
S A L I F E . C O M . A U  S A L I F E  C H A N N E L  7  S U N D AY S  5 . 3 0 P M 4544 S A L I F E  C H A N N E L  7  S U N D AY S  5 . 3 0 P M  S A L I F E . C O M . A U

A LIFE 
OF ITS 
OWN

Who and what is it that 
makes South Australia 
so successful at creating 
and producing world-
class arts festivals? Arts 
Editor Lance Campbell 
uncovers some of the 
talent and enthusiasm 
that brings our SALA 
Festival to life.

WORDS ARTS EDITOR LANCE CAMPBELL PHOTOGRAPHS TONY LEWIS

A
S A CELEBRATION 
of art being made and 
shown locally, yet 
far beyond the usual 
inner circle of studios 
and galleries, there’s 
nothing quite like the 

South Australian Living Artists’ Festival 
anywhere else in the world. Certainly 
not in Canada, birthplace of Christine 
Cholewa, winner of this year’s major SALA 
Advertiser and Business SA Contemporary 
Art Award.

“Exposure is probably the most 
important thing for artists,” says glass 
artist Christine, a local resident for more 
than eight years who is part of glass studio 
Blue Pony’s SALA show at the JamFactory. 
Christine sends links extolling SALA to 
the folks back home.

In this year’s 15th SALA Festival from 
August 3 to 26, more than 500 venues 
will showcase almost 3500 artists. Many 

a lot of boxes for me,” David says. “The 
exhibition was a success and I haven’t 
looked back since then. SALA gave me 
a lot of strength and self-belief in the 
toughest part of my life, and I made many 
new friends. I’ll always celebrate SALA 
for that.” Now David is the 2012 SALA 
Austral Hotel Emerging Artist. He is also 
part of the Small Change Collective art-
for-almost-anything trading day at the 
Stag Hotel on August 5, Moving Image 
2012 at the Festival Centre and online at 
smallchangecollective.wordpress.com

General manager Penny McAuley 
says, “SALA is well on the way to national 
recognition. I suggest it is a significant 
festival on the state government’s cultural 
calendar.” When gallery owner Hugo 
Michell recalls coming across to SALA 
during his Melbourne years and falling 
for “that little strip of great cafes and 
restaurants in Queen Street, Croydon”, it 
is exactly the kind of tourism add-on that 
governments love.

For the next three years, SALA’s 
strategic plan is to entice national and 
international buyers and collectors to 
SA during the festival. Having the likes 
of internationally known glass sculptor 
Nick Mount, ceramicist Gerry Wedd and 
painter and sculptor Christopher Orchard 
“side by side with emerging artists” this 
year doesn’t do any harm, says Penny.

Going outside the state’s boundaries 
to find buyers for SA art is fine, says Nick, 
who was made a Living Treasure by Craft 
Australia in February, and celebrates his 
60th birthday during his SALA show at 
BMG Art. “I agree with enlarging the 
event and drawing people into the state 
for the event. But SALA mustn’t lose sight 
of its goal. I wouldn’t want it to become 
something called SALA+VicLA. SALA is 
original, and successful. Its vision was 
fantastic from the start – for living artists 
across the board in SA who have direct 
and personal ownership of it to stage the 
festival for the community.” 

Or, as photo artist Jacky Spencer 
puts it, “We want the people who come to 
see the art to enjoy it just as much as we 
do when we make it.”

of these venues – hairdressing salons, 
primary schools and farmers’ markets – 
are far removed from the standard “white 
cube” gallery. It is hard to imagine that a 
state with the population size of SA can 
produce so many active artists, be they 
recreational, emerging or established.

There must be a “SALA effect” in 
some of this, surely. Once the aspirant 
takes their chance on art as a career, 
there is no doubt that the SALA awards 
have an impact. Moving image artist 
Patty Chehade, who took out this year’s 
Adelaide City Council Encouragement 
Award, says such honours are an 
emotional boost: “It’s not only monetary. 
They help you psychologically.”

Other SALA stories are coming to 
light. Early in 2010, mixed media artist 
David Frahm was diagnosed with cancer. 
During an extended convalescence from 
treatment, he managed to put together 
his first SALA show that year. “It ticked 
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the tours around town. Next year, it is 
hoped three more languages will be added 
to the free service. Research at this SALA 
will help determine which languages.

