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For additional images and information: Rita Ferri, County Arts Commission at 805-568-3994.
Exhibition: The Essential Worker, Brett Leigh Dicks, Curator
Dates: Opens March 3 – June 27, 2008 Hours: Mon. – Friday, 8am – 5pm, Free to the Public

Location: Channing Peake Gallery, 1st floor County Administration Building, 105 E. Anapamu Street, Santa Barbara, CA
Reception: Thursday, March 6, from 5-8pm, 1st Thursday 
Gallery talks:  

Wednesday, March 12, 12:15pm, Brett Leigh Dicks, Curator 

Tuesday, April 8, 12:15pm, K.C. Thompson, 3rd District Arts Commissioner, Arts Advocate 

IMAGES ATTACHED: Barbara Parmet, Krystal at Ruby’s Diner, 2007; Bob DeBris, Gil Crabbe, Fisherman, 2008
Poetry Event: Thursday, April 3, at 6:30pm, 1st Thursday, They Keep It All Going: Celebrating Essential Workers in Photographs and Poems An evening of poetry organized by Perie Longo, Santa Barbara’s Poet Laureate and moderated by Barry Spacks, Poet Laureate Emeritus.  Ten Santa Barbara poets, including: Steve Beisner, Mary Brown, Carol DeCanio, Ellen Chavez Kelley, Perie Longo, Melinda Palacio, Sojourner Kincaid Rolle, Bruce Schmidt, Tom Schmidt, and Barry Spacks, read new poems created in response to the current exhibition, The Essential Worker.

The Essential Worker

 Brett Leigh Dicks, Curator
The Santa Barbara County Arts Commission presents The Essential Worker, a photographic exhibition of ten Tri-Counties photographers curated by Brett Leigh Dicks, from March 3 – June 27, 2008, Mon-Fri, 8am-6pm, in the Channing Peake Gallery located on the 1st floor of the County Administration Building, 105 E. Anapamu St., Santa Barbara.  Brett Leigh Dicks is an Australian photographer who is based in the United States, in addition to being the curator of various touring photographic exhibitions in Australia and the US. He also contributes editorially to numerous publications and journals on all matters artistic and creative.  

The Essential Worker exhibition features color and black and white photographs that focus on workers essential to sustaining a thriving community.  They come from the trades and the service industries and their tasks include preparing our meals, keeping us safe, cleaning up after us, tending our gardens, checking our health and even building our homes. One extraordinary fact of The Essential Worker exhibition is that none of these photos existed before November 2007. All ten photographers fanned out with their assignments, working at a fast-paced frenzy while the rest of us were leisurely enjoying our Thanksgiving meal and the holiday season.
Photographers include: Nell Campbell, Patricia Clarke, Kate Connell, Bob DeBris, Cathy Gregg, Ian McKaig, Larry Mills, Barbara Parmet, Matthew Straka, and Paul Wellman.

Nell Campbell, is a photographer with a history of photographing a diverse group of subjects, from political demonstrations, to burlesque dancers, to post-hurricane Louisiana.  “I was inspired to document school crossing guards after seeing Calvin Ruhl working at Adams School in his cowboy hat.  I found the people that I photographed to be dedicated, friendly, interesting, willing to work in the wind and rain even though they might be in their 70’s or 80’s; and a valuable part of the community who are often not given due respect by motorists. 

Since 1973 Santa Barbara photographer Patricia Clarke has been involved in the arts, extensive worldwide travel, and the pursuit of enriching communities through her work in the non-profit sector. She focused on workers in the construction trades willing to go out every day and immerse themselves in difficult, dirty, and sometimes dangerous circumstances. Many of these photos document the Granada restoration workers. Clarke said, “They are truly among the unsung heroes in our lives.” 

Kate Connell began her career in New York City doing portraits, illustration, and lifestyle assignments. Her goal for The Essential Worker was to capture the beauty of car wash attendants at work amidst the water, reflective surfaces of the cars, the machinery and carefully disposed-of grime. “Suffused in the glow of Goleta sunlight at the Fairview Car Wash, the workers vacuum, spray, scrub and polish vehicles at a rapid pace. Photographing them is a little like capturing athletes in action, with the peak moments repeated as they work the same tasks on one automobile after another,” said Connell. 

