
The Arts and Culture Program has also collaborated
with young people of both East Timorese and
Vietnamese backgrounds.  The Urban Moon
project evolved into a combination of Western
urban street dance with traditional East Timorese
dances and elements of Vietnamese cultures,
along with cross-cultural images and iconography.
The participating East Timorese girls were aged
between fourteen and twenty and had spent
almost their entire lives in Australia.  Some were
embarrassed about their cultural heritage.  They
were also living under stress.  Despite their length
of stay in Australia they were still on the
Temporary Protection Visas issued to refugees
from the Indonesian occupation of East Timor.
The visas placed limitations on their access to
social services in Australia, and meant that 
parents and children could be forcibly repatriated
to East Timor when the visas expired.

The twelve young women in the Urban Moon project started 2002 with
a performance at the Tet Celebration on the Richmond housing estate.
Numerous gigs followed.  They went on to appear at many other 
metropolitan and regional festivals.  In September 2002, sixteen of the
group appeared at the Richmond estate’s Moon Lantern Festival .
Their performance included a spoken word performance.  Lina’s So n g,
by Lina Nheu, refers to the stress of living in an emotional limbo because
of  Temporary Protection Visas and the possibility of being repatriated 
to East Timor.
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One of the Arts and Culture Program’s most consistent engagements
has been with the East Timorese.  Their island, just to the north of
Australia, was invaded by Indonesia in 1975.  The East Timorese who
escaped into exile consistently celebrated the culture of their 
foreign-occupied island as a means of assisting the struggle for 
freedom at home.  But in 2002 East Timor became an independent
republic.  Many East Timorese chose to remain in Australia as they
had spent up to twenty-five years in the country and had become 
East Timorese-Australians.  However, they found themselves faced 
by a new question.  Could their cultural activities become not a 
means of protest but a way of retaining their community identity and
social cohesion?

In 2003 a group of East Timorese, all aged in their twenties, esta b l i s h e d
the Melbourne East Timorese Activity Centre.  Individual members
of the Activity Centre had previously collaborated and trained with the
Arts and Culture Program, as well as with the Belgium Avenue
Neighbourhood House next door to the Richmond estate.  An association
between the three organisations was soon formed, with the Program
supplying further training and support: for example, the Activity Centre
is housed in a former factory space leased by the North Richmond
Community Health Centre. 

The Program now includes major
annual festivals attracting up to
6000 people as well as large and
small projects with up to 600 
p a rticipants per year.  It incr e a s e s
o p p o rtunities for communities to
c o n t rol, develop and promote their
own cultural practice and identity.
This happens t h rough long term
strategies, mentoring, skills 
development, cultural development
p rojects and as part of political
campaigns especially ar o u n d
refugee and asylum seeker issues.
Our role changes fr e q u e n t l y
between suppor t e r, advocate, 
c o l l a b o r a t o r , initiator, par t n e r, 
a d v i s o r , mentor, trainer, fundraiser
and project manager in response to
the currents within these c o m m u n i t i e s .
Like the communities we serve –
who live right across Melbourne –
the Program is not limited to this
p a rticular geographical a rea.  We
have a focus on the Richmond
estate but often move beyond it.

Rosalie Hastwell,
Manager, Arts and Culture Program, interview

The Timorese community has been involved with
the North Richmond Community Health Centre
from the 1980’s.  It has been about working
together to help the community establish itself.
There was a need for the Timorese to think on
their own, that was where the Arts and Culture
Program first got involved with plays and 
cultural festivals: and with having people
trained in a creative way and also working in
the Arts and Culture office, coming up with
ideas and learning how to make things happen. 

That relationship is still strong because of what
has happened with the establishment of the
Melbourne East Timorese Activity Centre. It’s
run by a number of us who are passionate about
our community and our culture.  In the last year
we’ve arranged and managed activities, projects
and classes in Timorese culture. 

For example, for Independence Day we worked
with the Primary School here where the kids
produced paintings and it was exhibited for a
week. We hope to do that again, to get more
schools and more people involved. The Activity
Centre is focussed on the future.  It is about the
support, revitalisation and celebration of the
East Timorese community after so much
upheaval, dislocation and uncertainty.

Bernardo da Costa Duarte, Timorese artist and 
founding member of Melbourne East Timorese Activity
Centre.

Performers in Urban Moon project

Performer from the Urban Moon project

Play rehearsals 

am I waiting to stay? 
am I waiting to go?
this is something I’ve got to know
I can’t move forward and
I can’t go back
I carry my worries around 
with my textbooks in my backpack
try to study by day
try to sleep at night
at uni I am all fingers and thumbs
dissecting a starfish – my mind goes numb
my tired eyes watch bacteria grow
in a petri dish – everything is in slow-mo
the waiting you see it makes me so tired
I can’t think – I can’t work
just can’t get inspired
zoology, biology, science and chemistry
all I really want to know is can I get residency?
the family is in a state of confusion
my parents and little sisters are under no illusion
there is no real category for them to apply to
even If I stay -  they may have to go.
am I waiting to stay 
am I waiting to go
this is the thing I’ve got to know.

