
SENSORY EVALUATION 
Tasting 1A: German Rieslings
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TASTING GOALS

Compare and contrast a pair of Rieslings, paying special attention to the differences in sweetness and acidity 
as well as color and aroma.

THE TWO WINES

Purchase one bottle each:

Riesling Kabinett
• The grape is Riesling

• The ripeness at harvest was Kabinett-level

• You should be able to find super examples priced under $20

Riesling Auslese
• Again, the grape is Riesling

• The ripeness at harvest was Auslese-level, which is riper than Kabinett

• Many good Auslese are priced under $30

The wines should be 
• From the Mosel-Saar-Ruwer region in Germany

• Ideally, from the same producer

• Current releases from a recent vintage or within a vintage or two of each other

Note:

Since both wines are made from the same grape variety, you can expect some similarities; both may offer
peachy, floral or petroleum aromas and flavors. On the other hand, the different levels of ripeness at harvest 
will likely show up in differences in body, sweetness and, possibly, in alcohol content.

Optional Wines
To increase the complexity of the tasting, you may consider adding another Riesling or two. Try to stick to the
same producer, vintage and area; just add different ripeness levels or maybe another vineyard. Ask your retailer
to recommend wines that will provide interesting contrasts.

Please note that the step-by-step tasting is written for a single pair of wines. If you choose to add more wines,
you can taste them along with the original two. The tasting order should remain driest to sweetest. Make sure to
print out an additional Riesling Tasting Journal page.
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Supplies
• Two glasses per taster. Ideally, all the glasses for all the tasters should be the same. 

At the very least, each taster’s two glasses should be the same.

• Spit cup

• Water

• Plain crackers (save the cheese and nibbles until after you’ve evaluated the wines)

Note that wineries with websites often provide technical information (including RS and acidity levels) about 
specific wines. You may want to print out the info so you have it on hand, but don’t read the winemaker’s 
tasting note until after you’ve completed the tasting.

TASTING PROGRESSION
1. Compare and contrast the Riesling Kabinett with the Auslese by working through the master tasting 

methodology.

2. Discuss the wines with your tasting group.

Before you start the tasting 
• Chill the wines to about 50-55 degrees F (10-12 degrees C).

• Fill in the top portion of the Tasting Journal with information from the wine label. 

• Place a wine glass on each of the circles on your Tasting Mat. Note that the circles indicate the 
specific wine that will be poured into each class.

• Pull the corks and pour about 2 ounces or each wine into a separate glass, filling each glass 
about 1/4 to 1/3 full.
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SEE: CLARITY, COLOR, INTENSITY, LEGS 

SEE: Clarity, Color, Intensity, Legs
• Most wines should be clear.

• A pronounced haze may indicate that a wine is spoiled.

1. Set your glasses on the table before you and, looking through the wines, 
examine them for clarity. 

2. Is each wine clear, or do you see a haziness in either? 
3. On your Tasting Journal, circle the clarity that most closely matches each wine. 

SEE: Clarity, Color, Intensity, Legs
• A wine’s color is determined largely by the grape variety: White wines can be green, 

straw, gold or amber.

• Color can also indicate a wine’s age and health. A young white wine’s color should 
be lighter rather than darker, and may have a greenish tinge. 

• Over time, the color of a white wine evolves toward amber. A young white wine that 
is amber-colored is probably spoiled. 

Kabinett
1. Pick up your glass of Kabinett and tilt it away from you at a 45-degree angle. 

2. Look at the core -not the rim- of the wine. Make sure the backdrop is white: a napkin, 
tablecloth or sheet of paper all work. 

• What color is the wine? 

• Do you detect a greenish tinge, indicating a younger or leaner wine? Or is the wine more 
straw/gold, indicating some age or a fuller body?

• Circle the color on your Tasting Journal that most closely describes your wine. 

Auslese
1. Now pick up your glass of Auslese and tilt it away from you at a 45-degree angle. 

2. Look at its core. 

• What color is it? 

