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Preface to the Second Edition

This book is about wine talk and wine words. Wine talk provides a rich 
corpus to work with since it occurs naturally in many settings—from 
convivial dinner party conversations to critical discussion and evalu-
ation by connoisseurs to published research by enologists and other 
professional scientists. I use this linguistic domain to explore problems 
of lexical meaning, denotation, semantic extension, and a variety of 
communicative and social functions that are served by language. When 
I wrote Wine and Conversation, which appeared in 1983, I thought I 
had completed my work of ten years on the topic. But so much has 
happened in the wine world since then.

The types of wine made and sold in the United States have changed. The 
most popular varietal wines in California in the 1970s were Chenin Blanc, 
Emerald Riesling, Pinot Blanc, and confusingly a different wine called White 
Pinot, among the whites. There were very few Chardonnay plantings, and 
only experts had heard of Pinot Grigio (or Pinot Gris) and then only those 
from Europe. In fact, the use of varietal names on many European wines is 
relatively recent and is the infl uence of American buyers who choose by vari-
etal. The most popular red wine varietal was Zinfandel, followed by Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Petite Sirah, and some Gamay.1 Pinot Noir was not available, nor 
was Syrah (or Shiraz), which is different from Petite Sirah.

As for the wine words, there are new words and metaphors, and 
further experiments initiated by my work were carried out by others. 



Their greater interest in wine and wine talk is demonstrated by the 
popularity of the movie Sideways. Wine is now the most popular alco-
holic drink in the United States. LEXVIN, an international research 
group in Europe and the United States, is collecting the lexicons of 
wine and food in many languages for both theoretical and educational 
purposes. The goal is the “design, development, comparison and eval-
uation of teaching and learning methods and tools based on highly 
specifi ed languages or restricted lexicons related to food and wine.”2

Another development that may have increased wine-drinking activ-
ity is medical research showing the health benefi ts of drinking moder-
ate amounts of wine, even greater benefi ts than other kinds of alcohol. 
Paola (2008) summarizes some of the main fi ndings of wine. “The ben-
efi ts of moderate wine drinking,3 vis-à-vis abstinence are refl ected not 
only in terms of total mortality, but in terms of lower mortality related 
to coronary artery disease and cancer. Additionally, wine has been 
reported to decrease the incidence of kidney stones; to eradicate the 
bacteria responsible for food poisoning and diarrhea; to enhance insu-
lin sensitivity; to enhance resistance to certain strains of the common 
cold; to be associated with a lower incidence of rheumatoid arthritis in 
women; and to be of benefi t to cognitive function” (68). Heavy drink-
ing, for example, fi ve or more glasses of wine a day (about a bottle), is 
very detrimental to one’s health.

Wine produces pleasure. Alcohol can produce a relaxed, sometimes 
a euphoric state, and recent studies using brain imaging technology 
have found that wine affects the part of the brain associated with 
pleasure, good wine more so than bad wine.

For these reasons, it seemed appropriate to write a book about wine 
talk. About half of this one includes the original material and the other 
is new material.

What’s In the New Book

The fi rst part of the book deals with the language of wine. One point 
that will be emphasized and empirically supported throughout is that 
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language is a dynamic, fl uid, and versatile instrument. The idea that 
every word has a precise meaning and a fi xed denotation is a myth. 
Indeed, the vocabulary of a language, though large, is fi nite, but the 
world, including the world of human perception, thought, and experi-
ence, is astronomically large in scope and does not divide itself neatly 
into categories that necessarily correspond to our vocabulary items. As 
a result, the words we have must make do for infi nitely many things 
and experiences. We can always modify and qualify what we say, but 
it is not effi cient to add a dozen modifying clauses to every utterance to 
gain greater precision, and as I shall argue, it is usually not necessary. 
When it is important to have precise meanings, however, as in scien-
tifi c writing, we use our linguistic resources to coin new expressions or 
extend the meaning of existing words in order to be precise.

A theory of word meaning requires two parts: (1) the relationships between 
words, that is, the intralinguistic relationships, for example, synonymy, anton-
ymy, and class inclusion, and (2) denotation and reference, that is, how words 
hook up to the world. Part I explores the fi rst of these—the semantic structure 
of the intralinguistic relationships.

The fi rst two chapters are largely taken from Wine and Conversation
(1983). Chapter 1 provides the wine descriptors that were common in the 
1970s along with an analysis of their structure, and chapter 2 describes 
how metaphors are brought into wine talk with labels for wines as femi-
nine or aggressive. Chapter 3 includes the newer descriptors, those added 
in the next thirty years, along with the increase in interest in wine. Popular 
words are based on body-type metaphors, such as brawny, muscular, and 
svelte, and new words for praising wine include hedonistic, intellectual, or 
blockbuster. This refl ects a more general phenomenon in English and other 
languages of the increase not only in neologisms—new words—but also 
new meanings for old words. Chapter 4 examines a slightly different clas-
sifi cation of wine words, namely, wine wheels. Ann Noble’s Aroma Wine 
Wheel deals with the nose, the way wines smell. An important change in 
wine descriptions in the last 30 years is the emphasis on aroma. Chapter 
5 is about evaluation in which I review some of the systems for evaluating 
wine. An important difference is the popularity of the 100-point rating 
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system, which has overshadowed the previously common 20-point scales. 
Part I concludes with an informal discussion of semantics, focusing on the 
semantics of wine descriptors.

The second section deals with the word-world relationships—how 
wine drinkers apply the wine words to wines. In the fi rst edition, I worked 
with three groups of subjects—the fi rst two were nonexperts, and the last 
group was experts. In addition, John Reid conducted one further experi-
ment with the experts. My goal in this research was to fi nd out whether 
wine drinkers agreed on the descriptions for each of the wines they were 
tasting. In other words, I was looking for consensus (or lack thereof). 
These chapters are reproduced with minimal changes. What I found was 
that there is little consensus among ordinary wine drinkers. When asked 
to match three perceptually different white wines or red wines with a part-
ner who is describing the same wines, nonexpert tasters did no better than 
chance. Experts often showed more consensus, but only on those wines on 
which they were carefully trained.

The additional material in this part consists of new experiments carried 
out after Wine and Conversation appeared. I conducted one further exper-
iment later, to see whether wine tasters could reidentify their own descrip-
tions. They couldn’t! Much to my surprise and delight other researches 
continued this aspect of the work, and I present their experimental results. 
These studies were carried out by individuals who were able to control for 
variables I did not, such as temperature. They used more wines, more sub-
jects, and more sophisticated experimental methods and statistics. In addi-
tion to studies in the United States, several researchers at the University of 
Hamburg replicated experiments with German wine experts. Their results 
were largely the same, similar, or compatible with my own earlier work. 
The last chapter in part II summarizes some of the main relevant research 
in the psychophysics of taste and smell, showing that every individual has 
unique sensitivities and that we may not all experience identical things 
when sharing a bottle of wine.

The fi nal section looks at wine talk in a general framework. It is 
concerned with the special linguistic needs of the scientifi c community 
with respect to wine descriptions. But I also discuss wine conversation 
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in a variety of nonscientifi c settings: aesthetic purposes, phatic com-
munion, where language serves to create and maintain social bonds, 
and humor. Other interesting developments are motivated by market-
ing. These include advertising and labels that try to demystify wine talk 
by making fun of it. Another is the popularity of entertaining names 
of wines and wineries, such as Goats Do Roam and 7 Deadly Zins.
The popularity of food and wine tastings is summarized, and even sug-
gestions for music and wine pairings. The last chapter explores other 
semantic domains where there are parallels to wine talk. The culture 
of tasting notes has spread to other beverages, especially beer, coffee, 
and tea and other foods, such as chocolate. But we can fi nd similari-
ties in descriptions of perfume, music, and even in how we talk about 
other people. Finally, a more complete and formal account of semantic 
theory by Keith Lehrer and me appears in an appendix for those who 
are interested in this topic.

Although this book focuses on the language of wine, the theory and 
practice are as applicable to many domains in which language is used, 
some of which are suggested in the last chapter. I hope that readers, espe-
cially those without backgrounds in linguistics and language-related fi elds, 
will think about the use and structure of language in new ways.
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1

Wine Words

You can talk about wine as if it were a bunch of fl owers 
(fragrant, heavily perfumed); a packet of razor blades (steely); 
a navy (robust, powerful); a troupe of acrobats (elegant and
well-balanced); a successful industrialist (distinguished and rich); 
a virgin in a bordello (immature and giving promise of pleasure 
to come); Brighton beach (clean and pebbly); even a potato 
(earthy) or a Christmas pudding (plump, sweet and round).

—Derek Cooper, quoted in The Fireside Book of Wine

The Early Words

I originally became interested in the topic of wine vocabulary out of 
sheer curiosity. At a typical dinner party, some person, usually a man, 
would hold up a glass of wine to let the candlelight shine through, 
swirl it around, and make some pronouncement such as: “This is soft 
and sensuous—quite an improvement over the 67s, which were unstyl-
ish and fl abby.” Another diner might reply: “Yes, it’s soft, but I would 
say that it’s graceful rather than sensuous.” A brief discussion might 
then follow on which adjective, sensuous or graceful, best fi t the wine. 
I used to assume that the words had little or no meaning, and that 
such a verbal display served largely to amuse or impress other peo-
ple, allowing the speaker to show off his knowledge, experience, and 
expertise. James Thurber has parodied such conversation in a famous 
New Yorker cartoon picturing a host telling his guests at table, “It’s a 
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naive domestic Burgundy, without any breeding, but I think you’ll be 
amused by its presumption.”

I was concerned with two questions. First, assuming that some of 
the wine words mean something, even if they are to be interpreted 
subjectively and evaluatively, what is the structure of this vocabulary? 
Second, how do speakers use these words and what do they under-
stand when they hear them?

There is an immense literature on wines—books about wine and 
winemaking, regular newspaper and magazine columns by writers who 
tell you what to buy and what to drink with what food, and of course 
wine advertisements and labels. There is general agreement among vari-
ous writers on the internal structure of the vocabulary, and there is con-
siderable self-consciousness in the choice of terms used by such writers. 
A wine book typically has a glossary, and the wine industry, through 
ads and labels, tries to educate the public about the use of some terms. 
This chapter is devoted to a structural analysis of wine words.

I have heard people complain that there are few words in English 
to describe tastes. Though it may be true that only a small number 
of words are used exclusively or primarily for tastes, there are in 
fact dozens of terms that can be and have been used to describe and 
evaluate wines. The words listed below are those that I have found in 
the wine literature during the 1970s. Many are from glossaries and are 
defi ned, but many have only been used to describe one particular wine. 
Therefore, all terms are attested. However, the set is not a closed one; 
the wine vocabulary can be indefi nitely extended.

List 1 contains the commonest words that I found before 1980. 
In addition to the wine descriptors in list 1, there are many techni-
cal terms used to describe and classify wines, falling into two major 
classes. The fi rst contains the names of the grapes used for wine: 
Cabernet Sauvignon, Johannisberg Riesling, or Merlot. The premium 
California wines that were made around the middle of the twenti-
eth century were made mostly or entirely from a single varietal, and 
toward the end of the century European vintners also started to use 
this classifi cation. The other group of expressions contains chemical 
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List 1.1 Wine Descriptors Found in the Wine Literature

acetic
acidic
acrid
age
alcoholic
aloof
aromatic
astringent
attenuated
austere
baked
balanced
berry
big
has bite
bitter
bouquet
bland
blurred
breed
brisk
buttery
caramel
chalky
has character
charming
clean
cloying
coarse
common
has come on
complex
cooked
corked
corky
creamy

crisp
dead
decrepit
delicate
developed
deep
disciplined
discreet
distinguished
dry
dull
dumb
durable
dusty
earthy
elegant
ethereal
empty
evolved
exhilarating
faded
fat
feminine
fermenting
fi erce
fi ery
fi ne
fi nesse
fi nish
fi rm
fl abby
fl amboyant
fl at
fl attering
fl eshy
fl inty

fl owery
foxy
fragile
fragrant
fresh
frolicsome
fruity
full-bodied
full-fl avored
gassy
gay
gentle
generous
gorgeous
grap(e)y
graceful
grandiose
great
has grip
green
gunfl int
hale
hard
harmonious
harsh
heady
hearty
herby
herbaceous
hollow
honest
hot
huge
humble
immature
insipid

has legs
light
lingering
 (fi nish)
little
lively
luscious
maderized
has majesty
manly
mature
meager
mealy
meaty
medium
mellow
mettlesome
mineral
moldy
mossy
musky
musty
neutral
noble
nose
nutty
oaky
oily
odd
off
old
ordinary
original
ostentatious
overripe
oxidized

Continued
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pebbly
penetrating
peppery
perfumed
piquant
plump
has poise
positive
powerful
pretentious
pricked
prickly
puckery
pungent
racy
rare
redolent
refreshing
respectable
rich
ripe
robust
roguish
round

rounded
rough
rugged
salty
sappy
savory
scented
semisweet
senile
sensuous
serious
sharp
short
 (fi nish)
silky
silly
simple
skunky
small
smoky
smooth
soft
solid
sophisticated

sound
sour
spicy
has stamina
stalky
steely
stemmy
stiff
stony
sturdy
strong
stylish
suave
succulent
subtle
superfi cial
supple
sweet
swallowable
syrupy
tangy
tannic
tart
taut

tender
thick
thin
tough
transcendental
twiggy
unbalanced
unharmonious
unripe
vegy
 (vegetable)
velvety
vigorous
vinous
vulgar
warm
watery
weak
wild
withered
woody
yeasty
young
zestful

List 1.1 Continued

terms for specifi c properties, often defects. Examples in this category 
are hydrogen sulfi de, mercaptan, butyric, malolactic, fusel, and acetal-
dehyde. This latter group of terms is found primarily in the literature 
and speech of winemakers and wine scientists. The wine vocabulary 
is more than a mere list. Since I am a linguist, I was mainly interested 
in showing the intralinguistic relationships, that is, the relationships 
among words.

Although we talk about the taste of wine, in fact what we per-
ceive is a fusion of taste, smell, and texture (tactile sensations), often 
called mouthfeel. However, experts have learned to distinguish these 
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properties. Flavor is used to describe tasting and smelling and some-
times mouthfeel as well (Broadbent 1977:14; Amerine & Singleton 
1965:305). The tasting and evaluation system I had been using earlier 
was based on a 20-point scale developed and used at the University 
of California at Davis. This scale was analytic in that it required wine 
tasters to separate the various components, and it in turn infl uenced 
the lexical analysis of the wine descriptors.

There are only four basic tastes: sweet, sour, bitter, and salty. A fi fth, 
umami, meaning pungent or savory (the taste of MSG), has also been 
proposed but not universally accepted by psychologists and physiolo-
gists. Smell is quite different. People can distinguish 10,000 to 100,000 
different smells (Buck 2004), and most of what we notice in the taste of 
a food or beverage is based on the smell. Tactile sensations in the mouth 
include viscosity, warmth, astringency, acidity, and other properties.

The wine words can be analyzed in terms of various dimensions: 
acidity, sweetness, body, balance, feel, age, nose, fi nish, activity, and 
quality. Some dimensions are interrelated. The analysis below is based 
on the commonest wine terms—those that turned up in most glossaries 
and were frequently used by wine writers before 1980. A few words 
refer to complex properties and therefore appear on more than one 
dimension. Other words are ambiguous and appear more than once. 
For instance, fl at can mean “lacking acid” or “an effervescent wine 
that has lost its bubbles.”

Wine drinking is an aesthetic experience, and naturally, the evalu-
ative dimension is important and permeates every other dimension, 
including the descriptive ones. The principal semantic confi guration is 
that shown in fi gure 1.1.

