
AROMAS

RED WINE
VARIETIES

®



agenda

1. GRAPE VARIETIES AND AROMAS

2. A SELECTION OF SUCCESSFUL RED WINES

3. AROMAS TO TRAIN THE SENSE OF SMELL

“The principal sense used in wine tasting and in tasting 
food for that matter, is the sense of smell.”
             
                 - Emile Peynaud
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GRAPE VARIETIES AND AROMAS

Most flavors are perceived with the sense of smell when, during swallowing, the 
aromas invade the retro nasal canal that connects the oral cavity with the olfactory 
receptors. Taste, on the other hand, is due to a few basic substances, alcohol and 
acids, which make a wine sweet, bitter, sour, or salty.

We analyze aromas because they are the attributes that give wine infinite  different 
nuances.  

The aromatic and gustatory characteristics of a wine are the result of multiple 
factors: grape variety, territory, climate, grape cultivation method, method of 
harvesting and vinification and aging of the wine.

One way to classify aromas is based on the time they occur during the wine 
production process:

PRIMARY AROMAS

From the grape
Due to the grapes and already perceptible in the fruit or the must:
 •   Green bell pepper in Cabernet
 •   Rose in Moscato
 •   Orange blossom in Gewurztraminer
 •   and others

SECONDARY AROMAS

From fermentation
Perceivable in wine after fermentation:
 •   White fruit (Apple, Pear, Apricot, ...)
 •   Red fruit (Berries)
 •   Flowers (Linden, Acacia, ...)
 •   Honey, Butter
 •   and others 

TERTIARY AROMAS

From aging in barrels or bottles
Due to oxidation or barrel aromas: 
 •   Vanilla
 •   Cloves
 •   Caramelized fruit, Quince, Ripe plum
 •   Wax, Honey, Pine resin, Leather 
 •   Smoked, Licorice, Tobacco
 •   Mushroom, Truffle and others
 

Over the years, the aromas of the wine in the bottle change: the primary and secondary aromas 
lose intensity and the tertiary aromas increase. In a “mature” wine the primary, secondary and 
tertiary aromas are all present and perceptible in a balanced way, giving complexity to the bouquet. 
Whereas, if wine spends too much time in the bottle, it becomes “old”: the primary and secondary 
aromas are barely perceivable, the tertiaries take over and the wine therefore loses its identity.
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A wine can also express varietal aromas. These are the aromas that are typical of the grape variety. 
These can occur both as Primaries and as Secondaries (e.g. black currant bud of Sauvignon Blanc, 
black currant in Pinot Noir) and as Tertiaries (e.g. kerosene / flint in Riesling).

The easiest aromas to identify in the wines we drink every day are the varietal aromas (those due 
to the type of grape variety).

Varietal aromas
     •     Aromas generated by molecules present in grapes and transferred to the wine.

     •     Can also be present to varying degrees in other grape varieties.

     •     In some cases they are primary aromas (present immediately, even before fermentation),  
 but in other cases they emerge after fermentation or after aging.
     
     •     Grape varieties with a strong varietal aroma are easily recognizable even blindly.

     •     Most of the primary and secondary varietal aromas fade with the passing of the years, 
 but are still perceptible.

Varietal aromas: some examples

For all wines/grape varieties that do not have characteristic varietal aromas it is possible, however, 
to identify an aromatic profile (a group of aromas) that is found more frequently. These profiles may 
vary slightly or be enriched with further aromas based on the climate of origin of the grapes (hot or 
cold), the area of   cultivation and the degree of aging of the wine. However, these aromatic profiles 
provide a good “compass” that helps orientation during tasting and makes it easier and more fun. 

In fact, from the second half of the 1900s and onward, producers started calling wines with the 
variety, the name of the grape, alongside the name of the winery and the production area. This has 
made it easier for consumers to orient themselves when buying a wine, and has allowed new quality 
producers to successfully enter the market. It is much easier to memorize Chardonnay or Cabernet 
Sauvignon rather than the numerous names of producers and growing areas.

In the following pages we analyze the aromatic profiles of red wines obtained from ten of the 
most popular grape varieties.

