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Exhibition on view: Produced and Painted by: A Taste of Santa Barbara County Wine and Produce Labels

Gallery Exhibition Talk: Wednesday, September 27, 12 noon, Dr. S. Jim Campos, Citrus and Produce Label Collector, free to the public

Date: September 11 – January 12, 2007

Gallery Hours: Mon. – Friday, 8am – 5pm

Free to the Public

Opening reception at the Channing Peake Gallery, Santa Barbara County Administration Building, 1st floor of the Santa Barbara County Administration Building, 105 E. Anapamu St. Santa Barbara, CA 93101

Thursday, September 14 from 5-7pm

Produced and Painted by: A Taste of Santa Barbara County Wine and Produce Labels,

at the Channing Peake Gallery, is a celebration of our rich regional wine-making culture, the artists and art works that create those images; and a walk down memory lane through the bold graphics of vintage produce labels.  This exhibition, organized by Third District Arts Commissioner Sarah Chamberlin, and Rita Ferri, Santa Barbara County Arts Commission’s Visual Arts Coordinator supplies a taste and a tribute to our regional offerings.

Through the proliferation of produce labels, glued onto the ends of crates as small advertising posters, California was defined. “California Sunshine” and “California Living” became deeply ingrained in the popular imagination of a nation. Many Americans came to California to see for themselves the “paradise” found on those early crate labels used to promote fruits and vegetables. Crate art originated in the 1870s, when the railroads linked the two coasts and it became apparent that some form of label was necessary to distinguish one grower, and one grade of fruit, from another. 

Little is know about the anonymous artists who created the vividly colored illustrations for the labels that graced fruit and produce crates. Many of the artists were German

immigrants who came to cities like New York and Chicago and attended trade schools to learn commercial art skills. They would often head for California to work for large printing houses like Schmidt Litho in San Francisco or Western Lithograph in Los Angeles, who often employed over 100 artists. Many of the fruit crate labels document many European artists’ initial impressions and romantic notions of life in the United States. We like to think that their idealized portraits of sumptuous fruit, high-riding broncobusters, perfect children, and wholesome “pin-up girls” reflect the spirit of optimism shared by immigrant artists recently arrived in the fertile agricultural paradise of California; but perhaps early marketing demands dictated their choices. 

The art form came to a halt with the onset of World War II, since the aluminum used in  printing plates was needed for military purposes. Cardboard replaced the wooden crate and rang the death knell for crate labels. Backlogs of thousands of labels accumulated and forgotten in produce warehouses and printer’s files are the source for collectors today. But during the 70 years of their use, citrus crate labels featuring over 8,000 designs had been used on over 2 billion crates shipped throughout the country.

In a sense, contemporary wine labels function in a similar way to the early produce labels that captured the imagination of the viewer and consumer. The wine label is a powerful communicator that suggests, in a glance, the flavor and quality of the wine within. In addition, it imparts the same cultural and spiritual values of the land where the wine is grown.  Early wine labels were once utilitarian. The Late Baron Philippe de Rothschild, owner of Chateau Mouton-Rothschild, was the first to commission a colorful artistic cubist design by Jean Carlu on a 1927 vintage. It opened the way for artists like, Dali, Chagall, Kandinsky, Picasso and Warhol to try their hand. 

Today vintners have learned that people buy labels, and with the competition for shelf space, label design is paramount. Santa Barbara County has led the way with some of the most beautiful and exciting offerings. Unlike the anonymity of produce label artists, today we know our wine label artists. From traditional florals painted by artist Sebastian Titus for Sanford Winery, landscapes by Mary Campista for Brophy-Clark to the contemporary abstract paintings of Hugh Margerum for The Wine Cask, Ardison Phillips for Mckeon Phillips Winery, Seyburn Zorthian for Buttonwood Winery and aboriginal paintings by David Brown for Kalyra; the wine label has become a powerful icon of modern civilization. Art writer Donald Kuspit said, … it is about the synergistic value-effect the convergence of things of intrinsic value that art and wine can have.”    

For additional information please contact the Santa Barbara County Arts Commission at 805.568.3990.



