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SCENTS AND SENSIBILITY

What the nose knows.

BY JOHN LANCHESTER

F or years, ever since I started taking
an interest in wine, I've been an-
noyed by the word “grainy.” It’s a word
that mavens use in relation to red wines,
and refers to certain types of tannin—
the chemical that cures leather, is pres-
ent in tea, and makes the mouth pucker.
Tannin is a preservative and an impor-
tant factor in the way wines age. Still,
how could a liquid be “grainy”?

Then, a few nights ago, I opened a
bottle of wine I'd been given, a Langue-
doc red called Le Pigeonnier, from the
European heat-wave year 0o£ 2003, and,
without concentrating very hard, took
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Behind the perfumer’s palette is the history of synthetic organic chemistry.

a sip, noticed something odd about the
mouthfeel of the wine, and suddenly
realized——bam!—that it was grainy. I'd
found the famous grainy tannins, and
the term actually made sense, because
the wine definitely had a particulate, al-
most sandlike texture, not unpleasant,
but distinctive. What's more, in tasting
it I realized that I'd encountered ver-
sions of it—milder, more restrained
versions—before. Now I knew what
grainy tannins were.

Most taste experiences work like
that. A taste or a smell can pass you
by, unremarked or nearly so, in large

part because you don’t have a word
for it; then you see the thing and grasp
the meaning of a word at the same
time, and both your palate and your
vocabulary have expanded. One day,
you catch the smell of gooseberries
from a Sauvignon Blanc, or red cur-
rants from a Cabernet, or bubble gum
from a Gamay, or horse manure from a
Shiraz, and from that point on you
know exactly what people mean when
they say they detect these things. The
smell of a “corked” bottle of wine, for
instance, is something that, once it has
been pointed out to yoﬁ\K you never
forget. 3

The idea that your palate\%d your
vocabulary expand simultaneously
might sound felicitous, but there is
a catch. The words and the references
are really useful only to people who
have had the same experiences and
use the same vocabulary: those refer-
ences are to a shared basis of sensory
experience and a shared language. To
people who haven't had those shared
experiences, this way of talking can
seem like horse manure, and not in a
good way.

Consider product A, in which
layers of cedar and raspberry strike a sharp
upfront note, while clove and creamy notes
add body while contributing an exotic,
sumptuous character that conveys luxury in

its essence. Might there also be a trace of
rubber, though?

And then there’s B, with

its aroma of underripe bananas, and the
way the fruitiness opens up on my tongue
with a flick of bitterness that quickly fades
to reveal lush, grassy tones.

Product C, on the other hand, is

fruity (with a high-profile role for the deli-
ciously garbagey, overripe smell of guava)
plus floral (powdery rosy) plus green (neroli
and oakmoss).

These are descriptions of, respec-
tively, a chocolate, an olive oil, and
a perfume, but you couldn’t possibly
guess that. I've never caught traces of
red fruit in a dark chocolate, I don’t
even know what neroli is, and, as for
underripe bananas in olive oil, 'm more
likely to catch the Sundance Kid in Bo-
livia. That doesn’t mean that the peo-
ple who can taste these things are bluff-
ing; rather, they have a vocabulary of
specific sense references that L haven'tac- 5
quired. (To complicate matters, some- &
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ous of people who wrote about wine
before the tyranny of expert descrip-
tors. The classic text in this respect
is the scene in “Brideshead Revisited”
where the narrator, Charles Ryder,
and his friend Sebastian Flyte make
a serious run on the bottles in the lat-
ter’s ancestral cellar, getting compre-
hensively blitzed and making tasting
notes:

“It is a little, shy wine like a gazelle.”

“Like a leprechaun.”

“Dappled, in a tapestry meadow.”

“Like a flute by still water.”

“...And this is a wise old wine.”

“A prophet in a cave.”

... And this is a necklace of pearls on a
white neck.”

“Like a swan.”

“Like the last unicorn.”

Here the unlikeliness is part of the
fun. Paradoxically, the more deliber-
ately over-the-top taste descriptions
are, the more they can appeal to a gen-
eral, untrained reader. Prose that is
rich in similes and wild comparisons is
making an effort to reach out. This is
the sort of game that anyone can play—
a wine can remind you of your first
kiss, or of the smell of a new car, even
if you don’t know the difference be-
tween volatile phenolics and malolactic
conversion.

In a seminal study of the subject,
“Wines: Their Sensory Evaluation”
(1976), Maynard A. Amerine and Ed-
ward B. Roessler called this the “Ro-
mantic” tradition in wine writing. They
were against it. Both men were profes-
sors at the University of California at
Davis, an important center for the
study of wine, and they wanted to put
some scientific backbone into the busi-
ness of tasting—or, as they preferred to
call it, “sensory evaluation,” since all the
senses were involved. (One of their

“finty™—“We confess that this flavor
(odor?) has never come our way’—or
“musty”: “Avoid it unless you know
what it means. We don’t.” What they
believed in was tasting wines and eval-
uating them according to verifiable,
quantifiable criteria.

Point systems have been popular
ever since. Part of their appeal is the
way they create a bridge between the
technical process of assessment and
something the ordinary consumer can
actually use. The most influential wine
assessments in the world are those
scores, out of a hundred, which appear
in Robert Parker’s The Wine Advocate,
followed by similar systems in such
magazines as Wine Spectator. A system
advocated by Amerine and Roessler
had the now touching austerity of the
nineteen-seventies, offering, instead, to
give marks out of only twenty, but the
basic idea is the same: break a wine
down into color, appearance, odor,
body, and so on, assign it marks in each
category, and voilal—you have a single
number that sums up the wine. The
reader doesn’t need a fancy vocabulary
of taste; he just needs to know the
score.

Point systems aren’t the only thing
that this more scientific approach brings
to the study of taste. It doesn’t take
long to discover that most of what we
think of as taste is, in fact, smell. The
tongue can detect only five tastes, salty,
sweet, bitter, sour, and a taste whose
receptors have only begun to be identi-
fied: umami—the savory, brothy sensa-
tion that is amply present in Parmesan,
seaweed, and ripe tomatoes. All other
taste sensations are really smells, as a
very simple experiment will confirm: all
you have to do to prove it is hold your
nose while you taste something.

smells of caraway? No one knows. When
scientists create new molecules in the lab-
oratory, they may know every detail of a
molecule’s structure yet have no clue about
what it will smell like. In 1991, scientists
discovered the family of genes responsible
for the nose’s roughly three hundred and
fifty olfactory receptors; these, in combi-
nation, are what detect the presence of
molecules and allow the brain to translate
them into sensory experiences—so H,S,
hydrogen sulfide, hits the receptors and
our brain tells us that we are in the pres-
ence of rotten eggs.

A trained nose can become very, very
good atisolating these sensory experiences
and matching them with the relevant mol-
ecules. Theoretically, every known odor-
ant molecule could have an agreed de-
scriptor. The descriptor wouldn’t need to
be in words: it could be a number, so that
the wintergreen scent of methyl salicylate
would be 172, say, and the garlicky odor of
allicin would be 402. That would be the
beginnings of a fully scientific language of
taste—a joyless, inhuman prospect.

The language of taste has, therefore,
reached something of an impasse. On the
one hand, we have the Romantic route, in
which you are free to compare a taste to
the last unicorn or the sensation you had
when you were told that you failed your
driving test—and others are free to have
no idea what you are talking about. On
the other, we have the scientific route,
which comes down to numbers, and risks
missing the fundamental truth of all smells
and tastes, which is that they are, by
definition, experiences. One of the things
that are so welcome about “Perfumes:
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