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Carnival of creativity compounding
Charles Anderson delves into the

secrets behind the success of Nelson’s
annual Masked Parade, which hits

Nelson streets again on Friday.

FLIGHTS OF FANCY: Awa Rapata, 6, and Rose Moana Rapata, 7, model their masks at Victory Community Centre. MAIL PHOTO/CHARLES ANDERSON 197753

FACE RACE: Kim Merry with colourful, imaginative face masks that were made in less than an hour.
MAIL PHOTO/MARION VAN DIJK 197907

❞
Fourteen years
on, there are
people who

started getting
involved in 1994
when they were
six. They are still

there, still
involved and still

loving it
KIM MERRY,
organiser and

professional mask maker

‘‘I
s it a pineapple?’’
asks seven-year-old Rose Moana
Rapata looking at my piece of
cardboard. To be honest I am not
sure. It is oval with spiky hair and

a quality that screams ‘‘a five-year-old made
me,’’ but a five-year-old didn’t. I did.

‘‘Sure it’s a pineapple,’’ I say. Rose Moana
has already finished making her mask and is
on to her next project, a blue house with
purple sky.

It is a Sunday afternoon at
Victory Community Centre
where a handful of young
enthusiasts are cutting,
fabricating, gluing, and
painting themselves into a
creative fervour.

They are just some of the
thousands around the region
preparing for this Friday’s
14th annual Port Nelson
Masked Parade starting at
Montgomery Square.

‘‘Here, I will just measure
you up,’’ centre volunteer
Mardi Hawkes says. I reply,
‘‘No don’t worry about it. I
will leave the mask-making to
the professionals.’’ But before
I know it, a strip of cardboard
is being wrapped around my
head.

‘‘You haven’t got a very big
head,’’ she tells me. That’s
news to me. Masks are new to me, too. By the
grace of God I am taken under the wing of a
10-year-old, Jordyn Grenfell from Hampton
School.

‘‘Here’s some cardboard. You do the outline
of what you want your mask to be, then you
cut it out, it’s easier with a craft knife.’’

For organiser and professional mask-maker
Kim Merry, the hope is that in another 14
years’ time, those like Rose Moana and Jordyn
will still be making masks for the parade.

‘‘Fourteen years on, there are people who

started getting involved in 1994 when they
were six. They are still there, still involved
and still loving it,’’ he says.

In that time the event has continued to
grow, becoming a major example of
community expression.

Last year, more than 4000 entrants helped
create what Merry describes as one of the
largest walking parades in the Southern
Hemisphere. He already has 3000 registered
for this year.

‘‘You are only allowed vehicles powered by
people. Some are really surprised when we say
it is a parade but we don’t have any floats.’’

Isabella Harper, 10, wants a tree face. ‘‘You
know, like a punga person,’’ she says. I am
unsure what she means. ‘‘You know, like, with
leaves on the side. Like a tree person.’’

She is here because her mother told her
about it. ‘‘So I thought I
would come along. I really
enjoy this sort of thing, I’m
quite arty and it’s good fun,’’
Isabella says.

Merry believes that is how
the festival got started. An
idea that sounded plausible
and fun.

‘‘Annabel Norman initiated
it and I took it on later. It
really was something that we
thought would be a great
thing to do.’’

Many years on, the festival
has taken on a life of itself. It
is for Nelson, whatever the
city wants it to be.

‘‘I like to use the allegory of
a child,’’ Merry says. ‘‘You
don’t say to a child, ‘you are
going to be this or that’. Yes,
we directed it with a helping
hand, but it has evolved
because people have made it

what it is.’’
A few years ago, Napier attempted a similar

parade but for whatever reason the concept
didn’t take off. Here in Nelson, Merry believes
the region is blessed with several conducive
factors that have enabled the parade to
flourish.

‘‘I think much of the success comes from the
size of the community. We are just on 50,000,
just the right size for people to participate
without being overwhelmed. And it captures
our imagination. Nelson is an arts community

and people want to support that and get
involved. The community has shaped it;
schools, industry and artists.’’

