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ART REVIEW: Taking Art to Pavement and Public, for a
Cause
Annual I Madonnari festival fills Santa Barbara Mission parking lot with chalk
paintings while also raising funds for the Children's Creative Project
By JOSEF WOODARD, NEWS-PRESS CORRESPONDENT

The I Madonnari
Street Painting
Festival carries
many sights, sounds
and tastes.
Courtesy photos

I Madonnari Italian Street Painting Festival
Santa Barbara Mission, 2201 Laguna St.
When: Saturday through Monday 10 a.m.-6 p.m.
Cost: free
Information: imadonnarifestival.com
With the Memorial Day weekend upon us, a certain checklist project may be underway for Santa
Barbarans. Are we set with planning, securing provisions and reservations for holiday picnicking at the
beach/park/backyard/transformed parking lot? Are we mentally prepared for the annual attitude switch to
summering mode?
And, importantly, have we carved out time to pay at least one visit to the Santa Barbara Mission to take in
the sights, sounds, tastes and community camaraderie of I Madonnari?
On the list of Santa Barbara traditions, the I Madonnari Italian Street Painting Festival - celebrating its
impressive 30th anniversary this year - has unequivocally earned a secure place on the calendar.
Starting today and running through Monday, a dedicated pack of chalk painters will be working
diligently, on hands and knees, to complete a total of more than 150 separate paintings, sponsored by
local businesses, on the pavement in front of the mission.
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On the Mission lawn, free-flowing music and reasonably priced Italian food, among other vendors, keep
other senses and a social space alive, between moments of chalk painting appreciation. That process
includes taking in a section of about 600 "Kids Squares," devoted to children's artwork. Kids can get in on
the action, working on a 2-foot square for $12, including a box of chalk.
It's all for the community good and for a good and kid-related cause. Inspired by a centuries-old Italian
street painting tradition, I Madonnari was launched humbly three decades ago by Kathy Koury and others
as a benefit for the Children's Creative Project.
A program run by the Santa Barbara County Education Office, the Children's Creative Project hosts and
makes possible high caliber arts events to local school children throughout the year. Santa Barbara's
festival was the first of its kind in the United States, and has helped to inspire many other such festivals
here and abroad - including back in Italy.
In keeping with the festival's tradition, this year's featured artist is Cecelia Linayao, who has joined the
growing ranks of expert chalk painters and has worked in the medium around the world. She will take
center stage among the painters, working on the largest and most elaborate image in the prominent
position before the Mission steps, on the theme of the Madonna, the namesake of I Madonnari.
How best to do I Madonnari? Come early and late, and watch the work-in-progress evolution of the often
remarkable chalk imagery, an art form which is fleeting by nature.
Ms. Koury shared some thoughts and history on the eve of her brainchild's 30th birthday.
News-Press: At this point, I Madonnari, like the Memorial Day weekend itself, signifies the onset of
summer in town. Is there a kind of poetic justice in that timing?
Ms. Koury: Spring is so beautiful in Santa Barbara and rather than a two-day weekend for the festival, I
decided on the three-day Memorial Day Weekend because I wanted to give the artists more time to be
able to complete more elaborate and well executed street paintings. I certainly wanted to avoid the
possibility of rain and not have the artists suffer with hot weather during the summer. It is both a kind of
creative and physical marathon.News-Press: This Santa Barbara edition has also been instrumental and
influential in terms of inspiring other similar festivals. Has the phenomenon of chalk painting caught on
around the U.S., and beyond, and even had ripples of influence in its native soil of Italy, partly due to
what has taken place in Santa Barbara?
Ms. Koury: Our Santa Barbara I Madonnari Festival is the first festival of its kind in North America and
very possibly the Western Hemisphere as well. Now there are more than 100 similar festivals around the
U.S. and Canada. I have worked with several cities to start festivals. I have also worked with our Santa
Barbara Sister Cities of Puerto Vallarta and Toba, Japan. In 2004, we were the first to present a festival in
Toba. Ten years ago we started the first festival in Mexico in Puerto Vallarta, and now there are several
festivals in Mexico.News-Press: How do you decide on the featured artist in a given year? Has the
competition grown stronger as the art form has drawn in more and more artists who take this medium
seriously?
Ms. Koury: Unlike the festival in Italy, I felt our festival should not be a competition. A featured artist is
invited each year, and this is based on an artist's long history with our festival, and one's artistic abilities
to both create and execute a large-scale image. Since our festival is the first one in North America and it
takes place at one of the most beautiful California missions, more and more artists from other cities and
festivals have contacted me to participate.
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For several of our serious street painters, this art form takes them to cities throughout the U.S. and Mexico
and around the world to work as featured artists at other festivals or as professional street painters for
corporate events.
News-Press: Was there a point in the event's history when it seemed to take on a life of its own, move past
the early experimental stage into something solid and with a strong annual presence on the calendar?
Ms. Koury: I would say after the first and second year, the festival took off. Our attendance the first year
was an estimated 10,000, the second year 15,000, and thereafter 20,000 or more. Even with the first year,
the overall artwork and structure for the festival was quite solid.
I feel the food quality for the Italian Market really improved with the early help of former CCP board
members Kathleen and Don Scott who continued to improve the market for 13 years, followed by Marilyn
Zellet who managed the market for another 13 years. Phil Morreale has continued to serve as our board
president and Bryan Kerner now manages the Festival Market.
News-Press: How has Children's Creative Project evolved over the years, and what was the original
kernel of an idea behind its formation?
Ms. Koury: The Children's Creative Project began in the early 1970s with a small group of volunteer
artists (I was one of these artists) to share creative arts experiences with elementary students who had
fewer opportunities in the arts. The CCP was adopted by Bill Cirone and the Santa Barbara County
Education Office. We began as an after school program at Franklin Elementary School.
I began directing the project in 1977-78. With a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts, the
after-school program grew to include all of the Santa Barbara School District elementary schools. Grants
from the California Arts Council enabled us to expand the program to take place during school hours.
With a combination of grant funds, school district funds, elementary school site funds, PTA or parent
group fundraising, and our I Madonnari Festival, the CCP has grown.
News-Press: There is a strong group of very fine local artists involved in the project, in an ongoing way.
Does this project foster a kind of group think or ensemble feeling amongst artists, in a way that the
solitary act of working in a studio wouldn't?
Ms. Koury: This is a great question. Yes, there is a beautiful camaraderie among local artists and artists
from out of town. Over the years, it has become a street painting family of artists who enjoy each other's
company and who enjoy and admire each other's street paintings.
Because of this, 10 years ago I encouraged an ensemble of artists to create a "big square" to acknowledge
our sister cities of Puerto Vallarta and Toba. So six artists worked together to compose and draw a 24-by30-foot street painting for our 20th anniversary. For our 25th anniversary we did another big square
focusing on Work Progress Administration muralists and that featured workers in agriculture and
industry.
For our 30th anniversary, seven artists are working together again composing an image of endangered
animals and plants. Otherwise, artists will sometimes collaborate on the same street painting, or they will
help each other to finish street paintings that are not quite completed by the end of the three-day festival.
News-Press: What do you see for the future of I Madonnari? Do you have a notion of how you'd like to
see it grow and evolve?
Ms. Koury: At this point in time, just two weeks before the festival, I can only think about what needs to
be done next to make it all happen again.
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