The words listed under too much and too little are antonyms, at 
least in the wine context, although they might not be opposites in 

Too much X
NEGATIVE

Right amount of X
POSITIVE

Too little X
NEGATIVE

Figure 1.1 Dimension X
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other contexts. Sometimes under right amount there are two columns 
in which the words in one column are antonyms of those in the other 
column, as in fi gure 1.9, words for body.

Acidity—The dimension of acidity, which affects taste, smell, and 
feeling in the mouth, is represented by fi gure 1.2. Sour appears twice 
because it has two meanings: (1) sour in taste, and (2) acetic, on the 
way to becoming vinegar—hence spoiled (like milk that has gone bad). 
Crisp, piquant, and the words below them may apply to tactile sensa-
tions as well as taste. (In addition, a number of other terms are used to 
describe particular fl avors of wines: thus steely, metallic, stoney, and 
mineral may refer to acidity or to a certain kind of acidity.)

Sweetness—Another dimension is sweetness, shown in fi gure 1.3. 
Here words meaning “too dry” are lacking, apparently because wine 
writers appreciate both dry and sweet wines. Bone dry is used to mean 
“having no sweetness whatsoever.”

In Canada wines are rated on a scale from 0 to 30 based on residual 
sugar in the wine. Zero designates no residual sugar, and each ascending 
number means that there are 10 grams of sugar per liter of wine. However, 

Too much

acetic
sour

pricked sour
acidic
sharp

tart flat
bland
flabby

crisp
piquant
lively
zestful
tangy

hard
biting

Too little
NEGATIVE POSITIVE NEGATIVE

Figure 1.2 Acidity

Too much

sweet semisweet drysyrupy
cloying
sugary

Too little
NEGATIVE NEGATIVEPOSITIVE

Figure 1.3 Sweetness
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the amount of sugar and the sweetness of the wine are not perfectly cor-
related because acid can mask sweetness and alcohol can enhance it.

Balance—The next dimension is a function of both sugar and acid: 
balance. A balanced wine has a pleasant proportion of sugar, acid, and 
other constituents. A wine may be unbalanced because it has either too 
much sugar or too much acid; but generally, if someone merely labels 
a wine as unbalanced, he is likely to mean that the wine is too acidic. 
The terms are shown in fi gure 1.4.

Since balance interacts with acidity and sweetness, a three-dimensional 
representation of these would be desirable; but fi gure 1.5 will serve as an 
approximation.

Astringency—Another dimension is astringency, which is largely a 
tactile sensation, caused by the tannin in red grape skins or from the 
oak barrels in which the wine (red or white) has been aged. Too much 

Too much
(acid or sugar)

Too little
(acid)

NEGATIVE NEGATIVEPOSITIVE

balanced unbalancedunbalanced
harmonious
round

etc.

flat
unharmoniousunharmonious

acidic
sour

cloying
etc.

Figure 1.4 Balance

Too much

cloying
sour

sweet dry
tart flat

balancedunbalanced unbalanced

Too little
NEGATIVE

SWEETNESS

ACIDITY

POSITIVE NEGATIVE

Figure 1.5 Interaction of Balance, Acidity, and Sweetness
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astringency is unpleasant, often described as harshness or sharpness.
The words in this subset are mainly applicable to red wines, but they can 
also be applied to white and dessert wines to characterize the texture. 
The terms appear in fi gure 1.6. Many of the words in the “too much” 
column are used for excess acidity as well as tannin, since either can 
produce the tactile sensation. Bitter is a taste sensation, not a mouthfeel 
term, but since bitterness is correlated with astringency, I have put it 
here. Whereas hard is negative, fi rm is positive; soft is positive, while 
fl abby is negative. Puckery is not a completely negative term.

Age—Another dimension is age, which is an assessment based on 
taste and feel, particularly of those properties of acidity and astrin-
gency; see fi gure 1.7. The connotative value of young and old depends 
on the particular wine, since some wines, such as clarets and ports, are 
highly regarded if old. But others are preferred young: an old Moselle 

Too much

hard
harsh
sharp
rough
bitter

puckery

firm soft
smooth

velvety
silky
gentle

tender
mellow

NEGATIVE POSITIVE

Figure 1.6 Feel (Astringency)

Too young

green
unripe
immature

fresh
mature
ripe
mellow
developed
evolved
aged

withered
dying
decrepit
senile

old deadyoung

Too old
NEGATIVE POSITIVE NEGATIVE

Figure 1.7 Age
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or an old Beaujolais might be considered undesirable. Green often just 
means “young,” but some writers apply it primarily to wines made 
from unripe grapes (Broadbent 1977; Lexique 1963).

The scales of acidity, astringency, and age can be correlated, to some 
extent, as shown in fi gure 1.8. The word fl at occasionally means “too 
old,” especially for certain wines that are intended to be drunk young 
and for sparkling wines that have lost their bubbles; but a wine can be 
fl at from its beginning by never having had enough acid.

Body—Body has perhaps more terms than any other. Body is a com-
plex concept, referring to the viscosity or weight of wine in the mouth. 
The physical correlates of the sensation are the percentage of alcohol 
and dissolved solids. Some writers use body for one correlate, others for 
both. The terms are given in fi gure 1.9. Some of the terms in each column 
can perhaps be further scaled according to degree of fullness or degree 
of desirability. Schoonmaker (1965) defi nes sturdy as less favorable than 
robust but more favorable than coarse. Rich seems to be a completely 
positive term, while heavy can be either positive or negative, depending 
on the wine. Heavy Burgundies are good; heavy Moselles, not so good. 
Strong may apply more to alcoholic content than to viscosity.

A visual phenomenon associated with body is known as legs: “the 
trails that slide down the inside of the glass after you have swiveled the 
wine round” (Vandyke Price 1975:182).1

The words in fi gure 1.9 for body provide an excellent example of 
the intralinguistic connections of words. Heavy (or full-bodied in wine 

Too young

unripe

AGE

ACIDITY

ASTRINGENCY

sharp

rough

harsh smooth

soft

crisp

mature withered

flat
acetic

Too old

NEGATIVE NEGATIVEPOSITIVE

Figure 1.8 Correlation of Age, Acidity, and Astringecy
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discourse) and light are the basic contrast words for this dimension 
and refer to the viscosity of the mouthfeel. Since heavy things tend 
to be big and vice versa, big has come to be a synonym for heavy in 
the wine domain. By association, the other words in fi gure 1.9 have 
acquired a meaning that is related to heavy or light.

Smell or nose, in the wine vocabulary, has many terms, but they 
are categorized rather than scaled. One fi nds here words that are 
evaluative, as in other dimensions. Wine experts agree on a distinc-
tion between aroma and bouquet; aroma is the smell from the grape, 
while bouquet is that from the wine—that is, the odors arising from 
the fermentation process. Figure 1.10 presents a few of the olfactory 
terms, but most refer to specifi c items, like fruit or kinds of fruit.

POSITIVE

fruity
flowery
perfumed
scented
fragrant

specific undesirable smells
(musty, yeasty), or
comparisons, like burnt
rubber, leather, etc.

grapy

NEGATIVE

Figure 1.10 Nose

Too much Too little

NEGATIVE

coarse

alcoholic

heavy(= full-bodied)

strong

chewy

big rich

deep

forceful

robust

round

powerful

fat

thick

solid

sturdy

hearty

meaty

light watery

thin

weak

meager

small

flabby

little

delicate

fragile

POSITIVE NEGATIVE

Figure 1.9 Body
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The dimension of smell was given short shrift in my early work. The 
reason for this is that with the few exceptions listed in fi gure 1.10, words 
for smells were not linguistically interesting to me. Almost all words for 
smells are based on a noun denoting something with a distinctive 
smell, like pear, or an adjective can be formed from a noun by add-
ing a suffi x, usually -y, as in grapy. However, smell is very  important
and is treated in a later chapter. The dimension of smell—of nose, in 
the wine vocabulary—has a number of terms. They are more easily 
categorized than scaled. Some words are positive, some neutral, some 
negative. However, experts disagree about which terms apply to aroma 
and which to bouquet, and many are applied to both. Figure 1.10 
shows the terms used. In addition to fruity, which is sometimes con-
trasted with grapy, writers mention specifi c fruits—apples, cherries, 
raspberries—to suggest aroma and bouquet. Other terms referring to 
specifi c odors, like smoky or woody, may be favorable—depending on 
the wine and the expert.

Although I listed burnt rubber and leather as negative, I have subse-
quently discovered that for some wine tasters, these terms are positive. 
As the cliché goes, there’s no accounting for taste!

A time dimension can be added in order to deal with aftertaste phe-
nomena (fi gure 1.11). Lingering is a positive term; short and hollow
are negative. Broadbent defi nes fi nish as “the end-taste.” “A wine can-
not be considered well-balanced without a good fi nish by which is 
understood a fi rm, crisp and distinctive end. The opposite, a short or 
poor fi nish, will be watery, the fl avor not sustained and tailing off 
inclusively. The correct degree of the right sort of acidity is a decisive 
factor.” A hollow wine has a foretaste and some aftertaste “but with-
out a sustaining middle fl avor” (Broadbent 1977:96).

Beginning of taste sensation
Foretaste Middle Flavor

hollow lingering
short

End of taste sensation
Aftertaste (finish)

Figure 1.11 Finish
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Whereas fi nish refers to a temporal dimension, spatial information 
can also play a role in communicating by telling others what part of the 
tongue is stimulated by a wine, such as frontal, middle, back, or sides. For 
if I tell others drinking the same wine that it is a smooth frontal wine, it 
tells my companions where to search for the properties of smoothness.

An activity dimension is presented in fi gure 1.12. Many of the terms 
mentioned in the acid scale, such as lively or zestful, could be used to 
characterize the feel of the carbon dioxide in the wine. Gassy is some-
times used negatively, generally for wines that are supposed to be still 
but that are not.2

Finally, there are terms whose meanings are largely evaluative. 
Purely evaluative terms, very common in the wine domain (good, excel-
lent, bad, terrible), have not been listed. Evaluative terms (fi gure 1.13) 
can be divided into terms of high praise, low praise, mild derogation,
and strong derogation. Some of the words interact with other scales. 
Delicate, for example, would be more likely to be used for a light wine 
than a heavy one.

still gassy sparkling
bubbling

Figure 1.12 Effervescence

complex clean
sound
simple
refreshing

insipid
bland
common
ordinary

off
(general terms of
disapproval: awful,
ghastly, etc.)

breed
character
distinguished
great
fine
elegant
delicate
subtle
finesse

LOW
PRAISE

HIGH
PRAISE

MILDLY
DEROGATORY

STRONGLY
DEROGATORY

Figure 1.13 Evaluation
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The term complex is a special one with a special almost-technical 
meaning, “many-faceted smell and taste, the hallmark of a developing 
fi ne wine” (Broadbent 1977:95). Machamer, who includes complexity
as a parameter in his wine evaluation system, writes,

Complexity . . . is an evaluative parameter. Its contrast term is simple. 
Complexity is the measure for the degree of intensity with which all 
the factors in the wine assault your senses in harmonious fashion. 
Complex wines . . . burst forth in the mouth in manifold dimensions 
providing the wine with an unmistakable depth and intra-connection 
of components. . . . Simple wines are just that—one taste and fl avor of 
the wine dominates and not much else happens; there are no overtones 
played upon its basic note. (Machamer 1977:6)

As we have seen, most other words in the wine vocabulary are value 
laden as well, but they label wine as desirable or undesirable in cer-
tain ways. Neutral terms such as woody or spicy or even sweet may 
be positive or negative for some wine drinkers with respect to certain 
wines.

Clarity and Appearance—Two other dimensions are important in 
wine description and evaluation: clarity and appearance (the latter 
includes color). The degrees of clarity given by Broadbent (1977:24) 
are brilliant, star-bright, bright, clear (all positive and arranged in 
order of desirability) to dull, bitty (“having particulate matter”), hazy,
and cloudy (negative, arranged from bad to worse).

Appearance includes color, both hue and depth (saturation). Wines 
are grouped into red, rosé, and white categories. However, red wines 
vary from deep purple and reddish brown to shades of orange and 
pink, sometimes overlapping in color with the rosés. (To some extent 
the label classifi cation may depend on the intention of the winemaker.) 
White wines vary from colorless to shades of pale yellow green, straw 
yellow, gold, and brown.

It is interesting from a semantic standpoint that in the wine context 
the terms red and white never literally refer to the prototypical colors 
(Berlin & Kay 1970), which would be exemplifi ed by tomato juice 
and cream, for instance. In some languages the term black is used in 



16  The Wine Vocabulary

lieu of red to describe wines of a dark hue. In Croatian, for example, 
such a wine is crn, “black,” and Pinot Noir would translate literally 
as “Black Pinot.”

Not all the terms on the list have been accounted for. Many words 
refer to more or less specifi c fl avors that do not fall into a neat struc-
ture, although some can be subgrouped: oaky and woody; chalky and 
earthy; metallic, mineral, and steely; smoky, nutty, spicy, herby, her-
baceous; stony and pebbly. Two words can be singled out as having 
rather technical and specifi c meanings for wine experts where non-
experts might be misled: foxy and sophisticated. Foxy refers to the 
fl avor that Fox, Concord, and other Vitis Labrusca varietals have. 
A sophisticated wine is one that is adulterated by the addition of a 
foreign substance (Amerine, Roessler, & Filipello 1959:498).

The list of specifi c tastes that can be attributed to wines is large and 
open. The following additional terms, not included above, are from 
Broadbent’s glossary alone (1977): bitter almonds, apples, asbestos,
banana, bad eggs, boiled beetroot, black currants, caramel, cedar-
wood, fi lter pads, geranium, wild garlic, goaty, honeyed, mushroomy,
mousey, peach-like, peardrops, rubbery, sulfury, vanilla. Many of 
these terms can be correlated with specifi c physical properties, such as 
apples with malic acid and wild garlic with sorbic acid.

A fi nal set of wine descriptors are those that come from the lexical 
fi eld of words for human personality and character. Some of these 
words are purely evaluative, as in characterizing a wine as having 
breed or character. However, many words are descriptive. One writer 
who has introduced a large number of such words into the wine vocab-
ulary is Pamela Vandyke Price, whose book The Taste of Wine uses 
unusual terms—or perhaps personal, as she might prefer to describe 
them. Although most the words she uses have entered the conventional 
wine vocabulary, other writers defi ne these words differently. The fol-
lowing words are taken from her glossary: straightforward, assertive,
broad, crunchy, dirty, forthcoming, limpid, pinched (“mean in charac-
ter”), reserved, sensitive, sick, shaded, sloppy, soggy, turned in (“with-
drawn”), uncoordinated, and vivacious.
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The white wines are classifi ed by Vandyke Price in an ordinary 
enough way: fi rst by sweetness (bone dry, dry to medium dry, implicitly
sweet, intensely sweet), and then each of these is subdivided accord-
ing to body. The red wines, however, are classifi ed at the highest level 
into straightforward, medium personality, and weighty. This division 
is one of quality, with weighty being the best. Straightforward wines 
are further divided into crisp and slightly assertive wines as opposed 
to fi rm, fruity, and robust ones. Medium personality wines are either 
fruity, assertive, and moderately robust or fi rm and fruity with a cer-
tain elegance. Finally, the weighty wines are divided into three sub-
categories: wines that are moderately fruity and robust; wines with 
assertive fruit and character; and elegant and profound wines usually 
with charm. The subclassifi cations seem to refer to body, fruitiness, 
and quality.

Vandyke Price’s glossary defi nes these terms, and often one can see 
that they are like other, more common words. Assertive is defi ned as 
“possessing one particular outstanding attribute, such as smell or taste, 
resulting from the grape, climate, soil, etc., which makes an immedi-
ate appeal. The term should not be confused with aggressive, which is 
usually undesirable” (180). The fi rst sentence of the defi nition makes 
assertive similar to the meaning of simple. Aggressive is not defi ned, 
but one can infer that it refers to a wine with too much of some single 
property.

