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I NTRODUCTION

I never thought I was  going to become a wine professional. I was a cook. Even that was an accident. I 
moved to Aspen, Colorado, the ski town, and fell in love. I knew that I would do whatever it might take to 

live in this  resort community, and I knew that my previous education was not going to help. So, I cooked. 
At Þrst I cooked breakfast (and 25 years  later people still come up to me and tell me they miss  my hash 

browns!) I moved up the culinary ladder and eventually became the apprentice to a French trained chef.

It was  in this classic culinary environment that my epiphany occurred. The waiters  liked to play Òguess 

this  wineÓ with any wine that might be left over. Since this  was  a very exclusive restaurant (it only sat 20 
people, twice a night, and the menu changed daily) the wine tended to be of the highest quality. I was 

young, and my wine experience was essentially non existent. I never had any way of knowing what we 

were tasting, until one night. On this  fateful night the head waiter poured me a glass, and with a smirk, 
told me to try to guess  what it was. I looked at it, smelled it, and tasted it. I pronounced rather sheepishly 

ÒIt is  a 64 Margaux.Ó The waiter looked at me with shock, and asked how I could possibly know. ÒWe 
tasted it last monthÓ I replied innocently. I expected that to settle the matter, but it just led to greater 

disbelief. ÒYou remember something you tasted a month ago?Ó he asked. To which I replied ÒOf course, 

donÕt you?Ó His unprintable reply was my Þrst indication that I have a gift, a gift of palate memory, and it 
turns out to be rare.

Armed with this  new knowledge that I had a gift, I began to read everything I could about wine. Knowing 

that reading is  never enough, I arranged to spend the summer in France with my wife. I was cocky and 

young (at least I am not as  young now) and I was  full of book knowledge. I had never been to a winery, or 
tasted wine in any sort of professional environment. I would like to think it was  my poor understanding of 

the French language that led to my Þrst memorable faux pas, but it was mostly lack of  experience.

One of the Þrst wineries we visited had a rain barrel full of water and wine for the proprietor to spit his 

wine out into. Previously I had dutifully spit on the ßoor like the others in the winery, and I was  unclear on 
the purpose of the barrel. The gentleman gestured at the barrel with his  wine glass, and said something in 

French. To this  day I am not sure what he said, but I took it to mean that I should rinse my glass  in the 
rather nasty rain barrel. He laughed at me, and kindly fetched me a clean glass, and through pantomime I 

realized I was to spit in the barrel and not stick my glass  in it. After 20 years  I still feel the shame of what 

was a silly, but minor faux pas.

I wanted to share this  with you to demonstrate a basic fact that is  easy to forget. No one is  born knowing 
about wine. Most of us  do not even encounter wine until we are well into our 20s, and the Þrst time we 

look at a wine list we are completely overwhelmed.

Eventually, if we persevere, we learn a few favorite styles  and producers, and for some, this  is  only a 

beginning. Soon we are stopping at every out of the way liquor store to see if a forgotten bargain is hiding 



inside. Then we move on to wine tastings, and ÒseriousÓ wine appreciation. A few of us  are so struck with 

the wine bug, it becomes our vocation.

Somewhere in there we decide we want to learn to reÞne our wine vocabulary. For me, that meant reading 

the college texts  that are available on the subject. Not only did this  cover quite a bit more than I was 
planning to learn, but they tended to contradict one another. I quickly realized that the language of wine 

was not well deÞned, and that it ultimately was more a matter of  opinion than convention.

After teaching and writing about wine for two decades, I decided it was time to share what I had learned. 

The language of wine has  not become any more deÞned, and I am not pretending to have written the 
deÞnitive book on the subject; rather, I have attempted to blaze a new trail. To teach people that talking 

about wine does not have to be any more complicated, or detailed than you wish it to be.

We all have to start somewhere, and no matter where you are on your wine journey, this book can help. It 

may not stop you from embarrassing yourself, but at least you will smile and know you are in good 
company.

WineEducation.com

Since 1996 I have been rambling on about wine on the World Wide Web, in fact I have been teaching and 
learning about wine on-line since 1984. Wineeducation.com has been the test bed for much of  what has 

been written here, although this book contains original material that has never appeared on the web site. 

The site will continue to be updated, and will evolve to act as a companion to this and my future wine 
books. If  you have never visited, come on by. Sign the guest book and say hi. Those of  you that have 

signed the guest book, and are a fan already, thank you for your continued support. Stop by to see what is 
new.

