow; contemplate and the
possibility of aspiration; make a difference and possibility to better understand differences;

and stand tall and the possibility of forever seeing differently.

Cloaks of Many Cultures was aimed at young women as it was thought that young women

from some cultural backgrounds may be encouraged to participate if the project was single



sex. The City of Hume was chosen as the area in which to recruit as it was considered by
CMY as a low socio-economic locality that has limited access to arts projects for young
people.

The following report offers an overview of the Cloaks of Many Cultures — covering the

challenges, outcomes and benefits of the program — with the aim of sharing the experience

of the project with fellow community arts practitioners and organisations.

Context

Nadia's artwork

In 2008 Rob Ball, then Arts and Culture Coordinator at CMY, was contact by Ruth
Komesaroff from the NGV, who was at that time the Coordinator for Youth Access. Ruth

was exploring partnership opportunities to support the NGV youth access program.

At the time CMY was aware of the growing interest in arts and cultural activities by young
people who were engaged in the organisation’s youth participation programs. Having
undertaken a range of arts pilot programs, CMY was learning about barriers and challenges
that can make arts participation difficult for young people. On the micro level, some barriers
were observed as limited access to and unfamiliarity of the transport system, assumptions
about community safety, family responsibly and expectations, gender-based issues and a
lack of awareness of the artistic and cultural opportunities in the local communities and
capital city. Broader research offered insight into systemic barriers to participation,
particularly those associated with large cultural institutions.



The invitation by the NGV was therefore an opportunity to explore a supported approach to
enhance the participation of young people in the ‘elite’ of the arts sector, while also learning
about the benefits their engagement would bear for developing connections among
individuals and communities.

While the Cloaks was a program that had been delivered with much success by the NGV via
the Youth Ambassadors Program, for the 2010 program staff from the NGV and CMY took a
collaborative approach to enable the program to be accessible for migrant and refugee
young people. The Cloaks program model was reinforced to ensure it could further
compliment young people’s settlement experience. Strategies, such as the provision of
travel training and building close links with families and schools were integrated into the
project plan. Application for funding was submitted by both organisations and over time

support for the project was secured.

Cloaks of Many Cultures was designed to run every Saturday (11am — 4pm) for a period of
up to three months from May to July 2010. During the project the young women were given
the opportunity to view exhibitions, get to know artists and be supported in a personalised art

making process.

The content of the weekly workshops was designed and staged in situ at the National Gallery
of Victoria. They included exhibition viewing within the National Gallery of Victoria, followed
by discussion and a practical art making workshop. The participants created cultural and
personal post cards, life size self portraits, doll-size cloaks and, finally, the life size paper

cloaks.

For me in my role in Education and Public Programs at the NGV the Cloaks Project is about
young people, young women in particular and opportunity, possibility, and difference. (It
represents) the opportunity to create pathways of meaning through art and the possibility of
changing perceptions about self and others.

Gina Panebianco, Head of Education & Programs at NGV.



Recruitment

Left to right: Annie, Jennifer, Halimah, Nadia, Kat e, Danielle, Alyssa at the NGV studios. (Photo: Shanrah
Austin)

The program originally aimed to recruit 20 young women from the City of Hume. The City of
Hume includes outer north-western suburbs and a number of rural localities between 13 and

40 kilometres from the Melbourne city centre.

The recruitment process began with contacting some of the central organisations in and
around Broadmeadows. CMY aimed to directly appeal to young women who are interested in
the arts by focusing on youth and community organisations as well as local TAFES. Flyers,
emails, phone calls and letters were directed at targeted community workers, schools and

Local Council departments.

Interest in the project, both from the Hume City Council and other organisations was
significant. However, this did not translate into a high number of applications or direct interest
from potential participants. Response to an article about the program in a community

newspaper was similarly low. Overall, the most effective way in terms of recruitment was the



direct approach to workers or teachers who are highly invested in working with young people

on a regular basis.

The number of participants that were recruited through various channels was as follows:
Community newspaper = 1
E-newsletter = 2
Direct approach to organisation/school = 14

Through friends (participants bringing along a new participant) = 3

Although the numbers show a success in terms of face to face recruiting, it does not reveal
another challenge that is the direct result of working through an organisation/school. Out of
these 14 young girls who signed up to be involved in Cloaks of Many Cultures , an average

of eight attended each workshop.