Masks have captured imaginations for
generations and Merry has worked and
performed in festivals using them all around
the world. It was in the capital of Sierra
Leone, Freetown that Merry saw the beauty of
their simplicity. ‘‘In Freetown their culture
has always been to make masks. First they
made them out of the trees surrounding the
town but as the population got bigger and the
city expanded there were less and less trees to
make masks out of. So they began using
anything they could find – old packaging,
boxes, plastic, anything. It was wonderful.’’ It
is this minimalism that often breeds the best
creativity.

It appears this is the angle I am going for as
I begin to apply the first layer of green to the
crown of my pineapple. The green looks like
toxic sludge. ‘‘Umm how do you make green?’’
I tentatively ask the gaggle of primary
schoolers around the table. Jordyn saves me.

‘‘I can make green. I can make a great
green, you are doing it all wrong,’’ she says.

She whips up a healthy looking blend and I
begin to apply it. I am pleased with the way
the green is going. Something resembling a
pineapple is taking shape though I am not
sure how it will fit into this year’s theme,
Song, Dance and Flight.

Singing and chanting, movement, twirling,
marching, kites, flags, tall and soaring. These
are the buzz words for 2008.

Victory Primary School’s mask vision is a
little more cohesive. ‘‘We have followed on
with a bit of an Olympic theme,’’ says teacher
Glenda Rapley. ‘‘The senior kids will be
Chinese dragons, the middle school will be
butterflies and the junior school are flowers.

‘‘The idea is that the dragon will chase the
butterflies and the flowers. We have also got a
dragon dance and music to go with it. It works
fantastic in the classroom but it might be a lot
different on the night.’’

Victory’s effort requires almost 350 children.
‘‘But even with the best-laid plans it is always
hard to keep tabs on all those children all
through the parade but I am sure it will go
really well. The kids have really got into the
theme,’’ she says.

The migration of WOW may have left a
financial and emotional hole in the heart of
Nelson but Arts Festival organiser Annabel
Norman sees it as an opportunity.

‘‘The end result is as great as the com-
munity. We produced the Wearable Arts so
there is no reason why we can’t produce some-
thing similar for the Masked Parade.’’

Merry says the biggest misconception about
the parade is that only young people can get
involved.

‘‘It is not just for the young. Last year at the
start of the parade you could see adults with
masks getting more and more excited. There
is something about a mask which lets you
really cut loose. It’s a great release for a lot of
people.’’

Norman says the future of the parade rests

on ditching the idea that ‘‘the kids will do this,
the kids will do that. No! We need the adults
to get involved’’.

As I finish creating the fragile mix of orange
and yellow required to create a really convinc-
ing pineapple, I can only think, ‘‘I am trying.’’

Of course there is reward for the effort. The
parade offers an array of prizes – cash to the
value of $3100, spot prizes and the Port Nel-
son supreme mask prizes of $1000.

The parade is also trying to entice local
businesses by offering a prize for the best com-
pany. ‘‘There is no better way to do this than
by encouraging a bit of healthy competition,’’
Norman says.

I am now applying my newly created
‘‘Hawaiian Pineapple’’ colour in delicate
crisscross manner.

‘‘Wow that looks so cool,’’ Rose Moana says.
I look up at her wide-eyed gaze, trying to spot
a hint of sarcasm on her face. But there is
none. I look back down at my splodge of
yellowy-pineappley-green mess, quite proud of
my effort.

‘‘Things like WOW are great and the artists
there are fantastic,’’ Merry says, ‘‘but you need
to plant the seed somewhere. That creativity
needs to come from somewhere.’’

Applying the final stroke to my pineapple, I
fear it will not come from me.

❒ The Port Nelson Masked Parade starts 5:30pm
next Friday at Montgomery Square. Register through
Festival Office (03) 546 0212 or festivalenqui-
ries@ncc.govt.nz


