
21 Most Important Wine Words to Know for Every Wine Lover 

Wine has its own special language that can make beginners feel lost during 

tastings or restaurant visits. From words that describe how wine tastes to 

terms about how it's made, the wine world uses specific vocabulary that 

might seem confusing at first. 

 

Learning just 21 key wine terms will help you understand wine 

conversations, read wine menus with confidence, and enjoy tastings 

without feeling overwhelmed. These words cover everything from basic 

taste descriptions to wine-making processes and regional differences that 

shape each bottle's character. 

  



1) Tannin 

 

Tannins are natural compounds that create a dry, puckering feeling in your 

mouth when you drink wine. You'll notice this sensation most in red 

wines. 

Tannins come from grape skins, seeds, and stems. Red wines have more 

tannins because the juice stays in contact with these parts longer during 

winemaking. 

When you taste tannins, your mouth might feel dry or rough. This is 

normal and helps give wine its structure and ability to age well. 

  



2) Acidity 

 

Acidity is what makes wine taste fresh and lively. You can think of it like 

the tartness in a lemon. 

When you taste wine, acidity creates a prickling feeling on your tongue. It 

makes your mouth water after you swallow. 

Wine experts use words like crisp, bright, or zippy to describe acidity. 

These wines pair well with most foods. 

You can tell if a wine has high acidity by how long that tart taste stays in 

your mouth. 

  



3) Body 

 

Body describes how heavy or light a wine feels in your mouth. It's like the 

difference between drinking water and milk. 

Light-bodied wines feel thin and delicate. Think of a crisp white wine on a 

hot day. 

Medium-bodied wines sit right in the middle. They have more weight than 

light wines but aren't too heavy. 

Full-bodied wines feel thick and rich. They coat your mouth and leave a 

lasting impression. 

You can usually tell a wine's body just by how it moves in your glass. 

  



4) Finish 

 

The finish is how a wine tastes after you swallow it. This flavor can last for 

just a few seconds or several minutes. 

A good wine usually has a longer finish. You might taste different flavors 

than what you first noticed when sipping. 

Some wines have a short finish that fades quickly. Others have a long finish 

with complex flavors that change as time passes. 

Pay attention to what you taste after swallowing. The finish tells you a lot 

about wine quality. 

  



5) Terroir 

 

Terroir is a French word that wine people say a lot. It means all the things 

about where grapes grow that make wine taste different. 

This includes the soil, weather, how high up the vineyard is, and even how 

much sun it gets. All these things work together. 

A grape grown in one place will taste different than the same grape grown 

somewhere else. That's because the terroir is different. 

  



6) Nose 

 

The "nose" refers to all the smells you notice when you sniff a glass of wine. 

It's one of the most important parts of wine tasting. 

When you swirl your wine and take a smell, you're experiencing the nose. 

This includes all the different aromas and scents coming from the wine. 

The nose can tell you about the grape variety, how the wine was made, and 

its quality. You might smell fruits, flowers, spices, or earthy notes. 

  



7) Bouquet 

 

Bouquet refers to the rich smells that come from your wine glass. These 

aromas are more complex than simple grape scents. 

You'll notice bouquet after the wine has been swirled and opened up to air. 

The smells develop during the winemaking process and aging. 

When you smell bouquet, you might pick up subtle hints that weren't there 

at first. These can include earthy, spicy, or floral notes that make the wine 

more interesting to your nose. 

  



8) Vintage 

 

The vintage tells you when the grapes were picked. You'll see this year 

printed on most wine labels. 

This date matters because weather affects how grapes taste. Some years 

produce better wine than others. 

Most wines under $20 taste best when they're young. Look for bottles that 

are 1-3 years old for everyday drinking. 

Some wines don't show a vintage year. These are blends made from grapes 

picked in different years. 

  



9) Decanting 

 

Decanting means pouring wine from its bottle into a special container 

called a decanter. This simple step can make your wine taste better. 

You decant wine for two main reasons. First, it separates the wine from any 

sediment at the bottom of the bottle. Second, it lets air mix with the wine. 

When wine gets air, it can improve the smell and taste. This is called letting 

the wine "breathe." 

Red wines usually benefit most from decanting. Older wines often have 

more sediment that needs to be removed. 

  



10) Legs 

 

Legs are the streaks that run down your wine glass after you swirl it. They 

form when alcohol and water separate as the wine moves. 

You can spot legs by gently swirling your glass. Watch how the liquid 

slides down the sides in thin streams. 

Legs tell you about alcohol content. Wines with more alcohol create more 

visible legs. Higher alcohol wines also tend to feel heavier in your mouth. 

Don't use legs to judge quality. A bad wine can still have great-looking legs 

if it has high alcohol content. 