Quite possibly the young women, desiring to do the right thing by their community worker/
teacher by completing the project application form, did not actually commit to participate in
the project’'s ten week long program. This was reflected by a significant number of
participants who decided to leave the program within the first four weeks. Due to various
reasons up to six participants quit the program even though they had expressed great
interest and commitment to the overall concept, the workshops and the exhibition. This
meant that the weekly workshops ran with a maximum of eleven participants, two or three of

which would always be absent due to work, study or family reasons.

This unpredictable recruitment process was a challenge both to participants and workers and
will be discussed later in the last section of this report. Finally, as a last resort, and due to the
short recruitment period of only five weeks, CMY decided to recruit participants from other
areas of Melbourne and the result was participants coming from Camberwell, Doveton and

Surrey Hills in order to obtain the required number of applicants to start the project.



Participants

Annie and her doll (Photo: Bree McKilligan)

Cloaks of Many Cultures recruited a diverse group of young girls, aged from 14 — 20 years
old. Out of the 20 participants (including five who never handed in applications), the following

cultural backgrounds were represented:

Chinese: 1 Turkish: 1
Iranian/Iraqi: 3 Assyrian: 1
Lebanese: 4 Anglo/Australian: 1
Iraqi:6 Scottish/Filipino: 1
Sri-Lankan: 2

The girls who did participate in the workshops on a regular basis were often the ones who
were either taking part in Cloaks of Many Cultures with a friend or a family member, or had
created a new friendship with one or more participants in the group. This dynamic evolved
throughout the workshops but there always was a sense that the young women felt more
comfortable, engaged and motivated if they felt a connection with the rest of the group.

Regarding the participants’ prior experience of the National Gallery of Victoria, at least five of
the young women had been to either the National or International site of the NGV. There
were, however, at least three participants who had never been to a gallery or a museum

before. This made the experience very special both for the young women and the workers.



There was a sense of respect and fascination from all of the participants who were, to
various levels, unfamiliar with the experience of viewing exhibitions and learning about art in
general.

The NGV offered an environment that often astounded and inspired the participants and this

delight was at times, palpable and transferable into their exploration.

Halimah Russ, Youth Project Facilitator, NGV.

Workshops

Left to right: Halimah, Alyssa, Annie and Kate att  he NGV studios (Photo: Vessal Safaei)
The participation of the young women in the workshops was the easiest and most enjoyable

part of this program. Most of the young women, coming from backgrounds where
opportunities and access to education is scarce, treated the workshops, the workers and the
material with a lot of respect and enthusiasm.

I have really enjoyed the program, as | had never been to a gallery before. | really like seeing

some of the famous art works displayed at the National Gallery.

Participant
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| have really enjoyed meeting new people and using all the equipment at the NGV. Drawing
in sketchbooks and exploring ideas, whilst having fun making the cloaks has been my
favourite part.

Participant

It's been a good experience and it's been fun to hang around with everyone, and getting to
draw. | have really enjoyed doing this cloak.

Participant

Most of the workshops were run by Halimah Russ, the National Gallery’'s Youth Project
Facilitator, alongside artists Shanrah Austin and Ace Wagstaff who also trained and

artistically supported the participants.

The idea of Cloaks of Many Cultures — participants creating life size cloaks on which they
can explore their cultural identity — was one the National Gallery of Victoria had staged prior
with a group of young people from the Young Ambassadors program.

The workshops were designed to present a series of techniques used by, and represented
through some of the works in the exhibitions currently on display at the National Gallery of
Victoria. After viewing the exhibitions the participants were then guided to reflect upon their
cultures and identities to create designs that represented this reflective process. For most
participants, the idea of exploring their cultures, whether through cultural or personal identity,
was a new experience. Younger participants in particular, expressed fears about why and

how other people would be interested in their cultural background and/or ideas.

Through these art making workshops, the group discussed the importance of sharing
experiences and ideas, whether they belong to the mainstream cultural demographic or not.
Some of the young women were faced by the challenge of getting to know and work with
people of different cultures. They got to recognize both differences and, most importantly
similarities, between their own experiences of growing up. Whether wearing the hijab,
listening to the latest pop song, or speaking in a language other than English, all the women
got to experience positive and productive interactions that they would have otherwise missed

out on.
| had a wonderful time working with all of the young women. | was so surprised that even in

the latter of the project three participants were dedicated to start and complete their cloaks in

a matter of two weeks. The dynamic of the group as a whole was lovely. A few of the girls

11



mentioned that this program enabled them to mingle and befriend others from different
cultural backgrounds. What a great outcome to have such a diverse range of young women
working together and focusing on expressing their identity through a paper cloak. Each and
everyone of the girls really took on board the concept of ‘identity’, Halimah had put in a lot of
ground work to get them contemplating and reflecting on who they are, and it showed as
each and every piece had a story to tell.