WhatÕs New?

This edition has several new entries, notably the regions of  the world I visited on my way around the 

world. There are also the usual Þxes to typos and other errors. It has been reformatted to take advantage 

of  (and due to the limitations of) the ebook format.

Note on the Fourth (ebook) Edition

In 1998 my wife Jan and I sold everything we had and went around the world for 365 days. At the end of  

the trip we needed to make a life changing decision. Where in the World were we going to settle? The 
wines, the lifestyle, the climate, and above all the people of  Argentina beckoned to us.



We have been living in Argentina ever since. The amazing wines of  Argentina have been keeping me busy, 
and along with JanÕs incredible photography have been the subject of  the electronic magazine we now 

publish. Mendoza Wineries is at least as of  this writing, a free download. It is in PDF format so you can 

view it in the same e-reader you are using now.

Enjoy the magazine, this book, and my various web sites. When you visit Mendoza, Argentina, and trust 
me when I say you want to visit, look us up.

http://www.mendozawineries.com/
http://www.mendozawineries.com/
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TALKING ABOUT W INE

For some people talking about a wine brings them pleasure, for others tasting wine is its own reward. Most 
of  us either know someone that seems to be able to talk forever about a wine, or at least have seen such a 

character in the movies or on television. Many of  these people seem to know what they are talking about, 
too many more do not. It is easy to be intimidated by the blend of  poetry and technical mumbo jumbo 

that seems to surround the language of  wine. It need not be.

We talk about wine because we want to communicate our experience to someone. We use special words, 

because every day speech seems ill equipped to convey the nuance of  something as personal as what you 
taste in a wine, and how you feel about it. Some wines can inspire us to speak volumes, and others can be 

summed up in a few words.

A little conÞdence can go a long way. Start out easily. Read through this Þrst chapter a few times until you 

are comfortable with the basic terms I use, and then if  you are up to it, you can begin to expand your 
descriptions. Only a few words are really needed to give someone a good idea of  what you thought of  a 

wine. The thousands of  other words used by wine lovers are mostly there to Þll in the details.

It is important to know that there are no real rules to what words to use and which to avoid. Personally, I 

try to avoid words that assign action to something inanimate (i.e. anthropomorphic words). Wine doesnÕt 
do anything, or act any way, it just sits there. If  you feel a word conveys meaning and understanding, use 

it, donÕt let my, or anyone elseÕs rules get in the way.

To get the most out of  this book, open a bottle of  wine and enjoy, as we learn how to talk about what you 

are tasting.

Balance

Wine is all about balance. It is primarily a balance between the three main components of  wine: fruit, 

tannin and acidity. It can also be a balancing act with food, or special circumstances. If  someone shares a 
special bottle of  wine with you, the circumstances and the situation may make the wine more memorable.

Acidity

Acidity and acid are words you will come across throughout this book, and everywhere wine is discussed. 
Some people cringe when acid is mentioned. Perhaps they conjure up images of  battery acid. The acid in 



wine is like lemon juice, it tastes sour. Lemon has to be balanced by sugar when you make lemonade. Too 

much lemon, or too much sugar, and the lemonade will be out of  balance.

As the grape ripens, the amount of  sugar in it increases, and the amount of  acidity decreases. This is true 

for all fruits. The wine maker wants the grapes to be picked when they are at their perfect balance 
between sugar and acidity. 

The sugar will be turned into alcohol by the yeast during fermentation. Too much sugar and the wine 

may be alcoholic, or have problems during production (stuck fermentation). If  there is too much acid and 

not enough sugar, you will get a wine that is sour and unpleasant.

This same balancing act is what we are paying attention to when we taste wine. We want to determine if  
the wine has a pleasing balance between sweet and sour, and something not quite bitter - tannin.

Tannin

When you taste a red wine that you would call heavy or hard or rough, it is the tannins you are tasting. 
These come from the grapes themselves, and you have tasted them if  you have ever peeled a grape and 

eaten the skin. It is bitter, but not really, it is almost more something you feel than taste.

Tannins soften with time. A young wine that is intended to be aged will often have tannins out of  balance 

with the rest of  the wine. That is because tannins soften with time, and the wine is not ready to drink yet. 
This is what that whole aging wine thing is primarily about. A well aged wine has very soft tannins, and 

one that is too old has lost all of  its tannins. Most wines are not made to age, or at least not for very long. 
These wines usually have less tannin, and they either have more fruit, or the impression of  fruit is more 

noticeable.