• Does it have a green tinge? Or is it more straw or gold colored? 

• Circle its color on your Tasting Journal. 

Comparison
• Are they the same color? Or are they different? 

• Because they are both Rieslings, the colors may be similar. But because it is made 
with riper grapes, the Auslese may be more gold in color than the Kabinett.

• Since these wines are both young and made from the same grape variety grown in 
the same region, differences in color are due mainly to the ripeness of the grapes. 
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SEE: Clarity, Color, Intensity, Legs 

Illustrating Intensity
1. Imagine a pitcher of Concord grape juice. 

2. Now, add a cup of water to it and see what happens: The juice is still purple, but 
now it’s a paler shade of purple; it’s not as dark as before. 

3. Add another cup of water, and the juice becomes even paler. 

• Intensity refers not to color itself, but to the concentration of color: The more 
concentrated a wine’s color, the greater its intensity.

• A wine with high intensity of color is referred to as “dark”; low intensity, “pale”; 
in between, “medium.” 

• Intensity is important because it offers a visual cue to the wine: Generally, the more 
intense a wine’s color, the more flavorful and full-bodied it is.

Kabinett
1. Stand up and look down through your glass of Kabinett.

Auslese
1. Now look down through your glass of Auslese. 

2. Which wine is more intense? How intense is each wine? Mark your Tasting Journal.

Comparison:
• Which wine has the more intense color?

• Based on intensity, which wine would you expect to be more full-bodied?

• In general, Auslese will be more intense than Kabinett because the grapes were harvested riper.

SEE: Clarity, Color, Intensity, Legs
“Legs” or “tears” refer to the rivulets of wine that form on the inside of a wine glass after swirling. 

Like intensity, legs provide wine cues: The more pronounced the legs and the longer they last, 
the higher the alcohol content and the more full-bodied the wine. 

Legs are always fun to look at, but they do not tell us anything about wine quality; a fuller-bodied wine 
is not necessarily better than a lighter-bodied wine nor is a wine with more alcohol better than a wine with 
less alcohol. 

How to Swirl Refresher
1. Resting your glass on the table, lightly hold the stem at the base with your fingertips. 

Begin “drawing” small circles on the table.  

2. Now increase the speed of these circles until the wine is swirling around inside your glass. 

3. Stop and let the wine come to rest. 

4. Now it’s time to look at the legs.
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Kabinett
1. Swirl your glass of Kabinett for a moment and then stop. 
2. Are the legs faint and short-lived, or pronounced and long lasting? 
3. Make a note on your Tasting Journal. 

Auslese
1. Now take your glass of Auslese and swirl it.  
2. Are the legs faint and short-lived? Pronounced and long lasting?  
3. Mark your Tasting Journal. 

Comparison
• Which wine has the longer lasting, more pronounced legs? 

• Which wine would you expect to have a higher alcohol content and be more full-bodied? 

• Look at each bottle’s label and find the alcohol content.

• Does the label confirm what you’ve observed? 

SNIFF: AROMATIC INTENSITY AND AROMA IDENTIFICATION 

SNIFF involves using your sense of smell to judge the Intensity of a wine’s aromas and to identify them.

Aromas
• Wine aromas come from fragrant chemical compounds called esters.

• If you detect the aroma of peaches in your glass of Auslese, it is because the same – 
actually, nearly the same combination of esters that gives a peach its distinctive aroma 
is present in the wine.

• Wine is perhaps the most aromatically complex food we consume; a single wine to have 
many aromas. For example, apple, peach, pear, grapefruit, floral/mineral, honey and petrol 
are just a few of the aromas found in Riesling.

Swirl and Sniff Refresher
1. With your wineglasses still on the table, choose one and swirl it.  
2. Swirling aerates the wine by increasing its surface area. This accelerates the evaporation 

of alcohol, which carries aromas into the air where they can be smelled.
3. Pick up the glass, and placing your nose just inside the rim, where the aromas will be most 

concentrated, take a quick sniff or two, and put the glass down. 
4. Don’t inhale the wine’s aromas for more than a few moments at a time or your nose will 

become desensitized.
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SNIFF: Aroma Intensity and Identification
Some wines are more intensely aromatic than others.