My favorite defi nition in Vandyke Price’s glossary is for round:

Many people fi nd it helpful to think of wines as having a shape. Some 
immature wines often seem to be angular, others seem straight up and 
down in slightly unripe vintages. A round wine has its skeleton (the 
alcohol) adequately and pleasantly covered with fl esh (the fruit) and is 
enhanced by a good skin (the fragrance). Excess rotundity shows a lack 
of proportion, but many young wines possess a type of puppy fat which 
they shed later. How round a wine ought to be depends on the quality it 
should ideally attain; a great wine at its peak should be only gracefully 
curved, a good youngish wine in the medium ranges can be rather more 
curvaceous. Roundness is something felt as the wine passes over the pal-
ate and is held momentarily in the mouth. (183)
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Vandyke Price takes the concept of shape more literally than the 
defi nition for round might suggest. For example, one of her innovative 
suggestions for noting and remembering the taste of wine consists of 
diagramming their “profi les,” where the horizontal axis represents the 
foretaste-taste-aftertaste dimension and the vertical axis represents a 
combination of fl avor, complexity, and quality. Compare the profi les 
in fi gure 1.14.

We have looked at the wine vocabulary. It is not just a list but rather 
a set of expressions that can be analyzed in terms of several dimen-
sions. Many dimensions are interrelated, such as balance with acidity 
and sweetness. The evaluative dimension interacts with other dimen-
sions, and most of the words have both a descriptive and evaluative 
aspect of meaning. The wine vocabulary is an open set, moreover, and 
there are conventional ways of creating new wine descriptors to extend 
this vocabulary even further. Such linguistic devices and processes are 
the subject of the next chapter.

Great wine at its peak Dull wine

Figure 1.14 Two Sample Wine “Profi les” (from 
Vandyke Price 1975:44)
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All languages have resources that enable speakers to increase their 
vocabulary—by adding new words and by extending the meanings of 
existing words. The wine vocabulary illustrates these processes very 
clearly, and this chapter will explore some of the common linguistic 
devices used.

Morphological processes, particularly suffi xation, provide a rich 
source of new words in the wine vocabulary. Many words listed in 
chapter 1 can be broken down into a stem + suffi x. The commonest 
suffi x is -y added to concrete nouns (count or mass) to produce adjec-
tives. The -y in these words means either “having” or “resembling,” 
and sometimes the word can mean either. Wine tasters often use equiv-
alent expressions with “having” + noun, such as “This wine has good 
fruit, some wood, and no sugar.” However, “resembling” is the more 
common meaning.

Not all wine words ending in -y have this meaning, of course. Foxy,
in wine terminology, refers to the fl avor found in the fox grapes, such 
as that of the sweet wines like Manischewitz kosher wine. The -y suf-
fi x can be productively applied to new items, subject to the  semantic-
pragmatic restriction that a wine could have or resemble the item 

2

Extending the Vocabulary

The fi rst thing to do in tasting a wine is to see if it has a good 
nose. A good nose is very important since it allows the wine to 
breathe.

—Funky, Arizona Star, March 5, 1979



20  The Wine Vocabulary

mentioned: muddy, sandy, coppery, barky, apply, pickly, chickeny,
leafy, walnuty, or olivy are possible. There may be some phonologi-
cal restrictions, in that /iy/ does not sound good when added to nouns 
already ending in /iy/. So turkeyey and berryey are unlikely.

Some noun +y forms are possible but unlikely to be used as wine 
descriptors. Examples would be crabby, rocky, and fi shy. These words 
already have highly salient meanings (“ill-tempered,” “full of rocks,” 
and “suspicious”) that might interfere with an intended “resembling 
N” meaning. However, were they to be defi ned when introduced, 
problems of interpretation would not arise.

The suffi x -like is highly productive in the wine vocabulary. It can 
be added to concrete noun stems, and it carries its meaning straightfor-
wardly. Possibilities are (warlike, applelike, and carrotlike. Although -
like could also be added to the other nouns, such as fruitlike, grapelike,
woodlike, these latter are not so likely, since well-established adjectival 
forms already exist (fruity, grapey, and woody), which would preempt 
the -like form. (See Esau 1973, Aronoff, 1976:65.)

List 2.1 Wine Words Taking a -y Suffi x
Wine Words Taking a - y Suffi x

beery
buttery
chalky
corky
creamy
dusty
earthy
fl eshy
fl inty
fl owery
fruity
gassy
grapey
herby

mealy
moldy
mossy
musky
nutty
oaky
oily
pebbly
peppery
salty
sappy
silky
skunky
smoky

spicy
stalky
steely
stemmy
stony
sugary
syrupy
tangy
twiggy
vegy
velvety
woody
yeasty
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Other suffi xes are also found in the wine word list, but they are 
less frequent and less productive in this domain: -ish (roguish, styl-
ish), -ic (acidic, alcoholic, aromatic, metallic), meaning “having” or 
“resembling.” The suffi xes -ful (graceful, forceful, powerful, zestful),
-ous (harmonious, pretentious, sensuous, vigorous), mean “having” 
and are added to nouns (Ljung 1970). The list also includes past par-
ticiples (disciplined, distinguished, evolved, balanced) and present par-
ticiples (lingering, fermenting, refreshing), which are, of course, based 
on verb stems.

Most new words do not enter the wine domain via morphological 
rules, however, but via semantic extension. I heard a wine described as 
raunchy, but the meaning cannot be processed as “having or resem-
bling raunch.” The same wine was described by another taster as hav-
ing a kick, an expression that I had not previously encountered for 
wine.

To better understand how word meanings become extended, espe-
cially by the use of metaphors, which thoroughly permeate the wine 
vocabulary, we must look in a little more detail at the organization 
of the lexicon, especially at the intralinguistic relationships that were 
briefl y introduced earlier. One prominent model for dealing with such 
relationships is the concept of the semantic fi eld.1 It has served as a 
good working model for describing lexical structures. A semantic 
fi eld is roughly a subject matter or conceptual sphere, such as kin-
ship, motion, personality traits, or furniture. A lexical set is a group 
of lexemes (words) that bear certain specifi able relationships to one 
another.

Most words in English have several senses, and most belong to 
more than one semantic fi eld. But sometimes a word has more than 
one sense in the same fi eld. For instance, dog “canine animal” and dog
“male canine animal” belong to the same fi eld, while head has senses 
in the fi elds of body parts, spatial orientation, shape, and position of 
power.

We can construct fi elds (and connect them to the appropriate lexical 
items) as we wish. Some fi elds are highly salient and easily identifi able, 
such as kinship, color, some animal and plant taxonomies, motion, 
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and possession. Other less salient categories can be formed, however, 
such as instruments for cutting. The lexical set associated with such a 
domain would include scissors, shears, saw, knife, paper cutter, and 
guillotine. Lyons writes,

Vaguely formulated though it has been, fi eld-theory has proved its worth 
as a general guide for research in descriptive semantics over the last forty 
years; and it has undoubtedly increased our understanding of the way 
the lexemes of a language are interrelated in sense. The fact that it has 
not been, and perhaps cannot be, formalized would be a more damaging 
criticism, if there were available some alternative theory of the structure 
of vocabulary which had been formalized and which had been tested 
against an equal amount of empirical evidence; and this is not yet the 
case. (1977:267–68)

The fi eld theory may be applicable to only part of the vocabulary of 
a language, but for that part it provides important insights. In a seman-
tic theory such as that of Lyons (1977), the meaning of each lexeme 
is its relationship to other lexemes in that semantic fi eld. There are a 
small number of these relationships, the most important of which (for 
wine talk) are synonymy, antonymy, and various kinds of terms that 
can be arranged in a scalar order (such as hot warm cool cold), and 
hyponymy (the “kind of” relationship). What is especially interesting 
about this conception of lexical relations is that the same relationship 
between words in a fi eld holds across different conceptual domains 
(see Kittay & Lehrer 1981).

If there is a set of words that have semantic relationships in a semantic 
fi eld, and if one or more items pattern in another semantic fi eld, then the 
other items in the fi rst fi eld are available for extension to the second fi eld. 
The semantic relationships will remain the same: synonyms will remain 
synonyms, antonyms will remain antonyms, etc. Perceived similarity is 
not a necessary condition for semantic extension. (Lehrer 1978a:96)

To show how semantic extension works, we will examine a number of 
semantic fi elds that have contributed vocabulary to the wine domain. 
First of all there are the taste words (sweet, sour, bitter, tart, salty, and 
dry), but their use in the wine domain is straightforward.
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There are two sets of words (not completely distinct) that come 
from the domain of touch and feel. The fi rst of these consists of 
items that apply to both taste and feel. In the wine domain they are 
used to describe acidity (fi g. 1.2), since acid can be tasted (produc-
ing a tart or sour taste) and felt (producing a sharp or biting feel-
ing). The general class can be characterized by the antonyms sharp
and fl at.

Let us begin with the set of descriptors that are used for acidity.
Some of the terms are straightforward, and their meanings are 
used in highly conventional ways, although they have been derived 
(historically) from earlier senses of the word (J. Williams 1976). Sharp,
for example, conventionally means “causes intense sensation.” Since 
sharp objects can cause such a sensation, there is a natural extension 
to foods and beverages that produce this sensation. Flat, the antonym 
of sharp, means “lacking sensation.”2

Terms like peppery, spicy, biting, prickly, and other words that are 
synonyms or partial synonyms of sharp can be used in a fairly straight-
forward manner. What needs explaining is the presence of items like 
zestful, crisp, and lively. See table 2.1. (A wine cannot be crisp in the 
way that a cucumber is, that is, “brittle.”) These words occur in a 
semantic domain that we can roughly gloss as “animated” or “full of 
life and activity,” giving rise to expressions like sharp mind and fl at 
voice, “monotonous.” A possible link between the domains of fl avor-
fullness and animation is provided by zestful. Zest is the outer part of 
a lemon or orange rind, used to give fl avor. However, a much more 
common meaning is “spirited enjoyment, added interest, or charm, 
gusto,” as in zestful spirit. Lively and crisp, as in phrases like lively
party and crisp walk illustrate the “animated” sense and, via their 
semantic link to zestful and sharp, can be extended to fl avor domains. 
In other words, because zestful is partially synonymous with crisp and 
lively in the semantic fi eld of animation, and moreover because zestful
is a taste word and can naturally be applied to wine, crisp and lively
can also be extended to describe wine tastes by virtue of their partial 
synonymy with zestful.
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Table 2.1 The Taste-Feel Vocabulary: Lexical Items Connected with Sharpness or Flatness

Sharp Flat

Semantic Domain sour tart acid tangy pungent spicy peppery savory zestful crisp lively bland

Taste: strong fl avor X X X X X X X X X X ‘lacking taste’
Feel: biting X X X X X X X X X X ‘lacking feeling’
Animation X

¯
X
¯

X
¯

X ‘stale, dead’

Wine X X X X X X X X X X X X

NOTE: X denotes a conventional meaning in the semantic fi eld.
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The second set of touch or feel words among the wine descrip-
tors correspond to tannin. Some of these can be found in fi gure 1.6. 
The whole set can be roughly divided into soft-smooth on one hand 
and hard-rough on the other. There are several antonyms: smooth
vs. rough, soft vs. hard, fl abby vs. fi rm. Flat vs. sharp might also be 
included here as well as the previous set, although they can denote 
spatial dimension as well as touch. Table 2.2 shows the semantic fi elds 
in which these words pattern.

One of the subfi elds of touch has to do with pleasantness and regu-
larity of surface. Several words denote this sense, resulting in expres-
sions like smooth road, soft fur, gentle slope, fl at surface on the one 
hand, and sharp point, rough road, and rugged landscape on the 
other.

The other subfi eld has to do with yielding to pressure, as in soft
chair, hard seat, fl abby body, and fi rm body. These two subfi elds are 
related and linked by soft. Something can be soft in the sense of easily 
yielding to pressure, but soft also overlaps with smooth. This sense of 
soft is found in expressions like soft skin. It is not contradictory to say 
he has baby-soft skin over his fi rm muscles. According to the principle 
presented above, words in a lexical set may be transferred to a new 
domain whenever there is at least one word providing a link, that is, 
one word having meanings in both fi elds.

In the wine (and liquor) domain, smooth and hard have standard 
meanings. Therefore, other words are available for transfer, and one 
fi nds fi rm, fl abby, velvety, silky, and gentle.

The wine words used to describe body are drawn largely from the 
lexical sets for spatial dimension, especially those for size, weight, and 
strength. (The semantic extension of body is itself interesting.) The 
dimension terms include words for size (big, little, small, fat, thin,
thick) and also for other dimensions, deep, high, shallow, and low.
(High and low are used in the expressions high body and low body.)
Size words can be freely added to describe body. Plump must be inter-
preted as “a little fat” or “moderately big.” Asher (1974) has used 
huge and massive to describe particular wines, and the meaning can 
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Touch Words Soft & Smooth Hard & Rough

Domain smooth soft gentle silky velvety fl at fl abby rough coarse rugged hard fi rm fl at

Pleasantness & Regularity 
of Surface

X X ? X X X X X X X

Resistance to Pressure X X X X

Wine X X X X X X X X X X X X X
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only be interpreted as “very big.” One could even speak of a wine as 
gigantic or elephantine.

Closely connected to size words are words denoting substance—
having body. Meaty and fl eshy enter the wine vocabulary in this way, 
along with hearty, perhaps an expansion of hearty meal.

Size words are related to weight words, heavy and light, since, with 
density held constant, large things tend to be heavy and small things 
tend to be light. However, heavy and light are used in many semantic 
domains. When applied to wines and other liquids, they refer to the 
concentration of nonliquid ingredients, possibly dissolved. They can 
also be used simply for intensity of fl avor. In this sense, the weight 
words are linked with the strength words.

The size words are linked with the strength words more directly. 
Thin and thick provide that link. Thin means (1) “little, narrow in 
size” and (2) “little or less in consistency or concentration.” Thick is 
the antonym in both domains. Size words can also be used for strength. 
Strong and weak are the most general terms here, and they apply in 
many domains: concentration of (dissolved) ingredients in liquids, 
strength to do something, and strength to withstand. Some terms are 
used to describe states of health, but this could perhaps be subsumed 
under the strength to withstand (disease, stress) category. Table 2.3 
summarizes the words from the strong-weak set. Although weak has 
a negative connotation, fragile and delicate, from the nonstrong side 
of the domain, are positive. Except for strong, which may be positive 
or negative, all of the words subsumed under strong are more or less 
positive: rich, powerful, vigorous, forceful, robust, solid, sturdy.

To summarize, since strong and weak have one meaning referring 
to concentration, these words can naturally be used for wine. Other 
words in different semantic domains that are semantically related to 
strong and weak are available for semantic extension to wine. Their 
meaning in the wine domain will depend on the relationship to strong
or weak in whatever semantic domain they occur in. A synonym of 
strong in some other semantic fi eld will be interpreted as a synonym of 
strong in the wine domain.
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Table 2.3 Lexical Items Connected to Strength or Weakness

Strong Weak

Domain strong rich powerful vigorous forceful robust solid sturdy weak fragile delicate

Concentration of in liquid X X X
Ability to do something X X X X
Ability to withstand X X X X X X X
Health X X X X X X
Wine X X X X X X X X X X X
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The domain of balance contributes a few items to the wine domain. 
Balance denotes the proportion and combination of elements (acid, 
sweetness, etc.). Other words from this domain are unbalanced, har-
monious, unharmonious, and graceful, all of which are used in many 
aesthetic fi elds.