Fruit

Fruit is the third part of  the wine balancing act. One could characterize fruit as everything that is pleasant 

in wine. It is what balances the sour acids and bitter tannins. Fruit is a catch-all phrase for the smells and 
ßavors that you Þnd in wine, even if  they smell more like wood, or anything other than fruit.

Different kinds of  grapes have different characteristics. Some are tart and Þrm, some sweet and juicy. The 
ßavors the wine ends up with are due in part to the grapes that are used, where the grapes were grown, 

how the wine is made, and even who the person is that made it. These all contribute to the style of  the 
wine. The acidity and the tannins are part of  that style, but it is the fruit you notice.

The list of  things people have smelled or tasted in wine is endless. The important thing to remember is 
that these smells and tastes are ßeeting and subtle. Few wines strongly resemble any single type of  fruit. It 



is usually a mix of  things you smell and it is often difÞcult to put a Þnger on exactly what it reminds you 

of. Whatever it is, in wine, we call it fruit.

The 5 Senses

The term ÒtastingÓ is applied to the act of  experiencing wine, although in truth all Þve senses are used 

when you ÒtasteÓ wine. 

Taste   

This is the Þrst sense that comes to mind, but it turns out your tongue can actually only taste four things:

Sweet - It is alcohol and the perceived sweetness of  the fruit ßavors in wine that act to balance the other 

tastes. In sweet wines, there is sugar that also needs to be balanced.

Sour - The taste of  acidity. Acidity not only keeps wine fresh, it offers a balance to the sweetness of  the 

alcohol, as well as to any sugar that may be in the wine. Acidity is required to help wine age, so the 

greatest wines, those few that will last for decades, always have a good deal of  acidity in their youth.

Bitter  - A result of  tannins in wine. White wines tend to have few tannins. Tannins come from the skins 

and seeds of  the grape. Tannins can also come from aging the wine in oak barrels. Grape tannins along 
with oak tannins are common in red wines, with oak tannins being primarily responsible for whatever 

amount of  tannin a white wine has.

Salty  -  With very few exceptions salty is not a ßavor you Þnd in wine. Salty foods are rarely 

complimentary with dry wines, although a wine that contains a small amount of  sugar will balance salty 
foods nicely.

Smell

The world is full of  smells. Most of  the time we hardly notice them, and in many cases, this is a good 

thing. Wine too is a complex mix of  smells. To make matters slightly confusing, when we talk about ßavor 
we are also talking about smells. Since there are only four tastes, where do all the other ßavors come from? 

It turns out that we actually smell what is in our mouths. There is a connection between our nose and 
mouth (retronasal passage). As we eat, we draw small amounts of  air across the food or drink, into our 

nose, where receptors identify the aromas. Since the food is in our mouths, our minds consider these 

smells to be ßavors. A common example of  this is when you eat something while you are suffering from a 
cold. You canÕt taste it because your nose is stuffed up, and you canÕt smell it either.



Smell is the great memory trigger. Nothing can make your mind wander like a smell. It is for this reason 

that so many smells are associated with wine. The subtle, ßeeting aromas of  wine trigger a memory and 
the taster is treated to an image of  what they smelled. This may or may not be related to what others smell 

in the same wine. Almost any aroma or ßavor you can imagine, good or bad, can or has been applied to 

wine by someone.

Sight

The most obvious aspect of  sight in wine is color. There are a few other aspects that the casual observer 

would tend to overlook. 

Opacity  - This is a measure of  how much light passes through the wine. A good way to judge this is to 

tilt the glass over a well lit page, and see if  you can make out the words through the wine. All but the 

darkest of  wines let some light through, while few white wines stop more than a small amount of  light. 
Opacity is a clue to how intense the ßavors will be, and in many cases, which grapes are used and how the 

wine was made.

Clarity  - There was a time when wines were often cloudy, they were full of  particles that ßoated around. 

While an old wine can throw sediment, and a shaken bottle with sediment will look cloudy, young wines 
rarely suffer from clarity issues any more. The wine making techniques used now should eradicate all 

potential for a wine to become cloudy. Even wines marked ÒunÞlteredÓ should be clear. Any wine that is 
not clear (unless it is an old red wine) should be considered faulty. 