• Intensity answers the question “How powerful - or faint - are the aromas?” 

• Try to do the following process in a just one or two sniffs per wine; form an impression 
and go on to the next step. 

Kabinett
1. Swirl and sniff your Kabinett.

• Do the aromas come pouring out of the wine, or are they reticent?

2. Note the intensity of the Kabinett on your Tasting Journal.

Auslese
1. Swirl and sniff your Auslese.

• Do the aromas come pouring out of the wine, or are they reticent?

2. Note the intensity of the Auslese on your Tasting Journal.

Comparison
• Is one wine more intensely aromatic than the other? If so, is it the Kabinett or the Auslese?

SNIFF: Aroma Intensity and Identification

The Zen of Tasting 
Swirl and sniff, but before you try to identify any of the aromas, allow an image of the wine to form in your brain.
Give yourself at least 10 seconds to develop the image.  

Having an overall image of the wine helps you remember it better. It also allows you to see wine as a whole 
right from the beginning. Otherwise, you immediately focus on individual features.  

Think of this as the gestalt of wine or perhaps the Zen of tasting. If nothing else, the pause gives you time to
relax and take a breath before you embark on the most difficult part of tasting: identifying aromas. 

Practice, Practice, Practice vs. Instant Gratification
Identifying aromas takes a lot of practice. This is worth restating: Mastery takes years of practice.

But, since we all want to get better faster, use your Riesling Tasting Journal as you work through this tasting.
The aromas listed are characteristic of the varietal. We’ve tried to be fairly exhaustive, but if you detect an
aroma that isn’t listed, that's fine; go ahead and write it in (and tell us what we’ve missed!).

• You can identify an aroma by its general category or by its specific name. It’s okay if you 
can only identify the general category — with some wines, that's as close as you can get. 
Because many wines contain combinations of aroma molecules that are similar to — but 
not exactly the same as — those found in many foods, the aromas may not be specific.

• Each time you nose a wine, limit yourself to two or three sharp sniffs. This is enough to 
identify the major aromas without inducing “nasal fatigue.” 
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Kabinett
1. Swirl and sniff your Kabinett.  

2. Pause for 10 seconds as you form a mental image of the wine.

3. Try using free association. Memories involving sense of smell can be very strong. Does an aroma 
recall some past event or place or your grandmother’s peach pie or…?

Auslese
1. Swirl and sniff your Auslese. 
2. Pause for 10 seconds as you form a mental image of the wine.  
3. Try using free association. Memories involving sense of smell can be very strong. Does an aroma 

recall some past event or place or your grandmother’s peach pie or…? 

• Based on this first impression, which wine do you prefer? 

Kabinett
1. Swirl and sniff your Kabinett again.  
2. What is the first or most prominent aroma that comes to you? Try to name it. 
3. Look at your Tasting Journal. Do any of the possible aromas jump off the page at you? 

• Limit yourself to two or three sniffs.

4. When you identify an aroma, circle it on your Tasting Journal.

Auslese
1. Swirl and sniff your Auslese again. 
2. What is the first or most prominent aroma that comes to you? Try to name it. 
3. Look at your Tasting Journal. Do any of the possible aromas jump off the page at you? 
4. When you identify an aroma, circle it on your Tasting Journal.

• If an aroma reminds you of tropical fruit but nothing more specific, circle “Tropical.”

Comparison
• Which wine has more intense aromas, the Kabinett or the Auslese? 

• What aromas do the two wines have in common? 

• Do the fruit aromas in one wine smell riper than those in the other wine?

• What aromas are unique to each wine?   

• Which wine has more aromas? Or did you circle the same number for each wine?

• Based on the aromas, which wine do you prefer? 
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SIP: TASTE, BODY, FLAVOR 

SIP means using your senses of taste, touch and smell to evaluate a wine’s Taste, Body and Flavor. 

