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BEFORE THE BOTTLE



Introduction


This is a ‘how to’ and ‘why’ rather than a ‘what’ book. It is not a factual volume – there are plenty of those – but an exploration of how to taste, observe, describe, evaluate and enjoy wine. It aims to help you make up your own mind confidently, by giving you the means to do so.


This book has been enlarged, and much has changed, but the structure remains the same. Completely new are a number of essays on issues that are pertinent now in a way they were not 20 years ago: Climate Change; Organics, Biodynamics, Natural Winemaking; Closures, Alcohol Levels, among others; and there is a new section on Blind Tasting.


The In the glass tasting section has been made more complete, with the addition of preparatory reading suggestions from the book, plus subsequent check-and-reinforce questions, and an option to subscribe to my website for specific wine recommendations for the tastings.


Not surprisingly the central section, In the bottle, on grapes and their wines has had to be largely rewritten, and two kind friends have also been of special help: Chris Tew updated the statistics in the map section with figures from 2015, while Robin Lee helped revise the maps themselves. Thank you both!


Gone are the old certainties: Australian Chardonnay was golden yellow, ample and oaky; you could age fine white burgundy to a mellow nuttiness over 10, 15, 20 years; freshly bottled white wine was pale-lemon, fragrant and fresh, not orange-hued, redolent of dried apricots, and tannic. Other ‘certainties’ perhaps deserve to be less secure than they were: new wood will always improve the texture of tannic reds; blind tasting is the only true measure of a wine’s quality; that alcohol levels are not an issue, only ‘balance’ is. I discuss these.


Quality, of course, exists at every level, and I look in detail at how one might think about it in a new tasting, but it must surely be, above all, about drinkability. Sebastian Payne, long-term head wine buyer for the UK’s Wine Society, puts it very succinctly: ‘It’s whether you want another glass or not, isn’t it?’ And Boekenhoutskloof’s Mark Kent put it thus: ‘Quality lies in the second half of the bottle, not in the first taste.’ Quite so. But our relationship with alcohol has also changed.


With so many wines at well over 14% abv today we are apt to forget that ‘great’ wines from only a few decades ago were 12.5% (’90 Latour or Le Pin), 13.5% (’89, ’90 Petrus). And a 14.5% companion at table is, maybe surprisingly, very different, ‘noisier’ company than a 13% to 13.5% partner.


Finally, a personal note. Ten years ago I was investigating my father, a farmer in Kenya, who died when I was 14, and an old army comrade of his replied to my letter with: ‘Your dad taught me how to taste wines and get the most out of the flavours’! How weird is that? I had no idea. In the genes, then?


THE BOOK IS MADE UP OF FOUR PARTS:



1 Before the bottle: is about how to taste and assess wine, about how grapes are grown and how wines are made.


2 In the bottle: describes the wines of the world, based on grape variety.


3 In the glass: is a ‘do-it-yourself’ winetasting course, based on my own courses.


4 Reference: consists of maps, country statistics, and a tasting-terms glossary.


HOW TO USE THE BOOK


The book is written in a logical sequence, but it is organised into sections, panels and captioned illustrations to allow you to dip into and make sense of any section on its own. There is, however, plenty of matter, and to help you navigate and make connections there is a cross-referencing system throughout – ‘See also’ boxes in one corner of most double-page spreads. These take key words or subjects, marked with a star in the text, and lead you elsewhere for further explanation.


In the bottle: the world’s most expensive wines are rarely discussed in this book, for it is a simple fact that they are beyond most pockets, and we have to keep the subject within bounds. This section cannot be ‘comprehensive’, but it is a core guide to the principal wine grapes, and to key features to look for in how grape, origin, and quality are expressed in their wines, in a world where travel, rapid communication, and ‘flying winemakers’ mean there is an increasing convergence of styles.


In the glass: read How to Use the Tastings, to get the most out of this section. The course and my method of tasting are one approach. This is what works for me. It will give you ideas, which you will adapt as you discover what works for you. The questions the course asks, the wines you try and discussions with friends will help crystallise your ideas and give you a permanent means of discovering your palate and preferences.



THE TASTINGS: READING AHEAD, LOOKING BACK, ONLINE WINE RECOMMENDATIONS


These are important additions to this new version of the book. The Reading Ahead panels and their page references will enable you to familiarise yourself with the necessary background knowledge before each tasting. Questions in the Looking Back panels, at the end of each tasting, will check and reinforce your understanding of the main points covered. Online Wine Recommendations on www.michaelschusterwine.com can be used in addition to the ‘Ideal Wines’ detailed for each tasting in the book. There are URL links to specific wines, available in real time, that I recommend for the tastings. For Tasting 1 this will be a free service, to see how it works. If you wish to benefit from this subsequently, there will be a small subscription.


If you follow the complete course, it will give you a thorough grounding in how to taste, and how to think about wine. Enjoy the exploration!


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This has been a complex book to put together and I owe a big thank you to many. To the forebearing and very helpful team at Mitchell Beazley, Pauline Bache and Juliette Norsworthy in particular, and to Denise Bates for the commission in the first place. I was very lucky to have Hilary Lumsden as my editor and Miranda Harvey as my designer, both of whom I had for the initial edition in 1999, I am much indebted to them both for their substantial and refreshing input to this new edition. And, of course, to my tenacious agent, Andrew Lownie. But most of all to Monika, without whose help and support it would not have been possible.
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YOU AND YOUR SENSES



Sight


The appearance of a wine is an essential part of its overall harmony, and very much part of the pleasure of drinking it. Beauty and brilliance of colour immediately offer us a mouthwatering prospect.




ASPECTS OF APPEARANCE


Brightness, hue and depth are the three attributes of colour.


Hue: is colour proper: red as distinct from purple, yellow as opposed to green.


Brightness: describes the light energy a surface emits, ranging from dull to radiant, the difference between a 20-watt and a 150-watt bulb, for example.


Depth: qualifies hue: for example, ‘deep’ purple or ‘mid’-yellow.


Clarity


Sediment or CO2 bubbles: if present.


Viscosity





Without being able to see what we are drinking we feel much less certain about judging what we see and smell. But although visual impressions can be strongly prejudicial, the information they convey is limited.


Colour reveals little about quality or flavour, though it may offer clues as to grape variety, origin and age in a blind tasting*. Brightness, on the other hand, gives you an immediately reassuring indication of health and freshness.


Overall clarity is important too, for we expect wine to be clear, and it appears much less appetising if it is not. In all cases, what matters is to develop a sense of what is appropriate for a given type and age of wine, to judge accordingly and to be suspicious of extremes.


WHAT APPEARANCE TELLS YOU – FROM ABOVE


With your glass standing on a white surface and your hands away from its base, look at the wine from directly above, as though you were looking straight down the stem.