Brilliance  - Another visual aspect of  wine that should rarely be an issue, due to modern wine making. 

Few wines are dull, but even today, some are shinier, and more brilliant than others.

Color  - Wines in youth are a different color than they will be once they have aged. A young red wine will 

often have hints of  blue, but will turn brown with age. White wines start life nearly colorless, but they too, 

yellow, or even brown, with age. Oxygen is the culprit that turns wine brown and the mechanism is one we 
are all familiar with. Bite into an apple, and put it down for a time, and it too will brown from oxidation. 

Had you squeezed some lemon juice on that apple, the browning would have slowed due to the citrus acid 
in the lemon. Acid in wine works the same way, as an antioxidant to help preserve the color and freshness 

of  the wine.

Touch

As aroma is to smell, haptic is to touch. It is the word we use to describe all sensations relating to touch. In 
wine, haptic sensations range from the temperature of  the wine, the tickle of  the bubbles in sparkling 

wines, or the burning sensation in your nose from high alcohol content. There is even a mouth feel to 



wine, especially older wines. Some of  these sensations are easier for someone to understand if  they have 

tasted a lot of  wines. Others will be obvious at once.

Sound

On the surface, this would seem to be the least of  the senses used in wine tasting. In fact, this is the sense 

that this book is most concerned with. The sound of  wine is that of  discussion. Lively discourse on how 

the wine tastes, what it is, where it came from, and for some, how it was made. It is telling that the word 
ÒSymposiumÓ which has come to mean a gathering where topics are discussed, originally meant a wine 

tasting party.

There is another aspect of  sound as it relates to wine. This is found in the joyous clink of  wine glasses 

raised to punctuate a heartfelt toast.

Tip: To ensure you get the ringing clink, and not a dull clank, always hold your glass by the 

stem when you toast.

The Tasting Ritual

Wine is a food. We enjoy it with meals, or with company. It does not have to be expensive to be enjoyable 
or even to want to talk about it. The tasting ritual exists because wine is complicated, and it helps to take it 

one step at a time. Wine appeals to everyone, and there is no reason it should be for a privileged few. In 
most of  the rest of  the world, it is just another food item on the table.

The Steps

Figure 1.1 illustrates the order that wine is tasted and talked about. This hand-out is from my school, the 
Aspen Wine Program, and is given to each student as a reminder to explore each aspect of  the wine. At 

the end of  this chapter, you will Þnd something similar to keep in your wallet.

Step 1 - Look at the wine, judge its appearance. What color is it? How opaque is it? 

Step 2 - Swirl the wine and then smell it. Do it twice, the Þrst time inhale from just outside the glass, 
slowly and long. The second time inhale sharply from inside the glass. This will help you to smell both the 

aromas that escape the glass and those that stay inside. DonÕt worry yet about what you smell, just how 

strong the smell is. This is the degree of  fruit. If  the wine burns your nose hairs it is ÒhotÓ and this means 



it has a lot of  alcohol. This is usually a sign of  quality in wine, if  it is not too overwhelming. You also want 

to notice and comment on any strange or bad smells the wine may have. 

Tip: Swirling a wine glass takes practice. As you are learning, the best way to do it is to leave the 

wine glass on the table, place two Þngers on either side of  the stem, and make small circles with 

the base. Start slowly, and as you gain conÞdence swirl more vigorously. Learning to keep the 
wine in the glass and off  your clothes is the goal. Practice with water, to minimize accidents.

Step 3 - You Þnally get to taste the wine. Place a small amount of  wine in your mouth, and perform the 

famous wine tasting slurp. This will increase the amount of  aromas that reach your nose, through your 

mouth, increasing the intensity of  the ßavors. The ßavor of  the wine is deÞned by the balance of  the 3 
tastes: fruit, acid and tannin. It is further deÞned by the speciÞc type of  fruit you experienced, usually this 

is Þrst noticeable in the smell, and often, but not always, carries through to the ßavor.

Tip: The slurping technique is another one that takes practice but is very important. Place a 

small amount of  water or wine in your mouth. Do not swallow. Place your lower lip between your 

teeth, and raise your upper lip. You can now draw air in through your teeth and over the wine. 
Practice until you can do it easily, and without so much force that you choke. Beware of  

dribbling.