Excerpt from Lina’s Song by Lina Nheu.
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The Arts and Culture Program also produced the short documentary film
My Name is Thanh , delineating the life and thoughts of its Vietnamese-
Australian narrator, Thanh Pham.  The camera person and co-deviser was
Pip Humphrey, a fellow high-school student who met with film-maker and
media trainer Rick Randall.  He remembers that the initial sessions of 
discussion of issues to do with identity, peer groups and ethnicity were
animated and illuminating.  They provided the basis for the final film…
Thanh and Pip devised a sequence of shots and set up an interview-
recording session.
My Name is Thanh screened at metropolitan and regional festivals and
won the Diegesis Award for Best Documentary at a festival of Australian
new media for secondary school students.  It is skillfully made and retains
the authenticity of its subject matter: narrator Thanh Pham’s personal
encounters and special places of individual and community significance.
Shot in the halls and classrooms of the Collingwood College, in the units
of the high rise estates, and along the streets of inner-city Melbourne, 
My Name is Th a n h is a model of community film-making.  One conse-
q u e n c e of its authenticity has been the interest in the video from non-arts 
organisations such as the Transcultural Psychiatry Unit at The University 
of Melbourne.  The Arts and Culture Program has produced copies of the
video for broad distribution.

Urban Moon brings East Timorese
young people together – not just from
Richmond but from other places in
Melbourne. You can share your ideas
and find out what your talent is. Even
though we don’t have citizenship we
can show people that we can do things
– that we enjoy ourselves through our
dancing.

Yanti Sin, Urban Moon Project participant, interview

Video still My Name is Thanh

Tet Celebration, in the vegetable gardens, Richmond estate

The annual Tet Celebration on the Richmond estate is a large scale
Program activity.  The festival, hailing the New Year when it begins 
according to the lunar calendar, is celebrated across Asia in places where
Chinese communities have settled.  It is also of great significance to older
people.  In 2004, the Richmond celebrations were cross-cultural and
open to all: with a special emphasis on attracting older residents from
estates all across the city.

The Program’s largest-scale engagement with Chinese and Vietnamese
communities has been with the annual Moon Lantern Festival.  Taking
place every September, the festival attracts people from all cultural 
backgrounds.  It contains contemporary and culturally diverse elements
but remains based on the traditional Chinese and Vietnamese celebrations. 

Shots of resounding fireworks kicked
off the celebrations which lasted for
three hours. The participants, mostly

elderly, leisurely appreciated the
splendid traditional and modern

songs and dances familiar to them,
while they ate Vietnamese delicacies

and sizzling Australian BBQ at the
table under the shade of festive

umbrellas.  The entertainment, some
performed by professionals, some by
amateurs of the neighbouring estate,

were rich, colourful and met with
bursts of warm applause from the
audience.  After the vigorous lion

dance which aroused a fit of soaring
applause, the audience were led to

go for a stroll in the community 
gardens close by, which were already
in holiday array on that day.  Colorful

flags were seen hanging along the
long corridor and amidst vegetation 
of lovely village green. In the middle

of the garden, there stood a new 
pavilion decorated with tasseled 

red lanterns and pretty green 
umbrellas which appealed to the eye

in absolute beauty.
We were happy to learn that all the

red lanterns were made by coupling
the available gift envelopes, based on
the original idea of an elderly resident

in this community.  What a bright
idea!  We knew Liss Gabb and the

team of many others were all involved
with great enthusiasm in organising

and designing the whole lot, 
or in specific detailed work for the

celebrations.  In a multicultural 
society, here in Australia, people are

all aware.  As we enjoy our life in the
community, so will we treasure our

life in the community and build it 
with our own hands.

There was a smaller group of
Vietnamese girls who had much
readier  access to their traditional
culture and were not living under
the pressure of the TPV situation
applying to the East Timorese.  
We brought in East Timorese like
cultural activist Bernardo Duarte 
to work with them on traditional
dances and chants as they sought 
to integrate images and movements
that would fuse together and 
create something unique.  

It was fascinating to watch what
was happening.  The Vietnamese 
and the East Timorese girls related
to each other through the process of
art-making when before they had 
virtually not come into contact, 
even though living cheek by jowl 
on the estate.

Another remarkable thing was the
increasing determination of the East
Timorese girls, as they discovered
more and more about their heritage,
to show their own community what
they were capable of doing.  

This led to their performing not only
at festivals across the city but at 
many East Timorese functions 
and gatherings.

Liss Gabb, Arts and Culture Program artsworker and 
Urban MoonProject director, interview

Excerpt from Help Build Our Life with Our
Own Hands–A Glimpse of Lunar New Ye a r

20 04 b y Jim Huang and Linda Yu, residents, 
R i chmond housing esta t e .


