Office for the Community Sector

Department of Planning and Community Development

September2010

Written by Merial Clark

‘There When Needed’

Pgs 18, 19.

The AFTER Black Saturday Memorial

A local artist in the Kyneton area, Kathryn Portelli, was the driving force behind AFTER Black Saturday Memorial (AFTER: Art From The Extended Region).

Kathryn, a mosaic artist, came up with the idea of a mural made from materials which survived the fires.  Auspiced by Cobaw Community Health Centre – which was also the employer of case managers working with bushfire affected families – this project was based upon tiles made using found objects and items donated by people affected by the fires, such as broken crockery and other remnants of family keepsakes.

The volunteer mosaic artists made two tiles from each lot of materials – one that was given back to the family or person who had made the donation and the other to form part of a mural on the wall of the Kyneton Town Hall.
Kathryn explained that many local residents drive along that street whether they need to or not, just to say hello to ‘their’ mural.  Visitors are taken there to see the enormity of it and search for any familiar names or articles.  Many people have told Kathryn that they’ve spent hours looking it over.

Speaking at the unveiling of the mural on the anniversary of Black Saturday, Kathryn explained: “Having a husband in the CFA fighting fires on the day gave the AFTER project an added dimension.  I witnessed the impact of the event on him personally and the buildings he and hundreds of his colleagues tried to save.  They had watched 14 homes and a church explode and melt before their very eyes.”
“I understood the power that the distorted remains from those fire affected sites would have to be able to tell their very own story – the molten glass, the twisted metal and the blistered ceramics all had their own unique voices.  I knew that all I needed to do was become a facilitator.”

The unveiling itself provided an opportunity for local residents affected by the fires to reflect on the traumatic experience and to move forward.  Kathryn recalled that “Some people came to Kyneton because they had lost someone in another area and it was still too soon to visit those areas.”

Kathryn’s work on the AFTER project has been recognised by being awarded the Regional Arts Victoria Outstanding Volunteer Award.

Lessons:

-Art projects can serve as lasting memorials.

-They can help satisfy community desires for a creative and healing outlet.

-Unveiling ceremonies can become meaningful opportunities for marking anniversaries of traumatic events in a sensitive way.

-Community art projects allow for expressions of loss and recovery, both for individuals and for groups.