Shanrah Austin, Artist.

The idea of making of Cloaks was to allow participants to use it as device for telling
stories/recording experiences/spending time decorating. It has the benefits of bringing
together to share/illuminate.

Malcolm Thomas, Exhibition Designer

It is affirming to me that programs like Cloaks of many Cultures are being run and receive
funding. Being able to provide a platform for you young people to experiment with materials,
creative processes and perhaps. Hopefully, allow them to see the world from a point
previously unknown to exist, are all experiences that will stay with all participants of the
program long after it finishes. | hope that throughout the course of the workshops that those
involved were able to connect with a new concept, a new idea, a hew way of interpreting and
or processing, and that through these introductions to new ways of thinking, that their world
became a little larger.

Ace Wagstaff, Artist

Daniell e speaking at the launch (Photo: Mal Thomas)
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Challenges

Danielle and Alyssa at the NGV studio  (Photo: Bree McKilligan)

Cloaks of Many Cultures presented some challenges to both young participants and the
two producing organisations alike. On a day to day basis the program was very rewarding
and clearly beneficial as a community engagement process. On a practical level, however,
our young participants faced a series of difficulties. Firstly, the project required a great level
of commitment that not all young and newly arrived young people can afford to dedicate to
an art program. Language classes, citizenship test, part time work and extracurricular study
were some of the reasons why there was such an unpredictable number of participants on a

weekly basis.

As a concept Cloaks of Many Cultures really captured the participants’ interest and
imagination. However, it may have been more beneficial if it was run as part of an already
formed group like an English course, where participants felt safe and comfortable before the
start of the project. This would have improved their capacity for commitment and
participation.

I know that it was challenging for the two project officers, Vessal and Halimah, to have
irregular participation during the long program - there is this difficult balance between having
an arts program long enough so that the participants can learn skills to produce art that can
attract an audience whilst also understanding that sustained weekly engagement can be a
challenge for young people with busy lives. | thought the exhibition, and the girl’s proud and
happy faces, really testified to the worth of that struggle.

Bree McKilligan, Arts &Culture Coordinator, CMY
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Transport was also an issue for young people, especially young women who often prefer not
to be on public transport on their own. The participants were required to travel into the
National Gallery of Victoria, in Melbourne’'s CBD, each Saturday for the workshops and
public transport tickets were provided. As time went on, and with support and active
encouragement (who initially met the girls initially at their train stations and travelled into the
CBD with them) from the CMY Project Officer, most of the girls became confident with
travelling on the train and finding their way around the National Gallery. The long trip (around
30 minutes) to the city discouraged some of the participants. This was reflected through the
parents wanting to make sure their daughters were met and accompanied, at least for the
first few sessions of the workshops. The project would have benefited from beginning within
the City of Hume where many of the participants would be likely to attend, followed by

specially organised trips to the National Gallery.

Finally, the timing of the program was another challenge. Both CMY and NGV aimed to
commence the project in late April 2010. Due to the recruitment period however coinciding
with school and TAFE holidays (when teachers and community workers had no access to
young people) the starting day had to be pushed back until May 1. The producing partners
needed to be flexible and understanding of the complexities of running a community art
program but it did create uncertainty as to what the starting date would be.

| appreciated that everybody involved was flexible and responsive. Projects that are short
term are often difficult because of the need to set up agreements and relationships and get
outcomes quickly, but this one seemed to be without angst and seeing the young women at
the launch was lovely. | really got a feel for their sense of pride.

Mary Danckert, Youth Support and Development Manager, CMY
CMY’s community development approach to arts projects provided practical support, cultural

understanding and duty of care support to the Cloaks of Many Cultures participants and
crucially enabled their continued engagement in this project.

14



Outputs

Exhibition (Photo: Mal Thomas)

Exhibition

The most tangible and obvious output of the program was the exhibition that took place at
the Global Learning Centre, Broadmeadows. The Hume City Council’'s Arts and Cultural
Planner Anne Kershaw had been very supportive of the project from the beginning and
facilitated the exhibition taking place at the Global Learning Centre in Broadmeadows.
Centrally located, near public transport and shopping, the Global Learning Centre (GLC)
offers a library, exhibition and meeting spaces and a café. The ‘street’ foyer at the entrance

of the centre was selected as the exhibition space for Cloaks.