 “I really like the idea of honoring the people that actually keep things operational here in Southern California, although as we all know, it is kind of hard finding working people that are both legal residents of this crazy country and willing to be photographed, “ enthused Bob DeBris. I shot a gardener, a house cleaner, a crab fisherman, and a gas company meter reader...all overworked, underpaid and overlooked.” Bob DeBris was born and raised in Oshaw, Canada and graduated with a BA from the College of Creative Studies at UCSB. 

Cathy Gregg said,”I’m enjoying this challenge and feel inspired by The Essential Worker. It gives me a whole new sense of what it takes to capture the daily life of an essential worker, like a shipping clerk, through the lens of a camera and bring this person’s story to the viewing audience.” Cathy Gregg is a native of Southern California, growing up in Pasadena and the Santa Ynez Valley. 

”The bell rings and off they go”, Ian McKaig observed. “Fighting fires and responding to medical calls is what fire-fighters are best known for, however, we often overlook the everyday tasks that come with the job. My essential worker will showcase the responsibilities of a fire-fighter, covering their day to day duties when they are not on emergency calls. McKaig is fifth generation Santa Barbaran, and a self-taught photographer who has most recently been working with world-renowned photographer Santi Visalli.

Larry Mills was born and raised in California’s agricultural Central Valley. He has photographed for various newspapers and magazines, is the house photographer for the Santa Barbara Bowl and, currently works full time as a self-employed photographer.  “I am excited to be part of The Essential Worker project. My employment history and attitude towards work gave me the confidence to walk into an unknown workplace, whether it was a salvage yard or an auto repair shop, and inform them of my intentions without hesitation, and easily mingle with the staff to achieve great photographs.” 

A long-time Santa Barbara resident, Barbara Parmet, has been combining multiple imagery with a camera for over 30 years. “Documenting restaurant workers has touched my heart and mind. First, I am impressed with the vast array of behind-the-scene jobs necessary to bring a simple meal to the table; with good service that is both efficient and considerate. Second, I met many people who work multiple jobs with low pay and I appreciate their struggle to survive without the status and recognition they deserve. 

Matthew Straka is a Santa Barbara native who has been using the camera as an excuse to gain access to different places and into people’s lives since he graduated high school. "Jobs like these are really what it’s all about for me. Working with the County of Santa Barbara has been great because it has allowed me to see first hand, essential workers on a local level. Our trash, our waste, everything - must go somewhere and needs to be dealt with. The more I get involved with this project, deeper and deeper - I want to cover every aspect of it.”

 “When I heard about the County Arts Commission's The Essential Worker project, I immediately thought of the behind-the-scenes work of the stage hands and theater employees,” said Paul Wellman.  I realize that, contextually, the putting on of concerts is an odd comparison to the very real need in every community for quality healthcare and emergency services. But community needs culture too, hence, my coverage of the many hard workers that set-up, breakdown, and make possible the world-class acts that Santa Barbara is so regularly afforded.” Although raised on the East Coast, Paul Wellman is a Santa Barbara native having moved back to town in 1980 with his family. He is the photo editor for The Independent. 

The Essential Worker exhibition was inspired by the career waitress photographs of artist Candacy Taylor that were shown in her Making Connections: Career Waitresses of San Francisco exhibition. A subsequent visit to Santa Barbara brought Taylor to the Santa Barbara Harry’s Restaurant where she photographed career waitress, Renee Donati. Candacy A. Taylor is a cultural critic and visual artist with a master's degree in Visual Criticism from the California College of the Arts in San Francisco.

This photographic documentation of the working segment of our community is intended to promote a dialogue about “The Living Wage” ordinance and illuminate the significant contribution these individuals make to the general quality of life in Santa Barbara. 

This exhibition is a project of the County Arts in Public Places (CAPP) Committee of the Santa Barbara County Arts Commission with generous funding support provided by the following: Jon and Lillian Lovelace, Amanda and Jim McIntyre, The Palm Lofts Gallery, Art Resources, Santa Barbara Independent and Debbie Neer.