Although only a few wine descriptors come from the domain of 
shape, a few are worth mentioning because they are important descrip-
tors and because Vandyke Price describes wine in terms of shape 
(1975:44). Flat and its opposite sharp have already been mentioned for 
referring to wines that are not properly balanced. Other shape words 
that might be extended to wine could be angular, pointed, or curved.
A curved wine might be “balanced,” while a pointed or angular wine 
would be “sharp.”

The semantic fi eld of age is an important source for wine words. 
Some wine writers describe wine as a living thing that goes through a 
succession of natural stages, where each stage can be labeled. However, 
many age words are taken directly from the life cycle for humans. 
Particularly common are those dealing with attributes of youth or old 
age, such as semantic extension like decrepit and senile. Other expres-
sions dealing with age are also used, such as over the hill for wines that 
are too old. See table 2.4.

Flexibility provides another source, with expressions such as stiff,
supple, taut. A supple wine is defi ned as “smooth and pleasant to 
drink” (Lexique 1963), and as “a combination of sap, vigor, and ame-
nable texture” (Broadbent 1977:99). I have not found any defi nitions 
for taut or stiff, but they must denote whatever the opposite of supple
is, perhaps “rough.”

Terms for complexity provide another source for wine descriptors. 
Complex and simple are the basic antonyms. Complicated enters the 
wine domain as a partial synonym of complex. Naive may enter as a 
partial synonym of simple, although it could also come in through the 
domains used for personality.

The domains of personality, behavior, and character contribute a 
great many words to the wine vocabulary, and perhaps it is in this area 



Table 2.4 Lexical Items Dealing with Age

Life Cycle

Young Old

Domain fresh green unripe
imma-
ture ripe mellow evolved

devel-
oped mature aged

with-
ered

over-
ripe dying decrepit senile dead

Period of life 
 or growth

X X X X X X X X X X X

Attributes of 
 age, vigor or
 lack of vigor,

X X X X X X X

 freshness, X X X X X
 maturity, & 
 experience

X X X X X X

Wine X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
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that there is the greatest lexical innovation. There is overlap here with 
some of the domains that have already been mentioned, since domains 
like strength and balance are applied to personality as well: strong
willed, weak person, unbalanced mind, rounded personality.

First of all, there are the terms that apply to breed or class. Thus a 
wine can be said to be of noble grapes or have breed. These expressions 
apply to a small number of famous wines that are carefully made and 
are noted for their high quality. A distinguished wine would fall into 
this class. Ordinary and common are the other end of the scale, with 
vulgar as the end point for low class. Respectable would fall some-
where in the middle of the breed scale.

Terms denoting character are also used, as is the term character
itself, although as a wine descriptor, character applies to complexity as 
well as quality. In interpreting these words in the wine context, since 
there is no obvious relationship between the word and any physical 
quality of the wine, some sort of projection is necessary, and it is likely 
that several interpretations are possible and reasonable. A case in point 
is the term pretentious. A pretentious person is one who pretends to 
have a background, pedigree, education, or other qualities that he does 
not have. It should be possible to interpret a pretentious wine as one 
that looked, tasted, smelled, and felt like an aged Chateau Lafi te but 
was really a jug wine from the San Joaquin Valley selling for $1.89 
a gallon—truly a wine buyer’s fantasy. However, the connotation of 
pretentious is negative, so that a pretentious wine could not be really as 
good as a fi ne one. An expert would be able to tell that the noble quali-
ties were lacking. Therefore, a pretentious wine would probably have 
to be fairly expensive and be labeled to imitate a wine that was better. 
Another possible interpretation for a pretentious wine is one that tries 
to surpass the noble wines in certain ways. Since many great wines are 
heavy and rich, a pretentious wine would be even heavier and richer.3

Another term from this domain is honest. There is an obsolete 
meaning for this term when predicated of things—“commendable, 
worthy of honor, respectable,” a meaning that exists in an honest day’s 
work or make an honest woman of her. For hearers not aware of this 
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meaning, other interpretations based on current meanings are possible. 
One possibility is that an honest wine is one in which there is no attempt 
to mask defects, for example, by adding sugar to hide the excessive 
acidity. Moreover, the wine must be labeled so that the drinker will 
not expect it to be better. In this sense, honest would contrast with 
pretentious. Since honest is a term of low praise, an honest wine must 
be acceptable in quality. There may be some link between honest and 
Vandyke Price’s term straightforward. Both terms are linked to notions 
like truthfulness and forthrightness.

One set of personality terms applies to seriousness: serious, disciplined,
austere, severe; and nonserious, frolicsome, gay, silly. Other wine descrip-
tors apply to a variety of behavioral or personality types: naive, roguish,
wild, racy, poised, suave, redolent. These latter terms are hard to process. 
The reader or listener must search through lexical networks until he fi nds 
another word that has some meaning in the wine domain. The words for 
seriousness can be indirectly linked to heavy and light via their use in the 
domain of seriousness. Compare a heavy novel or heavy reading with 
light music, a light movie. There are other possible interpretations as well, 
via other links. They might also be linked to tannin. An austere or severe
wine is too harsh, that is, too tannic or possibly too acidic.

In some cases the semantic link is so loose that it is not clear what 
semantic relationship exists. The link is a weakly associative or connota-
tive one. The terms feminine and masculine are good examples of this 
type of association. Feminine is associated with soft, smooth, light, round,
perfumed, possibly sweet, and these words do have defi nite meanings in 
the wine domain. Hence, a feminine wine will be understood as one hav-
ing those properties. A masculine wine is big and perhaps rough.

The presence of personality and character terms in the wine vocabu-
lary provides the possibility for many other words to be transferred 
into the domain. Potentialities are sincere, furtive, frank, well inten-
tioned, and villainous. Whatever interpretation they may have will 
depend on whatever links can be found between some feature of their 
meaning and some semantic feature of a word that already has an 
interpretation in the wine domain.
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In 2001 Stephen Anderson from the Yale University Linguistics 
Department organized a linguistics symposium at the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science. The title was Wine and 
Conversation: The Semantics of Talking about Flavor. An additional 
phrase was “The linguist has an interest in everything that concerns 
the tongue.” Invited speakers were Linda Bartoshuk from the Yale 
Medical School, Ann C. Noble from the University of California at 
Davis in Viticulture and Enology, and I. This occasion gave me an 
opportunity to catch up on the new wine words and new metaphors.

There was a great deal of new material. Popular wine journals had 
appeared in the intervening years: The Wine Spectator, whose publica-
tion began as a newsletter in 1976, and The Wine Enthusiast, which 
was started in 1988. I read books by Robert Parker, Jr., who began 
The Wine Advocate, which also started as a newsletter. I read and 
reread wine columns from food magazines like Gourmet, along with 
a fi le of clippings friends had sent me since my fi rst article on wine in 
1975, “Talking about Wine,” which appeared in the linguistics journal 
Language.

3

New Wine Words

There are circumstances where a little fantasy is appropriate. . . .  
But a word of advice: do not overdo it. Not all wines can stand 
exaggerated descriptions and not all audiences can put up with 
the absurd.

—Emile Peynaud, The Taste of Wine
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Some of the more recent words are new words for old concepts. 
Under body, as a way of saying “very big,” I found massive and mam-
moth. More interesting, however, is a whole set of expressions from 
the domain of body type, possibly infl uenced by the popularity of exer-
cise and body-building.

Sinewy, a translation of nerveux from French, is placed in the heavy
column on the basis of Peynaud’s defi nitions: “A wine with sinew . . . is 
impressive on the palate, for it has an abundance of both alcohol and 
acidity. . . . Generally it has both body and strength” (1987:173).

Whereas the earlier wine descriptions were analytical by separating 
the various components of the tasting experience, some of the newer 
words are more integrative, stressing the way that these various proper-
ties are put together. One word that has become common is structure,
a word that was rare in the 1970s. Structure involves body, acid, tan-
nin, and to some extent it overlaps with texture, which has become a 
common word for feel or mouthfeel. Structure, however, is more inclu-
sive. An early defi nition of structure is from Stevenson (1997:576): 
“Structure is composed of its solids (tannins, acidity, sugar, extract or 
density of fruit) in balance with alcohol.” Steiman (2000:231) defi nes 
it as “the combined effect of elements such as acidity, tannin, glycerin, 
alcohol and sugar as they relate to a wine’s texture.” For Johnson 
(2000:275) it is “the plan or architecture of the fl avor.”

Words and concepts associated with structure appear as well, 
as with architecture in Johnson’s descriptions. Or consider Sogg: 
“Tannin is a major part of the structure that delineates mouthfeel in 

Figure 3.1 New Words for Body

Heavy Light
fleshy lean
muscular sleek
big-boned svelte
broad-shouldered
stout
chunky
beefy
sinewy
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red wines. . . . Tannins are analogous to the beams and girders sup-
porting a house. Without that structure, the edifi ce of fruit collapses” 
(2001:141). Also connected to structure are frame and backbone.
Frame occurs in the semantic fi elds of both architecture and body parts, 
while backbone is an anatomical expression. Another related word is 
core, as in “a solid core of fruit,” a metaphor taken from botany and 
also architecture. One can picture an architectural image of a central 
core surrounded by a frame as a building is erected.

Another set of words are taken from the semantic fi eld of arti-
facts. Wines are made, of course, and expressions like well made have 
long been used. But in addition we fi nd crafted in beautifully crafted,
sculpted, well built, and tightly built. Perhaps these words have been 
added because knowledge about grape growing and winemaking 
along with other technological improvements have given winemakers 
more control over the process. The word manufactured, however, is 
derogatory. A manufactured wine is made “not in a vineyard but by a 
chemist” (Wine Spectator, Jan. 31, 2001:82).

On the complexity scale, simple wines are described as one-dimen-
sional and complex wines as multidimensional. These terms are value 
terms as are those involving balance and harmony, a dimension in 
which there is a set of new expressions. These new words are con-
nected to the concepts involved in structure and emphasize the synthe-
sis of the wine components.

Wines that are integrated are “bound together harmoniously” 
(Asher, 1974:52). “Wines that are focused have fl avors that integrate. 
Also the scents, aromas, and fl avors are precise and clearly delineated” 
(Parker 1998:1403).

Figure 3.2 New Words for Balance

Positive Negative

integrated disjointed
focused unfocused
well defined diffuse
formed muddled
assembled uncoordinated
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The age dimension has acquired new words. As we have seen, age is 
partly chronological and partly relative to the type of wine and the par-
ticular style of winemaking. A wine at its peak of development is ripe
or mature. Young wines can also be desirable, and some are intended 
to develop and improve. The terms open and closed are used for wine. 
A closed wine is one that “is showing its potential, which remains locked
in because it is too young” (Parker 1998:1403). The word locked is a 
semantic associate of closed, and open is its antonym. Open and closed
are also used to describe the state and change of a wine after the bottle 
is literally opened and with changes through aeration.

Another set of terms for wines not yet ready to drink are tight,
tightly wound, and tightly coiled. Tight is defi ned as “immature and 
underdeveloped with fruit hidden and other characteristics diffi cult to 
identify” (Robards 1976:35) or “from wine of good extract and tan-
nins [that] seem to be under tension” (Stevenson 1997:580). Although 
the phrase under tension is not helpful in understanding tight, it illus-
trates how semantically related terms get moved into new domains.

Another recent word is precocious, and it is not at all surprising to 
fi nd it as a wine descriptor because like the words in fi gure 1.7 (chap-
ter 1), it is a term of human development. The meaning is obvious. 
A precocious wine matures quickly. The opposite is backward, “slow 
to develop” or “unevolved.” Forward, another opposite of backward,
is defi ned as “maturing early” (Robards 1976:32), like precocious.
For Parker, a forward wine is one in which the “charm and character 
are fully revealed. . . . Enjoyable and drinkable” (1998:1403). Closely 
related to backward is dumb, in the sense of “mute,” not “stupid.” 
Parker defi nes dumb as “closed, but more pejorative. Closed wines 

Ready to drink Not yet ready
open closed
forward backward
precocious dumb

tight, tightly wound, coiled

Figure 3.3 New Words for Age 
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may need time to reveal their richness; dumb wines may never be 
better” (1998:1430).

The new words for the age domain use a variety of metaphors: open,
closed, and locked in from physical containment; tight, tightly wound,
tightly coiled from physical tension and springiness or psychological 
human states, and precocious, forward, backward, and dumb from 
human descriptors.

Wine descriptors based on aspects of humankind have been illus-
trated in terms for body and age, coming from the lexical fi elds of body 
type, stages of life, human development, and personality. With respect 
to the last class—personality traits and related behavior—old words 
include general terms like character, personality, masculine, and femi-
nine. Many of the new words denote more specifi c traits. In addition to 
those above, a new dimension referring to the accessibility of appreciat-
ing a wine uses words taken from the personality domain. In addition 
to forward and straightforward are up-front, friendly, easy-going, laid-
back, approachable, and generous. Generous describes wines that are 
very forward and “give out their fl avors freely” (Stevenson 1997:575). 
Terms from the opposite end of the scale include shy, sly, reserved, and 
reticent. All of these are terms of praise. The term mean in the sense of 
“stingy” is negative, and polite, though positive for people, is a term of 
low praise for wine, since a polite wine is pleasant but not exciting.

Other words from the domain of human personality are used mainly 
for evaluation, for example, agile, charming, classy, diplomatic, friendly,
graceful, poised, polished, refi ned, and vivacious. Wines can also have 
charm, panache, and pizzazz. Aggressive is a strongly negative term. 

Wines that give out their flavor readily Wines that hold back

assertive generous     polite shy
bold up-front sly
sassy approachable reticent
brash (straightforward)
in-your-face

Figure 3.4 Accessibility of Flavor
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Aggressive wines are “harsh in taste or texture” (Steiman 2000:223), 
“have high acidity or tannins or both” (Parker 1998:1403), and are 
“the opposite of soft and smooth” (Stevenson 1997:570). I came across 
one wine described as unpretentious but none described as pretentious
aside from Thurber’s cartoon.

Another recent word is brooding, one that often co-occurs with dark,
and I’ve read several wines described as dark and brooding. Natalie 
MacLean (March 16, 2007) provides a defi nition: Brooding “describes 
a complex, intense red wine with hidden nuances and glories. A brood-
ing wine may have a hulking depth and concentration of fl avor.” I fi nd 
this word with this meaning as a wine descriptor somewhat surprising, 
since its meaning as a wine descriptor is not easy to fi gure out from its 
more normal, salient meaning. However, as the following words show, 
other descriptors are also puzzling without their stipulated defi nitions.

Intellectual and intelligent are new wine words taken from the 
semantic fi eld of human traits. However, intellectual is contrasted with 
hedonistic, creating a new, idiosyncratic scale. Parker’s defi nition of 
hedonistic, which implicitly suggests the meanings of intellectual and 
intelligent, is as follows:

Certain styles of wine are meant to be inspected and are more introspec-
tive and intellectual. Others are designed to provide cheer, delight, joy, 
and euphoria. Hedonistic wines can be criticized because in one sense 
they provide so much ecstasy that they can be called obvious, in essence 
they are totally gratifying wines meant to fascinate and enthrall—
pleasure at its best. (1998:1404)1

Although hedonistic is a word of high praise, it is more specifi c than just 
great since its antonym overlaps with subtle and complex. However, 
this scale is not the same as the complexity scale, because hedonistic 
wines are not necessarily simple—they “fascinate and enthrall.”

Other words of high praise from Parker include blockbuster, to 
praise outstanding wines, and decadent, perhaps an extension from 
the chocolate cake decadence. And since we live in an age of irony, 
irony creeps into the wine vocabulary as well. Parker’s defi nition of 
decadence is below:
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If you are an ice cream and chocolate lover, you know the feeling of eat-
ing a huge sundae lavished with hot fudge, real whipped cream, and rich 
vanilla ice cream. If you are a wine enthusiast, a wine loaded with opu-
lent, even luxurious texture can be said to be decadent (1998:1402).