Because of its size and scope, 
SALA is dependent on the dedication 
of volunteers across the state. With her 
Chinese background, Bonnie is taking 
the commitment a step further. The 
clapperboard for the crew filming SALA 
artist Cheryl Bridgart at her inner-city 
home studio said “Universal Studios”.

But the target audience is mainland 
China. Despite their qualifications, 
Bonnie and her husband Ken Zhang 
clean city banks by night. By day they 
have been shooting SALA participants 
to promote the festival on YouTube and 
other internet sites. 

The volunteers
Bonnie Ma exhibited in the 2010 SALA 
Festival with the Peel Street Collective. 
The SALA people had been so kind 
to the recently arrived graphic designer 
from Guangzhou that she decided to give 
something back.

Last year Bonnie started bilingual 
walking and cycling tours of SALA 

venues, targeting the universities and 
Chinatown “to open up access to multi-
cultural background communities”. This 
year the tours are back, with eight of each 
across the four weekends from August 4 
to 26.

Twenty Chinese-speaking volunteers 
are involved, with another five plugging 

Being recognised for your art 
is exciting enough. Being 
rewarded with a space to 
show it is twice the thrill. As 

SALife Loreto springART Emerging 
Artist for 2012, painter Nina Rupena 
has her own exhibition at Prestige 
Formula at Frewville throughout 
SALA. 

Called Sarajevo Roses, it is a 
reflection on Nina’s early life in Bosnia 
during the conflict of the 1990s. The 
original “roses” are the mortar holes 
that were filled with red resin where 
a death occurred. “My experience in 
Sarajevo influences my work, which 
is in the space between the extremes,” 
Nina says. 

“I try to understand how much 
strength is needed to be vulnerable, to 
allow yourself to be affected by your 
emotions. I’m a great believer in what 
doesn’t kill you …”

Nina is part of an artistically 
talented family who came to South 
Australia via Croatia in 1998. Her 
mother Silva Kvasina is a visual 
artist, her elder sister Irena Levak is 

a jewellery designer and printmaker, 
and her younger sister Ivana Kvasina 
is a graphic designer.

Industrial design was Nina’s 
career course until she decided, “It’s 
a great job, but sitting in front of a 
computer wasn’t for me. It’s been a 
struggle but I had to do it. I had to 
get back to art, working with other 
artists.”

While Nina still does illustrations 
such as wine labels for the Design 
Core company and cleans high-rise 
windows (see Page 1) to support 
her art, she manages to free most 
of her time for her painting, and 
collaborating with colleagues such as 
community artist Patricia Wozniak.

Nina works across art forms, 
too. In November her paintings will 
appear in Born of Cultural Dislocation, 
a chamber music concert in the 
inaugural Earin Festival at ABC Studio 
520. That will be a project at the 
Prospect studio of acclaimed artist 
Ann Newmarch, who liked Nina’s art 
at a graduate exhibition and offered 
her a space.

The emerging artist

Left: Bonnie Ma is helping to take SALA to Chinese 
audiences. Below and opening pages: SALife Loreto 
springART Emerging Artist for 2012 Nina Rupena 
brings her experience of life in Bosnia to her work. 
Opposite page: Gallery owner Hugo Michell says 
SALA is fantastic for making contemporary art more 
accessible to the public. Here he is pictured with 
award-winning photographer Narelle Autio.
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But first her springART honour 
and SALA make a busy month for 
Nina. “Being an artist is a lonely 
journey sometimes, so winning an 
award means more than fame and 
glory. It is making a connection, a 
reassurance that you are on the right 
path and your work is appreciated.”

Mounting a show is daunting 
for most artists. Yet SALA makes it 
fun, says Nina. “Usually artists go 
to exhibitions by other artists, but 
SALA is out there in the open. It’s 
more accessible. Anybody can go 
to a show at SALA and people do, 
which is the way it should be. “And 
it gives artists the opportunity to do 
projects that maybe they wouldn’t try 
with commercial galleries. By offering 
other spaces, SALA makes you think 
outside the square.”

Nina and springART featured 
artist Peter Serwan will be at Prestige 
Formula, 269 Glen Osmond Road, 
Frewville, from August 3 to 26, and at 
springART at Loreto from September 
7 to 9. Nina is at 0422 344 616 or 
www.ninarupena.com.

These include Swee Wah Yew, Judith 
Brooks and Cherica Cheung. Over the 
next three weeks, the crew will film 
more artists and the festival itself for 
a documentary that Bonnie says is 
“motivated by love for Adelaide. We want 
to do more for tourism by showing SALA 
and what it does for the city.”