Clarity: looking through the wine will show how clear it is. A clear wine, with no suspended matter, is a healthy one. If a wine looks murky for reasons other than stirred-up sediment, you have reason to worry, but that is extremely rare in bottled wines today. Vocabulary for appearance can be found in the boxes. (Boxes are used for vocabulary throughout.)
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We want milk to be opaque, but we like our wine to be brilliantly clear. The wine on the left, hazy from a fine deposit, is much less appetising to behold.
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All wines are examined from above, as though looking straight down the stem, for clarity, brightness and depth of colour.





Brightness: is a general impression, more easily perceived if you adjust your focus to the surface of the wine. Brightness is related to acidity*, and a dull or lacklustre appearance usually indicates a lack of acidity and, in consequence, a possible dullness of taste. Wines can be clear without being particularly bright, but brilliance is both a pleasure to behold and a quality feature in its own right.


Brightness is especially important for white wines, but a lustrous appearance in reds often precedes a particular fineness of flavour too.


Depth: the degree or intensity of colour, as opposed to a wine’s hue, is easier to see from above, and the visibility of the stem is a useful reference point here. Bear in mind that the more wine you have in your glass, the darker the wine will look. If you are comparing wines, ensure you have a similar volume in each glass.


Carbon dioxide (CO2) bubbles: are, of course, abundant in sparkling wines, but still wines also contain some residual CO2 from the fermentation process, which contributes to their vitality – young wines more than old, whites more than reds. CO2 is present in most still wines, but at a level which is invisible to the eye and largely imperceptible on the palate.


Where residual CO2 is visible, the tiny bubbles can be seen clinging to the inside of the glass – mainly in young wines – and usually, but by no means exclusively, those from warmer climates. The higher level of CO2 gives zip, and sometimes a touch of spritz, to the flavours. It may contribute to, but is not solely responsible for, the emulsion of bubbles that sometimes results simply from pouring wine. (See 2-year-old Riesling Spätlese, Mosel, Germany, Bubbles.)


Sediment: is uncommon in most wines. Where it does exist, it may muddy the wine’s appearance in the glass and possibly its flavour too. Old wines, reds more than whites, often throw a deposit made up of colouring matter, tannin* and tartrate crystals*. If sediment mars your glass, you have the dregs of the bottle! Refer to the section on decanting, and blame the pourer, not the wine!





INFLUENCES ON APPEARANCE


Glasses: should be clear, plain (ie undecorated), without coloured stems, and tulip-shaped so that the wine does not spill when they are tilted.


The background: against which you examine the wine should be plain white so that there is no distortion of colour.


Light source: northern daylight allows the truest colour comparison. After dark, daylight-simulation bulbs are ideal, where possible – these are bulbs fitted with a blue envelope that sheds a ‘cold’ light close to natural daylight. Standard household bulbs tend to filter out the purple and blue hues in red wine, making it look redder, browner and hence older than it really is. Fluorescent lighting distorts and flattens the colour of all wines.
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WHAT APPEARANCE TELLS YOU – FROM THE SIDE


CO2 bubbles: viewed from eye level you can sometimes see CO2 bubbles just sitting under the surface of the wine.


Viscosity: ah, those tears! Tears or ‘legs’ form on the sides of the glass as a result of alcohol evaporation, and they are related to alcoholic strength and sugar content, both of which increase viscosity. Whilst they may be beautiful and intriguing, they tell you little about a wine’s quality that your palate won’t reveal a lot more clearly. In 40 years of winetasting I have never paid them much attention. Up to you!
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A view from the side to check for possible CO2 bubbles and, after a swirl, to look at the wine’s viscosity.







*SEE ALSO


acidity


blind tasting


tannin (astringency)


tartrate crystals






INFLUENCE OF GRAPE AND CLIMATE ON RED WINE COLOUR


LOOKING AT WINE WITH THE GLASS TILTED


With your glass no more than one-third full, and holding it by the base (or foot) of the stem, tilt it away from you until the wine comes almost to the edge of the bowl. Because most of us describe colour relatively rarely, it is easier to compare two wines side by side, which will thus provide colour reference points for each other.
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Cochineal


This culinary dye has but one pigment, as its uniform, monochrome appearance reveals; much plainer to the eye than multipigmented red wine.
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2-year-old Pinot Noir, Burgundy


Pinot’s cooler-climate preference and relatively thin skin usually produce a wine that is only moderately coloured, here barely showing signs of maturity at the rim at only two years old. This colour is typical for Burgundian Pinot but would be weak for classic Australian Shiraz.
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4-year-old Shiraz, South Australia


Typically inky-purple hues of hot-climate Australian Shiraz, a grape variety with a high anthocyanin (see below) content. Such a colour would be abnormal for Pinot Noir. Little maturity showing here, even at four years.
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8-year-old Cabernet, California


A deeply pigmented, warm-climate Cabernet, which, at eight years, shows the mahogany hues at its core and brick tints at the rim that indicate age and/or maturity.
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Depth of colour is easier to see from above. But the actual hue and graduations from ‘core’ to ‘rim’ are best examined with the glass well tilted against a white backdrop.






ORIGINS OF COLOUR IN RED WINES


The flesh of most winemaking grapes is colourless. Colour in red wines comes from a group of pigmented chemical compounds, called polyphenols, in the grape’s skin. The two principal groups are anthocyanins and tannins, both extracted during winemaking. Colour is extracted* first, by contact with water in the juice; tannins* later, by increasing alcohol.


Their quantity, hue and intensity vary according to the grape variety, its state of ripeness when picked and the extent of maceration*. Anthocyanins are purple and dominate the colour of young wines, but their colour is relatively unstable and disappears before that of tannins.


Tannins are orange, amber and yellow in colour. Both groups polymerise slowly with age, ie their molecules combine and become larger until they are eventually insoluble, at which point they precipitate and form part of the sediment.


Anthocyanins do this more readily than tannins so their purple is the first colour to go, leaving the orange and brick-red hues of the tannins in more mature red wines. Tannins eventually precipitate in the same way, but more slowly. The pace of this change varies according to the grape, origin and vintage.


Depth of colour: on the whole we tend to prefer to see darkly coloured red wines because of their promise of abundant taste sensations; and a notable lack of colour for a given type of wine may indeed indicate deficiencies: excessive yield*, grapes that are less than fully ripe, a rainy harvest, inadequate maceration, for example. However, while intensity of colour is frequently associated with strength of flavour, it is not an indication of quality of flavour. At the other extreme, inappropriately deep colours can be just as undesirable, suggesting excessive extraction* or the addition of too much press wine*, both of which can make for very coarse characteristics.



ORIGINS OF COLOUR IN WHITE WINES


This is much less well understood than colour in red wines. Some of the colour appears to come from polyphenols, but of a different type from those that colour reds, and their quantity is small as there is comparatively little contact between juice and skins.