Step 4 - Look for any tastes that follow swallowing (or spitting) the wine. Are the ßavors pleasant? Is there 
any bitterness? We are looking for actual bitterness here as opposed to the rough ßavors of  the tannin, and 

it is somewhat rare. Drinking coffee and other bitter drinks tends to dull oneÕs palate for bitterness, so not 

everyone can catch it when it is there. If  you do notice it, make a comment about it, because it is a sign 
that the wine may not age well. After the ßavor and even the aftertaste have faded, can you still taste a 

sense of  the wine? If  so, this is the linger, and how long it last is one of  the most important indications of  
quality in a wine.

Step 5 - Pronounce your judgment upon the wine. Did you like it or not? If  you are up to it, say why. If  

you have tasted enough wines to compare this one to others of  its class, do so, how typical is it? Finally, 
consider everything you have said and experienced about the wine, and if  you know how much it cost, 

decide if  the wine is a value or not. A wine that cost many hundreds of  dollars should surprise no one 



with its quality, but a memorable wine that is affordable is a Þnd, and you want to make sure to remember 

it.

A Few Good Words

Now that you have learned the concepts, it is time to learn the words you will use. 

The language of  wine can be rich and varied. While this adds poetry and excitement to discussions of  
wine, it does not always lend itself  to the complex task of  conveying something as subjective as how a wine 

tastes. The trick to communicating is to use a few choice words rather than to use as many as you can 

conjure up.

For each of  the aspects of  wine you will be given just a few words to remember. Aroma and taste have 
many words associated with them, and so, many words will be listed in the next chapter. Most are so 

familiar you will not have to worry about remembering them.

The words will be broken down into the various aspects of  wine we discussed above.

Appearance

Color  - From youngest to oldest, although some young wines may start anywhere on the scale.

Red wine:
Purple �� Violet red �� Garnet �� True red �� Bright red �� Brick red �� Orange red �� Tawny

White wine:
Clear �� Pale green �� Straw �� Yellow �� Pale gold �� Golden  ��Amber �� Maderized

Opacity  - From letting a lot of  light through, to letting no light through.

Transparent �� Light �� Translucent  ��Dark �� Opaque

Brilliance  - From not at all, to very.

Dull �� Bright �� Brilliant

Odor (Aroma / Bouquet)

Degree of  Fruit  - From not at all, to very.

Closed �� Tight �� Fruity ��Perfumey



Hot or not  - does it burn your nose hairs? If  so it is high in alcohol.

Aromas  - In the next chapter is a list of  smells / ßavors commonly found in wines. Some are pleasant, 

some not so. You may not Þnd any of  these in wine, or you may Þnd something completely different. This 

is the most subjective part of  wine.

Off  Odors  - Sometimes when you smell a wine, it seems somehow wrong. It may be subtle, or it may be 
overwhelming. The moldy smell of  a corked wine is one of  the most common. There are many other 

smells and ßavors that are considered Òoff Ó and are mostly due to spoilage or some sort of  mistake in the 

wine making.

Taste

Flavor  - Here are a few words to use to describe each of  the three components in a wine, fruit, acidity 

and tannin. The Þrst word relates to wine that has too little of  the taste in the balance, and the Þnal word 
is for too much of  that taste.

For fruit:
Dry wines: Sour �� Tart �� Balanced �� Fruity ��Jammy

Sweet wines (for sugar): Sour �� Tart ��Balanced �� Sweet �� Cloying  

For Acidity: Flat �� Thin �� Balanced �� Tart �� Sour

For Tannin: Thin �� Light �� Balanced �� Hard �� Rough

Notice that there is overlap with the words that relate to acidity. Acidity is the most readily recognized 

aspect of  taste, and one of  the most important in wine. You will almost always have something to say 
about the acidity of  a wine.

A note about balance : When a wine is in perfect balance it is very hard to talk about, since no 

one aspect of  it stands out from the others. Should you Þnd the rare wine that seems perfectly in 
balance, simply say so and move on. When it comes time for you to give your overall impression 

of  the wine, look back at more than the balance. If  it was complex (had many different aromas 

and ßavors) as well as balanced, it is a great wine. If  it is balanced and has nothing else going for 
it, it may simply be boring. I have a special term for boring wines: 

No Vice - No Virtue.