On a career high with a national solo 
tour of her freehand embroidery art on 
paper, Cheryl says of the project, “The 
cultural mix is inspirational. They have 
a passion for what they do. It opens up 
marketing for the artists – and for SA!”

Ken, Tim Liang and Sunny Wu 
are the cameramen. Kevin Sui is the 
assistant. Annie Liu, a Bachelor of 
Languages student at Adelaide University, 
is the interviewer. Bonnie is the project 
co-ordinator. Because she has been so 
busy over the past two years, she doesn’t 
have any art in SALA 2012.

But, on behalf of Universal Studios, 
“Our video is our artwork”.

The gallery
Last year Hugo Michell Gallery at Beulah 
Park kept a SALA log. The information it 

contains might surprise. “We found we 
had a huge proportion of visitors from 
country SA,” says owner Hugo Michell.

It indicated to Hugo that outside 
the big city “interest in contemporary 
art and the arts in general was getting 
better, through regional galleries and arts 
centres”. With its reach across the state, 
SALA deserves credit for the uplift, too, 
because its inclusive policy boosts the 
crowds.

“SALA is fantastic for the numbers 
through our gallery,” says Hugo. “It’s by 
far our biggest month. Commercially it 
doesn’t affect us greatly because of the 
type of gallery we are. But that’s not 
necessarily what it’s all about. There is a 
misconception that galleries like ours are 
just for art buyers. If we ran our gallery 
like that, we wouldn’t have many visitors. 
The important thing about SALA is that 
it makes contemporary art accessible to 
the public. During the year Tuesday is 
usually a quiet day, four or five people. In 
SALA it can be 25 to 30. That’s huge for a 
contemporary gallery.”

The gallery’s SALA artist is 
photographer Narelle Autio. “We’re 
painting the whole space black, floor to 
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ceiling,” says Hugo. “Dark and moody, it 
suits the work. It’s good to do that kind of 
thing in the month of SALA. Because the 
visitor numbers are guaranteed, we can 
take the show to that level.”

Hugo Michell Gallery represents 20 
established artists at the former Sporting 
Car Club and SA Photographic Federation 
premises on Portrush Road. It has a 
second, smaller space that fits the SALA 
context. Hugo saw emerging artist Ray 

We want the people who come to see the art to 
enjoy it just as much as we do when we make it.

Harris’s work at the Experimental Art 
Foundation.

Now Ray’s video and sculpture will 
occupy that project space this month. 
“When the opportunities come up, it’s a 
nice way to support SA artists,” says Hugo.

Another way to support SA artists is 
to spread the net for collectors. “SALA has 
huge potential for the national recognition 
needed to bring interstate collectors over 
here.” In the meantime, there is the 

windows and walls as artists’ exhibition 
spaces.

Jackie has been doing that at her 
King William Road shop for eight 
years. This year her photographer sister 
Catherine Leo is in the window. “It’s 
good for the public who aren’t used 
to galleries,” Jackie says. “I find people 
looking through the window more often 
during SALA than at any other time of 
the year. From small beginnings, SALA on 
King William has become one of our big 
annual initiatives, a point of difference 
from other street events that often just 
involve food and wine. We have the 
Tour Down Under every year with the 
street party the night before. That’s a nice 
event, but this is different. It’s more for 
the family and involves a different part 
of the community. SALA is my favourite. 
I would continue to embrace it even if 
SALA on Sale wasn’t in it.”

Jackie also is prepared to promote 
the SALA philosophy beyond the King 
William Road precinct. Photographer 
Jacie Davis asked if the walls of the new 
Flourish on Magill Road, Stepney, were 
available for a show. The proprietor and 
emerging art patron obliged.

 
The unusual space
The Clipsal people liked to label their 
former Bowden factory areas plainly and 
simply. They did it by numbers in fact, 
although they wouldn’t come at the devil’s 
number. So their workers nicknamed the 
Park View Hotel front and centre in the 
Clipsal industrial park “Plant 13”.

Plant 13, or the Park View, became a 
spiritual home of businessmen’s lunches 
and the giant $3 schnitzel. Now it is part 
of the Bowden Urban Village rejuvenation 
of the site, and reborn as the Plant 
13 restaurant, specialising in chef Cole 
Thomas’s southern US heritage food.