The colour of white wines increases as they age, as a result of both polymerisation and oxidation. Sweet wines made from nobly rotten* grapes are often a deep gold to begin with, and the caramelisation of their sugars over time contributes to their darkening with age. In all cases low-acid wines (very ripe grapes, hot climates) will become both dull in appearance and deeper in colour more rapidly.


Evidence of the effect of fermentation and ageing in barrel* is conflicting. The combination of contact with the wood and greater exposure to oxygen will tend to darken a wine, while contact with yeast lees tends to protect against this oxidative darkening effect.


Brilliance and subtleties of hue in whites: our eyes – and our initial judgements – are very sensitive to absolute clarity, lustre and subtlety of tone in white wines. Any hint of dullness, haze or excess colour for age and type will tend to prejudice us against a white wine at first sight.





COLOUR: ASPECTS TO NOTE WITH THE GLASS TILTED; AND COLOUR VOCABULARY


Red wine colour: look for the principal colour at the ‘core’ of the wine as well as the different tint at the ‘rim’: purple in young wines, increasingly brick-hued with age. Red wines lighten in colour as they age: inky, purple, violet, red, ruby, garnet, mahogany, brick, orange, amber, brown.


White wine colour: intensity of colour in whites is less important than for red wines, what matter here are absolute clarity, brightness and degree of colour for type and age. Whites become darker in colour as they age: wate white, greeny yellow, pale yellow, lemon, straw, gold, old gold, amber, brown.


Rosé wine colour: pale red, rose, salmon, pink, onion skin, orange. Here colour is not necessarily an indication of age, since rosés are generally drunk young; rather, these different hues reflect the variety of red grapes used and the relatively short period of skin contact when the grapes are in the vat.


For all wines: excessive browning, considering type and age, will usually indicate storage conditions that have been too warm, and therefore premature oxidation. Or just old age!
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INFLUENCE OF GRAPE AND CLIMATE ON WHITE WINE COLOUR
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2-year-old Riesling Spätlese, Mosel, Germany


Lively and limpid, yet almost colourless; appearance of a young, cool-climate Riesling that will gain colour very slowly. The residual CO2 bubbles result from slow, cool, fermentation and early bottling (see 1, 2, 3, 4).
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2-year-old Chardonnay, California


Bright, clear, pale gold of a young barrel-fermented and barrel-aged Chardonnay. Riper, warm-climate grapes and lower natural acidity typically produce a warmer, deeper colour that will darken more rapidly Chardonnay rather than Riesling.





APPEARANCE


Clarity: clear, limpid; hazy, muddy, murky, cloudy, turbid.


Brightness: radiant, lustrous, luminous, vivid, lively, bright; lacklustre, dull, flat.


Depth: opaque, deep, dark, dense; pale, light, weak, watery.







*SEE ALSO


colour extraction


tannin extraction


maceration


yield


extraction


press wine


noble rot


barrel-ferment. / -age









Smell



The finest wines are those richest in aroma*, the plainest are aromatically impoverished, and it is our sense of smell that makes the distinctions. The nose of a wine reveals much about its identity, origin and quality even before you taste.





AROMAS: A SELECTION


Floral: rose, violet, acacia, jasmine, lime.


Vegetal: grassy, green or bell pepper; pine, resin; bruised leaf, tea, mint, undergrowth; truffle; hay; green or black olive.


Fruity: orange, lemon, lime, grapefruit, tangerine; pear, peach, apricot, melon, apple, quince, gooseberry; red cherry, redcurrant, strawberry, raspberry; blueberry, blackberry, mulberry, black cherry, blackcurrant, cassis; lychee, pineapple, mango, passion-fruit.


Mineral: earthy, chalky, volcanic, slate, stony, gravelly; petrol, wax.


Animal: venison, game, gamey; damp fur, wet wool, leather; musk, cat’s pee.


Spicy: black / white pepper, clove, cedar, liquorice, aniseed, cinammon, vanilla.


Dried fruit: nutty, hazelnut, walnut, bitter almond; fig, prune, raisin, fruit cake, jam.


Burnt: tar; coffee, toast, butter, caramel, chocolate, honey; ‘roasted’, singed, smoky, tobacco.


Chemical: if you recognise any ....






SMELL AND HOW IT WORKS


Smell is a highly complex system, still not fully understood, but recognised as, by a long way, the most important of our senses for both winetasting and wine drinking, conjuring up intensely vivid memories of people, places, occasions and emotions. Most of what we describe as ‘taste’ is in reality ‘smell’: a fact we appreciate better as adults when we realise we can barely taste our food or drink when we have a cold or hold our nose.


Smell consists of odour molecules, many of them complex compounds, which react with the tiny mucus-bathed hairs of the olfactory epithelium, our smell receptor system, at the top of our nostrils. The signals of smell, once perceived, are then conveyed to our brain for interpretation via the olfactory bulb.


It is, in effect, a dual-route delivery system (see illustrations) with odour molecules first being detected orthonasally, via the nostrils that is, as we sniff. This is ‘smell’ strictly speaking. Further odours are then perceived retronasally, via the upper throat (the ‘rear’ nasal passage) as we breathe out. This is perceived as ‘taste’, by association with other sensations (texture, temperature) originating at the same time in the mouth. The combination of sensations from nose (smell) and mouth (taste) make up the complex amalgam we call ‘flavour’.


The two odour pathways reveal different sensations, some odours being more easily perceived from an airborne state by the nostrils breathing in, others from a liquid state with the wine in the mouth, via the upper throat, upon breathing out. The fact that they reveal different facets of flavour is easily shown when you consider the difference, for example, between the ‘smell’ of freshly ground coffee and its ‘taste’. It rarely ‘tastes’ as good as it ‘smells’.


Wine in the mouth (‘on the palate’ in winespeak) is also a more complex experience than smell alone, because of the extra taste aspects there are to perceive in addition to the aromas perceived via the mouth. The primary tastes*, texture, temperature, spiciness, the manifold facets of alcohol ... all connect to a much wider network of the brain than that for the ‘orthonasal’ nostril pathway on its own.
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SMELL: ORTHONASAL PERCEPTION


Smell: odour-laden air from the glass crosses your olfactory epithelium, the smell receptor mechanism, as you breathe in through your nostrils, the orthonasal, or direct nasal passage. This is perceived via the olfactory bulb as ‘smell’, the wine’s ‘nose’.