The most important out come for me came when | visited the Global Learning Centre and
became aware that there was a great deal of work that could be done in this area and that
possible our little project, Cloaks of Many Cultures had only been a starting point, not an
outcome in itself.

Halimah Russ, Youth Project Facilitator, NGV.

At one stage during the project however the Project Officers were concerned that, due to
erratic participant engagement, there may not be enough cloaks produced to fill up this rather
grand modern space. They canvassed holding the exhibition in a smaller space within the
CBD so that all of the participants could access the exhibition. With the encouraging
commitment of Anne Kershaw and Dalal Hazim, Venue Officer of the Global Learning

Centre, in Hume and CMY’s Youth and Development manager Mary Danckert, who was
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keen for the City of Hume residents to be able to witness the exhibition, it was decided to

pursue the GLC as a venue.

The project organisers were delighted to see that most of the young women, along with their
family and friends, came along to the exhibition opening on July 14. Eight life size cloaks and
eight life size portraits were displayed on black stands which enabled the viewer to see both
sides of the cloaks. The Cloaks were displayed in a long line parallel to the glass front
window of the Global Learning Centre, creating a long, highly visual corridor of art. A
PowerPoint, outlining the cloak making process, was produced by the exhibition’s designer
Malcolm Thomas and played on a large screen suspended above the exhibition.

The exhibition viewers (approximately 50 people had the opportunity to appreciate the work
of the participants, their commitment and their enthusiasm for the arts and the young women
were very proud of the way they could present their culture and identity to the community as
a whole. There was a great sense of acknowledgment that went along with having shared an
experience with people who seemingly have a different upbringing to yours. The participants
appeared proud of having learned more about other cultures and communities and this was
revealed in the way they engaged with each other's families and friends. Two of the

participants spoke at the launch alongside two of the Cloaks personnel.

The exhibition launch was a great reminder of how important community arts projects are. |
was delighted at how excited the girls were at having their artwork viewed by family, friends
and workers. | overheard perceptive and appreciative conversations between the young
artists and viewers. A few middle aged men in particular were moved by the expressions of
cultural journeys exhibited by the cloaks and it was great to withess intergenerational
conversations between them and the girls about the similarities and differences between
their migrant experiences.

Bree McKilligan, Arts & Culture Coordinator, CMY

Photographs and Short Documentary

Throughout the workshops photographs were taken detailing the process and celebrating the
launch. Video was utilised as both an evaluation and documenting tool. During one of the
workshops the participants were encouraged to video each other discussing why they were
doing the project and what their thoughts were about it. Documenting video was conducted
by the CMY Project Officer during workshops and by the CMY Arts Coordinator at the
exhibition launch with the outcome being a short documentary created by Vessal Safaei.

16



Outcomes

Abir, Nadia’s mother, and Nadia and her cloak at th e exhibition (Photo: Mal Thomas)

As the National Gallery of Victoria Youth Access Facilitator it was a great privilege to co-
develop and co-implement the Cloaks of Many Cultures Project for a group of culturally
diverse young women whose experience of the visual arts was minimal

Providing access encompasses many different things:

Access to the city
This project enabled these young women to gain confidence using public transport and
finding their way to the NGV.

Access to the gallery’s diverse collection

Through various informal tours at NGV International and NGV Australia, the participants
gained knowledge and confidence to discuss works of art. They explored numerous cultures
and histories and discovered different ways of expression. As the weeks progressed they
gained confidence to express their own cultural backgrounds and selves.

Access to various facilitators and artist practitio ners
It was wonderful to see how these young women embraced a range of different people
working on the project. Their trust and willingness to engage in workshops and tours was

fantastic.

17



Access to other young people
It's critical in this world of mobile phones and computers to have face to face interaction with
others. To hear and see one’s peers’ various levels of engagement to shared events. To

collaborate with unfamiliar people in the same work space.

This project provided a myriad of opportunities for this to happen and it was great to see how

much the participants’ relished meeting and working with other young women.

Access to share and to grow

As the project progressed, the girl’s confidence and sense of self also developed.

They were keen and proud to share the creative endeavours with their families, friends and
the wider community in an exhibition of their cloaks, personal portraits and paper dolls at the

Global Learning Centre in Broadmeadows.

The launch of their exhibition was a great success. The speeches, especially from two of the

girls, were heartfelt and moving.

