
UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 5 Tasting

TASTING: Bordeaux and Côtes du Rhône 

Before you start the tasting:

1. Make sure you have the Tasting Checklist. If you don’t have the checklist, please use the
navigation bar at the top of this page to go to the class Introduction, where the download
link is located.

2. Fill in the top portion of the Tasting Checklist. This information helps you remember the
wines and also provides clues to how the wine will taste:

• Producer: the name of the winery or chateau

• Growing Area: the region where the grapes were grown

• Vintage: the year the grapes were harvested

• Alcohol: the alcohol content is given as a percentage

• Price: the cost of the bottle or glass in a store or restaurant

3. Pull the corks from your two bottles of wine. Pour each wine into a separate glass, filling
each glass about 1/3 full. 

4. To remember which glass is which, you might want to place the two glasses side-by-side,
keeping the Bordeaux on the left and the Côtes du Rhône on the right. In each section of
the tasting, we’ll evaluate the Bordeaux first and the Côtes du Rhône second.

In this fifth tasting, you will continue to develop and refine your tasting abilities using the 4S
approach. The contrast between these two wines is not as great as previous tastings, so be 
prepared to look for more subtle differences.

Fill in all the sections of your Tasting Checklist, even if the section isn’t covered in the tasting—
since you are now familiar with the 4S approach, you can complete the tasting with fewer
prompts. The remaining prompts will help you focus on the distinctions between the two wines.
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UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 5 Tasting

INTRODUCTION

Up to this point, the wines we have tasted have all been varietal wines, wines made 
predominantly from a single grape variety. 

In this tasting, the wines are blends of a number of different varieties, and it is the
blend that gives the wine its flavors. 

• Bordeaux may contain Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Petit Verdot and
sometimes Malbec. 

• Côtes-du-Rhône is a Grenache-based blend that may include Syrah and up to 
11 other varieties. 

These two wines share a number of similarities: 
• Both are made from grapes grown within very large geographic areas, and the grapes

can come from anywhere within their respective regions’ legal boundaries. As a result,
the wines reflect a broad, “regional” character more than a specific, “local” character
that might be imparted from the soils and climate of a single village or château. 

• Both are intended to be affordable, “everyday” wines, designed to be drinkable in their
youth and meant to be consumed within a few years of release. 

• Although they are far from identical, the Bordeaux and Côtes du Rhône are more alike
than many of the pairs tasted recently. In contrast, recall how distinct the dark, tannic
Cabernet Sauvignon of Class Two was from the light, fruity Gamay. Because of this,
attention to nuance is necessary to discern the finer shades of difference when tasting
these two wines. 

Finally, to the degree that these wines are different, the differences are primarily in the 
grapes themselves: 

• The Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot blend of Bordeaux yields tannic wines with 
dark fruit flavors. 

• The Grenache-based blend of the Côtes du Rhône yields a less tannic wine with
brighter, more tart fruit flavors. 
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UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 5 Tasting

SEE: CLARITY, COLOR, INTENSITY, LEGS

CLARITY

• Examine the wines for clarity and mark your tasting checklist. 

COLOR 

• Examine their color and note your checklist. 

• Both wines are typically purple to ruby red in color. 

INTENSITY

• Examine the intensity of the wines and mark your checklist. 

• Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot are relatively dark grapes, and as a result, a
Bordeaux’s intensity is usually medium to dark; Grenache is not as dark as Cabernet
and Merlot, so the intensity of a Côtes du Rhône is usually medium. 

LEGS 

• Swirl each wine, examine its legs and mark your checklist. 
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SNIFF: AROMA INTENSITY AND IDENTIFICATION 

Bordeaux 

1. Swirl and sniff your Bordeaux. 

2. Do you find any black cherry, currant, spice or cedar, the aromas most commonly 
associated with Bordeaux? 

3. Note the aromas and their intensity on your checklist. 

Côtes du Rhône

1. Swirl, sniff your Côtes du Rhône : Do you find berry, spice and black pepper aromas? 

2. Mark your checklist. 

COMPARISON

• How do the aromas of the two wines compare in terms of aroma and intensity?
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SIP: TASTE, BODY, FLAVOR 

TASTE AND BODY

1. Sip and swish your Bordeaux and try to assess both taste and body in a single step. 

2. Swallow or spit, and mark your checklist. 

3. Repeat with the Côtes du Rhône . 

4. How do you find the wines? 
• Generic Bordeaux, reflecting the properties of its dominant component varieties

(Cabernet and Merlot), is commonly tannic and possibly quite rough, and medium 
to full in body. 

• The Côtes du Rhône , similarly reflecting the qualities of its dominant Grenache-Syrah
blend, is more acidic and less tannic than the Bordeaux, but is normally similar in body. 

FLAVOR 

1. Sip, swish and swallow or spit the Bordeaux and identify its flavors; mark your checklist. 

2. Repeat the process with the Côtes du Rhône 
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SUMMARIZE: BALANCE, FINISH, COMPLEXITY

• Because both of these are everyday, value wines, you should not expect them to be
highly complex or to have a long finish. 

• In this concluding process, evaluate aftertaste, finish and complexity if you wish, but
pay particular attention to the wine’s balance. Specifically, ask yourself whether the tan-
nins and acidity overwhelm the fruit or achieve an acceptable balance with it. 

• Finally, ask yourself if the wines are enjoyable. 

FINISH 

• Which wine has the longer finish?

BALANCE 

1. Sip, swish and swallow the Bordeaux. 
• Does the fruit stand up to the tannins, or is the fruit overpowered by rough and 

drying sensations? 

• Do you find this to be an enjoyable wine to drink? Would you buy a second bottle? 

2. Now sip, swish and swallow your Côtes du Rhône. 
• Does the fruit stand up to the tannins? 

• Would you buy a second bottle? 

COMPLEXITY

• Which wine seems more complex?

FINAL EVALUATION 

• Review your tasting checklist and compare your notes for the two wines. 

• Do you prefer one wine over the other? 

• If so, why? 

Congratulations on completing the Class 5 Tasting!
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