Sipping and Aerating Refresher
1. Put the glass to your lips and take a small sip, just enough wine to wet the insides of your mouth.  

2. Slosh the wine around in your mouth to make sure it reaches all your taste buds. 

3. You may even choose to aerate the wine. With the wine resting just behind your lower front teeth, 
purse your lips as if to blow out a candle, but, instead of exhaling, gently draw air into your mouth 
through the wine. You will hear a gurgling noise as you do. This helps release the wine’s flavors.  

4. Spit the wine into your spit cup.

Taste and Touch 
These two sensations are often confused.

1. Tastes sweet, sour/tart, bitter, or umami — are perceived by the taste buds, and...

2. Nerve endings in the mouth pick up tactile sensations called mouthfeel. 

Because both occur simultaneously, we don’t always distinguish the sensation of taste from mouthfeel.

SIP: Taste, Body, Flavor
You’ll find two tastes—sweet and tart—in these Rieslings and in most white wines along with a tactile sensation
often called mouthfeel.

Sweet and Sticky Sources
• Wine may contain some sweetness, called residual sugar, if not all the grapes’ sugar 

was converted to alcohol during fermentation. This remaining sweetness may or may 
not be perceptible to you, depending on the concentration and your sensitivity to it.

• Sugars can add a sticky, cloying mouthfeel. 

• Flavors of ripe fruit can impart the perception of sweetness.

Tart and Refreshing from Acidity
• Wines contain a number of acids commonly found in food, such as acetic acid (vinegar), 

citric acid (lemon), lactic acid (milk, yogurt) and malic acid (green apples).

• Acidity can add a crisp, refreshing mouthfeel. 

• Acidity tends to make a wine’s fruit flavors seem fresher and brighter.

 



9

Sensory Evaluation  n Tasting 1A n Copyright © 2005 Wine Spectator, Inc. All Rights Reserved

Kabinett
1. Sip, swish and spit your Kabinett.  
2. Check your mouth for the sensations of sweetness. Do you detect any of the following? 

• Sweet taste

• Cloying or sticky and thick (high sugar)

• Rich (moderate sugar or alcohol)

• Thin (low sweetness and alcohol)

3. Check your mouth for the sensations of acidity. Do you detect any of the following?

• Tart taste 

• Puckering or sharp (high acidity)

• Mouthwatering (moderate acids increase salivation) 

• A clean, refreshing feeling (moderate acidity)

4. Which taste is more pronounced? 

• Sweetness and acidity balance each other.    

• A wine with low acidity feels flat and lifeless on the palate, much like sparkling water that 
has lost its fizz. It can be described as “flabby.” 

• If a wine doesn’t have enough acidity to balance the sweetness, the wine can be
described as “cloying.” 

5. Circle the levels of sweetness and acidity on your Tasting Journal. 

Auslese 
1. Now sip, swish and spit the Auslese.  
2. Check your mouth for the sensations of sweetness. Do you detect any of the following? 

• Sweet taste

• Cloying or sticky and thick (high sugar)

• Rich (moderate sugar or alcohol)

• Thin (low sweetness and alcohol)

3. Check your mouth for the sensations of acidity. Do you detect any of the following?

• Tart taste

• Puckering or sharp (high acidity)

• Mouthwatering (moderate acids increase salivation) 

• A clean, refreshing feeling (moderate acidity)

4. Which taste is more pronounced? 

• Sweetness and acidity balance each other.

• A wine with low acidity feels flat and lifeless on the palate, much like sparkling water 
that has lost its fizz. It can be described as “flabby.” 

• If a wine doesn’t have enough acidity to balance the sweetness, the wine can be
described as “cloying.” 

5. Circle the levels of sweetness and acidity on your Tasting Journal. 
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Comparison
• Which wine is more sweet and rich?

• Do they both have the same alcohol level? 

• Which wine has more acidity?

• Which wine do you prefer? Why? 

SIP: Taste, Body, Flavor

Body is the sensation within the mouth of weight and thickness. Both sugar and alcohol add body.