Fittingly, within a few days of 
opening, the restaurant will be a SALA 
venue for an exhibition of digitally 
manipulated iPhone images by Jacky 
Spencer, general manager of design and 
construction company SPUD.

Plant 13’s new life was designed and 
built at SPUD’s Port Adelaide workshop 
with input from managing director and 
sculptor Craige Andrae, of Old Dog just 
outside the Adelaide Central Bus Station 
note. 

Fittingly again, Jacky’s subject is the 
derelict Plant 1, once the main warehouse 
of the Clipsal empire. She has used apps 
to edit the images, forensic time codes 
and Photoshop. The idea of “Plant 1 in 
Plant 13” appealed to both Jacky and Cole 

opportunity to nourish further the growth 
spurt for art in the regions. 

King William Road
SALA on King William has a civilising 
effect on the retailers who have made it 
an institution along the rumble strip. “We 
engage with the art community rather 
than just each other,” says Jackie Leo of 
Flourish Gift and Home, and a committee 

member of the King William Road Traders 
Association. “We certainly have some 
interesting committee meetings. Whether 
we like the art, or whether we don’t. 
That’s what art does, it creates debate.”

It also has created an art carnival 
tradition in the inner south, culminating 
in road closure and street party time 
for SALA on Sale on the last Sunday of 
the festival. In the lead-up the shops 
along King William Road give over their 
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by Jimmy Barnes and to drink Scotch 
by Swanee. Happily, she has kicked the 
former habit. She has sung professionally 
in Australia and China, and still performs 
at friends’ birthdays and weddings.

Music artist though she might be, 
Penny is adamant about who the creative 
talent is at SALA. “From day one I made it 
clear that I was the general manager. I am 
not artistic director. The SALA program 
belongs to the artists of SA.”

In the past the state government 
and the artists mainly paid the way. “We 
started very small with sponsors, and have 
developed some wonderful partnerships 
that have grown every year. They have 
given SALA a real anchor in the corporate 
sector.”

Growing up in the pub and 
entertainment game when AC/DC charged 
$300 a gig at her father’s hotel, Penny was 
babysat by Marcia Hines, taught to smoke 

because she “had had a hand in designing 
her own gallery” and Cole has tried to 
embrace artists at his previous venues.

So to kick off as a restaurant and a 
sometime art space in a SALA setting was 
a perfect start. “It’s such a great festival,” 
says Jacky. “No distractions, no theatre, 
just purely visual art. People can fully 
immerse themselves in it. As an artist you 
want to sell, but it’s just as important to 
be out there.”

The Clipsal urban redevelopment 
will have a strong element of a “bohemian 
area that supports artists”, says Cole. 
So he believes he is on the right track 
by considering inviting artists into the 
previously male domain Park View Hotel 
front bar – where once it was the bigger 
the schnitzel, the greater the work of art.

 
The general manager
This is Penny McAuley’s fourth SALA. 
Previously an executive at the Festival 
Centre and before that with 15 years 
in the disability industry, the festival’s 
general manager says she has “loved and 
cherished every moment of a fabulous 
four years” in the job.

Penny came to it with no knowledge 
of the visual arts, and now she has art 
in her home and garden. A child of the 
hotel industry, she arrived at SALA as a 
businessperson who knew how to make 
the most of limited resources. On August 
7, Penny graduates with a Master of 
Management from the University of SA.

Academic achievement “has been a 
long process,” she says. That’s not least 
because during her degree’s evolution, 
SALA has grown concurrently into what 
Penny can safely claim is “Australia’s most 
innovative community-based visual arts 
festival”.

All this with program co-ordinator 
Dana Mickan making up a full-time staff 
of two, albeit backed by a strong board 
and a dedicated band of volunteers. “Every 
business, particularly the arts, needs to 
balance commercial reality with creative 
integrity,” Penny says. “It’s not easy, but 
SALA is doing that with measures that 
provide a solid economic framework for 
the festival through a mix of government 
funding, income from artists’ registrations 
and private sponsorship.”

Right: King William Road trader Jackie Leo and 
SALA General Manager Penny McAuley with works 
by Jackie’s sister Catherine Leo. Opposite page: 
Artist Jacky Spencer, whose day job is managing a 
design and construction company, teams up with chef 
Cole Thomas to bring SALA to Bowden’s Park View 
Hotel, AKA “Plant 13”.
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