INFLUENCES ON SMELL


Four important factors affect what we are able to smell. Being aware of them helps us maximise our perception and may also help us to interpret what we smell.
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TASTE: RETRONASAL PERCEPTION


Taste: the mouth’s warmth, along with air drawn through the wine, release the wine’s odours. These are driven out over the olfactory epithelium via your throat, the retronasal passage, as you work the wine with jaw and tongue. You perceive these odours as ‘taste’ / ‘flavour’ by association with other sensations in your mouth.
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AFTERTASTE: RETRONASAL PERCEPTION


Aftertaste: as you breathe out through nose and mouth after swallowing, the surfaces of, and the air in, your nose, mouth and throat remain saturated with residual odour / taste sensations. This is called the ‘aftertaste’, which lingers more or less, according to the quality of the wine.





Adaptation*: describes the way our sense of smell gets used to – ‘adapts’ to – what it is smelling and as a result becomes less sensitive to it, less able to perceive it. For this reason, first impressions are usually the most telling. If you find you can no longer ‘get at’ smells you think are there, stop trying, leave the wine alone for a while and then go back. Our sense of smell tires rapidly, but it recovers rapidly too.


Temperature*: affects how odour molecules vaporise. The warmer the wine, the more easily vaporisation occurs; the colder the wine, the more reluctant it is to yield its scents. The perfect temperature is a will-o’-the-wisp – it is almost always a compromise.


What you have just smelled: will make any smell you move on to seem particularly clear, at least to begin with. This is the dual effect of contrast (with the previous odour) and sensitivity (to the new smell) prior to adaptation. The immediate comparison may put either odour in a better or worse light, but it will usually help to define them both.


Glasses: the size and shape of their bowl in particular have a marked effect on how the bouquet of a wine comes across, but, given certain minimal criteria, any standard glass will do. Those basic requirements are that the glass should be plain, not too thick, large enough to allow for a vigorous ‘swirl’ without spilling, and with a tapering bowl to ‘gather’ and concentrate the wine’s aromas. When comparing wines you should endeavour to have identical glasses. The same wine smelled in different glasses will smell different, even if it doesn’t taste different – though your perception of the nose is likely to influence your impression of the palate too.
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A tasting sample in a horizontal International Standards Organisation (ISO) tasting glass. The tulip shape enables you to tilt it thus, without spillage, meaning you can examine the hue closely and easily.








There is an increasing range of very attractive wine stemware on offer, with claims to various performance perfections according to their specific designs. No question that the shape of the bowl makes a difference to the way in which a wine’s bouquet emerges, or that their weight and shape may have something to add to the overall aesthetic experience. But, initial impressions apart, I don’t believe the glass can affect the way we perceive a wine’s most important attributes: ie texture, aromatic interest, length across the palate and the qualities and persistence of the finish. Because to perceive and appreciate these needs time as you palpate, aerate, explore and consider the wine – the more time, the more complex the wine is. For my part, I don’t find that the way in which the glass rim affects the ‘delivery’ of the wine to the palate initially can influence those all-important subsequent, longer-lasting stages of ‘tasting’. That said, we also know that first impressions are particularly compelling! (See also Wine Service at Home.)




*SEE ALSO


aroma


primary tastes


adaption


temperature





WHERE SMELLS COME FROM


(This is covered in more detail in the section Viticulture and Vinification.)


Grape variety: the best winemaking grape varieties vary considerably in their aromatic characteristics, and it is these characteristics that are the prime source of the individuality of flavour in their wines.


Location and viticulture: the grape’s aromatics* are affected by where they grow, and how and to what extent they ripen. Sauvignon Blanc from N Zealand smells clearly of its grape variety, but it is a very different version of the aroma from that encountered in Sancerre from France. Aromas are also affected by yield (high yields dilute them), how vigorously the vines grow (excess leaf cover* often leads to herbaceous characters), whether the overall climate is warm (softer, riper, juicier smells) or cool (crisper, more intense characteristics); see Tasting 3.


Vinification: the most obvious vinification-related odours are the mildly dairy-like smells deriving, occasionally, from malolactic fermentation*, ‘yeasty’ smells related to time on the lees, and the vanillary aromas (among many others) that come from contact with new oak*.


Bottle age: some of the most subtle and desirable smells in fine wine are to be found in quality wines that have been given time to mature in bottle, anything from a couple of years to a couple of decades and more.



HOW TO SMELL WINES IN THE GLASS


It is worth wetting the whole interior of a fresh glass with wine, just to mask any traces of washing-up residue or musty storage odours.


Favour one nostril, then the other; it often helps you ‘get at’ the nose of a wine if you favour first one, then the other nostril. We have, in effect, two olfactory bulbs and two clusters of olfactory receptor cells, located at the top of the nose, corresponding each to a nostril, with differing sensitivities and different peak, functional periods.


Before agitation (glass resting on the table, or hand-held but still): odour molecules of smell differ in their volatility, ie in their ability to escape from the liquid and vaporise. The lightest emerge naturally from the wine’s surface when it is at rest, unagitated. Smell the wine in this state, before swirling, or you may well disperse what are some of the most delicate and transitory smells. Sniff gently, noting the different smells as you identify them.
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My wife and I drink out of glasses we enjoy the look, form, and feel of, like the range here, broadly grouped into white, on the left, red in the middle, and Champagne on the right. But this has more to do with conventions of size and shape than anything else. Second from left is a favourite, the Riedel Rheingau. Sixth from left is a family glass, enjoyed for sentimental reasons. The antique Champagne pair are lovely, full stop.
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Giving the glass a good swirl drives the wine up its walls, creating a broad expanse of thin liquid from which the molecules of aroma can vaporise more easily. There is often a succession of scents as the wine subsides.





After agitation: weightier molecules need encouragement. Give the glass a good ‘swirl’: a small, circular motion (anticlockwise for right-handers, clockwise for left-handers), sufficient to drive the wine up the walls of the glass. This creates a broad expanse of thin liquid from which the heavier smells can vaporise more easily. Smell what is now a well of aroma-rich mist in the glass, and again note down the scents you detect. You need to concentrate to identify the smells, and you will probably find they are at their most clear-cut and intense between three and eight seconds after you begin. Experiment with how strongly you need to breathe in, to suit yourself and the wine. After swirling, particularly with older wines, you may well note a succession of fleeting scents before the wine becomes still again. There is not invariably a marked difference between ‘before’ and ‘after’, but you should give yourself the opportunity to see if there is.


Occasionally after a shake: if a wine seems very ‘dumb’, or stinky, try covering the glass with your palm and give it a good aerating shake to rouse it, or to disperse the pong.


After emptying the glass: some of the heaviest molecules and richest odours only emerge after considerable contact with oxygen, which happens when there is little wine and lots of air. You will understand this if you have ever savoured the residual bouquet in an empty glass of fine Cognac or malt whisky, the morning after! This is what the French call the fond de verre, bottom of the glass.


Aroma vs bouquet: as general terms these are pretty much interchangeable. Used more specifically, aroma describes the primary, varietal, fruit and fermentation-based smells in young wines. The phrase ‘highly aromatic’ is reserved for wines with an impressive array of aromas, perceived as smell, taste and aftertaste. Bouquet is used, by analogy with the variety of scents in a bouquet of flowers, to denote the softer, sweeter, more subtle smells that evolve with bottle-age.