  



11) Dry 

 

Dry wine means the wine has little to no sugar left after making it. The 

yeast ate almost all the sugar during the process. 

When you taste dry wine, it won't taste sweet. Your mouth might feel a bit 

puckered or clean afterward. 

Most red wines are dry. Many white wines like Chardonnay and 

Sauvignon Blanc are dry too. 

The opposite of dry is sweet wine. 

  



12) Sweetness 

 

Sweetness is one of wine's basic traits. It comes from leftover sugar that 

didn't turn into alcohol during making. 

You can taste sweetness levels from bone dry to very sweet. Dry wines 

have almost no sugar left. Sweet wines keep more sugar. 

Don't confuse dry with bitter. Dry wines can still taste fruity or floral 

without being sweet. 

Sweet wines balance their sugar with high acidity. This keeps them from 

tasting too heavy or sticky. 

  



13) Oak 

 

Oak refers to wooden barrels used to age wine. These barrels add flavor 

and texture to the wine. 

You'll taste vanilla, spice, and sometimes smoky notes in oaked wines. The 

wood also makes wine feel smoother in your mouth. 

White wines like Chardonnay often get oaked. Many red wines also spend 

time in oak barrels. 

Some wines are "unoaked," which means they never touched wood barrels. 

These taste more like pure fruit. 

  



14) Malolactic Fermentation 

 

Malolactic fermentation is when winemakers convert sharp malic acid into 

softer lactic acid. This process makes wines taste smoother and less acidic. 

Most red wines go through this step automatically. It helps balance the 

flavors and makes the wine easier to drink. 

White wines like Chardonnay sometimes use this process too. It creates 

that buttery, creamy taste you might notice in some bottles. 

However, many white wines skip this step. Winemakers want to keep the 

bright, crisp acidity that makes whites refreshing. 

  



15) Cuvée 

 

Cuvée is a French wine term you'll see on many labels. It means a specific 

blend or batch of wine. 

The word can describe wines made from different grape types mixed 

together. It can also mean grapes from different vineyards or years 

combined into one wine. 

You'll find cuvée most often on Champagne bottles. Many wineries use this 

term to suggest their wine is higher quality than their regular wines. 

  



16) Old World 

 

Old World wines come from traditional European wine regions. These 

areas include France, Italy, Spain, and Germany. 

You'll find these wines are often more earthy in taste. They tend to be 

lighter in body compared to other wines. 

Old World winemakers follow customs that go back many years. The local 

traditions shape how they make their wine. 

These wines focus more on the land and climate where grapes grow. You 

might taste more mineral flavors in Old World bottles. 

  



17) New World 

 

New World refers to wine regions outside of Europe. These areas started 

making wine much later than European countries. 

The main New World wine countries are the United States, Australia, New 

Zealand, Chile, Argentina, and South Africa. You'll find these wines in 

most stores today. 

New World wines taste different from Old World wines. They tend to be 

bolder and fruitier. The alcohol content is often higher too. 

When you see "New World" on a wine label or menu, you know it comes 

from one of these newer wine-making regions. 

  



18) Appellation 

 

Appellation tells you where the grapes in your wine bottle came from. This 

location affects how the wine tastes and smells. 

An appellation can be a country, state, or smaller region. For example, 

Sonoma County in California is an appellation. So is Burgundy in France. 

Wine rules require at least 75 percent of the grapes to come from the 

named place. When you see an appellation on a label, you know most 

grapes grew there. 

  



19) Sommelier 

 

A sommelier is a wine expert who works in restaurants and hotels. They 

help you choose wines that match your food. 

Sommeliers know about different wine regions and grape types. They can 

tell you which wines taste good with your meal. 

Many sommeliers also manage wine lists and train other staff. Some work 

as wine buyers for restaurants. 

You might see a sommelier at fancy restaurants wearing a special pin or 

badge. 

  



20) Coravin 

 

A Coravin is a special wine tool that lets you pour wine without removing 

the cork. It uses a thin needle that goes through the cork to access the wine 

inside. 

The device fills the bottle with argon gas to prevent the wine from going 

bad. This means your wine stays fresh for months or even years. 

You can taste expensive wines without opening the whole bottle. This is 

perfect when you want just one glass or need to compare different wines. 

  



21) Aeration 

 

Aeration means adding oxygen to wine on purpose. You might hear people 

say they need to let wine "breathe" after opening the bottle. 

When wine gets oxygen, it can taste better. The flavors become stronger 

and more clear. 

You can aerate wine by pouring it into a special container called a decanter. 

You can also just open the bottle and wait. 

Most red wines need aeration more than white wines. Young, bold wines 

benefit the most from breathing time. 

 


