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Every Picture Tells A Story

Holli Harmon’s
Portraits of the Central Coast

By Michel Miller ¢ Art by Holli Harmon

“Don’t look at the big overwhelming issues of the world.
Look in your own back yard. Look in your heart.”
~ Mike deGruy ~

For those who live elsewhere, Santa Barbara and Montecito are synonymous with
celebrity. While many recognize the area for its architecture and landscape, more
probably know it by the rich and famous who dwell under its Spanish tile roofs.
Oprah Winfrey, Jeff Bridges, Kathy Ireland, Julia Louis-Dreyfus and Kenny Loggins
have all contributed to the area’s lore (and lure) to varying degree, but far from the
glare of the spotlight, countless others—whether by trade, deed or ancestry—have
influenced the culture of the region. Holli Harmon wants to paint them.

Harmon, a member of the Santa Barbara Studio Artists group and former board
member of SCAPE (Southern California Artists Painting for the Environment) has
spent much of the last six years rendering portraits of people who will likely never
be on the cover of People magazine, but have nonetheless left an indelible mark
on the Central Coast. Her Portraits of the Central Coast, which recently celebrated its
inaugural exhibition (Revelations: Culture and the Human Landscape of the Central
Coast at Elverhgj Museum of History & Art in Solvang), is more than a series of
paintings; it’s a historical record of people who, without fanfare or even much
recognition, have shaped the region.

Left - Dr. Lyndal Laughrin,

the first subject of Portraits of the Central Coast, inspired Holli Harmon to launch the project. His portrait
evokes the famous photograph of John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt standing on a promontory overlooking
the Yosemite Valley.

Above - Holli Harmon,

the artist who developed the Portraits of the Central Coast project, presents her subjects through paintings,
stories and oral history videos to reflect their dreams, history and accomplishments.
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Top - Ernestine Ygnacio De Soto,
a Barbarefio Chumash descendant,
continues to educate people
about her culture. Featured in the
background of her portrait is the
Old Mission Santa Barbara, where
she worked as a nurse and cared
for many of the elderly padres. As a
Chumash elder, she is an advocate
for Chumash concerns on local
advisory councils.

Left — Dr. John Johnson,

curator of anthropology at the
Santa Barbara Museum of Natural
History and Chumash culture
specialist. His research on California
Mission archives and Native
American genetics provides a richer
understanding of early human
migration and the history and
prehistory of our region.




Using videotaped interviews, written biogra-
phies by Katherine Bradford—and some by local
students in UCSB professor Mashey Bernstein’s
Writing for Art class—and Harmon’s self-described
“contemporary traditionalist” style of painting,
the multimedia project tells the stories of 16 (and
counting) ostensibly ordinary Central Coast resi-
dents and their extraordinary lives.

“I don’t want to have a who’s who society page,”
says Harmon. “I don’t want it about celebrity. So I
was looking for people who are not known by name,
but their story is well known. The housekeeper who
came here and supports her family, that’sa common
California experience,” explains Harmon in refer-
ence to Genoveva Gonzalez, a Mexican-American
immigrant from a family of artists whose portrait is
included in the project.

“When you are doing the portrait of a commu-
nity,” she says, “you’re doing a portrait of everybody.
When I'm painting these individual portraits, it be-
comes a self-portrait of us all. Everybody will recog-
nize themselves in it.  own a cowboy hat or I eat Mex-
ican food on Christmas or I buy local organic food
at the farmers market,” she continues, citing some of
the common ways multiculturalism is woven into our
everyday lives.

Harmon’s subjects comprise a diverse group
of men and women, young and forever young with
varying degrees of education and socioeconomic stat-
ure. What they all seem to share is an abiding love for
their place on the globe, a curiosity and wonder about
life and a desire to make their time here meaningful.

Among them are Ernestine De Soto, a Chumash
elder; Dr. John Johnson, curator of anthropology at
the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History and
adjunct professor at UC Santa Barbara; Professor
Shuji Nakamura, an inventor and Nobel laureate;
Mike and Mimi deGruy, documentary filmmakers;
Reynolds Yater, surfboard pioneer and designer;
and Dr. Lyndal Laughrin, longtime director of the
Santa Cruz Island Reserve and its field station.