HONING YOUR SENSE OF SMELL


Developing our sensitivity to smells and an ability to identify them is a question of application and practice. An efficient way to start is to use a specific list such as the ones in the boxes, as a trigger and memory aid whilst tasting, matching names to smells as you go. A more expensive, but much more precisely efficacious tool is the Nez du Vin series of reference aromas, which you can use to train your olfactory memory.




SMELL: ASPECTS TO NOTE


Health: clean; grubby, dirty; faulty (specify if possible).


Intensity: closed, dumb; weak, light; open, medium-intensity; intense, strong, concentrated.


Characteristics: grape-variety smells; those associated with vinification and barrel-ageing; state of maturity, bouquet smells associated with bottle-age. See the boxes listings.


Quality: indistinct, neutral, vague; plain, common, ordinary; simple straightforward; clear-cut, frank; delicate, subtle, complex; penetrating, long, refined, classy.







[image: illustration]


The large Nez du Vin box of reference aromas. The small phials come in sets of different sizes, including one devoted to wine faults.







*SEE ALSO


grape aromatics


leaf cover


malolactic fermentation


new oak









Taste and tasting


We have already considered wine’s appearance and smell, and now we turn to taste: wine in the mouth, its ‘flavour’. Here, in the final phase of tasting, the word ‘taste’ is used in two of its many senses: the physiological one first, and then the aesthetic.


The physiological meaning of taste refers to the perception of sensations that we call taste, including the ‘primary’ tastes*: sweet, acid, salty, bitter, umami; and other sensations originating in the mouth such as temperature, texture and aromas sensed retronasally. The aesthetic meaning involves questions of judgement (How good is it? What is it worth?). As far as the winetaster is concerned, neither is possible without the medium of language. The following three sections, Taste and Tasting, Words and Qualities and Values, look at these three aspects of tasting and how they interrelate.




[image: illustration]


The problem for beginners tasting wine is how to look, and what to look at to make sense of it. In the picture of Adam and Eve embracing there are three images: Eve’s profile to the left, Adam’s to the right, and an imprecise composite (like a mouthful of wine). Unless you focus on Adam or Eve individually, it is impossible to see either clearly, and in practice awareness flips from one to the other. But knowing there are two faces, you can adjust your gaze and concentrate on one at a time to see each more clearly. Similarly, with wine in your mouth, you can focus* on its elements separately and consider them individually before returning to an impression of the whole. Experience, and guidance from others, will show you which elements to look for in the first place.





WHAT MAKES A GOOD TASTER


Recent science tells us that there is a significant variation in the number of taste-buds that each of us has; those of us blessed with a very large number are called ‘supertasters’. Whilst this may be of personal interest, taste-bud incidence is likely to be a poor indicator of whether you will make a good taster. Firstly, most of what we call taste is in fact smell, and most of the qualities we appreciate in wine (aroma, texture, length, its great diversity of proportions) are related to aspects other than those sensed by the taste-buds. What the taste-buds of the mouth perceive – the so-called primary tastes of sweetness, acidity, saltiness, bitterness and umami* – is but a very minor part of what wine has to offer.


Secondly, what counts in any case is not so much your potential sensitivity to these limited aspects of taste, but how your mind processes, interprets and communicates what you perceive. And that is a question of practice, of developing your vocabulary, of a set of values and, above all, of motivation. Children – and dogs even more so, for that matter – are much more sensitive to tastes and smells than most adult humans, but as they cannot articulate and pass on their perceptions via language, we would hardly call them supertasters, not in any useful sense of the word. If you want to be a good taster, and work at it, the likelihood is that you can be.


TASTING VERSUS DRINKING


Drinking wine, like listening to music, is mostly a passive, albeit very conscious, sensual pleasure; we relish the sensations without giving them too much thought.


Tasting wine involves a deliberate and considered act of scrutiny, more or less brief according to what the wine has to offer or what you are trying to do, the ultimate aim of which is to amplify your enjoyment. In this respect it is no different from studying any subject you fancy, be it art, literature, sport, gardening, music …. In the company of someone who knows, as well as by reading and experiment, you discover what to look for, and how to look for it: brushwork, form and colour in painting; melody, textures and harmonies in music; movement, plays, strokes and strategies in sport; plants and their placement in gardening.


Increasing familiarity leads you to notice more and more easily, and you begin to take pleasure in variations on themes* you recognise and in discussing them with others; you broaden your taste by sampling the unfamiliar. And, in the case of wine, when you go back to just drinking, simply letting the sensations wash over you, you appreciate them all the more.


THE IMPORTANCE OF WORDS


A look, if an oversimplified one, at the interdependent relationship between perception and words is a useful background to understanding how to develop your overall tasting ability. Here is what happens: a physical or chemical stimulus excites your sensory apparatus (vision, smell, taste) and creates a sensory message. This sensation is automatic, registered as a reflex. But from the brain’s viewpoint, no colour, scent, taste or texture is such until it is consciously recognised. Our senses are constantly bombarded with stimuli, but our perception of them is mostly passive – and therefore, in effect, non-existent – until we direct our attention to them, at which point we become consciously aware.


Think of background music: always there, but on the periphery of perception, swimming in and out of our consciousness depending on whether or not we direct our attention to it. But even conscious perception works at two levels. We can be aware of a sensation but unable to put a name to it – or uninterested in doing so – partial perception if you like; and we can perceive it fully by identifying it with a word or a name.


Words help us to notice things. The capacity of our senses to perceive far exceeds our ability to articulate all the sensations we can experience (just consider colour and smell), and of course we don’t need the words to have the experience. But once acquired and linked to the appropriate sensations, words help us locate and identify them subsequently. They make perception more rapid, more efficient. And when we taste with a wide vocabulary, an active search of the mind generates the words, which in turn capture and crystallise the sensations.


This is why we find the thoughtful, ‘expert’ commentary of others helpful, because it guides, clarifies and heightens our awareness; and why enlarging our own stock of active words is so essential. Even professionals benefit from reviewing their vocabulary periodically.




*SEE ALSO


primary tastes


umami


focus attention 1, 2, 3


themes / variations 1, 2





THE TASTE OF WINE


Describing the taste of wine in the mouth is more complicated than assessing its appearance or its smell. There are more aspects to consider and a limited time (while you have the wine in your mouth) to mull over them before you need to swallow or spit. Thus the principal difficulty facing you is knowing where and what to focus your attention on, and in which order to look. This is made easier by having a consistent, systematised approach. So let’s dissect and consider:


• How to direct your attention.


• The order in which to consider things.


• The technique of tasting.


• Tastes and sensations to focus on.