Body is easily understood by relating it to milk: 

• Think of skim milk with its thin, watery sensation in your mouth. It is “light-bodied.”

• In comparison, think of whole milk. It is slightly thicker and more viscous. It is “medium-bodied”  

• Think of cream with its mouthfilling richness and thickness as “full-bodied.”

Kabinett
1. Sip and swish the Kabinett, feeling its weight and thickness as you move the wine around 

in your mouth. 

2. Keeping the milk analogy in mind, how would you describe its body? Is it light? Medium? Full? 

3. Spit the wine and note its body on your Tasting Journal. 

Auslese
1. Sip and swish the Auslese, noting its weight and thickness.

2. Is it light-bodied? Medium? Full?

3. Spit the wine and mark your Journal. 

Comparison
• Which of the two wines has the fuller body?

• Kabinett is normally lighter in body than Auslese. Made from riper grapes, Auslese 

usually contains more sugar, which adds body.

• Which wine do you prefer?

SIP: Taste, Body, Flavor

The flavors of a wine often echo its aromas. Sometimes you may be able to identify more flavors than aromas,
sometimes not. 

• Your Tasting Journal reflects this similarity by combining the descriptors for aromas 
and flavors into one section under SNIFF.

• When you identify a flavor in your wine, underline the flavor on your Tasting Journal. 

• Aromas will be circled and flavors will be underlined.
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Kabinett
1. Sip, swish and aerate the Kabinett.

2. Spit the wine and underline the flavors on your Tasting Journal.

3. Repeat once or twice, if necessary.

• Do the flavors you detect match the aromas perceived when sniffing?

• Do you detect flavors that you didn't find as aromas?

• How intense are the flavors?

4. Mark your Journal.

Auslese
1. Sip, swish and aerate the Auslese.

2. Spit and then underline the flavors on your Journal.

3. Repeat once or twice, if necessary.

• Do the flavors match the aromas? Do you find flavors that you didn’t detect as aromas?

• How intense are the flavors? 

4. Mark your Journal.

Comparison
1. Look at your Tasting Journal. 

• Do the two wines have any flavors in common?

• What are their unique flavors? 

• Do you prefer the flavors of one wine to those of the other? 

SUMMARIZE: FINISH, BALANCE, COMPLEXITY

Summarize involves examining a wine’s Finish, Balance and Complexity, and coming to a final evaluation 
of quality and preference. 

SUMMARIZE: Finish, Balance, Complexity
Finish refers to the length of time a wine’s flavors linger in the mouth after swallowing. The finish can be short,
moderate or long. The longer the finish, the better the wine (as long as the flavors and tastes are pleasing). 
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Kabinett
1. Swirl, sniff, sip and spit or swallow the wine.

2. Do the flavors slowly diminish on your palate, or do they crescendo before starting to fade? 

3. Take another sip, swish and spit, this time paying attention to the length of time the flavors linger. 
Ask yourself: 

• Is the finish “short”? Do the flavors disappear abruptly, within about 5 seconds? 

• Is the finish “long” finish? Do the flavors linger for 30 seconds or more?  

• Is the finish somewhere in between or “moderate”?

4. Record your impressions of finish on your Tasting Journal. 

Auslese
1. Swirl, sniff, sip and spit or swallow the wine. 

2. Do the flavors slowly diminish on your palate, or do they crescendo before starting to fade? 

3. Take another sip, swish and spit, this time paying attention to the length of time the flavors linger. 
Ask yourself: 

• Is the finish “short”? Do the flavors disappear abruptly, within about 5 seconds? 

• Is the finish “long” finish? Do the flavors linger for 30 seconds or more?

• Is the finish somewhere in between or “moderate”?

4. Record your impressions of finish on your Tasting Journal. 

Comparison
• Which wine has the longer finish? 

• Do you prefer one wine to the other?

