
Before you Start
There’s a whole set of circumstances that can influence 
your perception about wine tasting.

First, make note of the circumstances surrounding your wine tasting 
experience that may affect your impressions of the wine: a noisy or 
crowded room makes concentration difficult. Cooking smells, 
perfume and even pet odor can destroy your ability to get a clear 
sense of a wine’s aromas. A glass that is too small, the wrong shape, 
or smells of detergent or dust, can also affect the wine’s flavor.

The temperature of the wine will also have an impact on your 
impressions, as will the age of the wine and any residual flavors 
from whatever else you have been eating or drinking. You want to 
neutralize the tasting conditions as much as possible, so the wine 
has a fair chance to stand on its own. If a wine is served too cold, 
warm it with your hands by cupping the bowl. If a glass seems 
musty, give it a quick rinse with wine, not water, swirling it around to 
cover all the sides of the bowl. This is called conditioning the glass. 
Finally, if there are strong aromas nearby - especially perfume - walk 
as far away from them as you can and try to find some neutral air.
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The Best Portugal Commitment
We are committed to provide you the basic knowledge designed
to help kick-start your ongoing exploration of wine. Through 
these simple guidelines, you’ll discover your own palate.

“Wine is the most civilizing 
  thing in the world.�
        Ernest Hemingway

How do you Taste and Evaluate Wine
Learning about wine will improve your sense of taste as well as 
help you buy better wine. First things first, let’s take a look at 
how to taste wine and then we will give you some tips on how to 
improve the experience of tasting your preferred wines. 

We will present you with some basic common wine knowledge. 
With a little curiosity and practice soon you will be familiarized 
with the basics of wine in a consumer perspective.

Wine
Tasting
Quick Guide
for wine begginers



Wine Tasting in 3 Steps
Professional wine tasting can be decomposed to 3 easy actions: 
Observe, Smell and Taste.

1. Appearance

Tilt the glass so you can take a good look at the color of the core as well as the color of 
the rim. 

Clarity - Is the wine clear?
Haziness or cloudiness can indicate an undesired fermentation occurring in the bottle, so 
a faulty wine.

Color - Is it lemon-green, lemon, or gold? Is it purple, ruby, garnet or brown?
A young red wine should be purple or ruby in color. A young white wine will have hints of 
green on its rim. If a dry wine is brown in color be cautious when tasting: it is either very 
old or may be oxidized (which you will want to return if you are in a restaurant).

Can you see legs or tears running down the side of the glass? 
Despite common beliefs, legs are not an indicator of quality. It is a phenomenon caused 
by the alcohol evaporating at a faster rate and having a lower surface tension than water. 

Are there sediments, dark residuals in the glass? 
Sediments are very common in a developing or mature bottle. As red wine ages, it shreds 
color in the form of pigmented sediments. While it is safe for consumptions, most 
sommeliers and wine lovers prefer decanting the wine to filter the sediments.

If it is a sparkling or Champagne, are these tiny beads or large bubbles?
A good quality sparkling tends to have tiny beads (dot-like) and a consistent pestilence.

2. Aroma

Give the glass a swirl (you want to do this in a circular motion and stick to one direction to 
avoid jotting the wine too roughly). Swirling the glass increases interaction of wine with 
oxygen, which will release aromatic molecules and enrich the tasting experience.

Cleanliness - Take a quick sniff to determine if the bottle is good.

Does it smell fruity and fresh? If yes, signs of a good wine.

Are there notes of paper cartons which could indicate a corked (bad) wine?

Is there any sign of a sherry aroma which could indicate an oxidated (bad) wine?

If the wine is clean (not faulty), take a generous sniff to get a good sense of its aroma 
character.

Common aroma categories are fruit, floral, herbal, vegetal, and oak. 

Examples of specific impressions are blackberry for fruits, rose for floral, cedar and 
nutmeg for oak influence.
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Look at the wine against a 
white background to get 

an objective view.

Begin by familiarize 
yourself with the broader 
aroma categories and then 
eventually work towards 

specific impressions.

Tips

Tip #1

Tip #2



Wine Tasting in 3 Steps (cont.)

3. Palate

Take a generous sip and swirl the wine around your tongue. It is important to swirl as our 
sensors for bitterness, sourness, saltiness, and sweetness are located at different areas of 
our tongue. Only via swirling the wine in our mouth can we fully pick up its different flavor 
profile. 

Body - What is the weight of the wine on your palate? Is it light, medium, or full-bodied?
To get a notion of what we are talking about you can compare it with milk. Light-bodied is 
like skim-milk, watery and light-weighted. Medium-bodied is like full milk. Full-bodied is like 
cream, rich and comes with a solid feeling of weight.