HOW TO DIRECT AND FOCUS YOUR ATTENTION


Have a look first at the picture and caption so as to get a background to ‘directing your attention’.


The traditional ‘map’ of the tongue is understandably discredited because its oversimplification – sweet-sensitive taste-buds at the tip, bitter-sensitive taste-buds at the rear and so on – is scientifically inaccurate. Most taste-buds can respond to each of the primary tastes, if not with equal sensitivity. But if its shortcomings are clear from a scientific point of view, the ‘taste-map’ of the tongue remains a useful reference for tasters. Almost everyone’s experience shows that different parts of our tongue are indeed more sensitive to one taste than another, the traditional locations are correct for most people, bitterness and acidity especially, and they continue to be practical focal points when tasting.


Knowing which locations are more highly sensitive to specific sensations helps your mind home in on these tastes as you explore the liquid. And becoming familiar with the ‘taste-bud’ map of your palate is a good place to start seeing how easily you can ‘direct your attention’ to different aspects of wine, in this case sweetness, acidity, bitterness and length (see Taste-buds other than on the tongue). To find out about your own particular primary-taste sensitive areas, consult the exercise.


But remember that what the taste-buds perceive is a very limited part of our experience of wine. Other more abstract qualities, such as balance*, texture* and those all-important aromas, for example, are not perceived by the taste-buds, and are therefore less easily pinpointed. But the principle of directed, focused attention is the same.





HOW MUCH WINE TASTE DO YOU GET FROM YOUR TASTE-BUDS?


Take a sip of wine, any wine, and hold it in your mouth, but with lips shut, tongue and jaw absolutely motionless. You will sense a liquid presence, maybe notice a little acidity at the sides of your tongue, maybe a touch of spritz or sweetness in some wines. But beyond that, practically nothing – until you start to move your tongue and jaw and allow a little air across the wine, and breathe. This is a clear demonstration of the very limited role of taste-buds in ‘taste’. It is much the same as holding your nose, lips closed and jaw motionless, with a mouthful of wine. To actually ‘taste’ the wine you need to ‘move’ it, to ‘feel’ it, to aerate it and get its aromas (the principal source of ‘taste’) to your olfactory bulb. (See Aromas as Taste, Aromas, complexity, time for more on aroma as taste.





THE ORDER IN WHICH TO CONSIDER THINGS


It is useful to think of tasting in two broad phases: information first, interpretation second.


Information: in this first phase you use your senses to get as much information as possible (or as much as you want) from the wine. You need to search actively to ‘see what there is to see’, putting words and names to what you notice as you go, tasting the wine fully by considering its component parts separately. This analysis provides you with a factual summary. Indeed, a definition of this first phase of tasting might be: an attempt to maximise the number of sensations you can perceive and identify in the wine.


At this point you can stop and simply enjoy your drinking; the very act of tasting attentively will have revealed to you much that might otherwise have gone unnoticed. Or you can proceed to the second phase ...


Interpretation: armed with the individual perceptions from phase 1, you can now:


a) put the parts together again in order to see the wine as a whole;


b) go on to evaluate it, asking a wide range of questions relating to quality, value for money, typicity and so on, which are dealt with under Values*.


You might think of these two phases in a number of ways: in essence they are What? and So What? respectively, or information followed by interpretation. Either can be simplified or refined to whatever extent you like or, more importantly, according to what seems appropriate for the wine concerned.



THE TECHNIQUE OF TASTING


As with considering a wine’s appearance and then its smell, the actual ‘mechanics’ of tasting is easy to learn (steps 1 and 2, below). It’s what you make of your perceptions that counts.


Below is a detailed outline of the tasting* process and sequence. This is an ideal, if you like, because common sense tells us that not all wines require, or reward, such close examination, in which case you just curtail the procedure. Other wines, however, take more time to get to know, but repay the effort. Your tastes, time, interest and the occasion will decide what is suitable.


Technique, step 1: take the equivalent of a good teaspoonful of wine into your mouth – 6–7ml is what I find comfortable. Beginners often take too little – and then taste mainly the harsher aspects of the wine. Too much is wasteful, especially if sample size is limited, but more to the point it is cumbersome to explore in the mouth and then messy to spit.


Technique, step 2: alternate between working the wine gently round your mouth, aerating it and swallowing a little. You work it round to make sure it reaches all your taste-buds, and to feel its texture; you aerate it (draw a little air across) in order to release the molecules of aroma, a large part of the taste; you swallow a little to get tastes and scents to the important receptors in your throat, and also to drive them up to your smell receptors before spitting. All the while, the motions of your tongue and jaw gently move the warmed and odour-laden air, via your pharynx, across your olfactory hairs: retronasal perception, odours perceived as ‘taste’ because they seem to emanate from the mouth. (See Taste-buds other than on the Tongue, and Taste: Retronasal Perception). With a little practice this should become a physical rhythm which is second nature.


Information, during your first taste: concentrate on making a quantitative summary of the wine, noting its basic ‘dimensions’: body (alcohol), acidity, tannin (in reds) and concentration, focusing your attention as necessary on different areas of your palate, different aspects of the wine, always searching for the appropriate words. You may find you have time to note the most obvious individual tastes during this first tasting too. Then spit. This will have given you a broad outline of the wine, a good idea of its overall quality and, crucially, whether it deserves further exploration and to what extent – one more taste, two ... etc. You will find that the simplest wines probably need only this one look.




[image: illustration]



TASTE-BUDS OTHER THAN ON THE TONGUE


The location of taste-buds is not limited to your tongue. They are also located in the oro-pharynx, the area directly behind your mouth, and in the upper part of the oesophagus (the tube that leads down to your stomach). In addition to being further points of focus, these are important from the taster’s point of view because they account, in part, for the physical sensations of ‘length’ of flavour – one of the principal measures of quality in a wine. (See also illustrations.)





Information, during subsequent tastes (as required): as you continue to work, aerate and swallow a little wine, note individual tastes / aromas; their intensity, variety, subtlety; the balance of ‘fruit’ as opposed to ‘aroma’; the character and qualities of the wine’s texture; its mid-palate length* and interest; the quality and persistence of its aftertaste.


This requires considerable concentration as you make sure you cover each aspect, and as you search your mind for vocabulary. A regular pattern of scrutiny will ensure you don’t miss anything. Clearly, only the finest wines will merit or repay such detailed examination; experience (and pleasure!) will rapidly tell you which they are.


Details of the more quality-oriented aspects mentioned here are dealt with in the section Words and Qualities.


Interpretation: you have the information, now you decide which questions, about various values you want to address. There may be none at all: ‘I just want to sit back and enjoy this without thinking too hard any more,’ or at the other extreme you may want to consider numerous questions relating to quality, style, typicity, value for money, readiness to drink, and so on. See also the section Values*.