To witness the excitement and interest that an exhibition like Cloaks of Many Cultures has
generated, is a wonderful testament of how significant community arts projects are.
Community Arts projects, like this one can be challenging at times, with participation rates
being one of the biggest challenges but it is important for us all to share and grow by
continuing to offer programs like Cloaks of Many Cultures to young people who would not
normally have the opportunity to access all of the above through the visual arts.

Deborah Ratliff, Youth Access Facilitator, NGV

Individual

On an individual level, there were many other benefits that came out of the whole project. For
some, it was the chance to learn about Melbourne as a city and become more confident
about navigating their way through it. For others, it was an opportunity to understand that
their culture and identity is just as valuable as that of any other person living in Australia. It
was a rare opportunity to explore and express their cultural identities through art. For many, it
was their first real experience of a public art space. They not only got to learn about art, but

also understood the many ways it impacts people and communities in general.
This project has really made me think of who | am, however, it did take a lot of effort. Even to

figure out a bit of myself.

Participant
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| think we have become a lot more confident and understanding of different cultures. We've
met a lot of different people and learnt a lot about art. During these workshops we can be
ourselves as well as express ourselves.

Participant

The Cloaks project has meant a lot to me as the NGV's Youth Access Project Facilitator - it's
gradual growth as the girls explored with curiosity their own unique creativity and stories and
observing each of them begin to value that personal truth and creativity as it came alive. This
was most satisfying and made sense of why projects such as 'Cloaks' can open doors of
opportunity for such young people and facilitate a confidence, change and growth with in
each of them.

Halimah Russ, Youth Project Facilitator, NGV

It's been obvious to me that Cloaks of Many Cultures has affected our young participants in
many positive ways. However, | had a great opportunity to witness this, when a participant’s
mother approached me, thanking me for the difference the program has made in their lives.
She said her daughter has become a new person, since the night of the exhibition. Both at
home and at school, she has become so much more confident that people have been
commenting on it: ‘She speaks now, in public, giving opinions and trying new things. It's
been a really good experience for her.

Vessal Safaei, Project Officer, Centre for Multicultural Youth

Intercultural

One very important example of how Cloaks of Many Cultures has benefited the community
has been the significant improvement of the relationship between the Muslim and the non
Muslim participants who, to begin with, were distant and wary of each other. Throughout the
program, however, both groups created a positive and valuable rapport that will be help

reduce misunderstanding and cultural discrimination in the community as a whole.

Arts Access

The project has highlighted the issues and potential barriers young women from diverse
cultural backgrounds, living in outer metropolitan areas, face in regard to participating in the
arts. Newly arrived young women may have limited networks or links that direct them to
programs such as this. Family, education and work make heavy demands on their time and
limit their ability to commit to long-term programs. Institutions such as the National Gallery of
Victoria, based in Melbourne CBD, can be difficult to access.

Anne Kershaw, Arts and Cultural Planner at the Hume City Council
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Projects such as Cloak of Many Cultures increase our ability to design art programs that
are accessible and attractive to newly arrived young women, in communities such as Hume
City. They also increase the skills and experience of major arts agencies, such as the
National Gallery of Victoria, increasing their ability to deal with major issues linked to
accessibly and social inclusion.

Anne Kershaw, Arts and Cultural Planner at the Hume City Council

Sondos and her sister at the exhibition (Photo: Mal Thomas)

Successful Partnership

Another positive outcome has been the very successful partnership between two
organisations who had not partnered before. Coming from different sectors a successful
partnership is by no means assured. The NGV and CMY however were able to collaborate
harmoniously together by being responsive, flexible and engaging in a true partnership. The
partners were able to complement each others strengths, respect each others fields of

expertise and in doing so provide a unique opportunity for the participants.
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Conclusion

Finally, Cloaks of Many Cultures was a great way for the National Gallery and the Centre
for Multicultural Youth to engage some of the young women of Melbourne who would have
otherwise not had a chance to know and learn about the arts in Australia. They now have the
skills and the confidence to see the difference they can make to people around them, as well

as the greater community.

The project made a great difference to many of the participants in the way that it encourages
them to take part and engage in future social and cultural activities that encourages
understanding and communication within and between communities.

Projects and programs like Cloaks are sweet spots and the irreplaceable gems of brilliance

as you see the transformative effects of the profoundness of human endeavour.

Gina Panebianco, Head of Education & Programs at the NGV.

Sondos's self portrait — fragment (Photo: Bree McKi lligan)
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