Figure 3.5 presents my interpretation of some of the new evalua-
tive words, although possibly my assessment of mid-praise might have 
been intended as high praise by the writer(s).

An important new wine word, borrowed from French, is terroir.
Terroir has no exact English equivalent and is used to denote a vine-
yard’s complete growing environment—soil, drainage, altitude, 
climate, slope of the terrain, and exposure to the sun. For some wine 
writers, however, terroir has a more exalted, almost mystical sense. 
For winemaker Randall Grahm, terroir is the soul of the wine, “the 
sense of belongingness, of coming from somewhere” (2008:222). 
Kramer’s treatment evokes a similar sense of ineffability. “Terroir is 
everything that contributes to the distinction of a vineyard plot . . . but 
it is more than air, water, draining, sunlight, temperature, precipita-
tion—it is another dimension that cannot be measured, but it is still 
located and savored” (2008a:225–26). Kramer concludes, “Terroir can 
be presented, but it cannot be proven—except by the senses” (228).

Verb of Motion

The words I have collected and analyzed are nouns and adjectives. 
However, Rosario Caballero (2007) describes the verbal metaphors 

High Praise Mid-Praise Low Praise

blockbuster charming polite
decadent intelligent unpretentious
graceful intellectual
agile polished
pizzazz refined
sculpted well crafted

Figure 3.5 New Words of Evaluation
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found in wine writing. Wine tasting involves a temporal dimension, 
pointed out especially by Pamela Vandyke Price. There is a beginning, 
also called attack, middle, and end (or fi nish) to the tasting experience, 
and verbs of motion along with accompanying prepositions are used to 
enliven the descriptions. Some of Rosario Caballero’s examples are

This wine bursts from the glass with violets, lilies, blueberries . . . 

 . . . plum and spice fl avors glide smoothly through the silky fi nish.

 . . . dense fruit, which manages to fl oat with elegance.

Exotic red berry aromas . . . sneak up on you rather than hit you over 
the head.

Citrus and apple creep into this mix, ending on an almond note.

The fruit has barely begun clawing its way to the surface.

 . . . the fl avors sail on and on.

She analyzes these expressions along two scalar dimensions: intensity 
and persistence.2 Two subclasses of the most intense word have the 
features of abruptness and speed. Figure 3.6 contains a small sample 
of verbs, which can be categorized by the dimensions of force and 
persistence.

Figure 3.6 Here: Verbs of Motion

+Force
Abrupt

+Persistence −Persistence

kick, punch
explode, dip
leap, gush

swirl, run
race, spin
shoot, ride

sail on, spin, stretch (out), expand, branch out
unfold, unfurl, fan out, glide, go on

kick, burst, erupt, punch, pop
tumble, gush, cascade, shoot

emerge
cascade
move

go, come
come along
come in

sneak, creep
swim, dance
weave

glide, bob
sail, float
unfurl

+Force
+Speed

+Force
+Force
−Speed

−Force
−Speed

Neutral
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Some of the examples cited by Rosario Caballero play on verbs 
of human and animal motion and the technical wine word legs: “a 
refreshing wine with legs to run the race.” “The fruit has barely begun 
clawing its way to the surface.”

The newer wine descriptors that are presented and classifi ed in 
this chapter support a semantic theory that stresses the relationships 
between words. We can fi gure out what properties a muscular or 
brawny wine might have by linking them to body, heavy and strong,
which have direct connections to the sensory aspect of perception. 
I expect the wine vocabulary to increase further as wine writers con-
tinue fi nding and inventing interesting and creative ways to describe 
their experiences.
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Aromas and Wine Wheels

Beginning in the mid-1990s, new winemaking technology could 
be counted on . . . for fi ne-tuning the fi nal product. Now you 
could use dial-a-fl avor (raspberry to tropical fruit).

—Elin McCoy, The Emperor of Wine

Sean Shesgreen (2003), a professor of English and former wine col-
umnist, observes that wine descriptions started to change around 
1976, with the death of Frank Schoonmaker, a leading wine writer and 
critic. The shift was from describing wines in terms of class and gender 
(breed, character, noble, masculine, feminine) to the language of fruits 
and vegetables. He ridicules a description in Wines and Spirits 1998 
as “a garden of southern Italian fl avors, from sun-baked black plums 
and fresh, fuzzy fi gs to almonds, fennel, and cherries; crisp, lemon-like 
acidity provides the freshness of a sea breeze.”

I had collected most of my data for Wine and Conversation before 
the change in 1976. In looking back at those descriptions, I realized 
that there were relatively few aroma words. Of course, fruity, vegeta-
tive, and herbaceous were common, as were some specifi c fl avors, 
like bell pepper, asparagus, a few other vegetables, and some fruits. 
But many fewer different aroma words were used compared to now.

Another infl uence was the popularity of Robert M. Parker’s descrip-
tions, which referred to smells rather than tastes, especially in his most 
highly rated wines. One example is his descriptors for a Merlot as 
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cherry, black cherry, jammy, chocolate, coffee, and smoky (McCoy 
2005:273).

Since smells are so essential in tasting, and since this vocabulary has 
become so large and important, I realized that it was time to organize 
this part of the vocabulary better.

The Aroma Wheel

The aroma wine wheel, constructed by Ann C. Noble and her colleagues
at the University of California at Davis,1 provides a classifi cation 
system for aromas, the component of wine fl avor most neglected in 
my earlier work. The classifi cation system is technically a hierarchy, 
but the circular arrangement is more convenient for viewing. There is 
some attempt to arrange the inner categories according to similarity, 
such as putting fruity next to vegetative. There are two wine wheels, 
one for still wines and one for sparkling wines, presented in fi gures 
4.1 and 4.2. Each wheel consists of three concentric circles. The inner 
circle gives the most general category, the middle one divides the inner 
one further, and the outer one has the most specifi c smells. Whereas 
the inner and middle rings are presumably exhaustive, the outer one is 
open, and the items listed are examples to which more aromas could 
be added.

Since the categories are arranged as a wheel, it is arbitrary where one 
begins to list the items. I will start my list with Chemical and include the 
classes in the middle circle, which are also ordered, moving clockwise:

Inner Ring Middle Ring

Chemical Petroleum, Sulfur, Pungent
Pungent Cool, Hot
Oxidized Oxidized
Microbiological Yeasty, Lactic, Other (divided into Mousey and 
  Horsey)
Floral Floral
Spicy Spicy



Fruity Citrus, Berry, Tree Fruit, Tropical Fruit, Dried Fruit,
  Other (divided into Artifi cial Fruit and Methyl 
  Anthranilate)
Herbaceous  Fresh, Canned/Cooked, Dried
Nutty Nutty
Caramel Caramel
Woody Burned, Phenolic, Resinous
Earthy Earthy, Moldy (Moldy is next to Petroleum on the 
  middle ring.)
Earthy is next to Chemical, closing the circle.

Figure 4.1 The Wine Aroma Wheel. Reprinted with permission from 
Ann Noble, 1990. Wine Aroma Wheel copyright 1990, 2002 A. C. Noble, 
www.winearomawheel.com. See also color insert, plate 1.

www.winearomawheel.com
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In counting the items on the outer circle the largest category is 
subsumed under Chemical, followed by Fruity and Herbaceous or 
Vegetative, but since the outer ring is not complete, this may not be 
of much importance. The categories Floral, Spicy, Nutty, Caramel,
Oxidized, and Pungent appear in both the inner and middle ring, 
showing no subdivisions in this organization. Noble’s classifi cation is 
slightly different from that of Lehrer (2001), which provides a more 
culinary set of descriptors for fl avor and makes no attempt to relate the 
categories to each other:

Fruits: plum, blueberry, currant, apple, pear, lychee, pomegranate, 
lemon, raspberry, coconut, mango, apricot, cranberry, melon, Medjool 
dates

Vegetables: red bell pepper, olive, rhubarb, cabbage, green beans

Herbs and spices: nutmeg, clove, mint, cinnamon, vanilla, anise, dill, 
cayenne, oregano, basil, tarragon, ginger, sage, Indian spices, Oriental 
spices

Flowers: rose, lemon blossom, violet, wild fl owers

Other plants: grass, moss, weedy, cedar, bark, briar

Sweets: chocolate, caramel, butterscotch, honey, cherry candy, licorice, 
chocolate cake, toffee, jam, mousse au chocolat

Bread and dough: pie crust, yeast bread dough, cookie-like, toast biscuit, 
oatmeal biscuit, baking bread, vanilla wafers

Beverages: coffee, green tea, cherry cola, bourbon

Nuts: walnut, hazelnut

Minerals: earthy, fl inty, chalky, steely, stone

Other: grilled meat, game, cigar box, petrol, tar, wild mushroom, black/
white truffl es, cereal, lead pencil, leather, smoky

The Other class is a class of leftovers and is naturally heterogene-
ous. However, other arrangements are possible. For example, in 
Beverages, coffee might be placed under burnt, tea under herba-
ceous, and bourbon under alcohol. The category of Other Plants
and many of the items in Herbs and Spices could be combined with 
herbaceous/vegetative.
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The Sparkling Wine Wheel

The Sparkling Wine Wheel (fi gure 4.2) is quite similar to the aroma 
wheel. Some additions are included because of the nature of sparkling 
wine as compared to still wine. For example, we fi nd carbon dioxide,
sulfur dioxide under pungent. Other categories are eliminated because 
they are not appropriate for sparking wines. Woody has only resinous
as a subcategory on the middle ring, since sparkling wines do not or 

Figure 4.2 The Sparkling Wine Wheel. Reprinted with permission from Ann 
Noble and Patricia Howe, 1990. Sparkling Wine Aroma Wheel copyright 1990 
P. A. Howe and A. C. Noble, www.winearomawheel.com. See also color insert, 
plate 2.

www.winearomawheel.com


 Aromas and Wine Wheels  47

should not smell burned or phenolic. Another class that may be special 
for sparking wine is creamy in both the inner and middle rings, and it 
includes both soy and milk products as examples. It is placed between 
woody and caramelized on the inner ring and resinous and burned on 
the outer ring.

Other changes refl ect differences in the classifi cation, which is nor-
mal with scientifi c taxonomies as more information is collected and 
evaluated. For example, vegetative and herbaceous are divided on the 
inner circle, with canned/cooked under vegetative and fresh and dried
under herbaceous. Caramelized on the inner ring is divided into burned
and caramel, nutty on the inner ring is separated into fresh and toasted
(nuts), yeasty moves into the inner ring and out of microbiological,
moldy is moved from the middle ring to the outer ring under earthy,
and chemical has new additions: soapy and papery are added to sul-
fur, petroleum, and pungent, and alcohol is placed in the middle ring 
as an equal of pungent, no longer included in it.2 These aroma words 
and their classifi cation are and are intended to be purely descriptive, 
not evaluative. Some aromas are clearly positive, like fruity and nutty;
others clearly negative, like sulfur dioxide and skunk; and others a 
matter of taste, for instance, green olives and tobacco. I am frequently 
amazed in reading highly favorable descriptions that mention tar and 
burnt rubber along with blackberry and oak. These aromas may be 
desirable in very small quantities.

The Mouthfeel Wheel

Another wheel was constructed by Richard Gawel, A. Oberholster, 
and Leigh Francis (2000) from wine research institutions in Australia. 
Their goal was to provide “terminology for communicating the 
mouth-feel characteristics of red wine.” A tasting panel consisting of 
14 staff members from the Department of Horticulture, Viticulture 
and Oenology and the Australian Wine Research Institute participated 
in this project. All had extensive wine-tasting experience as a part of 
their professional activities.
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In the fi rst phase, the tasters selected a vocabulary for tactile/astrin-
gent sensations. In the second phase, they concentrated on nonastrin-
gent mouthfeel characteristics. Defi nitions were proposed, discussed, 
and refi ned “until the panel agreed to a set of mutually exclusive terms 
(with defi nitions) that could be used to describe the mouth-feel proper-
ties of a red wine in a comprehensive way.”

The next step was to determine the relationships among the words. 
For this task the terms were listed in alphabetical order without defi -
nitions and given to nine “experienced red winemakers” to sort into 
groups that they considered similar. The results were analyzed via a 
cluster analysis, and a dendrogram was constructed. The panel sug-
gested titles for each grouping. The results are presented as a wheel, 
like the other aroma wheels, although the analysis is actually a hierar-
chical arrangement; adjacent items in the middle and outer circles are 
not necessarily similar if they do not belong to the same category of 
the inner circle.

The inner circle consists of 4 categories, with 13 subclasses in the 
middle circle.

Astringency: Particulate, Surface smoothness, Complex, Drying, 
Dynamic

Feel: Irritation, Heat, Texture, Weight

Acidity: Acidity [Outer ring: Metallic, Steely, Sour, Soapy]

Flavor: Flavor [Outer ring: Concentration, Activity, Lift]

Although the wheel does not provide hedonic information, this is pro-
vided in the defi nitions. For example, complex is defi ned as “a positive 
hedonic grouping consisting of an amalgam of pleasing astringency sen-
sations, fl avor and balanced acidity,” while unripe is “a negative hedonic 
grouping consisting of an astringent feel associated with excessive acidity 
and associated green fl avor notes.” Drying is not the same as dry, “not 
sweet.” Drying is defi ned as “feelings of lack of lubrication or desiccation 
in the mouth.” Harsh and unripe are explicitly labeled as negative, while 
complex is marked as positive. In other cases, one can infer the value by 
expressions like “excess acidity and astringency” for green.



Figure 4.3 Mouthfeel Wheel. Reproduced from Richard Gawel, A. Oberholster, and Leigh Francis, 
2000, with permission from the Australian Journal of Grape and Wine Research 6(3), 2003–7. See also 
color insert, plate 3.
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There are some differences between the mouthfeel wheel and my 
categorization in chapter 2, although some differences may turn out 
to be terminological. Astringency includes the contrasts of soft versus 
hard textures, and a class of particulates is added. There is a middle 
category of unripe, and although I listed unripe and green under the 
dimension of age, it is the astringency, acidity, and possibly puckery 
quality that the taster experiences that leads to the inference of a wine’s 
being too young.

The inner circle contains fl avor, which is usually considered to be 
a combination of taste and aroma, rather than mouthfeel, but this is 
probably terminological. Flavor includes activity, which includes con-
centration, activity, and lift. Neither of the latter two is defi ned, and 
I would be inclined to place concentration under weight. One item 
on the middle ring is irritation, a negative descriptor, although some 
items subsumed may be pleasant feelings. At this stage of analysis and 
synthesis, we can expect some disagreements and rearrangements of 
wine words as well as name replacements for conceptual and percep-
tual categories.

The aroma and astringency wheels add new words to those 
I included, and they also provide a slightly different grouping. 
As mentioned above, the descriptions and evaluations are separated, 
with the latter included in the defi nitions rather than the taxonomy. 
Aside from a few obvious value components in descriptors, such as 
harsh and complete, in many wine descriptions that I have read, a 
wine given a high score has descriptors that I think of as negative: 
straw, tobacco, tar, grass. Apparently, the amounts are slight and 
not overpowering, and/or the critic’s preferences are different from 
mine.
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Evaluating Wines: 
Scoring Systems

The true genius of the 100-point scoring system was that it 
was universally understood by average Americans and seemed 
completely straightforward.

—Elin McCoy, The Emperor of Wine

The evaluation of wine is deeply embedded in all aspects of the wine 
world. However, judging and evaluating wines is part of a much more 
general enterprise, that of judging food and beverage products in gen-
eral. The companies that make these products screen and train judges 
to obtain reliable evaluations. In addition to providing data on how 
things taste and what defects may be present, judges typically score 
products in a way to make comparisons.

