
Ocean Road Mela: Shields of the Future

The town of South Shields holds an annual community festival (the Ocean Road Mela) in August, 
organised by a grass-roots collective including Bangladeshi community groups, local restaurants, 
CREST (Compact for Race Equality in South Tyneside), The Customs House, CAST (Citizens‘ 
Assembly South Tyneside), South Tyneside Council, Radio Shields and nearby schools and museum
services. This year the Hadrian’s Wall Classical Association was asked to set the theme for the 
school workshops, producing art and activities to create a street exhibition for the Mela.

The theme we chose was Shields of the Future, loosely based on the Shield of Aeneas from 
Virgil’s Aeneid (and it seemed appropriate, since the town is popularly known as ‘Shields’!). 
Aeneas’ shield, made for him by the gods, shows him images of the world he will create, and the 
greatness of his future descendants. We asked the children what they would put on their own Shield,
to inspire them to seek happiness and success in their future lives.



We ran workshops in two local state schools, Marine Park Primary School and Hadrian Primary 
School. Children from both schools went on a visit to Arbeia Roman Fort, to learn about Roman 
weaponry and military equipment from Roman soldier Roy Lawson.



After their Roman soldier experience, children worked with artist, poet and musician Jenni Mac to 
create their own Shield of the Future. They learned about Aeneas and the challenges he faced in 
establishing a new home in a new land, and they used a worksheet to develop their ideas about what
their own Shield might look like. Then they constructed their Shields of the Future, with help from 
Jenni.

https://thenewbridgeproject.com/artist/jenni-mac/


The children thoroughly enjoyed the workshops.

The feedback from the children and staff was really positive. The children showed high levels of 
engagement with the sessions, from beginning to end. The workshop with the Roman Soldier and the 
story about the shield gave the children a sense of purpose when designing and creating their own. The 
learning about this cultural significance within our local community was really brought to life. 

Feedback from Marine Park Primary School



The finished Shields were displayed in shop and restaurant windows along Ocean Road, for Mela 
visitors to look at. They were also hosted in South Shields Museum, in Ocean Road Community 
Centre, in Apna Ghar Women’s Centre, and in the Sea Change Cafe (an autism support centre), as 
well as on the main stage.

Children took the Shields to the venues to be displayed, creating links between the schools and local
businesses.



The Mela festival was a great success. It was attended by thousands of people from South Shields 
and from further afield, including local MP Emma Lewell-Buck, who said, ‘This is the beating heart
of South Shields… and that’s because this is a tight community’.







The school workshops were generously funded by a grant from The Classical Association, which 
paid for school materials and artist involvement. Thanks were extended to the CA from all the 
organisations involved.