*SEE ALSO


balance


texture


values


tasting tech. summary


mid-palate length








DRYNESS / SWEETNESS


Bone-dry, dry, off-dry, medium-dry, medium-sweet, sweet, intensely sweet, cloying.






TASTES AND SENSATIONS TO FOCUS ON


These are the so-called primary tastes: sweet, acid, bitter, salty and umami; touch or tactile sensations, related to alcohol, tannin and CO2; and, complex and elusive, but probably most important of all, aromas as taste (retronasal olfaction). Outlined for each is a brief account of their origins, how and where you perceive them, how they interact in a wine’s overall balance and, in many cases, some vocabulary you can use to describe them.





ACIDITY


Rising levels, from insufficient to excessive: flat, flabby (inadequate acidity); soft, fresh, brisk, lively, crisp, vital, mouthwatering, firm, vigorous; and for excess: tart, sharp, green, hardbiting, acid.





PRIMARY TASTES



DRYNESS/SWEETNESS


The term ‘dry’ in winespeak is the opposite of ‘sweet’; it simply means an absence of any sugary impressions. ‘Cloying’ is a term used to indicate insufficient acidity to balance the level of sugar.


Origins: the principal sources of sweetness in dry wines (those with all the sugar from the grapes fermented into alcohol) are alcohol itself, and the flavours of naturally ripe fruit.


Alcohol, at the level it is in most table wines (7 to 14.5%), contributes a sweetness that is easily demonstrated if not always perceptible as such. Modest quantities of glycerol, a by-product of fermentation, may also add sweetness. In sweet wines the main sweet taste comes from the fructose and sucrose sugars in the grape’s juice, which have not been fermented into alcohol. This is called residual sugar*.


Perception: sweetness is perceived primarily on the tip of the tongue. The two sites at the rear sides of the tongue are also sensitive to it. But unlike acidity and bitterness (qv), it is a general rather than a localised sensation. If you have a sweet tooth (as I do), you will probably be less aware of low levels of sweetness. If you dislike sweet things, you are likely to be much more sensitive to it.


Role and balance function: for most people, sweetness is the only flavour that has any appeal on its own. It moderates and counterbalances acidity, astringency and bitterness; and in turn its own intensity is moderated by them.




COMPARATIVE TASTING


The contrast effect, or adaptation: the nervous system is very sensitive to change. If you taste a high-acid wine and then a low-acid one, the latter, even if well balanced, will likely taste rather flat. Taste them the other way round and the acid wine will taste disagreeably sharp.


Your palate having become ‘adapted’ to one sensation will experience its ‘contrast’ even more keenly. This may be a distorting influence on your perception of many aspects of tasting: sweetness, body, intensity of flavour, quality and so on. On the other hand, it may also be usefully revealing, depending on the context. What matters is to be aware of it.






ACIDITY


Origins: the most important acids in wine, tartaric (the principal one) and malic, come from the grape. But acid can be ‘adjusted’ up* during fermentation in warmer climates when there is insufficient acid in the ripe grapes. Small amounts of other acids are produced during fermentation: notably lactic acid, during malolactic fermentation, and acetic acid, a natural and normally imperceptible component, but a fault when present in excess (see volatile).


Perception: the sharpness of acidity is clearly perceived on the sides of the tongue, so it is easy to focus one’s attention on it. An unpleasantly high level of acidity also tends to thin one’s saliva and thus create a slight feeling of astringency as well. An agreeably high level is appetising, mouthwatering in the literal sense that it makes you salivate; it ‘makes the juices run’.


Role and balance function: acidity shapes and puts into relief the flavours in wine just as it does in fresh fruit. Its level varies enormously according to the type and / or origins of the wine, and just what constitutes an appropriate amount varies as much as it does with different types of fruit.


Acid is especially important for white wines as, in the absence of tannin, it constitutes their principal element of ‘structure’. Familiarity will enable you to describe it relatively objectively, as well as helping you decide whether it is adequate or not, both for the type of wine, and for your personal taste.


To what extent you actually taste acid depends very much on the levels of the wine’s other main constituents: alcohol, sugar and tannin. The sweet aspect of alcohol takes the edge off acidity, but in white table wines with high alcohol (say 14% and above) and high acidity, it can make the acid taste even harder. Sugar itself moderates and diminishes acidity as we know, delaying and to some extent masking our perception of it. High levels of tannin and acid accentuate each other.



BITTERNESS


Origins: bitterness can come from a number of sources: unripe tannins in barely ripe red grapes, bruising of grape skins and pips during both red and white winemaking*, excessive ‘extraction’ during maceration in red winemaking, excess oak contact for white wines. It frequently has a simpler origin, namely high alcohol, especially in white wines with only a modest amount of flavour.


Perception: mainly, and clearly, tasted at the rear (base) of the tongue, sometimes seeming to reach back into the throat. The taste is like that of quinine in tonic water, or of strong black coffee. It is sometimes confused with tannin; but though they may be associated, bitterness is a taste, tannin is a tactile sensation. Its taste location at the back of the tongue explains why bitterness, when it is found, is usually perceived as part of the ‘finish’ or ‘aftertaste’ of a wine.


Role: bitterness plays no crucial role in wine’s structure (unlike acidity and alcohol); it is simply a taste. Individuals’ perception of bitterness varies a great deal, as does their liking and / or tolerance for it. It is sometimes present in young, tannic red wines that require ageing, and it is a light, agreeable attribute of many Italian wines, for example.



SALTINESS AND UMAMI (See boxes)



TOUCH OR TACTILE SENSATIONS


Tactile sensations are not, strictly speaking, ‘tastes’, but we perceive them as such because they are part of the overall ‘flavour’ we sense in the mouth. The principal ones, ‘body’ and ‘astringency’, derive respectively from alcohol and tannins (see below). They are an important part of what we taste, and they can strongly affect our impressions, both positively and negatively.



ALCOHOL AND ‘BODY’


Origins: ethyl alcohol or ethanol is the main product of fermentation, where grape sugars are fermented by yeasts. In cooler climates, if the grapes are considered not to have enough natural sugar (for the wine’s required level of alcohol), this can be boosted by the addition of sugar* to the must during fermentation. Most standard table wines contain between 7 and 14.5% alcohol by volume (abv). (This can also be expressed as 7° or 14.5°; it means the same thing.)


Perception: alcohol is a complex liquid whose properties are such that it has both tastes and textures. We have already seen that it has sweet and bitter tastes. It has a perceptible warmth in the mouth, especially at levels above 14% abv, which, in excess, can make table wines taste ‘hot’, sometimes ‘hard’ or ‘fierce’. It also has a perceptible ‘thickness’, a palpable viscosity of texture, especially by comparison with water, which we call ‘body’ (see 1, 2).