Finish



Aftertaste  - The most important aspect of  a wineÕs aftertaste is simply to ask yourself  ÒIs it pleasant?Ó 

Some chemical ßavors or other less pleasant ßavors tend to show up in the aftertaste, so a wine that has 
been good up to this point may not Þnish as well as you would like. Bitter is one of  those tastes that tends 

to show up at the end. Bitterness should be rare in wine, and since many people have grown used to the 
bitter taste of  coffee and tea, they may miss it. That true bitter ßavor (as opposed to the roughness of  

tannin) is a sign that something went wrong in the wine making process (usually the maceration period 

was too long) and the wine may suffer for it over time.

Linger  - The best wines have an incredibly long, lingering taste. It remains after you have swallowed or 

spit. The ßavor is almost always pleasant, and is more a shadow of  all that has come before, rather than a 
new taste. When you taste a wine that has a long linger, you feel compelled to enjoy the taste until it fades, 

and then you want to try the wine again, just for the sensation of  that long linger. Most wines do not linger 
so long as to be memorable, so make a point of  mentioning it when you do Þnd a wine that lingers forever. 

Low quality wines almost always have a short linger, or even no linger at all. Sweet dessert wines linger 

longer than dry wines, so expect more from them.

Overall impression

Like or dislike  - When someone asks you what you think of  a wine, they expect you to jump right to 
this point. Fortunately, it is usually pretty easy to tell if  you do or donÕt like a wine, just from a sip or two. If 

you are not speaking with someone that expects a detailed reply, just answer this question with a simple 

yes or no. If  you are speaking to the wine maker, or you are at a wine tasting, expect to have to add why 
you like or dislike the wine. When you justify your preference, it will help to be able to mention each 

aspect of  the wine, as a way to bolster your opinion. The more you taste wine, and the more comfortable 
you are talking about it, the more detailed your ÒwhyÓ will become.

When good wines turn bad : As you taste more wines, and become quite familiar with one or 
more types of  wine, you are certain to run into a favorite wine that is not Òshowing well.Ó Usually 

it is a shock to Þnd a familiar wine that tastes completely different than you remember. Before 

you blame your palate, keep in mind that some wine is subjected to environments that may alter, 
or even ruin, the wine. 

The most common culprit are the twin plagues of  shipping and storage. Not all wine is treated as  

well as it should be before you get it. If  you are a serious wine lover you will eventually create a 

wine cellar of  some sort. You will coddle your wines, and do everything you can to protect them. 
Unfortunately, you do not always have control over what has happened to the wine before it came 

into your possession. Chances are, the wine was not so lovingly cared for before you got it. 

Rather ironically, wine tastings are a place where a wine may not show well. It may have been 

shipped to the tasting that day, and it may even have come to the tasting in the trunk of  a car. If  



you taste a wine that you know, and it tastes odd, especially if  it tastes as if  the acid, tannin, and 

alcohol have all been separated, it is likely to be suffering from Òbottle shockÓ due to the move. 
The good news is that wine is incredibly resilient, and given time, usually a month or two, it will 

be back to its own self. 

Finally, a word about a Òcorked wine.Ó If  you taste a wine and it has a suspicious moldy smell, 
open another bottle and compare. If  the smell is not in the second bottle, the Þrst was corked, 

and was just subjected to bad luck, you do not have to write off  the wine entirely. If  the second 
bottle smells the same as the Þrst, the barrels used to age the wine were old and moldy, and you 

should avoid that wine from now on. In a restaurant or a wine tasting, there should never be an 

issue with opening a new bottle when it is suspected the Þrst was corked. If  they do give you a 
hard time, do not give them your business in the future.

Typicity  - Typicity is a  measure of  how typical a wine (or other subject of  scrutiny) is for its class. 

As you taste more wines, and become familiar with regions, grape varieties, or even wine makers, you can 
determine how typical this wine is compared to others. The important part of  this is to make the decision 

of  how typical the wine is, without judging its overall quality, or how much you like it. 

In Europe many wines must be tasted by a panel of  experts, to decide if  the wine is typical of  wines that 

would bear similar labels. In Italy, where new wine making trends and techniques have created many 
wines that are not typical of  the region, the Italians have instituted a new designation for those wines 

which are not typical, but are still of  high quality.

If  you have tasted enough wines to determine if  this wine is typical for wines of  its class, say so. 

Sometimes being atypical is a bonus, often times it is not, since the consumer may be getting something 
other than what they expect.