Dr. Laughrin, who has lived on the island for 80
percent of the year since 1970, was the first to be
painted and the inspiration for the project. “I was on
a painting trip to the island,” recalls Harmon, “and
I’d always meet these fascinating people around the
kitchen there. And I was thinking the people are as
fascinating as the landscape, but the land lasts for
millions of years and we’re lucky to last 100, yet one
person can make a difference. And then I was look-
ing at Dr. Laughrin, who has been researching this
island, and I thought, ‘You are as beautiful as any
landscape I could paint.”

It could be said that from an anthropological
and environmental standpoint, what happens on
the Central Coast stays on the Central Coast, as our
lives are inextricably linked to those who preceded
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Above - Genoveva Gonzalez,

a Mexican-American,
immigrated to Los Angeles when
she was 15. She has lived in
Santa Barbara for most of her life
and has worked as a longtime
housekeeper for just a few Santa
Barbara families. She weaves

her family traditions into her
children’s lives, including trips
to visit relatives in her native
Mexican village, Xilitla, so they
know both cultures.

Left —

Richard and Thekla Sanford,
wine industry pioneers,
among the first to produce
award-winning wines in the
Santa Rita Hills and put Santa
Barbara County on the world
wine-making map. Their
current venture, Alma Rosa
Winery & Vineyards, is the
benchmark for organic farming
and is an example of nature
and agriculture working in
sustainable harmony.




us and those who will succeed us. While Portraits
of the Central Coast offers a sort of visual revelation
of the area’s cultural continuum, something more
human emerges from beneath the layers of paint: a
sense of unity and optimism. And Harmon couldn’t
be happier about it.

“I think we get so many messages that things [in
the world] are going wrong,” she says. “And there
is a lot that’s going wrong, but there are powerful,
smart, conscientious, hard-working people doing
things that are making things right. So I am actu-
ally more hopeful for the human race, our envi-
ronment and the notion that people are loving and
kind—I see it. It’s happening.”

Including De Soto in the project was a bit of a
no-brainer, considering her community involve-
ment and her Chumash ancestry, which reaches back
13,000 years. A Santa Barbara native who was raised
in the last household to speak the Barbarefio Chu-
mash language, she has spent much of her lifetime
preserving the ways of her people and impacting the
world around her through compassionate nursing
and volunteerism. She is also a museum docent and a
member of the California Indian Advisory Council.
In the acclaimed documentary film 6 Generations,
which she co-wrote with friend and fellow portrait
subject Dr. Johnson, she spoke of her responsibility
in keeping the Chumash culture alive: “I feel like I'm
speaking for my ancestors. I am their voice. There’s
no other way they can pass on the knowledge...” De
Soto and Johnson met 30 years ago when she took
one of his classes at Santa Barbara City College. (See
Montecito Magazine, Spring 2011.) Through their
combined research, they’ve made numerous discov-
eries, and De Soto is now regarded as an authority on
Chumash history.

For her portrait of De Soto, Harmon used a tech-
nique apropos of her subject’s unique life and impor-
tance to the region. “I painted her in egg tempera,
the same medium being used when the New World
was being discovered,” explains Harmon. Made from
ground pigment mixed with egg yolk, which works as
a binder, the medium was popular before the advent
of oil paint for its ability to impart depth to a paint-
ing and a jewel-like quality to color. Harmon learned
it in the Russian tradition where vodka is added as a
preservative. She muses, “It’s part of the romance of
the medium for me.”

With an intentional nod to Raphael’s 16th cen-
tury painting Madonna of the Meadow, De Soto
stands in the foreground clothed in white, adorned
with native jewelry and gently grasping a scepter
made from a tule reed to symbolize the Chumash
people’s exceptional basketry skills. The scepter
points to the bear constellation in the sky. The bear
is her spirit animal and represents a Chumash par-
able. In the background is an early mission scene
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that honors De Soto’s complicated relationship
with the Catholic Church. Friars, farm animals
and native plants complete the scene.

Taking a decidedly different approach for Dr.
Johnson’s portrait, Harmon chose watercolor as
her medium. It allowed her to more easily incor-
porate Chumash symbols into the painting simi-
lar to what he saw in the Central Coast backcoun-
try. It was a discovery that led him to become a
leading authority on matching living Chumash
descendants to their ancestry through DNA and
mission records. Softly hinted at in the sky are fig-
ures that also hark back to ancient Chumash cave
paintings. Johnson is dressed in khaki pants and a
chambray shirt with a condor on it to represent his
30-year tenure as curator of anthropology at the
Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History.

