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Is it art? Is it education? Is it legalistic mumbling? 


The label is the winemaker’s means of attracting your interest. For a new product on the market it may be the difference between financial success and failure. Marketing experts discuss bottle shape, color, images, text, and application processes, all assuming that once the bottle is open the customer will like what they find and return for more. The label image then acts as an easier means of remembering what wine worked so well with last week’s burger.


 Sometimes the label is the result of necessity and sometimes luck. The famous Frog’s Leap label was created in exchange for two cases of Frog’s Leap Sauvignon Blanc and a couple of hundred dollars. The graphic artist was unknown and the winemakers (Larry Turley and John Williams) had no money. The label won acclaim (International Design Award) for the artist (Chuck House), and the winery has done okay (understatement). The label is now part of the permanent collection of the Smithsonian Institute.


Other labels did not fair so well. The 1990 vintage of Louis Martini Reserve Cabernet was excellent. The label was not. Pink as a dominant color failed to attract customers. Martini changed to another color scheme the following year.


As a test of the importance of appearance, noted art editor Ann Landi chose eight wines based solely on the label. Color, text font, and images dominated her decision-making. Coppola’s Diamond Label was considered attractive for its bold use of color and imposing feel; Bonny Doon for the ‘charm of the graphics’; Beekman for its “homey appeal”; Ravenswood for it’s the use of its name in animated form (three ravens clutching each other); and Ranch Zabaco for creation of an image that “promises that the contents will be robust and flavorful”. 


Ms. Landi also liked the contents of the bottles she chose. Does this suggest that you can ‘tell a book by it’s cover’? Probably not true in every case. But, the Frog’s Leap story is unlikely to be repeated. With so many wines competing for so little shelf space, the need to employ marketing experts in every element of packaging is critical. And with expertise comes cost.


But, it does not end there.


What text should be included? What text must be included?


Most wines produced in the United States (and increasingly elsewhere in response to the demands of the powerful American market), include the varietal (Merlot, etc.). To meet government standards, at least 75% of the grapes must be of the listed varietal for it to be listed. 


For a vintage to be listed at least 95% of the grapes must have been grown in the printed year. There is an allowance of 5% to allow for topping off containers (evaporation may cost a winery up to 5% of a given vintage) with another vintage. 


If a specific county (Napa, Sonoma, etc.) is noted, than 75% of the grapes must have been produced in that county. If a specific appellation is listed (Oakville, Rutherford, etc.) than 85% of the grapes must come from that region.


Estate Bottled generally means that the winery grew and vinified 100% of the wine in the bottle.


Terms such as Vintner’s Reserve, Estate Reserve, Select, etc., have no legal standing, and may only have meaning to the winery and the informed consumer. 


Then there is the warning element.


Every label must include alcohol levels. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (BATF) categorize table wines as containing between 11% and 14% alcohol content. The BATF does allow for a generous ‘fudge factor’ of 1.5%. Any wine that exceeds the 15% alcohol is labeled a ‘fortified wine’, and is taxed at a rate 4X that of wine that fall below the threshold.


The winery name must be indicated, or the importer of a foreign wine must be listed on the rear label. And, there must be the government health warning (since 1989) posted within specific parameters of size and font. Bottle size, beginning in 1977, must be listed by metric standards. Pint (.375) and Fifth (.750) are no longer acceptable. To meet ‘Truth in Labeling” requirements, the bottle must be within 1% of the stated liquid content levels.


And then there is the sulfite note (since 1987). 


Even though wine contains less sulfite (generally between 15 and 20 parts per million) than other foods such as dried fruit (up to 2000 ppm), canned shrimp and crab wineries are required to specifically warn consumers, while other producers are only required to list sulfur amongst the ingredients. 


Because sulfites are a natural part of wine production, and because sulfur is necessary to avoid spoilage, it is impossible to produce wine (even white wine) without sulfites.


Labels must be applied to the bottle in a manner that assures it will not fall off. 


Almost a third of all label applications are initially rejected by the BATF. Some winemakers, and graphic designers, in an effort to market their product, will often include wording or images that the BATF finds inappropriate.  Others fail to follow the labeling requirements. Some cannot spell. The federal government has expressed concern that wine labels not encourage the public to consumer alcohol as distinct from encouraging the consumption of wine. You figure that out. And, all of this effort is reflected in the cost of wine.


And American labels are easy. We will at a look at imported labels in future issues.