Role and balance function: alcohol’s sweetness has been discussed above. Its ‘presence’ in the mouth is something we ‘feel’, the very essence of ‘wineyness’, vinosity. This is part of the impression that we call ‘body’ or weight in a wine, and is the aspect of alcohol that has most words associated with it. Like all the principal aspects of a wine’s make-up, what is an appropriate level is very much a question of the type of wine. Alcohol also carries and spreads the flavours of wine around the mouth, and helps prolong them on the finish.





BITTERNESS


Indications of intensity are usually sufficient: quinine bitterness; slightly bitter, bitter, very bitter.








SALTINESS AND UMAMI


Saltiness: although wine contains salts, the taste of saltiness as such is rare. Umami: has come to be accepted as a fifth primary taste. This Japanese word meaning ‘savoury’ refers to the taste of the flavour enhancer monosodium glutamate (MSG, E621), whose taste is typically found in, for example, soy sauce and Maggi flavouring.






ASTRINGENCY


Origins: most astringency in wine is produced by tannin, and most of that is in red wine. There are two sources: the skin and pips of grapes, and new wooden barrels. Tannin from grapes is extracted during both fermentation and maceration (the period when grape skins and pips remain in contact with red wine after fermentation). Tannin from wood is extracted during the ageing of wine in new-oak barrels.


Perception: astringency is the drying, furring, puckering sensation you get in your mouth when your tongue and gums no longer ‘slip’ against each other smoothly. Tannin creates this effect by combining with and coagulating the proteins in your saliva so that it no longer has its normal lubricant properties. Its effect is more or less intense according to both the quantity and the quality of the tannins.




*SEE ALSO
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acid adjustment 1, 2
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addition of sugar / chaptalisation 1, 2








ALCOHOL


Relating to alcoholic weight or ‘body’. What is perceived as too little alcohol for a given type is described as weak, thin, watery; in between they are light-, medium- or full-bodied, ample, generous. Too much makes for wines that are potent, heavy, hot, hard, alcoholic, fierce, spirity.





Role and balance function: tannins continue to defy scientific analysis. We know what they do, but we still don’t really understand why. More than anything else tannins affect the texture of a wine, how it feels in the mouth and the vocabulary of tannin reflects this. But they appear to contribute to its overall sapidity as well to its savoury richness, particularly when they come a) from really ripe grapes, and b) from careful vinification.


Insufficiently ripe grapes and / or brutal handling of the grapes during vinification can produce herbaceous, bitter and excessively astringent* characters. As a preservative, tannins allow fine red wines to age; and if they are good quality, not overly astringent, then they will soften over time, making the wine’s texture softer, smoother, glossier.





ASTRINGENCY


Quantity: lightly, moderately, very or abundantly tannic.


Quality: fine-grained, soft, silky, velvety, matt, dry, firm, chewy; ripe, rich, savoury; green, vegetal, herbaceous, tough, coarse, aggressive, astringent. See also Quality: Texture / Mouthfeel, The Effects of Oak: Texture.





The astringency of tannin is accentuated by acidity, and for this reason many red wines with abundant tannin don’t have as much acidity as those without. Nor do they need it, for the presence of tannin gives some of the ‘shape’ and definition to red wine that acidity does to whites, or to reds with very little tannin. Without tannins the feel of red wines in the mouth would be just like that of white wines. Tannic astringency is softened by sweetness in the form of sugar or alcohol, and sugars also delay its perception in the mouth.


As with acidity, what is judged to be an appropriate level of tannin is closely related to the grape variety and type of wine.





CO2



Pearly, prickle, a touch of spritz, pétillant (French for a very light sparkle).





CARBON DIOXIDE (CO2) IN STILL WINES


Origins: along with alcohol, CO2 gas* is the principal by-product of fermentation and newly fermented wines are saturated with it, but the bulk of this disappears naturally, or via racking*, prior to bottling. However, a few white wines are deliberately made to retain enough CO2 for it to be both tasteable and sometimes visible too: Vinho Verde, Muscadet sur Lie, many Swiss, German and warm-climate New World white wines, for example.


Perception: occasionally you can see CO2 bubbles clinging to the interior of the glass, and if you can see them you can almost certainly taste them, usually as a first impression, just as a light prickle on the tip of the tongue. Even when the bubbles are invisible, you may still notice them. Carbon dioxide and water produce the mild carbonic acid with which we are familiar from carbonated water and fizzy drinks. The warmer the wine is, the more obvious CO2 will be ... and vice-versa.


Role and balance function: all wines, young ones especially, contain a little CO2, usually imperceptible to both eye and palate, but contributing brilliance to appearance and freshness to both nose and flavour. The more tannin red wines contain, the less CO2 they will likely have because, as a mild acid, it would tend to accentuate any astringency.



AROMAS AS TASTE


The categories above describe important elements of a wine’s make-up, which are relatively easy to focus on individually. But without the input of aromas, they give a very limited account of our taste experience of wine.


Under Smell and How it Works we have seen that most of what we ‘taste’ is ‘smell’, perceived as ‘taste’ because we ascribe its origin, understandably, to what is in our mouth, rather than to the olfactory bulb at the top of our nose, its real origin.


Hence the need to make the distinction between smell (odours via the nostrils, orthonasal olfaction), primary tastes (taste-buds) and ‘taste’ (odours via the mouth and pharynx – retronasal olfaction), and to use ‘flavour’ to describe the overall experience (including that of texture, temperature, etc).


Origins: Aromas, and the ‘aromatic’ aspect of wine are less easy to focus on than, for example, acidity, tannin, sweetness, because their chemical-compound origins are more multifarious, more diffuse, less clearly localised.






IDENTIFYING FOCAL POINTS AND GETTING YOUR BEARINGS


Finding your way round wine is like navigating the sky at night: you need to recognise the reference points to get your bearings. Until you are ‘shown’ the particular bright stars, you don’t ‘see’ the pattern called Orion the Hunter. But once identified, Betelgeuse, Rigel and Orion’s Belt become easily recognisable focal points because they stand out so (his raised right arm is missing, his ‘shield’ is beyond the right-hand side). Wine too has ‘focal points’ to help you get your bearings. Its ‘bright stars’ are the structural elements of alcohol, acidity and tannin, and individual aroma / flavour / texture traits. Once you recognise them, you can home in on them, consider them, and thus establish the ‘patterns’ that identify the various grapes and wine styles.
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PIERRE POUPON: NOUVELLES PENSEES D'UN DEGUSTATEUR

MICHAEL
SCHUSTER MITCHELL BEAZLEY





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-03.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0011-03.jpg
vy

o





OEBPS/images/f0011-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg
Olfactory
bulb

Olfactory
epithelium hairs

Odour laden
ai perceived
s taste






OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg
Offactory bulb (enlarged for
the purposes of llustration).

Offactory e

epithelium hairs

Odourladen air perceived
as smell B





