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A project to encourage creative expression in the face of self-doubt

Sitting opposite artist Nena Salo-
bir, with a piece of paper and a
black permanent marker in hand, I
am confronted with the challenge
of drawing a portrait — something
I haven’t had to do in a long time. 

As Salobir confidently begins
laying down the foundations of
her drawing, looking up occasion-
ally to study the details of my face,
I can’t help but think back to
Year 9 art class.

Back then, we were learning
about sculptures and every stu-
dent had the opportunity to make

their own. My teacher took one
look at my Picasso-inspired junk-
yard piece and, with utmost snob-
bery, dismissed it as “carnival art;
something that belongs in Luna
Park or, better yet, the Easter
Show”. Goodbye, confidence.

It is people affected by trau-
matic art class experiences such as
this who make the perfect candi-
dates for Salobir’s project Self-Por-
trait in Society. 

The 29-year-old artist is en-
couraging people to engage in cre-
ating art, regardless of their
perceived artistic ability. She seeks
to celebrate everyone’s unique ar-
tistic talents by asking them to

draw a portrait of her while she
draws them.

“There’s this expectation that if
you’re an artist you have to be a
good technical drawer or formally
trained,” Salobir says. “I think that
it’s a shame that more people don’t
feel like they can take a risk be-
cause everyone can do it. You can
be illiterate, a child — it’s some-
thing everyone can do.”

Salobir first began drawing
friends, family and strangers 18
months ago and has completed
262 sittings to date. 

Convincing patrons to partici-
pate can be challenging, but the
experience never disappoints.

“Overwhelmingly people say, ‘I
can’t draw, you’re going to get a
stick figure, you’ll be offended’, but
all of those people have created
something completely different,”
Salobir says. 

“The feedback is usually that
even if people aren’t overwhelm-
ingly happy or content with what
they put down, they’re glad they
did it.”

In the same way that she
crowd-sourced her art, Salobir
turned to the public to fund her up-
coming exhibition at Commune in
the inner-Sydney Waterloo. She
raised more than $10,000 through
crowdfunding platform Kick-

starter to cover the expenses of the
exhibition. It will feature the por-
traits Salobir has drawn and the
work others have produced of her.

“The exhibition is by the peo-
ple, for the people,” says Salobir. “I
want people to sit down on the
night and draw each other. I want
the room to be filled with the spirit
people have when they’re doing
this project, open and at the same
time deeply personal because
you’re making something for
someone.”

Thirty minutes after Salobir
and I sat down to draw each other,
it’s time to unveil our portraits. 

Although I’m deeply embar-

rassed to show the artist what I
have produced, I can’t help but re-
flect on, and agree with, a remark
she made earlier about why cre-
ative expression is so important:
“It’s extremely calming and re-
warding, and it’s good for the soul.”

Self-Portrait in Society takes place 
tomorrow night at Commune in 
Waterloo, Sydney.
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Nena Salobir with portraits that strangers have drawn of her

For a video interview with 
the artist, go to 
theaustralian.com.au/arts

Laura Bunting and Kerry Anne 
Greenland are so perfect, so 
radiant as conjoined twins Daisy 
and Violet Hilton that it is 
desperately disappointing to see 
them in a show that falls so short 
of their worth. The emotional 
connection is touchingly 
palpable, the women make the 
twins’ individuality shiningly 
clear and they are in scorching 
voice. Pity about Side Show’s 
attachment to sentimentality 
and the obvious.

Bill Russell and Henry 
Krieger’s 1997 musical is inspired 
by the true story of British-born 
twins who were rejected by their 
mother and acquired by a cruel 
couple as objects to be displayed 
alongside others given a rough 
deal by nature. They managed to 
move up the ladder into 
vaudeville as a song-and-dance 
act, made dubious marriages and 
appeared in the famous 1932 Tod 
Browning film Freaks, which in 
Side Show is where we leave 
them.

It’s a story rich in possibilities
regarding the nature of self and 
its place in a world that gawks 
pruriently at physical difference. 
What is it like never to have a 
single moment alone, to have 
desires at odds with those of a 
person you can never leave, and 
to make a living that depends 
entirely on your curiosity value? 
Who knows? This is not the 
show to enlighten you.

Spirited, vivacious Daisy 
(Bunting) and sweetly gentle 
Violet (Greenland) have always 
been tied together (at the hip; 
they probably could have been 
separated) but have conflicting 
desires and ambitions. Daisy 

wants stardom, Violet a loving 
domestic life. Others see dollar 
signs. 