Wine experts of various types—scientists, writers, and judges (those 
who judge wines in competitions)—use a scoring system, which has 
traditionally been a 20-point scorecard with points given for a set of 
categories. Judges need to be selected carefully and screened on the 
basis of their sensitivity, since few people are equally profi cient for 
all products, and each judge varies in his or her discriminatory abili-
ties from time to time (Amerine, Panghorn, & Roessler 1965:275ff.). 
Even acute tasters for most stimuli can be insensitive to a particular 
taste or smell, and occasionally one compound will produce different 
sensations in different people (Williams 1975:573). Caul reports that 
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it takes six months to a year to train a reliable panel of tasters to use a 
vocabulary where “all panel members know the exact connotation of 
each descriptive term applied to the product under study” (1957:28).

20-Point Scales

In general, the main interest in assessing food and wine lies in evaluat-
ing the products; description is secondary. One may wish to point out 
the nature of the virtues and defects, but the ultimate goal is an overall 
value judgment. In judging wines, the Davis 20-point scoring method 
was, until recently, widely adopted.

Wines are evaluated according to the characteristics given in table 
5.1 with certain weights given for each category. The original score-
card overemphasized volatile acidity (which is a vinegary smell) and 
underemphasized bouquet and aroma. Bitterness and astringency were 
not distinguished, and the difference between fl avor and general qual-
ity was not made clear (Amerine & Roessler 1976:123). A modifi ed 
Davis scorecard has been proposed that would eliminate the category 
of volatile acidity and give aroma and bouquet a weight of 6. Since 
most scientifi c studies on the evaluation of experimental wines in the 
United States have taken place at the University of California, Davis, 
and since the Davis 20-point scorecard has been used there for many 
years, it has become a standard measurement tool.

A wine project to determine the feasibility of producing commer-
cial wines in the Four Corners States (Arizona, Utah, New Mexico, 
Colorado) was carried out from 1977 to 1979 (Dutt, Mielke, & Wolfe 
1977). The panel, of which I was a member, experimented with sev-
eral scorecards—the Davis card, a Four Corners modifi ed version, and 
scorecards involving only hedonic scales. Hedonic scales measure qual-
ity based on the “pleasure that the judge fi nds in the wine” (Amerine 
& Roessler 1976:129). A more modifi ed scorecard (but also based on 
the Davis one) was used in the Four Corners project. It lumped appear-
ance and color together for a total of 2, gave aroma and bouquet 6, 
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eliminated volatile acidity, and gave 4 points to general quality (see table 
5.1). Although the panel preferred this scorecard, the directors of the 
project decided to have panelists use the unmodifi ed Davis scorecard on 
the experimental wines so that the results would be more clearly compa-
rable to published studies that are based on that system.

The criticism I have most often heard about the Davis scorecard, 
and the one that most bothered the Four Corners wine-tasting panel, 
is that the rules for assigning numbers to a wine in each category tend 
to emphasize defects. The taster takes points off for a wine if it is not 
clear, not the right color for its type, if there is vinegar in the aroma, 
and if there is sugar in a wine that is supposed to be dry. As a result, 
an ordinary, even mediocre, wine can end up with a fairly high score, 
15 or 16, simply if it has no defects.

At fi rst some panelists, when they had totaled the points assigned and 
decided that the overall score was too high for that wine in terms of the 
ratings (superior, standard, etc.), would go back and subtract a fraction 
of a point from the various categories. Later the panel developed a dif-
ferent strategy: judges used the categories of fl avor and general quality 

Table 5.1 Davis 20-Point Scorecard

Weight

Characteristic
Davis

Original
Davis

Modifi ed
Four Corners 

Modifi ed

Appearance 2 2     { 2Color 2 2
Aroma & bouquet 4 6 6
Volatile acidity 2 – –
Total acidity 2 2 2
Sweetness 1 1 1
Body 1 1 1
Flavor 2 2 2
Bitterness (astringency in 
 earlier versions)

2 2 2

General quality 2 2 4

Ratings: superior (17–20); standard (13–16); below standard (9–12); unacceptable or spoiled (1–8)
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as fudge factors and would assign 0 to a wine in each of these two classes 
if it was ordinary but points could be taken off elsewhere for defects. 
Amerine & Roessler point out that the defi nitions of superior, standard,
below standard, and unacceptable or spoiled have varied from judge to 
judge, depending on the experience and severity of judgment of the tast-
ers. However, highly skilled and experienced judges have learned to use 
the scorecard with “remarkable precision” (1976:124).

The person who trained the Four Corners project panel, Wade Wolfe, 
received his Ph.D. in Viticulture and Enology from the University of 
California at Davis and was thoroughly trained in the use of that score-
card. The panel was trained for four months at weekly sessions, where 
judges were given eight to ten wines—all of the same varietal—and 
asked to score them, sometimes using the original Davis card, some-
times the Four Corners modifi ed version, and often both in order to 
compare the various scorecards. Occasionally a scorecard consisting 
only of a hedonic scale (1 to 9) was included as well, but the hedonic 
scale was never used alone. After the panel had tasted and rated the 
wines, the project director discussed each wine with the panel. He fi rst 
elicited the panel members’ judgments, then gave his own score and 
explained why he assigned that rating.

The panel tasted experimental wines during 1977, 1978, and 1979. 
Membership on the panel changed somewhat over the three years, but 
half of the panel remained during the three years. (There were ten to 
twelve panelists during any year, but not all attended every session.) 
The director left after two years, and his place was taken by one of the 
other researchers, who was not from Davis but who had participated 
in the training of panels as well as all the other aspects of the tastings.

The directors of the Four Corners wine project let me look at the data 
collected over the three-year period. I arbitrarily selected the data from 
three different tastings: March 1977, March 1978, and March 1979. 
In the 1977 group, the panel was newly assembled. The second (1978) 
group had been meeting together for three months, and at least half of 
the panelists had participated the year before. The last group (1979) 
was composed largely of members from the previous year’s panel.
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To check for group consistency, F-ratios were calculated on the 
variance for the three groups. The average variance on the wines 
at each session was calculated for each group (table 5.2). On the 
basis of the average variance, F-ratios were calculated for groups I 
and II, II and III, and I and III. As the fi gures in the fourth column 
show, the average variance declined. However, the only F-ratio that 
reached statistical signifi cance (p > 0.05) was that which compared 
panels I and III. That is, the improvement in consensus between I 
and II or between II and III was not signifi cant at the 0.05 level, 
but the difference between the inexperienced and the most experi-
enced group was. This small sample at least shows that members 
of the most experienced panel had learned to use the Davis chart 
consensually.

Just as the Arizona group found problems with the Davis scorecard, 
so have others. Noble (1988) expresses a similar criticism of the Davis 
scorecard. She writes, “[The Davis scorecard] “serves as a training 
device by forcing judges to examine the same factors, but seldom will 
experienced judges rate each category using the weighting assignments 
listed. . . . Instead judges tend to evaluate the wine and come up with a 
fi nal number using their own criteria” (22).

Noble describes a different and more detailed system, the Roseworthy 
20-point scorecard, developed by the enology faculty at the Roseworthy 
Agriculture College in Australia (Rankine 1986). This scale takes into 
account both the positive properties of the wine and the defects, and it 
recognizes the fact that judges apparently often begin with an overall 
assessment before analyzing the specifi cs of the wine.

Table 5.2 Group Consistency of Four Corners Wine Project Panel 1977–79

Panel
Number on 

Panel
Number of 

Wines Average S2 F-ratios

I 1977 10 6 5.98 I–II
II 1978  7 8 2.71 II–III
III 1979  6 8 1.06  I–III
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Table 5.3 Roseworthy 20-Point Scorecard

Appearance
 Color

Maximum 3
(Max 2)

  Meets specifi cations 2
  Some incorrect tints 0.5–1.5
  Fails specifi cations 0
 Clarity (Max 1)
  Brilliant 1
  Clear 0.5
  Dull 0
Aroma Maximum 7
 Intensity (Max 4)
  Grape aroma/oak/bottle complexity 2–4
  Vinous 0.5–1.5
 Neutral 0–0.5
 Faults (Max 3)
  None 3
  Detectable 1–2.5
  Serious (Acetic acid, SO2, moldy, yeasty, corky, etc.) 0–0.5
Flavor by mouth Maximum 10
 Intensity (Max 3)
  Full fl avor/persistence 2–3
  Medium 1–1.5
  Neutral/thin 0–0.5
 Acid Balance (Max 2)
  Deduct for excess or low acidity
 Faults (Max 3)
  Absence 3
  Detectable 1–2.25
  Serious (bitterness, astringency, etc.) 0–0.5
Overall quality and balance Maximum 2
  Superior wine 2
  Adequate 1
  Neutral or fl awed 0

Another 20-point scale that differs from the Davis one is a scale 
developed by Peter Machemer (1977). Machemer stresses the impor-
tance of evaluating wines relative to their type. For example, the color 
of a young red wine should be different from that of an aged red wine 
(brilliant ruby vs. a bit browned). Bouquet is considered more impor-
tant than aroma and therefore receives 3 points to 1 point for aroma.
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One of the novelties of this system is that the taste and fl avor class 
is divided into three stages: the initial taste (attack), the middle taste, 
and the aftertaste (fi nish). Points are given for each of these stages, 
and some of the other characteristics, like sweetness, body, acid, and 
astringency, are relevant here although they are given (or denied) 
points elsewhere. Machemer says that one should judge wines differ-
ently according to whether they are to be drunk immediately or be laid 
down. Therefore, an unripe wine for immediate drinking would get a 
lower score than one to be stored for many years, where the judgment 
will be based on potential. The other items on the evaluation sheet are 
sugar, acid, balance, other tastes and fl avors (fruit, spiciness, earthi-
ness, woodiness), and complexity.

Another 20-point system is the Broadbent-Johnson scorecard 
(Johnson 1994). A maximum of 3 points is for sight (clarity, color, 
viscosity), 6 for smell (general appeal, fruit aroma, and bouquet), 8 for 
taste (sweetness, tannin, acidity, body, fi nish, and balance), and 3 for 
overall quality.

Table 5.4 Peter Machemer’s Evaluation System

Color & Appearance 0–2 Deductions for fl aws

Aroma 0–1 One point if aroma is distinctive (recognizable)
Bouquet 0–3 0 if off; 1 if pleasant but weak smell; 3 for 

 “mature, complex, distinctive bouquets”
Initial taste 0–2 0 if unpleasant; 1 if pleasant but weak; 2 if very 

 pleasant
Middle taste 0–3 0 noticeable negative features; 3 if “taste carries 

 through and begins to develop,” becoming better
Aftertaste 0–2 0 for unpleasant aftertaste; 2 for distinctive, 

 pleasant complex lingering aftertaste
Body 0–1 0 if too light or too heavy
Sugar 0–1 0 if cloying
Acid 0–1 0 if fl at or sour
Balance 0–1 0 if sugar and acid are unbalanced
Other tastes 0–1 0 for negative tastes, e.g., 1 for positive tastes
Complexity 0–2 0 for simple wines; 2 for wines with great 

 complexity
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100-Point Scorecards

Robert M. Parker, Jr., also objected to the Davis scorecard, which largely 
deducted points for defects, and he introduced the 100-point scorecard, 
which is actually a 50-point system since it starts at 50.1 The 50 points 
are allotted as follows: 5 for color and appearance; 15 for aroma and 
bouquet; 20 for fl avor and fi nish; and 10 for overall quality and poten-
tial (McCoy 2005:62–64). The evaluations according to numbers are:

Below 65 a wine to be avoided
65–74 below average
75–79 average
80–89 above average
90–95 outstanding
96–100 extraordinary (McCoy 70–71)

The 100-point scale was sharply criticized when it was introduced, 
being called a “gimmick” for turning wine judging into a competi-
tion, with winners and losers, and ignoring the aesthetic and subjec-
tive aspects (McCoy 171). As McCoy points out, the 100-point scale 
“was partly an emotional thing for Americans, who shared a collective 
memory . . . of being graded in school,” where 98 produced elation and 
79 disappointment (131).

Other wine publications eventually switched to the 100-point scale 
because it was popular with consumers and wine merchants, includ-
ing The Wine Spectator and The Wine Enthusiast (McCoy 150–51). 
Even wine writers felt they had to jump on the bandwagon. Natalie 
MacLean (2006) writes,

For the fi rst few years I wrote about wine, I didn’t score them. But after 
many, many readers wanted something concrete that they could relate 
to, I relented and came down from the ivory-tower thinking that read-
ers would sit and ponder my tasting notes alone for their decisions. 
(natdecants@nataliemaclean.com, February 18, 2006)

For now, the 100-point scale seems to be popular in the United 
States, in spite of all the controversy about whether anyone really 
can distinguish between a 79- and 80-point wine, and especially since 
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the difference between 79 and 80 seems to be so much greater than 
between 78 and 79. After all, it’s the difference between a C and a B.

Other systems also exist. Peynaud describes some of the scoring 
systems used in France and elsewhere, including one by Vedel based 
on a logarithmic scale (1987:134–41.) But for now, 20- and 100-point 
scorecards are the most popular.

More recently, Noble has shown the problems with any scorecard.

I would argue that all quality scorecards are fl awed. Any scorecard, on 
which color is rated and then aroma and fl avor are assessed, presents an 
opportunity for biasing effects. For example, if the color is “too brown” 
then the judge will look for “oxidized aromas” and possibly perceive 
oxidation although it is not present. Many terms on scorecards cannot 
be defi ned clearly. (1997:14)

Other problems with scorecards include the comparison class (the 
context), the order of presentation (the wine served fi rst gets higher 
scores), judging wines that are ready to drink with those that need to 
be aged, the infl uence of discussion, if that is allowed, and the infl uence 
of food when it is served with wine (1997:15).

Some of these problems can be handled for evaluating wines. The 
wines can be served in glasses where color is hidden, the order of wines 
can be randomized, and contexts can be held constant. But I believe 
that Noble is right in that there will be problems of some sort or 
another in judging quality by assigning points.
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Semantic Analysis

We wine writers are the worst qualifi ed of critical experts. 
This is largely, though not exclusively, because we are the most 
poorly equipped. The most important tool at our disposal is 
inadequate for the job. That tool is the English language.
—Malcolm Gluck, “Wine Language: Useful Idiom or Idiot-Speak?”

A semantic theory has two components: an account of the intralinguis-
tic relationships, that is, the word-word connections, and an account 
of the interlinguistic ones, the word-world relationships (denotation, 
reference, application). Some semantic theories have been concerned 
mostly with the fi rst of these relationships and other theories with the 
second. This chapter provides a relatively informal and brief discus-
sion of the intralinguistic connections. A more detailed and formal 
treatment appears in the appendix, sketching out a semantic theory 
that Keith Lehrer and I have been developing over the years.

The other aspect of meaning—the connection between language 
and the world—raises many interesting problems, some of which are 
investigated in this and later chapters. To what extent do speakers of 
the same language apply words to things, properties, events, and situa-
tions in the same way? (The experiments reported in part II show that 
there is considerable variation in how the same wine is described by 
different people.) If there is disagreement on word-world connections 
(denotation), can we decide that some people are right and others are 
wrong? Who makes (or should make) such decisions? In talking about 
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“correct” or “incorrect” descriptions, we are appealing to a notion 
of truth—the relationship between sentences (or utterances) and the 
world, and I shall also discuss truth with respect to sentences contain-
ing wine descriptors.

My major purpose in this chapter is to provide an account of mean-
ing of the wine words. Therefore, I have eclectically borrowed from any 
semantic theories that provide a promising analysis of any part of the 
wine corpus. I do not wish to imply that there is no single theory that can 
in principle take care of the whole set of descriptors, but I have found that 
each theory so far developed provides an illuminating analysis of some 
word and sentence types and less illuminating analyses of other types. 
Even if the words and sentence types can be forced into a procrustean bed, 
such analyses fail to show what is most interesting and signifi cant about 
the linguistic expressions that are inappropriately handled. Even if a single 
semantic theory cannot satisfactorily account for everything, it may be 
useful in certain domains, and it may be perfectly adequate for that part of 
the vocabulary or for the sentence types for which it was proposed.

