
UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 10 Tasting

TASTING: Wine in Real Life

Before you start the tasting:

Make sure you have the Tasting Checklist and the Food Pairing Worksheet. 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.

THE WINE TASTING
The time has come to evaluate wines on your own. Recall the questions posed in the previous
tastings as you fill in all the sections of your Tasting Checklist. 

Following the tasting order rule of thumb, lightest to heaviest, evaluate the Riesling 
before the Zinfandel.

THE FOOD PAIRING
When comparing wines, you already know that the balance of components—acidity, fruit, alcohol
and tannins—plays a key role: 

• Wine with higher acidity seems more tart and lean. 

• Wine with lower acidity seems fruitier and thicker. 

• Wine with more alcohol seems sweeter and richer.

• Wine with more tannin seems more full-bodied and leaves a dry, furry sensation 
in your mouth.

This food pairing experiment demonstrates how foods alter the perception of acidity and 
tannin in wine. 

You’ll need the following wines and foods: 
• A dry Riesling from the Rheingau or Pfalz 

• A California Zinfandel

• A few saltine crackers, representing salty foods

• A couple slices of tart Granny Smith apple, representing acidic foods and sauces,
which include vinaigrette, lemon sauces and pickled vegetables

• Gouda cheese (unsmoked) representing butter or cream sauces often used in cooking

• Apricot, apple or currant jelly on a plain cracker, representing sweet fruit 
desserts and sauces

• A piece of dark chocolate, representing sweet desserts
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RIESLING

Riesling and Saltines

1. Take a sip of the Riesling, then spit or swallow, remembering how it tastes. 

2. Now take a bite of the saltine. 

3. Immediately after swallowing it, take another sip of Riesling. 

How does the Riesling taste now? Does the wine taste any different? 

Probably not, since the saltine is fairly neutral and doesn’t have any components that interact
with white wine. 

Riesling and Granny Smith Apple 

1. Take a sip of the Riesling, then spit or swallow. 

2. Now take a bite of the apple. 

3. Immediately after swallowing, take another sip of Riesling. 

How does the Riesling taste now? Does it taste tarter and thinner?
• Acidity in food increases the perception of acidity in wine, making the wine seem tarter 

or thinner. For this reason, highly acidic foods should not be eaten with wine. 

• An alternative is to cut the acidity of the food with a little fat by adding some butter to a
lemon sauce or some olive oil to the vinegar in a vinaigrette. 

Riesling and Gouda 

1. Sip your Riesling. 

2. Now take a bite of the Gouda. 

3. Immediately after swallowing it, take another sip of Riesling. 

How does the Riesling taste now? Does the wine taste fruitier and thicker?
• Cream and butter decrease the perception of acidity, making the wine seem 

fruitier and thicker. 

• The effect works with other food and drink as well. The apple will seem less tart and
acidic when you eat it along with the cheese. 

2



UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 10 Tasting

Riesling and Jam

1. Sip the Riesling. 

2. Now take a bite of the plain cracker with jam. 

3. Immediately after swallowing it, take another sip of Riesling. 

How does the Riesling taste now? Does the wine taste more acidic, even slightly sour? When
pairing wines with desserts, remember to choose a wine that is as sweet as, or slightly
sweeter than, the dessert. 

ZINFANDEL

Zinfandel and Saltine

1. Try your Zin. 

2. Now take a bite of the saltine. 

3. Immediately after swallowing it, take another sip of Zinfandel. 

How does the Zinfandel taste now? 

Although lightly salty foods can soften perceived tannin, very high levels of salt will increase
the perceived tannin in red wine, making the wine seem more harsh, bitter and astringent. 

Zinfandel and Granny Smith Apple 

1. After tasting your Zin, take a bite of the Granny Smith apple. 

2. Immediately after swallowing it, take another sip of Zinfandel. 

3. How does the Zinfandel taste now?
• Sometimes acidity in food overwhelms wine, especially red wine, making it seem 

thinner and sharper. 

• Keep this in mind when pairing wines with vinaigrettes or acidic fresh tomatoes. 
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Zinfandel and Gouda 

1. Try the Zin. 

2. Take a bite of the Gouda. 

3. Immediately after swallowing the cheese, take another sip of Zinfandel. 

How does the Zinfandel taste now? 
• Tannin can tame rich dishes. 

• Rich, fatty foods, especially proteins, go well with tannic reds; the wine’s tannin cuts
through the fat in a well-marbled steak or lamb chop, and the fat in the food reduces
the perceived tannins in the wine. 

Zinfandel and Chocolate 

1. Sip the Zin. 

2. Now take a bite of the chocolate. 

3. Immediately after swallowing it, take another sip of Zinfandel. 

How does the Zinfandel taste now? 

Unless it’s a big, alcoholic powerhouse of a Zin, with high alcohol and jammy fruit, the 
likelihood is that the sweet chocolate has diminished the fruit flavors and body of the wine,
making it seem thin and distinctly more astringent, or drying. 

One hotly debated pairing is chocolate with a big Merlot or Cabernet Sauvignon or even a 
powerhouse Zin. 

• Some wine lovers believe that it’s a pairing made in heaven, with the chocolate echoing
the chocolate flavors in the wine.

• Others feel just as strongly that the match doesn’t work at all, that the sweetness of the
chocolate overwhelms the wine’s fruit.
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A FINAL WORD… 

Since each of us has distinctly different sensory thresholds and preferences for many wine and
food components, what you taste and what you like are personal and subjective. It all comes
down to the maxim “train your taste and trust your taste.” 

Having completed Understanding Wine, you now know more about wine than most wine lovers.
That, coupled with your ability to describe wine and a keen awareness of your taste preferences,
has increased the likelihood that you will end up drinking wines you like. 

Even though taste is highly personal, the enjoyment of wine remains a social activity. Your 
knowledge of wine, along with its history, geography and production as well as the passions of
the men and women who make it, can expand and deepen the conversations you have with
friends and acquaintances over each glass. And isn’t sharing a good conversation and the 
resulting connection an important part of life well-lived? 

Congratulations on completing Understanding Wine. 

Be sure to join us back on-line to take your Final Exam…

Cheers!
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