Russell’s book busily ticks off
plot points without tarrying to 
explore. A flashback, for 
instance, introduces Harry 
Houdini, who teaches the 
women how to escape within 
themselves. It’s a fundamental 
issue, one might think, but left 
right where it lands as the show 
moves on, just like the carnival.

Krieger’s score is unfailingly
energetic and studded with big, 
undeniably appealing numbers 
that soar despite Russell’s tin ear 
for a lyric. Daisy and Violet’s 
Who Will Love Me as I Am? and I 
Will Never Leave You aren’t 
exactly full of insights but 
Bunting and Greenland invest 
them with a huge amount of 
passion.

Richard Carroll’s production
has somewhat underpowered 
male performances but moves 
from sleazy carnival 
atmospherics to more glitzy 
vaudeville scene effectively and 
the band under Conrad Hamill is 
stirring. Lauren Peters (set), 
Angela White (costumes), Hugh 
Hamilton (lights) and Amy 
Campbell (choreography) make 
strong contributions.

It’s a shame Side Show doesn’t
really want you to see the skull 
beneath the skin. In its well-
meaning naivety it trivialises the 
Hiltons’ lives.

Tickets: $49-$68. Bookings: 
online. Duration: 2hr 20min, 
including interval. Until 
October 16.

Twins make the most 
of circumscribed roles

KURT SNEDDON

Laura Bunting and Kerrie Anne Greenland in Side Show

MUSICAL THEATRE

Side Show
Hayes Theatre Co, 
Sydney, September 27.
DEBORAH JONES

It’s a shame 
Side Show doesn’t
really want you to
see the skull 
beneath the skin

If you walk inside St George’s Ca-
thedral off Perth’s busy streets,
you may hear a peal of organ
music played by a distinguished
musician.

In the main organ loft or seated
in front of one of two other cathe-
dral organs will be Joseph Nolan.
If you’re lucky, you may hear him
play the spectacular Toccata from
Charles-Marie Widor’s Sym-
phony for Organ No 5, a stirring
and popular piece for occasions
such as Britain’s royal weddings.

You’re likelier to hear him re-
hearsing for ecclesiastical services
and choral recitals that have at-
tracted a following among St
George’s regular parishioners and
beyond. They include retired BHP
Billiton iron ore head Sam Walsh,
a firm admirer of Nolan’s artistry
and patron of his cathedral music
program.

Yet few other church visitors
know that Nolan is an inter-
nationally celebrated organ reci-
talist, who in April was made a
chevalier in the Order of French
Arts and Letters for his services to
French music, in particular his re-
cordings of Widor’s symphonies.

British-born Nolan began his
career as organist to the Chapel
Royal at St James’s Palace. He has
performed often at Buckingham
Palace, playing the first concert on
the Palace Ballroom’s restored
organ.

“It was a scary experience be-
cause it was in front of an invited
audience only, including Charles
Mackerras,” Nolan recalls. “He
was a very generous man.”

Nolan has performed around
the world, but mostly in France
where, after graduating from the
Royal College of Music in London,
he studied under legendary teach-
er and organ soloist Marie-Claire
Alain.

He went on to record Widor’s
symphonies for Signum Records
on famous organs — La Madel-
eine in Paris, St Francois De Sales
in Lyons and St Sernin in Tou-
louse — played by Widor himself
and by organ music composers
such as Gabriel Faure and Camille
Saint-Saens. 

“I recorded all 10 symphonies
in five nights and looking back, I
think ‘How did I do it?’ ” says
Nolan. “I remember someone say-
ing: ‘These are not enough nights,
you will not be able to do it.’ I did,
although it almost killed me.

“I did six months of nothing
else, at least four or five hours’ re-
hearsal a day, to make sure that I
had mastery of it.”

Nolan’s recordings have been
lavishly praised by critics. One re-
viewer noted that Nolan “tran-
scends Widor’s scores, truly
revelling in the gothic beauty of

this music and the grandiose in-
struments of the belle epoque”.

Next year, Nolan will perform
all 10 Vidor organ symphonies
during a week’s residence at Mel-
bourne Town Hall. 

Even more prominent will be
his debut with the Sydney Sym-
phony Orchestra in February,
when he will play the Widor fifth
symphony and Liszt’s choral fan-
tasy and fugue Ad Nos on the Syd-
ney Opera House organ.

A precociously talented child
from a non-musical family in Hull,
Nolan started playing a piano key-
board at the age of four. 