The wine corpus could also be looked at as a challenge for semantic 
theories or as a way of testing semantic theories. Any theory that fails 
to account for part of this corpus is defi cient to that extent. However, 
this is a different enterprise and one that I shall leave for another time. 
Readers are invited to test their own favorite semantic theory using the 
wine descriptors.

For wine descriptors the semantic fi eld theory, developed by Saussure 
(1966), Trier (1931), Porzig (1950), Lyons (1968, 1977), A. Lehrer 
(1974), Lutzeier (1981), and many others is a good model. A semantic 
fi eld is a content domain, such as color, kinship, artifacts (subdivided 
into kinds of artifacts), animals, etc. For each semantic fi eld there is a 
set of lexical items (lexemes) that are placed in correspondence to it, 
or to divide it. Kittay (1987) explains that the set of labels in a con-
tent domain with contrasts and affi nities articulate (‘sort’ or ‘order’) 
the content domain (225). The semantic fi eld of taste is articulated 
or expressed by the English words sweet, sour, bitter, and salty.1 The 
analysis would show how these words are related to each other.
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All four terms are hyponyms (defi ned below) of taste, and all four 
are incompatible, but sweet is an opposite of the other three.

One important part of the theory is the types of lexical relation-
ships. Although many semantic relations have been proposed, the four 
that are most relevant to wine descriptors are synonymy, antonymy, 
hyponymy, and incompatibility. The fi rst two are familiar to most 
people. Incompatibility, like antonymy, deals with sets that contrast. 
Hyponymy and incompatibility (and sometime synonymy) are found 
largely with nouns, whereas antonymy and synonymy are found largely 
with adjectives (Miller & Fellbaum 1991).

Hyponymy is a technical name for class inclusion. Taxonomies are 
typical types of hyponymic structures. An example would be the relation-
ship of grape to fruit. Grape is a hyponym of fruit, and conversely, fruit
is a hypernym of grape. Incompatible terms are cohyponyms but con-
trast. In Figure 6.2 every item is on the second line is a hyponym of fruit,
and each one is incompatible with the others. A semantic entailment is: 
“If X is a grape, X is not a peach, apple, pear, mango, or pineapple.”

Synonyms are words that have the same meaning and can be substi-
tuted for one another. In fact, since most words in a language have a range 
of senses, it is diffi cult to fi nd examples where words are  substitutable 

Taste

sour

bitter

salty

sweet

Figure 6.1 Words for Taste

fruit

grape peach apple pear mango pineapple

Figure 6.2 A Taxonomy
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in all contexts. So substitution is limited to certain contexts. In the wine 
domain, claret and Bordeaux are synonyms, as are heavy and big, but 
they are not synonyms in other contexts.

Antonymy is a much more complex concept, and there are many 
types of antonyms. The most important one for wine descriptors is 
gradable antonymy. In this type, the words can be modifi ed by intensi-
fi ers like very, more, less, or not as. Many of the fi gures in chapter 1 
employ antonymous scales as with dry-sweet, heavy-light, soft-hard.
This semantic relationship—the meaning of a word in terms of its ref-
erence (or denotation)—is discussed in detail in the appendix. There 
are standard arguments against this theory as a general account of 
meaning, since it is not clear what words like not, and, or if refer to. 
However, it is certainly the case that a large part of the vocabulary 
denotes things, properties, actions, processes, and events. Words that 
are amenable to such analyses would include names for certain prop-
erties, such as colors, and names for many types of physical objects, 
such as animals and plants, artifacts, and some geographical features. 
Moreover, the objects, properties, etc., denoted by a word usually have 
something in common—that is, they all share some feature.

We are faced with the problem of accounting for how a particular 
word is connected to something or some set of things. How is it that 
grape, for example, denotes a set of green or purple globular objects 
that grow on vines? An account is proposed by Putnam (1975), who 
has elaborated the facet of expert opinion and has proposed a hypoth-
esis of the division of linguistic labor. For wine, the expert would be 
an enologist.

Every linguistic community exemplifi es the sort of division of linguistic 
labor. . . . that is, possesses at least some terms whose associated “crite-
ria” are known only to a subset of speakers who acquire the terms, and 
whose use by the other speakers depends upon a structured cooperation 
between them and the speakers in relevant subsets. (146)

Even though people identify instances of these terms by certain prop-
erties, such as a lemon by its color and taste, or a tiger by its size and 
stripes, or water by its wetness and colorlessness, if there were other 
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objects in the universe with the same perceptual qualities, experts (sci-
entists in these cases) might discover that such things were not really 
lemons, tigers, or water. A substance that was like water but not com-
posed of H2O or a tiger-like animal that had a radically different DNA 
structure in its genes would not be classifi ed as water or tiger, accord-
ing to Putnam.2

The part of the wine vocabulary for which this analysis is most 
appropriate is that which denotes kinds, there is no problem with a 
Putnam analysis. A Cabernet Sauvignon wine is one that is made from 
Cabernet Sauvignon grapes.3 An expression like “Cabernet Sauvignon-
type wine” is more complicated, because it means that the wine is like 
a Cabernet Sauvignon but could be made from different varietals or of 
less than the required amount of Cabernet Sauvignon. However, even 
here we can rely on experts to fi x the designation and make the appro-
priate judgments. These experts may be different from those experts 
who fi x the designation of the natural kind terms. Those fi xing natural 
kind terms would be botanists, while those fi xing wine types would be 
enologists or possibly shippers in the wine trade.

Wines made from certain varietals have a number of stereotypic 
properties, and it is these perceptual properties that enable trained 
wine drinkers to identify the wine by tasting it. However, these stere-
otypic properties are not a necessary part of the denotation, since a 
varietal grown in an unusual soil in an unusual region may taste and 
smell different. There are, in addition, typical ways of making wines 
from certain grapes that further help wine experts to identify the vari-
etals. Although Cabernet Sauvignons are almost always made into dry 
red wine and are often aged in oak, if a winemaker decided to make a 
white wine out of Cabernet Sauvignon, leave 7 percent residual sugar, 
and age it in cedarwood, it would still be a Cabernet Sauvignon wine, 
though, ironically, no longer a Cabernet Sauvignon type.

A second class of words for which a Putnam analysis has some plau-
sibility contains names for wines that are derived from the place where 
the grapes are grown. The clearest examples would be those wines 
that have Appellation Controlée referents. According to French law, 
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wines with certain names must come from a prescribed region and, in 
some cases, from certain named vineyards. Examples are Champagne, 
Sauternes, Graves, and Burgundy. But these wines must also be made 
from legally prescribed grape varietals, and it is the latter requirement 
that gives each of these wines their specifi c characteristics. I suppose 
that if the people who make Mouton Rothschild were to tear out their 
current vines, replace them with Thompson seedless grapes, and make 
wine from them, they would lose their privilege of calling their new 
wine a classifi ed Bordeaux. However, since in at least some areas there 
are several grape varietals allowed, and since different winemakers use 
different amounts and different combinations of these grapes for their 
wines, the resulting wines differ signifi cantly from natural kinds.

Although natural kind terms are fi xed by botanists and enologists, 
other experts (shippers, merchants, sommeliers, connoisseurs, and 
anyone interested in learning the wine vocabulary) will yield authority 
to those experts and attempt to use the words correctly, as Putnam’s 
theory predicts.

An adequate semantic analysis shows the intralinguistic relationships 
among words. The relationships among the words we have looked at 
so far (those for natural kinds and for wines named after places) are 
quite simple—synonymy, hyponymy, and incompatibility. They can 
either be shown by statements of semantic entailments (meaning pos-
tulates), or they can be derived from their extensions (denotations):

Claret ® Red Bordeaux and
Red Bordeaux ® Claret or
Chenin Blanc « Pineau Blanc de la Loire.

Hyponymy can be expressed as entailment:

Medoc ® Bordeaux
Concord ® Vitis Labrusca

To derive these relationships via their extensions, we can say that 
terms that necessarily denote the same things in all possible worlds are 
synonyms. If one term A denotes a set of objects, and another term 
B denotes a proper subset of those in all possible worlds, then B is a 
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hyponym of A. Incompatible terms denote different, nonoverlapping 
sets of objects. For example, Rhine ¹ (is incompatible with) Burgundy. 
There are standard objections to deriving intralinguistic relationships 
from extension, and expressions like necessarily and in all possible 
worlds attempt to remedy them, so that creature with a heart and 
creature with a liver do not turn out to be synonymous. However, 
meaning postulates are always available to express the intralinguis-
tic relationships. In any case, deriving the intralinguistic relationships 
from extension works for only a small proportion of the words in the 
domain. As we shall see in the next three classes, the use of extension 
is inadequate.

Gradable Adjectives

When we turn to descriptors like heavy, light, smooth, rough, young,
or old, we encounter new diffi culties and complexities. What property 
does something have to have to be heavy or old? Is it the same thing for 
wines as for people? Is a fi ve-year-old wine an old one? Who decides? 
One major difference between these scalar words, often called grada-
ble terms, is that they admit of degrees, whereas natural kind terms do 
not. We can say, Wine X is heavier than wine Y. But a question such 
as, Is this wine more of a Zinfandel than that? is odd. The hearer is 
required to reinterpret the question to make sense of it. The grada-
ble antonyms4 (heavy-light, sweet-dry, old-young) are defi ned as those 
antonyms that do not divide the semantic domain sharply into two 
parts but rather admit of intermediate cases. So we can say, This wine 
is neither heavy nor light, but in between. There are many syntactic 
and semantic complexities connected with these words: I will mention 
only some of the problems connected with their interpretations in sen-
tences about wine.

Terms like heavy and light are characterized by dictionaries as hav-
ing many senses, but their most salient meaning is in the fi eld of weight. 
An alternative treatment would be to say that they are neutral with 
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respect to domain and leave their interpretation to the pragmatics of a 
theory of language. They denote weight in some contexts, body in oth-
ers, saturation in still others. Even if one does not take this route and 
rather sticks with the standard treatment, the most signifi cant thing 
about them in terms of their intralinguistic relationship is that they are 
scalar antonyms, and this intralinguistic fact may be more important 
than the denotation of such terms. To say that context is important 
is true but inadequate, even if the context can be narrowed to wine. 
Entailments that work for unmodifi ed nouns do not necessarily hold 
when a gradable modifi er is used. Imagine a situation with four wines: 
A and B are Rhines and C and D are Moselles. The Rhines are heavier 
than the Moselles, and also A is heavier than B. Now it might be true 
that wine B is heavy for a wine but light for a Rhine. Even though B
is a Rhine entails B is a wine, it is not the case that B is a light Rhine
entails B is a light wine. Therefore, the context must be narrowed even 
further—to heavy for a Rhine wine, or for a Rhine wine from a certain 
vineyard in a certain year.

Although there are many analyses of gradable terms, the one I favor 
is the comparative one5 in which a term like heavy is analyzed as an 
implicit comparison, with as assumed norm. Sapir (1944), a defender 
of this view writes,

Such contrasts as small and large, little and much, few and many, give 
us a deceptive feeling of absolute values within the fi eld of quantity com-
parable to such qualitative differences as red and green within the fi eld 
of color perception. This feeling is an illusion, however, which is largely 
due to the linguistic fact that the grading which is implicit in these terms 
is not formally indicated, whereas it is made explicit in such judgments 
as “There were fewer people there than here.” (122)

According to Sapir’s approach, John is tall is to be analyzed as “John 
is taller than some X,” and X is some implied norm.

Many of the wine descriptors are gradable and imply a norm. The 
norm, however, depends on the context, and frequently it is not always 
apparent to participants in a conversation. A reference class might 
be wines in general, but it seems usually to be more specifi c: white 
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table wines, red table wines, or dessert wines. It can become more and 
more specifi ed: all (French) Burgundies, or Burgundies from Beaune, 
or Burgundies from a part of Beaune in a certain year. Wine experts 
appear to use a narrower reference class than nonexperts, probably 
because they know more about wine subclasses and are more famil-
iar with the typical characteristics of each subclass. The experiments 
described in part II show that the lack of specifi cation of the relevant 
reference class is a cause of lack of consensus in describing wines and 
a source of miscommunication. A speaker may say, Wine X is light,
and have in mind California Cabernet Sauvignons from Napa Valley, 
whereas the listener has as a reference class all red wines.

In the application of these gradable expressions, there may be some 
threshold conditions. A wine with 10 percent sugar will very likely be 
judged sweet by everyone, and a wine with no sugar will be judged 
dry.6 Although wine with 10 percent sugar would be sweet for a wine 
in general, it would not necessarily be sweet for a dessert wine. (The 
question of whether such a wine would be too sweet is still another 
issue, taken up in the next section.) So we can see shifting even here. 
Presumably a wine with 30 percent sugar would be sweet and prob-
ably cloying with respect to every reference class. But in the intermedi-
ate cases, say a wine with 1 percent sugar, there will be disagreement 
as to whether it is sweet or dry, and the term semisweet could be used. 
Similar examples can be found for other descriptors. There are some 
wines that are so light, they would be judged as such with respect to 
any wine reference class. A 200-year-old wine would be old even for 
a vintage Port.

Some wine descriptors straddle both classes we have discussed—
natural kind terms and gradable predicates. Examples are chalky,
earthy, buttery, woody, oaky, maderized, oxydized, and tannic. These 
terms denote rather specifi c properties, and in this way they resemble 
natural kind terms. But they also admit of degrees. Wine A can be 
earthier than wine B. They are also vague in presupposing some ref-
erence classes. Wine A may be chalky for a white wine but not for a 
Chablis, while wine B is tannic, even for a Cabernet.
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How are we to fi x the denotation of these gradable terms in any 
given context? That is, who is to decide whether a wine is heavy for 
a 1978 Clos de Vougeot? The role of experts was already mentioned 
with regard to making judgments of class membership with respect 
to natural kind terms. The judgments and opinions of some members 
of the society—experts—are given more weight than those of other 
people, and appealing to the judgments of experts may also be reason-
able in the case of gradable terms as well. But for these terms, it is not 
just wine scientists but also sommeliers, wine merchants, and other 
knowledgeable people who use these terms. Both wine experts and 
nonexperts are inclined to agree that the judgments by experts carry 
more weight than judgments by others. Of course, if experts disagree 
among themselves (as they often do), then we have not solved the 
problem. We can try to fi nd a way of determining which experts are 
more expert, or we can give up and say that we do not know who is 
right, or we can say that a statement like Wine X is heavy for a 1978 
Clos de Vougeot has no truth-value—that is, it is neither true nor 
false.

In stating the semantic relationships among gradable expressions, 
synonyms and hyponyms can either be derived from denotation or 
stated in terms of meaning postulates. In either case, the context of 
relevant domain must be stated, since certain expressions that are 
synonyms or hyponyms in the wine domain are not necessarily so 
in other domains. Examples of synonyms using meaning postulates 
would be

 rough ® harsh
 harsh ® rough

or alternatively

 harsh « rough

Examples of hyponyms would be

 robust ® full-bodied
 round ® balanced
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Evaluative Words

The third class of words with which we must deal is made up of evalu-
ative words, including those items that contain both descriptive and 
evaluative components, such as thin and rough. Philosophers have wor-
ried about the meaning of good in various contexts. One can always 
make trivial statements, of course, such as that good denotes anything 
that is good, but one expects a semantic analysis to be more enlighten-
ing. Whereas there is considerable agreement on picking out tigers, 
chairs, and lemons, how does one pick out heroes, villains, and fools? 
Klapp (1962) in his study of social typing shows that one individual 
may classify a person, Franklin D. Roosevelt in Klapp’s book, as a hero 
while another would classify him as a villain and a third as a fool.