Johnson says he felt honored to be a part of the
portrait project and explains why learning about
our predecessors is relevant to life today. “Anthro-
pology teaches us that our way of doing things is
not the only way. By studying how peoples of the
past coped with environmental crises and social
stresses from changes they could not have fore-
seen, we gain a perspective...we gain the long-
term view encompassing many millennia, and re-
alize that much more has happened here than our
brief experience has taught us.”

Johnson is currently collaborating with mo-
lecular anthropologists to study genetic patterns
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Mimi and Mike deGruy,

documentary filmmakers. Their award-winning films
link the declining health of the oceans with the way we
live, illuminating our impact on the environment. Mimi
is currently working on a film about her late husband to
continue to get people interested in the sea before it's
too late.

of native Californians and directing a research
team at the Arlington Springs site on Santa Rosa
Island where, in the early 2000s, he assisted in the
excavation of Arlington Man, the oldest known
human skeleton in North America.

Of the 16 portraits included in Harmon’s proj-
ect, three feature pairs of subjects: two married
couples—Mike and Mimi deGruy and Richard and
Thekla Sanford—as well as the Gregersen broth-
ers of Santa Ynez. The painting of the deGruys is
especially poignant, as Mike lost his life in a heli-
copter accident shortly after being painted by Har-
mon. Recognized for the award-winning films they
made for National Geographic, PBS, BBC and other
networks, the merging of Mike’s and Mimi’s indi-
vidual strengths made them a powerful team—pro-
fessionally and personally. Increasingly concerned
with the declining health of the oceans, Mike didn’t
want people to see a sanitized or idealized version
of the truth, but rather the ocean “and all its warts.”

InaTED talk he gave about how an unlikely en-
counter with an octopus at age 5 planted the seed
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for what would become his life’s work, he offered
a simple mechanism for both environmental and
human healing. “The ocean has an amazing abil-
ity to recover if we just leave it alone,” he told the
crowd. “Don’t look at the big overwhelming issues
of the world. Look in your own back yard. Look in
your heart. Create a healing zone in your neighbor-
hood and encourage others to do the same.”

Mimi is currently working on a film about her
late husband, as she carries forth his determina-
tion to get people interested in the sea—before
it’s too late. “He wanted to see greater resources
dedicated toward exploring, researching and
ultimately caring for the ocean,” she says, “par-
ticularly the deep sea. He was distressed over the
dearth of funding for basic science. The ocean cov-
ers roughly 70 percent of the earth’s surface, and
we’ve explored about 5 percent.”

Using oil on linen, Harmon portrayed Mike
and Mimi engaged in a tender embrace, posi-
tioned in front of the ocean indicating their tre-
mendous love for each other and their work as
ocean stewards. They are framed by the outline
of a nautilus shell, which played a starring role in
Mike’s earliest work as an underwater filmmaker
and ultimately introduced him to Mimi. The spi-
ral pattern of the nautilus also illustrates the Fibo-
nacci sequence or “golden ratio,” which Harmon
built the exhibition around.

The attention to detail and thoughtful choice
of medium and composition evident in all of
Harmon’s portraits reveal her reverence not only
for her subjects and the project, but also for the
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Reynolds “Renny” Yater,

pioneering surfboard designer. Renny Yater was active
in the early days of the California surf industry in the
1950s, starting out shaping and fiberglassing boards in
Laguna Beach. In 1959 he opened his own store, Yater
Surfboards, on Anacapa Street in Santa Barbara. He
continues to create exceptional handcrafted boards.

power of art itself. “I'm trying to travel through
history [via the medium], but also anchor some of
it in my own journey and exploration as an art-
ist,” she explains. “I am the kind of artist who’s
always pushing myself.”

Although the show at the Elverhgj has ended,
Harmon looks forward to future exhibitions and
education opportunities for area students and
has her sights on a handful of potential portrait
subjects. “I become each person’s biggest fan after
I have an interview,” gushes Harmon. “I get so
proud and I'm so impressed by them, and I want
you to fall in love with them the way I fell in love
with them and see how beautiful and significant
their lives are. And I think that if you do, you
might ask yourself what you’re doing, and you will
see how important and significant your life is, too.
That’s a privilege I have being an artist—I get to
work on what I love and what I think is important
and share it.”

Detailed information about Portraits of the Central
Coast is available at portraitsofthecentralcoast.com;
a book of the exhibition, REVELATIONS: Portraits
of the Central Coast Culture and the Human
Landscape, is available at Elverhoj Museum of
History and Art, elverhoj.org.

Montecito Magazine Fall 2016-Winter 2017