The importance of balance - Not too much and not too little

MONTHS / YEARS

Old Wine

Mature Wine

Loss of identity

Balance
between the aromas

INTENSITY
OF THE AROMAS

Increase of tertiary aromas

Decrease of primary and
secondary aromas

     • barrel aromas
   • micro-oxidation aromas

• fermentation aromas
(fruit, flowers,...)
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Cabernet Sauvignon
green pepper, blueberry and cedar

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is the most cultivated red wine variety in the world.
     •     The variety is the result of the cross between Cabernet Franc (red grape) and  
 Sauvignon Blanc (white grape).
     •     It expresses wines with high tannins, full body and aromatic potential that   
 are well suited for barrel aging and aging.
     •     Due to the high content of tannins and acidity, these wines are often used
 blended with other softer and more fragrant wines, such as Merlot.
     •     It doesn’t grow well in climates that are too cold.
     •     Wines from very hot climates (e.g. Napa Valley, California) are softer.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

Cabernet Sauvignon has a high concentration of some odoriferous molecules of the 
pyrazine family that have green vegetable notes which recall pepper, green pepper, 
asparagus and green peas. Although these aromas are typical of the grape variety, 
they must never be too pronounced because they indicate a grape that is not ripe 
enough. In quality wines these green notes give mentholated and balsamic aromas to 
the bouquet.

The aromatic bouquet includes: green pepper, mint, eucalyptus, red and black berries 
(blueberry, cherry, currant, blackberry) and spices. The green notes are more evident in 
young wines. Barrel aging can bring notes of vanilla, coconut, smoked, coffee, cloves, 
nutmeg and leather.

TEMPERATE CLIMATE

(e.g. France)
Spicy and balsamic notes are more 
pronounced. Wines are more tannic 
and with a high acidity content.

HOT CLIMATE

(e.g. California)
Fruity notes are more pronounced. 
Softer and more fragrant wines.

Grenache Noir/Garnacha Tinta
strawberry, rose and clove

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is known as Grenache in France and Garnacha in Spain. It is a close relative of 
 the Cannonau grape in Italy with which it shares a large part of the genetic  
 heritage.
     •     It is a grape variety that resists well in very hot climates.
     •     It exists also in white (Grenache Blanc and Grenache Gris).
     •     It is one of the most cultivated varieties in the world.
     •     It produces very fruity and concentrated wines, with a full body and high 
 alcohol content.
     •     A good Grenache can age for 15-20 years.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

The aromatic bouquet is always very intense and recognizable. It is characterized 
by strawberry and small berries, red flowers (rose), herbaceous and balsamic hints. 
Grenache / Garnacha has a very marked floral aromatic component especially if 
produced with not too ripe grapes.

Over the years it develops spicy notes (cloves and black pepper), leather and licorice. 
Barrel aging can bring aromas of vanilla, chocolate and coconut.
In temperate climates the fruity bouquet is dominated by the scent of strawberry and 
violet candy while in the warmer climates hints of plum, dried plum and jam emerge.

GRENACHE NOIR 
(France)

Medium alcohol content.
Caramelized strawberry, green pepper 
and tobacco.

GARNACHA TINTA
(Spain)

Elevated alcohol content.
Berries, dried plums and cloves.
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Merlot
prune, blackberry and tobacco 

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is the second most cultivated red grape in the world.
     •     It performs well even in the coldest climates and does not prefer summers 
 that are too dry.
     •     It is a grape variety capable of expressing products that are both easy 
 to drink and of absolute excellence, with soft and fragrant wines that lend   
 themselves well to barrel aging and aging.
     •     It is considered a soft and medium-bodied wine, it is often found in blends
 with Cabernet Sauvignon, with which it complements and mitigates the 
 freshness e tannicity.
     •     It expresses exceptional wines in purity in selected territories in France,
 Italy, Switzerland, USA (California and Washington), Chile, New Zealand
 and South Africa.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

It does not have a specific varietal aroma, but has a bouquet characterized by the 
predominance of berries. Vegetable and balsamic notes may be present but to a lesser 
extent than in Cabernet Sauvignon. The bouquet can present a very long list of aromas: 
plum, blackberry, strawberry, rose, violet, pepper, tobacco, menthol, coffee, cinnamon, 
cardamom.

It adapts well to the different terroirs from which it takes different additional aromatic 
nuances and characteristics. For example: menthol in Saint Emilion (France), 
chocolate and truffle in Pomerol (France), black cherry and eucalyptus in Tuscany 
(Italy), chocolate in Australia, olives and coffee in Napa Valley, (California).

TEMPERATE CLIMATE

(e.g. France)
Ripe red fruit, pepper and tobacco.

HOT CLIMATE

(e.g. California)
Jam and caramelized fruit.

Montepulciano
cherry, blackberry and chocolate

CURIOSITIES

     •     It has no relation to the wine of the city of Montepulciano in Tuscany,
 which is produced with Sangiovese grapes and with which it has long been  
 confused.
     •     It prefers dry areas and very compact soils. 
     •     It is known mainly for its still red wines, it can also be appreciated in the 
 rosé (Cerasuolo), white, sparkling and dessert wine versions.
     •     It expresses wines with an excellent aromatic potential that is well suited
 to aging.
     •     In recent decades it is experiencing a commercial relaunch thanks to
 high productivity, quality, structure and for its olfactory qualities.
     •     It enhances the territory and makes the wines it produces unique and 
 identifiable: among the best in the world for expressive capacity 
 and olfactory breadth.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

Has a wide and complex bouquet characterized by the predominance of blackberries 
and chocolate combined with many other aromas: curry, pepper, juniper, vegetable, 
olive, fresh mushrooms, leather, graphite, brackish, almond, ferrous, medicinal herbs 
and more. The refinement method characterizes the bouquet: steel container (fruit), 
cement container (dry leaves, hay), large barrel (licorice, eucalyptus pepper), barrique 
(cinnamon and nutmeg). 