Sweetness -  Is it a result from the fermentation process or just intense fruit flavors?
The word "Dry" is commonly misused. Dry in the wine world does not mean bitter, it simply 
means not sweet. Most red wines are dry.

One of the most common mistakes people make when first tasting wine is to confuse the 
fruitiness of a wine with sweetness. Although fruit flavors may be associated with 
sweetness in your mind – since fruit is sweet – in wine fruit may exist in wines that have 
absolutely no sugar left over.

Sweetness in wine is a function of the amount of Residual Sugar (RS) in a wine. As a wine 
ferments, yeast turns the sugar in grape juice into alcohol to create wine.  

The easiest way to differentiate fruit from sugar is to eliminate the sense of smell from the 
equation. Fruit is a flavor characteristic that is mostly aromatic – you smell fruit notes much 
more than you taste them. Sugar, on the other hand, is felt on the tongue and tasted 
exclusively in the mouth. So if you smell a wine and it smells sweet, and you taste it and it 
smells sweet, you can then plug your nose and taste it again. A truly sweet wine will still 
taste sweet, while a fruity dry wine will lose almost all of those ‘sweet’ characteristics.

Alcohol - How much heat can you feel at the back of your throat?
Wines made in a warm climate generally have a higher alcohol than wines made in a cool 
climate.

Tannins - Is there a puckering feeling in your mouth? 
If your mouth dryes up and your lips stuck to your gum. These are the feelings of a highly 
tannic wine. In the mouth, tannins create an astringency and bitterness. They can be felt, 
even if they can’t be tasted, as a sort of coating on the tongue. Young wines with high 
levels of tannin may be overly bitter, or unpleasantly drying to the mouth.

In the traditional model of wine aging, these tannins bind with other elements of the wine 
and fall out of solution, becoming a heavier sediment in the bottom of the bottle. This 
results in a mellowing of the tannins, a change in color (a lightening in red wines, a 
browning in white wines), and added complexity and nuance to the flavor and aromas of 
the wine. White and red wines both tend to lose some of their fruit-forwardness, gaining 
more subtle characteristics as they age.

Tannin is only one part of the equation – in order to age well a wine must have not only 
ample tannin, but also the correct balance of acid and fruit. Without enough acid, the wine 
will tend to fall apart over time, becoming limp and dull. Without enough fruit the wine will 
be softened to the point where it has very little flavor. With the correct balance, though, 
tannin can result in beautifully complex wines that age for decades, revealing more and 
more subtle flavors over time.

Most young white wines have minimal contact with grape skins/ stalks, they do not have 
much tannins. Big whites that have undergone maturation in new oak would have some 
tannins. 

Acidic - Can you feel your mouth watering? 
Good acidity gives wine a good backbone as well as feelings of crispiness and 
freshness. 

Flavor - What flavors can you taste? 
Is it straight-forward or can you pick up layers of flavors? 

Length & Finish - How long does the wine linger in your mouth after you swallowed (or 
spit) it? 
Count in seconds. A good wine will last 10 seconds; A great wine can last 30+ seconds! 
A wine's finish describes the character of the length. Is it clean, is it bitter, or is it 
menthol?

How

What
to 

look
for

Comprehension

Comprehension

Wine Stories & Tours

.comThe Best Portugal Wine Tasting Quick Guide

Professional wine tasters 
would purse their lips and 
suck in air and let the wine 
opens up a bit in their 
mouth. The drawing in of 
the air allows the aroma to 
hit the olfactory receptor 
which is located at the 
back of the nose, 
enhancing the tasting 

experience.

Some wines have the 
fermentation process 
stopped before all of the 
sugar is consumed by the 
yeast, leaving some sugar 
left in the wine. Others 
may allow the process to 
finish, but then add grape 
juice or sugar back to the 
dry wine. These are sweet 
wines. Other wines allow 
the fermentation process 
to continue until there is no 
sugar left, resulting in a 
completely dry wine. Some 
wines al low the 
fermentation to remove all 
but a very small amount of 
sugar, resulting in a dry or 

off-dry wine.

Tannins come from grape 
skins, stalks, pips, as well 
as exposure to oak. It gives 
structure to a red wine. It 
also serves as the natural 
preservative in wines, 
helping them age. Grape 
varietals have different 
level of tannins. Pinot Noir, 
for example, is less tannic 
than Touriga Nacional or 
Trincadeira or Cabernet if 
you consider an 

international variety.

