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WEMAY THINK WEVI= SHIFTIED INTO ANEW
PARADIGMFOR WINE, LEAVING BEHIND CRUN
CLAXNNEY AND SCOREN, ANDDIVING INTO
VIRTUE-SIGNALLING AND PUNK.BUT SOMIE=
FACETY OF HUMANBEHAVIOUR NIMPLY
DON'T CHANGI=.NOT ONLY HAVE WE ALWAYN
DRUNK THE LABELS; MOSNT WINELOVERN HAVE
TELEGRAPHED THEIR VALUENBY THEM

ButI've come to take away alarger lesson from the Oggau labels.
We may think we've shifted into a new paradigm for wine, leaving
behind crus classés and scores, and diving into virtue-signalling
and punk. But some facets of human behaviour simply don't change.
Not only have we always drunk the labels, but most wine lovers
have always telegraphed their values by them. (Why else would
American businessmen of a certain age populate their steakhouse
tables with Caymus2) And today, probably more than ever, our
perception of the values a label embodies directly impacts how
good we think the wine is. The cooler the label, the better the
contents of the bottle.

There's a term for this behaviour: affiliation bias, although it
tends to be applied more frequently to things such as arbitration and
expert courtroom testimony. In simple terms, we like the things we
wantto be associated with more. If it's not Gut Oggau, it's the latest
Rachel Comey jumpsuit or Tove Lo album. And it's not just about us
seeing these things in a more positive light. We also want the reward
of how our admiration of them reflects back on us — how they
catalyse our sense of good taste. Everyone wants to drink the right
thing, to be seen as both avant-garde and popular. It's been this way
since we were the first ones in school to get the new Architecture in
Helskini album, and what, you haven't heard it yet2 Affiliation bias is
anice way of stating the obvious: that we want to be seen with the
cool things. And it has the side benefit of pissing on those nagging
critical voices, such as mine, talking smack about how quality and
fashion aren’tthe same. In other words, it's a nice way of saying
we're all a bunch of label-fuckers. Buy hey, fuck me, I'm just the old
guy drinking sulphured wine.

The reason that affiliation bias, or label-fucking, even warrants a
second thoughttoday is that wine's aesthetics seem to be ina
confused place. Notthat there isn't astonishingly good wine in
nearly every corner; you can drink better today than at any time in
history, no matter what the pre-phylloxera fetishists say. But wine is
one of those consumer goods that breeds deep insecurity, and in
recentyears the exploitation of thatinsecurity has shifted — from the
corporate overlords of shitty wine, who've known for decades that
insecurity is the easiest wedge to sell a mediocre product, to the
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professor Taly Reich studied how ‘mistakes’ (inadvertent flaws,
essentially) can even increase consumer preference for a product.
She and her colleagues examined artwork and hip-hop recordings,
and found thatimperfections enhanced the bond that consumers felt
with the work. It's an easy leap to apply those notions to wine. That
brettin your glass2 It's not a flaw. It's a mark of authenticity, worthy
of your devotion. Also, hey, look at that spiffy label.

Of course, | only say this because |, too, am a label-fucker, and
proud of it. | won't deny that seeing the label on a bottle of, say,
Richard Leroy or Matthiasson makes me glad to be drinking it,
because | know the producers and appreciate their values, and

that gives me a deeper emotional connection. But | also don‘t delude
myselfinto thinking that my behaviour is different from that of

my parents, or that of any of the label bros, or proper gentlemen
choosing a certain growth for their evening claret. But | believe

I usually balance my label fetishism with some self-reflection about
whether the wine itself is innately good, and worth my money, and
culturally resonantin any useful way beyond the inanity of cool. And
I worry thattoday’s label-fucking, with its resultant virtue-signalling
and wry aesthetics, has subordinated the rest. Taste itself has
devolved into a minor consideration.

That leads to my second worry: that label-drinking has
become easy to exploit — not just because of scenarios such as the
one with Gut Oggau, butbecause it's now hard to find a bright line
between personal expression and manufactured cool. Inthe past,
the usual answer has been, well, just blind taste the damn stuff. After
all, the fix for affiliation bias is ‘objectivity . Except, even if | believed
that — and | haven'tfor a long time — the idea of wine without context
simply doesn'tfly with most of today's wine lovers. Affiliation bias
has become a major part of why we drink wine. And if we're being
honest, it probably always has been. In other words, we've always
been label-fuckers. Today it's just okay to admit it.

And that's why it's worth being wary. Consider the recent
case of Liber Pater, now the most expensive current-vintage
Bordeaux wine ever released at€30,000 per bottle. Liber Pater’s
owner, Loic Pasquet, has pulled off perhaps the biggest ever trolling
of the Bordelais, arguably the world champions of label-fucking.
Pasquet’s wine exuded all the contemporaneous cool things: a tiny
production of around 500 bottles; the use of ungrafted vines and
archaic varieties such as Castets (although it's mostly ‘Petite Vidure/,
ie Cabernet Sauvignon); a rebel vin de France designation instead
of an appellation, because the kids do that these days. Meanwhile,
its label adds a whole new level of trollish brilliance: commissioned
by the artist (an actual artist) Gérard Puvis, it depicts the numbers
1855 collapsing, thus dragging both Bordeaux's hallowed
classification, which Pasquet loathes, and Mouton’s tradition of
artistlabels. And of course, the price itself is meant to shock and
awe. Pasquet, in his outspoken way, has found the apotheosis of this
label-obsessed era. Quality? Irrelevant, probably, because Liber
Pater’s values are so irresistibly anti-authoritarian and access to itis
so rare. And this is where the label-fucker has a duty to be vigilant.
Because if our barometers are now based more on values and
aesthetics than taste, we rely on winemakers not to exploit them.
And we have a responsibility to call them out when they do.
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