
UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 8 Tasting

TASTING: Syrah from the Old and New Worlds 

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. 

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 Northern Rhône on the left and the Australian Shiraz on the
right. In each section of the tasting, we’ll evaluate the Northern Rhône first and the
Australian Shiraz second.

5. Fill in all the sections of your Tasting Checklist as you work through the tasting.
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INTRODUCTION

As in the last class, the wines of this tasting are based on a single grape—Syrah, or Shiraz as it
is known in Australia. 

HISTORY
An ancient variety whose origins are lost in prehistory, Syrah has been cultivated along the Rhône
River since Roman times—there are producers whose winemaking roots date back to the Middle
Ages still growing and vinifying Syrah along the Rhône today. 

In Australia, where it was introduced in the 19th century, Shiraz flourished and quickly became the
most widely planted grape variety. 

NOBLE VARIETY
Syrah is considered, along with Cabernet Sauvignon and Pinot Noir, to be one of the “noble”
black grape varieties, and if nobility is conferred by the ability to produce deep, serious red wines
capable of aging for decades, Syrah is indeed worthy of the title. But neither the refinement or
elegance for which Cabernet is known, nor the delicacy for which Pinot Noir is famous, is to be
found in Syrah - instead, the grape is known for the powerful, distinctly spicy, meaty, wines 
produced from it. 

OLD WORLD / NEW WORLD
As with the Sancerre and California Sauvignon Blanc, the differences between a Northern Rhône
Syrah and an Australian Shiraz have everything to do with Old World/New World terroir and 
winemaking. The Northern Rhône vineyards, influenced by France’s continental climate (cold 
winters, hot summers), produce grapes that are higher in acidity and have firmer tannins than
their counterparts in the Southern Hemisphere. 

Australia, with its much warmer, less extreme maritime climate, produces Shiraz grapes that are
fruitier, sweeter, less acidic, and have smoother tannins than their French cousins. 

THE WINES
As you taste these two wines, you can expect to find the Australian Shiraz riper, more plush and fuller
in body than the French Syrah - in other words, a prototypical, fruit-centered New World wine. 

In the Old World, the focus is terroir and transmitting a sense of place. Since a heavy extraction
of fruit tends to obscure or overwhelm the sometime subtle sense of place, expect an Old World
wine to be somewhat leaner and less ebulliently fruity than its New World counterpart. 

Finally, in both wines, look for the characteristic aromas and flavors of Syrah: raspberry, 
blackberry, black pepper, violet, olive and bacon. 
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SEE: CLARITY, COLOR, INTENSITY, LEGS 

Complete your tasting checklist as you work through this section. 

CLARITY

• Are both wines clear or bright?

COLOR AND INTENSITY

• Are both wines the same color?

• Is one more opaque than the other?

LEGS 

• Does one wine have more prominent legs, or are they about the same?

SNIFF: AROMA INTENSITY AND IDENTIFICATION 

INTENSITY AND IDENTIFICATION

1. Swirl and sniff the Northern Rhône, then the Australian Shiraz. 

2. How do their intensities compare? 

3. Do you find the raspberry, blackberry, black pepper, violet, olive and bacon aromas 
commonly associated with Syrah/Shiraz? 

4. Is one wine earthier and spicier and the other fruitier? 

SIP: TASTE, BODY, FLAVOR

TASTE AND BODY

1. Sip, swish and spit each wine. 

2. Do you find the Northern Rhône to be more acidic than the Shiraz? 

3. Does the Shiraz have smoother tannins than the Northern Rhône? 

4. Can you distinguish any differences in body between the two wines? (Because of the
grape, both should be medium- to full-bodied.) 

FLAVOR 

• Do the flavors of each wine echo their respective aromas? 
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SUMMARIZE: FINISH, BALANCE, COMPLEXITY

• This tasting takes a single grape variety and compares Old and New World versions,
highlighting the differences that climate and soil, as well as the winemaker’s intentions,
make in wine. 

• As you finish the tasting, keep asking yourself if you can relate the differences you 
perceive in the wines to their Old World/New World origins. 

FINISH 

• Does one wine have a longer finish than the other or are they about the same?

BALANCE

1. Do you find the Northern Rhône firmer than the Shiraz, with more evident tannin and acidity? 

2. Is the Shiraz softer, with more evident alcohol than the Northern Rhône? 

COMPLEXITY

• Is one wine more complex than the other or are they about the same? 

FINAL EVALUATION 

• Which, do you think, is the higher quality wine? 

• Which wine, if any, would you prefer to drink again?

Congratulations on completing the Class 8 Tasting!
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