HUMID CLIMATE
AND SOFT SOIL

Vegetable, animal and metallic notes. 

HOT CLIMATE
AND FIRM GROUND

Notes of blackberry, balsamic, cinnamon 
and sweet spices.
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Nebbiolo (e.g. Barolo, Barbaresco)
violet, cherry and smoked

CURIOSITIES

     •     It prefers cool weather.
     •     It produces full-bodied wine. 
     •     It produces the unusual combination of wine with high tannins and 
 pale color.
     •     It is mainly grown in Piedmont. It is a difficult wine to grow in that it needs 
 particular climatic conditions: almost all attempts to cultivate it outside this 
 region have produced qualitatively mediocre results.
     •     It produces wines that lend themselves well to aging, especially in Barolo 
 and in Barbaresco where they can age up to 30 years.
     •     It is a wine that improves with time.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

Nebbiolo has distinctive floral aromas, especially those of violet and rose. To these are 
added hints of red fruit (cherry, black currant and raspberry), light balsamic notes (pine 
resin), aromatic herbs and undergrowth.

With the years of aging the floral scents decrease in intensity, evolving towards jam, 
and the bouquet is enriched with new aromas such as fig, leather and spices. With 
barrel aging it acquires notes of tar and smoked wood.

YOUNG WINE

Unripe fruit and balsamic notes.

AGED WINE

Ripe fruit, figs, leather, spices and
smoked notes.

Pinot Nero/Pinot Noir
blackcurrant, mushroom and animal (foxy)

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is a grape variety known since the times of the ancient Romans, which 
 has its cradle in French Burgundy.
     •     It prefers cool weather. 
     •     It is a difficult grape to grow and make into wine and one which 
 “can’t stand mediocrity”. Pinot Noir that generates the best wines,
 can also easily lead to bad results, with no middle ground.
     •     It has varietal aromas typical of black currants and berries. However, 
 the grapes are odorless and the aromas develop after fermentation.                 
     •     It reflects the essential characteristics of the place, that is, the climate and the 
 terrain, giving rise to different wines depending on where they are produced.
     •     It produces excellent wines, both still reds and Champagne sparkling wines.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

Its bouquet is wide and complex, characterized by the predominance of black currant, 
mushrooms and light animal notes. To these are added: black cherry, citrus, mint and 
wax notes. The wine’s evolution brings hints of: violet, cyclamen, cloves, nutmeg, 
leather and rhubarb, sandalwood and incense, dried mushrooms, truffle notes.
Champenoise sparkling wines have aromatic notes of small berries, grapefruit and 
cloves and mushrooms and tobacco for the most prestigious Crus.

Among the most prestigious wine making areas, in addition to France, there are: 
Germany, Italy, California and Oregon (USA), Australia, New Zealand and South Africa.

 

COOL CLIMATE

Complex and elegant. Black currant, 
mushrooms, vegetable, leather notes.

HOT CLIMATE

Risks losing aromatic balance. 
Raspberry, cherry, cloves and tobacco 
notes.
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Sangiovese (e.g. Brunello di Montalcino)
prune, violet and coffee

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is one, among the most popular grape varieties in Italy. 
     •     Grown mainly in Central Italy, where it is also known with the names of 
 Brunello, Morellino and Prugnolo gentile.
     •     It produces both low-priced wines and wines of the highest quality.
     •     It is the basis of Brunello di Montalcino, Rosso di Montalcino, Vino Nobile
 di Montepulciano, Morellino di Scansano, Chianti Classico, Montecucco 
 and many other wines.
     •     The wines have high acidity and tannins that make them suitable for aging.
     •     It has been introduced abroad in California, Argentina and other countries,
 but it is still little cultivated outside of Italy.
     •     Within the Sangiovese grape family there are numerous “clones”or
  varieties. Historically grouped in Sangiovese Grosso and Sangiovese Piccolo.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

The bouquet is characterized by notes of black cherry, violet and red fruits. Over the 
years, these aromas are accompanied by notes of potpourri, incense, coffee, pepper, 
tobacco, chalk, eucalyptus and orange peel. It is often barrel aged, for which it takes 
the characteristic aromas of vanilla, cloves and licorice.

TEMPERATE CLIMATE

Cherry, currant and herbaceous notes.