Please note: Although a “short” wine is considered inferior in quality to a “long” wine, it may nonetheless 
be enjoyable to drink. A short wine just won’t inspire you to poetry or bring dinner conversation to a 
reverent silence.
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SUMMARIZE: Finish, Balance, Complexity
A wine is balanced, or harmonious, when no single structural element - acidity, alcohol, sweetness or 
tannins - stands out.

If one or more of these elements predominates, the wine can be described as “unbalanced,” “awkward” 
or “disjointed.” 

In white wine, the key elements are acidity, alcohol and sweetness or fruit. (Sweetness refers to the taste from
sugars in the wine while fruit refers to the flavor from ripe fruit, which your brain can interpret as sweet.) The 
elements have the following relationship: 

• Acidity is balanced by alcohol and sweetness and fruit flavors. 

• A white wine that is in balance will feel refreshing and lively on the palate-not too tart, 
nor cloyingly sweet, nor too “hot” from alcohol.

• An overly acidic white wine will feel tart and sharp on the palate, even sour.

• A white wine with too much alcohol will feel hot in the mouth and back of the throat in
much the same way a distilled spirit such as brandy or Cognac fills the mouth with heat. 

• An overly sweet white wine will feel cloying and heavy on your palate. 

Similar to a long finish, balance in a wine is a sign of quality. 

Kabinett
1. Sip, swish and spit your Kabinett. 

2. Judging by mouthfeel, ask yourself if any element seems too prominent:  

• Is the wine puckery from too much acidity?  

• Burning from too much alcohol?

• Cloying from too much sweetness? 

3. If your answer to all the above is no, the wine is probably balanced.

4. Spit and record your impression of its balance on your Tasting Journal.

Auslese
1. Sip, swish and spit your Auslese. 

2. Is the wine:

• Puckery from too much acidity?  

• Burning from too much alcohol?   

• Cloying from too much sweetness?

3. Spit and record your impression of balance on your Tasting Journal. 

Comparison
• Each wine can be balanced, even though they contain different amounts of sugar and acidity. 

They simply have different balance points. One is closer to the sweet end of the balanced range 
rather than the acid end.

TOO SWEET Auslese Kabinett TOO ACID

unbalanced balanced unbalanced
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SUMMARIZE: Finish, Balance, Complexity
By definition, all great wines are complex. This means that it has many different aromas and flavors.

A wine is particularly complex if, each time you take a sip, you discover another flavor or nuance; the flavors
evolve in your glass. 

In contrast, a wine with few aromas and flavors is called “simple.” Wine doesn’t have to be complex to be 
enjoyable - many simple wines are very pleasurable to drink. A complex wine, however, will always be 
considered higher in quality. 

Kabinett
1. Sniff and sip the Kabinett. 

• Have you circled more than 2 aromas?  

• Do you notice more and more layers of aroma and flavor, or is it a simple, one-note wine?

2. Circle the Kabinett's complexity on your Tasting Journal.

Auslese
1. Sniff and sip the Auslese.  

• Have you circled more than 2 aromas?

2. Is the wine complex or simple? Mark your Tasting Journal.

Comparison
• Does one of the wines seem more complex? 

• Or are they about the same?

FINAL EVALUATION 
• Based on finish, balance and complexity, which would you say is the higher quality wine?  

• Which would you prefer to drink? 

• Recall your very first impression – is your favorite the same wine that you picked after 
forming a mental image of each?

A STUDY in CONTRASTING STYLES 
The two wines were chosen because they tend to illustrate different levels of sweetness and body.

• Kabinett is usually leaner and lighter-bodied with more noticeable acidity. Kabinett wines average 
7 – 10% alcohol and tend to be dry (trocken) or off-dry (halb-trocken).

• Auslese is usually fuller-bodied with riper fruit flavors and a richer mouthfeel. Auslese 
wines can be dry, off-dry or sweet, but are more likely to be half-dry or sweet. When made
in the dry style, Ausleses can have alcohol levels up to 14%.

Although the difference in style is not a reflection of the wines’ quality, you may find that you prefer one style 
to the other.

 