Tip #3



Make it Better

1. Wine Serving Temperature
Wine is volatile and has a life of its own. It reacts to temperature, air, and light. Serving 
wine properly can bring the best aroma and taste out of a wine 

Serving it at the ‘optimal’ temperature
Though it is common wisdom that red wines are to be served at room temperature and 
white wines chilled, this will not give you the best wine tasting.

A bottle of wine opens up and releases its richest bouquet of aromas at a particular 
temperature. This particular temperature differs for each wine, depending on the grape 
variety and region. 

Serving Temperature does NOT equal storing temperature. When removed from the wine 
fridge (usually 10 and 14°C or 50- 57°F), a Champagne would requires further chilling. 
Whereas a complex and concentrated red from Dão or Alentejo, would need some "sitting 
time" to reach its optimal serving temperature.

2. Aerating the Wine - is to breathe a bottle of wine by exposing it to air.

Airation, Airing or Breathing
By reducing the high carbon dioxide level often found in young wines, aeration can soften 
the tannins in young reds, making them more balanced and smoother. Aeration can 
immensely increase the pleasure of drinking a young wine from Alentejo or Douro.
The key to aeration is timing! A young, intense, tannic Alentejo wine first growth may 
need up to 1 hours to open up. But a banquet red may become like vinegar if aerated for 
more than an hour.

Aerating Methods - Uncorking a bottle of wine and letting it sit for an hour is surely the 
worst way to aerate the wine. Not only can you not drink the wine for an hour, the 
method is ineffective. Even after many hours, the narrow bottleneck still prevents much 
air from opening up the wine.
Most wine lovers use a glass decanter and an aerating funnel. A decanter is a glass 
pitcher with a wide opening. The increased surface area allows faster aeration. The use of 
an aerating funnel will eliminate spilling and better aerate the wine in the pouring 
process. 

There are many modern wine gadgets that accelerate the aeration of wine. For example, 
the use of an electronic aerator, where a battery-powered steel rod is inserted into the 
wine bottle, stirring and making the wine collide with air.
However and in our opinion the beauty of a wine is in its development journey. The best 
way to enjoy a wine is to keep sniffing and tasting it along the way. Enjoy it when it is 
closed, opening, and finally opened! 

3. Decanting the Wine - is to filter sediment.

You may notice dark residuals in your glass or in the bottles. These are known as 
sediments. Sediments occur when a wine mature in the bottle. They are not bad for your 
health nor a sign of bad wine. 

Sommelier decant sediment to enhance our drinking experience (so we won't have 
sediments in our mouth). The traditional way of decanting is to hold a candle in one hand 
for the sediments to be visualized and pour the wine into a decanter in a steady pouring 
motion. Stop pouring when sediment reaches the bottleneck.

Nowaday, decanting can be easily done with the help of an aerating funnel that comes 
with a filter. Pouring wine down the funnel not only aerates the wine but also removes 
undesired sediments – which is why aerating and decanting are becoming interchanging 
terms these days.

4. Choosing Wine Glasses
The proper use of wine glasses enhances the way we conduct wine tasting, thus making 
it better. 

When pouring wine into glass, stop at the widest part of the glass. This will ensure the 
optimal aeration (with maximum surface area). In addition, you can swirl the wine without 
spilling it. 

Use bigger wine glasses for red wines; and smaller ones for white. For a complex vintage 
Champagne (e.g. Cristal, Selosse), try drinking it with a small white wine glass. You can 
better pick up its complex notes.
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Don’t underestimate the 
power of serving 
temperature, aeration, and 
wine glass. They will 
greatly enhance your wine 
tasting experience by 
bringing the best aromas 
(and taste) out of the 
wines. The experts say - 
90% of wine tasting come 

from smell!

Wines with high tannin 
level require more aeration 
time. Use a special 
decanter (or avoid 
decanting) old and fragile 

wine. 
It is important to know 
when NOT to aerate. Avoid 
aerating fragile, fully 
mature wines. Their aroma 
is volatile and many are 
best drunk within 30 
minutes of serving. 
Aerating it would bring its 
"death" sooner than 

desired.

Leave a bottle upright for 
at least 24-36 hours in 
advance of serving. This 
will gather the sediment at 
the bottom of the bottle 
and allow an easy 
decanting. Depending on 
the vintage year and grape 
variety, for fully mature 
wines, 1,25-2,5cm or 0.5-1 
inch of the bottle may be 
sediments and best not 

poured.

It is important to hold the 
wine glass by the stem. 
When holding the glass by 
the bowl, we will warm the 
glass up with our body 
temperature. As we want 
to serve each glass at its 
optimal temperature, the 
unintentional warming is 

undesirable.

Tip #6

Tip #5

Tip #4

Tip #7