Value  - The ultimate pronouncement for any critic. Sure the wine was good, but was it worth it? This is 
in many ways the most subjective part of  talking about wine. If  you earn millions a year, and the greatest 

bottle of  wine you ever tasted cost you an hourÕs salary, you may consider it a bargain. If  you earn a more 

modest wage, and that same bottle of  wine cost you a weekÕs, or even a monthÕs salary, you are not likely 
to consider it a bargain, no matter how good it was.

As with typicity, determining the value of  a wine is made easier if  you have tasted a great number of  

wines. You can then tell by tasting it approximately how much a similar wine would cost. Compare the 

wine you are tasting, against the ideal price, and see how it fares.

For those just learning about wine, keep this step simple. When it comes to value, just decide if  you would 
pay the same amount for the wine again. If  so it is a decent value.



Sample Wine Tasting Notes

The goal in talking about wine is to share your impressions with other people. What is important is 
communication. The trend among wine writers has been to shorten their prose, but they still do not 

always communicate their experience of  the wine.

Here is an actual tasting note for a Pinot Noir from a leading publication:

Earthy, decadent ßavors weave through the dark cherry and orange peel notes. $18.

The wine earned 80 points. While that sounds high, it was actually one of  the lowest scores of  any wine 
they have ever listed.

This would be my tasting note for the same wine:

Light true red, and very translucent. Not much on the nose, low alcohol. Slightly dirty aroma may be a form of  spoilage. Dark 
fruit in the mouth. Tart acid balance, no tannins, and slight fruit. Not much in the aftertaste, with perhaps a hint of  citrus 

notes. Short linger. Overall I was not impressed with this wine. It is light compared to other Pinots from the region, and at 
$18 it was no bargain.

Their tasting note was much shorter than mine, but they left me with the impression they liked the wine, 
even though it received a low score.

Ultimately, how you talk about wine is a matter of  style and personal choice. Just try not to lose sight of  

your objective, which is to communicate an experience.

Keep it simple

The above tasting notes are an example of  what I would write or say about wine. I am a wine 
professional with many years practice at describing wine. It is unlikely you would describe a wine 

with the detail I did, nor is there any real reason to do so.

Using the terms I have outlined in this book, this same wine could easily be described as:

Tight, with a tart balance. Light tannins, short linger. 

This is a perfectly reasonable thing to say about this wine, and it communicates your experience 
with the wine as well, or better than I did.



Written notes vs. talking about wine in person

When you write about a wine you have time to reßect on what you tasted. When you are prompted for an 

answer to Òwhat do you think of  it?Ó you will be put on the spot and you will have to talk about each 
aspect of  the wine as you taste it.

Written tasting note for a Þctional Chardonnay :

Light golden color. A ton of  fruit on the nose. Hints of  bright tropical fruits, as well as woody notes from 

oak aging. My Þrst impression of  the wine was that it smelled better than it tasted, but it soon developed a 
near explosion of  fruit in my mouth. Well balanced, with just a hint of  oak tannins leading me to think 

that this wine could use some more aging. Pineapple and cloves notes are predominant, with hints of  ripe 
melon and other bright fruits. The aftertaste is rich and pleasant, with a long linger that seems to go on 

forever. The fruit in this wine is typical of  a well made Chardonnay. At this stage in its aging the oak gets 

in the way. A very good wine that will be excellent in another year or two. At $50 it is not a bargain, but it 
is what I would expect to pay for this quality.

The same wine, described in person :

I love the golden color, since the wine isnÕt that old I would guess it has seen a lot of  oak. (after smelling the 

wine) Wow, that is a huge nose. (after tasting the wine) Hmm, not much to it at Þrst... wait here it comes. 

Everything that was in the nose is in the mouth now, and the balance is great. I am tasting a little more 

oak than I like, but that will probably go away if  the wine ages a bit more. Nothing is standing out in the 
Þnish, but it sure keeps going. Nice wine, if  a tad pricey.

Finally

There are many ways to talk about wine, and many words you can use. The words we have just covered 

will be all most people ever need to know. For those who love technical things, or wish to advance their 

knowledge of  wine, the rest of  the book will cover many more aspects of  talking about wine. For those 
who just wanted the conÞdence of  having something to say when tasting wine, continue to review the past 

section whenever you feel the need. 

If  you have now learned everything you wanted to know in regards to talking about wine, or even if  you 

plan to keep reading and become an expert, there is something that you should consider doing from now 
on. Take notes whenever you can. Even if  you never look back at the notes, it will force you to pay 

attention to what you are tasting, and will be good practice to help you taste every aspect of  a wine.