“Then when I was 15,” he says,
“I went to visit somebody at the
Royal Northern College of Music
in Manchester. I heard someone
play the organ and I was hooked.”

As a Royal College scholarship
student, he studied organ and
piano. “To have a good piano tech-
nique is very important as an or-
ganist,” he says.

In 2008, Nolan arrived in Perth
to take up the role of cathedral or-
ganist and master of the chor-
isters. He was lured by former
cathedral dean John Shepherd, a
doctorate music expert who
Nolan jokingly says “has a silver

tongue and could sell snow to Es-
kimos”.

“He doubled the budget for
music and gave me a very nice
deal. I don’t have to play evensong
during the week so I can do a lot of
practice.”

The move to Australia has suit-
ed Nolan personally, too; he has

become an Australian citizen and
his nine-year-old son attends
school in Perth. 

He also has been appointed as
an honorary research fellow of the
University of Western Australia’s
school of music.

The cathedral’s incumbent
dean, Richard Pengelley, de-
scribes Nolan as “clearly one of
the best organists in the world and
greatest living exponents of
French organ music”.

He says Nolan is also “a great
choir master and identifier of tal-

ent” for the cathedral choir of paid
singers, which includes the boy
choristers. Pengelley says when
the choir performed with the West
Australian Symphony Orchestra
in Bach’s St John’s Passion earlier
this year, principal conductor
Asher Fisch “raved about them”.

“He sets the bar high and is to-
tally unflinching in his expecta-
tions,” The Australian’s Perth
music critic Mark Coughlan says. 

“Joseph pushes people to de-
liver beyond a standard they
thought they were capable of. His
sense of rhythm and colour and
theatrical drama, which is essen-
tial with Widor’s music, is compel-
ling, overholding notes to create a
super smooth legato line.”

Clive Paget, editor of Limelight
magazine, describes Nolan as “a
bit of a treasure” whose musician-
ship deserves greater acclaim in
his adopted country. 

“You think an orchestra makes
a big noise, but wait until the or-
ganist has put his foot on the
pedal,” he says.

Nolan concedes that his organ
playing has rarely attracted the
sustained interest enjoyed by
other instrumentalists. Until now,
it seems.

“Music is hard work and often
you can feel as if you are up against
a brick wall,” he says. “The cheva-
lier award is also lovely — I put a
lot into French music and it’s nice
to be recognised for it.

“It seems to have led to other
engagements, like my solo debut
with the SSO.”

Completing the Widor series
on France’s best organs was satis-
fying, “but then I thought: ‘What
do I do next?’ ”

He returns to Perth next
month after recording performan-
ces at Selby Abbey and giving con-
certs at Swansea International
Festival and in other parts of Brit-
ain. Next year he will also visit The
Netherlands to make a recording
for Signum on the ornate baroque
organ of St Bavokerk in Haarlem
that was played by Mozart, Hand-
el and Brahms.

Back home, choral conducting
has become a second passion. 

“This choir sings beautifully
from vowel to vowel,” Nolan says.
“It’s actually hard for them to get
out a consonant when I want it. A
reason I’m still here is that it’s
pretty tricky to find a choir that
sounds as good as them.

“People say I almost build the

choir sound the way I approach
the organ,” he adds. “I’m always
drawing on certain stops, on cer-
tain singers’ sounds at different
moments. It’s all building blocks to
music.”

He would love to get funding to
tour the cathedral choir, “because
at our best we are every bit as good
as visiting British choirs”.

Playing Widor’s symphonies
will always be a big part of Nolan’s
life. His affection is clear for the
prolific French composer.

“Widor’s own playing was ex-
tremely legato and he was very,
very still at the console,” Nolan
says. “Everything was about tech-
nique. I think his music is played
far too fast; in St Sulpice the organ
physically pulls you back. You try
and play too fast and it grips your
body and slows you down. The in-
strument’s personality is that
powerful.”

Widor continued playing the
organ at St Sulpice in Paris into his
90s. 

“There’s a recording of him
playing his Toccata very slowly,”
Nolan says. “He was probably rid-
dled with arthritis by then, but it’s
still wonderful to hear him play,
bless him.”

Organist Joseph 
Nolan can match 
any orchestra

VICTORIA LAURIE

Master recitalist Joseph Nolan at his 
base, St George’s Cathedral in Perth
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Organic perfection

‘To have a good 
piano technique is
very important as
an organist’
JOSEPH NOLAN