HOT CLIMATE

Raspberry, blackberry and potpourri 
notes.

Syrah/Shiraz
pepper, chocolate and medicinal

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is originally from the northern Rhone valley in France.
     •     It is among the top ten most cultivated grape varieties in the world by area. 
 The two most prolific production countries are France and Australia.
     •     The grape is known as Shiraz in Australia and Syrah in France and
 the New World.
     •     It grows well in both warm and cool climates.
     •     It has an intense red color, structured body and high alcohol content, and
 lends itself well to barrel aging.
     •     It is produced both in purity (Australia, USA, France), and in blend with
 other grape varieties (Spain and France).

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

Black pepper is the characteristic varietal aroma of this grape due to the presence in 
high concentrations of the rotundone molecule in the skin of the grapes. This aroma 
is perceptible in all the versions of this wine, even those coming from the hottest 
production areas. The bouquet is enriched with notes of red fruit (cherry, blueberries), 
black fruit (black currant, prune), cocoa, tobacco, smoked, licorice and mint.

 

SHIRAZ 
(Australia)

Blackberry jam, chocolate, medicine 
and tobacco notes.

SYRAH
(France)

Prune, leather, black pepper and mint 
notes.
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Tempranillo  (e.g. Rioja)
tobacco, black cherry and wild strawberry

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is the fourth most cultivated red grape variety in the world.
     •     It is also known by the names Tinta Roriz, Aragonez and others.
     •     It is mainly grown in Spain and Portugal.
     •     It is famous as the main component of Rioja wines, Ribera del Duero,
 Douro, Alentejo and others.
     •     It has an early ripening period which is also well suited to cool climates.
     •     It produces wines with full body and intense tannins, that are very 
 good and lend themselves well to aging.
     •     In Ribera del Duero, the wines are generally aged in French barrels
 and are fresher and more fruity. In Rioja, the wines are generally aged
 in American barrels and aged longer.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

The bouquet is characterized by notes of tobacco that combine with hints of black 
cherry, black currant, raspberry, wild strawberry, flowers, dried fruit, and light vegetal 
notes. With aging it acquires notes of graphite, leather, coffee and toast.

Aging is typically lengthy and done in American oak barrels (aromas of vanilla, cinnamon, 
coconut), but it can also be shorter and done in French oak barrels (cloves, smoked).

YOUNG WINE
from 0 to 12 months in the bottle

(called Roble or Crianza)

Notes of cherry, vegetal and cloves.

AGED WINE
from 12 to 24 months in the bottle

(Riserva and Gran Riserva)

Notes of raisin, leather, chalk, tobacco, 
cinnamon  and vanilla.

Zinfandel/Primitivo
stawberry, jam and caramel

CURIOSITIES

     •     It is a grape variety grown mainly in the USA (California) and in Southern Italy
 (Apulia and Campania).
     •    It is known as Zinfandel in the USA and Primitivo in Italy (it has been 
 proven through DNA analysis that they are the same grape variety).
     •     A minority share of this grape produces structured wines of the highest quality
 and which can reach a very high alcohol content.
     •     Most of the grapes are used to produce light, fine wines.
     •     The oldest name for this grape is Tribidrag (Croatia).
     •     It is the second most cultivated red grape in Califorina.

PRINCIPAL AROMAS

The bouquet is characterized by red fruit (e.g. strawberry, blueberry and currant), by 
spicy notes (black pepper, cinnamon, mushroom), by notes of nuts and by slight hints 
of aromatic herbs. The aromatic note of strawberry is due to the furaneol molecule, 
which, despite being present in many red grape varieties, has a significant weight 
in Zinfandel. If in high concentrations, this molecule can also give caramel notes. 
Zinfandel is a wine that in more full-bodied versions lends itself well to barrel aging, 
bringing out notes of tobacco, smoked liquorice and cinnamon.

ROBUST, AGED WINE

Jam, caramel, chocolate and smoked 
notes.

LIGHT AND FRESH WINE

Strawberry, aromatic herbs and violet 
notes.
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 AROMAS to train your sense of smell

The olfactory memory can be trained and therefore improve greatly with 
practice over time.  

Available in 5 versions: Beer, Red Wine, White Wine, Extra Virgin Olive Oil 
and Chocolate, the TasterPlace AROMAS collections are an essential tool to 
learn about the world of gourmet food and beverage. Each collection contains 12 
samples of olfactory aromas and an easy and concise publication that provides the 
fundamental information needed to discover the most important characteristics of 
the products and how to taste them.

TasterPlace AROMAS is used by enthusiasts who are approaching tasting for the 
first time, and by tasting associations and sommeliers for training.

for information
www.en.tasterplace.com

info@tasterplace.com

Click here to discover TasterPlace products.
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