To deal with the evaluative words in the wine domain, we need 
not solve all the problems with using good, however; we can select a 
treatment that will do for the more limited purposes at hand—the wine 
vocabulary. The most reasonable place to begin is with treatments of 
good in aesthetics. Wine has not traditionally been considered a work 
of art, but recently Burnham and Skilleås (2008), Gale (2008), and 
Charters (2008) have forcefully argued that it is. In any case, wine defi -
nitely has an aesthetic aspect, and like food and other beverages, it is 
supposed to give pleasure. Many of the problems involved in evaluat-
ing art are relevant to those of wine as well: selecting criteria for evalu-
ation, accounting for differences of taste among people and changes in 
taste from time to time and place to place, and justifying judgments.

The fi rst thing to point out about good and related terms is that they 
are gradable terms, like those in the previous class of words (heavy,
sweet), and some reference group is implied. Thus a wine made from 
Thompson seedless or Mission grapes may be good for its type but 
ordinary for a wine in general, since the potential from these varietals 
is limited.

Another thing to point out is that the semantic relationships between 
good and bad must be stated in terms of meaning postulates, as was 
done with gradable antonyms like heavy and light. Many of the other 
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purely evaluative wine descriptors (fi ne, great, ordinary, common)
must also be related in terms of meaning postulates.

Dickie (1971) and Urmson (1953) survey a number of analyses 
of good. Subjectivism is the view that “what is aesthetically good” is 
“what is liked by me.” Therefore, to understand any utterance con-
taining such expressions, we must index the utterance to the speaker 
(Dickie 1971:161). Emotivism is the view that evaluative sentences do 
not assert anything—they are merely expressive. To say Wine X is good
is to invite or induce the hearer to hold a favorable attitude toward 
wine X. Although it often is the case that someone says “This wine is 
good” to express his or her liking or to commend it, neither subjectiv-
ism nor emotivism will do as a general account, since a speaker may 
say, “I know Mogen David isn’t [considered] a good wine, but I like it 
anyway,” or “I like ordinary wines best of all,” or “This is a great Port, 
but I wouldn’t recommend it to you, because you hate Port.”

Relativism is the view that aesthetic (and moral) judgments have a com-
mending function (like emotivism) but that in addition there are criteria for 
making these judgments, such as wine X is good because it has qualities 
A, B, and C, where such qualities are considered desirable in wine. However, 
these criteria cannot be further justifi ed; the judges decide to accept them, 
and different judges may adopt different sets of criteria. A bit of relativism 
is necessary to account for the fact that experts with comparable creden-
tials may disagree. Wine connoisseurs trained on European wines often 
fail to appreciate the characteristics of California wine, and vice versa.

Nonnatural intuitionism (which Dickie calls Platonism 2) is the 
view that all beautiful things have certain empirical properties and 
that one can discover what these properties are (Dickie 1971:169). 
Therefore, criteria are available on which judgments can be based. 
Allowing for differences of criteria among experts (such as whether 
blended wines are better than unblended wines), there are a number of 
general criteria that are widely accepted for judging all wines and some 
additional criteria for judging specifi c wines. (Botrytis is a virtue in 
Sauternes, and maderization is a necessary feature of Sherry, but these 
would be considered defects in Chardonnay.) With respect to general 
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criteria, Beardsley has proposed that all works of art must have unity, 
complexity, and intensity (see Dickie 1971:150). For wine, these fea-
tures are nearly right, but one speaks of balance rather than unity, and 
intensity might be included in something else—possibly fl avorfulness
(since the opposite would be blandness or insipidness).

After criteria are established, others can learn to judge according to 
these criteria. Urmson (1953) writes: “It should be clear that, whatever 
else there may be that is puzzling about grading, in ordinary typical 
cases, at least, there is no puzzle about or doubt that it is a business 
done in accordance with principles and which one can learn to do in the 
way other people do it” (162). Or, in the context of grading cheese,

It is a fact that there is a stable majority (we need not now settle among 
which people the majority will be) who prefer, like, choose, cheese with 
the characteristics ABC. Then ABC become the characteristics which 
are accepted even by the majority, for grading cheese. Thus, even if one 
happens to hate all cheese, one will still be able sensibly to distinguish 
good from bad cheese. (180)

The approach that I favor, at least with respect to wine, is one that 
David Hume and Keith Lehrer have called “Standards of Taste,” a view 
recently defended by Barry Smith (2007).7 This theory is similar to that 
of Dickie and Urmson, but K. Lehrer would describe it as a naturalistic 
theory in that the goodness is in the wine. Experts and connoisseur 
wine drinkers learn what the criteria of good and great wines are and 
through experience and practice learn to apply these criteria to wines. 
Like natural kind terms and scalar terms, the judgments of experts 
determine what is a good wine and what is a bad wine. This position 
assumes that experts agree, which is not completely true. Robert M. 
Parker, Jr., has become an extremely infl uential wine critic, called The
Emperor of Wine, the title of Elin McCoy’s biography of him, and she 
describes the disagreement with him by other wine experts and crit-
ics who do not share his preference for big, fruity red wines (McCoy 
2005). However, the differences of judgments are within a fairly nar-
row range, in that presumably no expert, whatever his or her personal 
preference, would judge to be good a wine that is corked or halfway 
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to vinegar. In any case, most nonexperts are likely to yield authority 
on the quality of wine to experts, even when they do not agree with 
preferences of those experts. This is an empirical issue, and my sample 
of such wine drinkers is too small to confi rm this view.

There are a number of evaluative terms besides good and bad. For 
example, there are degrees of goodness—fi ne and great wines, for exam-
ple, are very good. There are two ways of looking at fi ne and great with 
respect to good. On one hand, good can be seen as a general term (a 
hypernym), with fi ne and great being hyponyms (fi g. 6.3). Alternatively, 
fi ne and great can be analyzed as extending the scale of good (fi g. 6.4).

There are sentences that illustrate both of these possibilities:

That wine is not good, it’s great.

or

That wine is good—it’s even great.

That wine is not only good, it’s also great.

The not in this sentence is a metalinguistic use of not (Horn 1989). The 
purpose of not is to show that the word good is inadequate or inap-
propriate as opposed to denying the goodness of the wine.

Fine can be defi ned not only as “good” but as “very good,” and 
great can be defi ned as “very, very good,” where very is a proper sub-
set operator. (The details are provided in the appendix.)

good

fine great

Figure 6.3 Good as a Hypernym 
of Fine and Great

good
→ → → → → → → → → → → → → → → →

fine great

Figure 6.4 Good as a Point on the Value Scale of Goodness
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An important part of the wine vocabulary consists of words that 
have both a descriptive and an evaluative component. They are words 
that involve classes 2 and 3. Examples are thin, coarse, sour, unbal-
anced as negative descriptors, and smooth, balanced, and delicate as 
positive ones. As was emphasized in chapter 1, evaluation permeates 
the wine vocabulary. Some terms are generally neutral (dry, light,
young), but they may take on evaluative force in certain contexts. In 
chapter 1 these were listed as positive, but perhaps the designation 
“nonnegative” would be more appropriate.

The descriptive part of these words can be analyzed like the other 
gradable expressions in class 2. For instance, a thin or watery wine is 
to be treated as a light wine—either relative to all wines or to a subset 
of wines. The same treatment discussed with respect to good and great
is operative here, since we can defi ne thin either as a part of the light-
ness scale or as an extension of it. Watery seems to be a hyponym (or 
extension) of thin. Figure 6.5 illustrates this structure.

The “very” indexer will work here, since thin entails very light,
and watery entails very thin. Since hyponymy is transitive, watery also 
entails very light, or in this case, perhaps very, very light, but my intui-
tions here are uncertain.

With respect to the evaluative part, watery is not only “very light”—
it is also “too light,” where too is a negative evaluation indexer. I can 
fi nd no example where a positive word must contain a too indexer 
in its defi nition. It is, in fact, hard to imagine how something can be 
undesirably good. However, this is different from saying that a wine 
has too much of a property, where having a small amount of that 
property would be good. This is the difference between sweet and 

light heavy

thin

watery

Figure 6.5 Watery, Thin, and Light



 Semantic Analysis  75

cloying. Sweet is neutral (though it may be used evaluatively in some 
contexts), but cloying is defi nitely “too sweet.” Of course, we can say 
things like This wine is too good to drink with pizza or This wine is 
too good for John, but we are not predicating too good of the wine.

So to provide the semantics of Wine A is watery, we begin with the 
meaning postulate

watery ® light

The set of things to which light (L) can apply can be divided into things 
that are very, very light (vvL) and the remainder. Wine A belongs to the 
set vvL. In addition, wine A is judged by experts to be defective.

The analysis of good and other evaluative terms or words with 
an evaluative component proposed here is only intended to serve for 
wine discourse. I do not suggest (or deny) that such an analysis can 
be extended to other aesthetic realms. It is highly unlikely that it can 
be extended to ethics or picking out instances of heroes, villains, and 
fools.

Interpreting the Metaphors

There are still many words unaccounted for, such as honest, decrepit,
pretentious, taut, and many of the new words like brawny and muscu-
lar, which are used in new and metaphorical ways. Most linguists and 
philosophers of language treat metaphor, at least novel metaphor, as a 
part of pragmatics, rather than semantics, and may propose strategies 
for interpreting novel uses of words.8

The concept of the semantic fi eld is relevant in interpreting wine 
descriptors. Consider the words for age and maturity. Actually, this 
vocabulary takes words from two different semantic fi elds—the ages 
and stages of human beings and the growth and development of 
plants. From human development we get young, old, and some nega-
tive descriptors associated with old age like decrepit and senile. From 
the plant domain we get green and unripe (which have acquired con-
ventional senses for people) and also withered.
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The relationship of the words is ordered (and more can be included) 
so that if this set is transferred to a new domain, say wine, the rela-
tionships will remain the same. Therefore, we can interpret the phrase 
a decrepit or senile wine as one that is too old and has lost its desir-
able qualities. The association between senility and old age is based on 
stereotypes; such stereotypes are not true of everyone (or maybe not 
even of most people), but they are the link to interpreting the meaning. 
In addition, having moved beyond conventional meaning, there may 
be differences in interpretation.

How do we interpret a brawny or muscular wine? As we saw with 
heavy, there is a link to big, and in thinking about people, there are 
associations to body types, which include brawny, muscular, stout, fat,
and big-boned. Since light is the antonym of heavy, we can fi gure out 
that a brawny wine is not light. The hyponyms of light, such as svelte,
lean, thin, will be interpreted as not heavy.

Goatly (1997) reminds us that words which in isolation (e.g., in a 
dictionary) have different meanings are often neutralized in a text (24). 
In the domain of body types, heavy, big, brawny, muscular, stout, and 
big-boned are defi nitely not synonymous. However, when transferred 
to wine, these differences appear to be neutralized, and those who use 
them appear to treat them as synonymous. Even if someone could pro-
vide different defi nitions for muscular, brawny, and big-boned wines, 
I doubt that experts could distinguish the taste of a muscular versus 
big-boned wine. But this is an empirical question and to my knowledge 
has not yet been tested.

Wine scientists do not and would not ever use these terms when 
writing for a scientifi c journal. These words are used by people who 
write wine books and columns for consumers who want to know what 
is good and what to buy. As writers they are interested in creating 
interesting prose that is entertaining as well as informative. If a writer 
is evaluating 30 California Merlots from the same year, the descrip-
tions are likely to be similar, and it is boring for the reader to keep 
seeing the same descriptors. Therefore, metaphorical terms, lexical 
associations, and other resources make for livelier reading, even if the 
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meaning is not always clear. In some cases, and as with Parker’s use of 
decadent, a meaning is stipulated by the defi nition he gives. It is likely 
that some people would give authority for the correct meaning and use 
of these words to those writers who use them, but there is also a strong 
feeling among others that the words are silly or don’t mean anything 
at all.

A fi nal observation is that sometimes when words from other 
domains are transferred to wine, there is a change in connotation. As 
a body-type description, thin is neutral or positive, and fat and stout
are negative. However, for wine thin is negative and the other two are 
positive.

The fi nal issue to be considered here (briefl y) is whether sentences 
(and/or utterances) with these words have a truth-value. After an inter-
pretation has been made, it can be evaluated like any other sentence. 
Wine X is brawny is true if it is big and heavy and has whatever other 
properties of the wine are conventionally linked to big and heavy.

If there is consensus among a group of speakers that a predicate 
can be applied to a property (or complex of properties) either by direct 
denotation or mediated by a chain of intralinguistic connections, then 
a sentence with that expression may have a truth-value. If there is no 
consensus, then the statement has no truth-value. If feminine is con-
sistently applied to wines that are soft, perfumed, light, and delicate 
and never to wines with contrasting properties, then we might say that 
feminine can be predicated truly or falsely. If in time feminine were 
frequently and standardly applied to wines, then of course it would 
develop a conventional meaning as a wine descriptor and would move 
out of the category of pragmatically interpretable terms, probably into 
the category of gradable adjectives.

However, there is no reason to think that most of the predicates in 
this class—taut, severe, honest, pretentious, or senile—would be used 
consistently by speakers and consensually by groups, even by groups of 
experts. I suppose that one could still try to apply a truth conditional 
theoretical semantic theory by talking about speaker meaning, idiolect, 
and other idiosyncratic aspects of language use. However, the fact that 
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some nonanalytic, declarative, non-nonsensical sentences may have no 
truth-value should not be disturbing. People talk for many reasons, 
only one of which is to describe states of the world. This topic is dis-
cussed in part III.

Summary

Although the wine vocabulary is only a small part of the English 
language, it contains a great variety of kinds of words. I have tried 
to show how some of these words can be linked to denotation—to 
objects and properties in the world—and how relationships among 
the words can be stated. In the case of natural kind terms, a word 
denotes a class of objects that have some property, and certain mem-
bers of the society—enologists or viticulturists in this case—are 
acknowledged to have special skills and knowledge concerning these 
objects. Their judgments in connecting words with the world are 
given a decisive role. In Western societies, where science and scien-
tists are highly regarded, if all the scientists agree on a denotation, 
the rest of the population will go along. If an expert says that Wine A 
is a Zinfandel and all other experts confi rm this, then that statement 
is true.

Some descriptors, such as light or young, admit of degrees, of more 
or less. The interpretation of sentences with these words requires a 
reference class, which can be explicitly stated but often is not. We may 
appeal to experts to assess the truth of statements using these words, 
and these experts will probably be wine connoisseurs.

The words in the third group are evaluative. They are also grada-
ble, and they admit of more or less. But the most important aspect 
of these words is that they are tied up with human preferences. How 
these words are hooked up to the world is not at all clear, and there 
is great disagreement about how to apply them to wines. Many peo-
ple in our society are willing to trust experts—again wine connois-
seurs—to decide on the connection, but there is much less willingness 
to do so than in the case of natural kind terms. In addition, the experts 
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may disagree among themselves in trying to decide whether a wine is 
good. In such cases, some people may conclude that no one is right or 
wrong—it’s just a matter of opinion.

Finally, we have looked at words that do not have any conventional 
connection to wine or to any properties found in wine. In such cases 
the hearers or listeners must fi gure out what a reasonable interpreta-
tion would be, drawing on their knowledge of interlinguistic relation-
ships and shared knowledge of all sorts. We can expect considerable 
disagreement in the interpretation of sentences. For example, if some-
one says, Wine X is aloof, it could mean “Wine X is hard to get to 
know and appreciate,” or “Wine X is unusual and hard to classify” as 
well as many other things.

We have also looked at the intralinguistic relationships—synon-
ymy, hyponymy, antonymy, and incompatibility. These relationships 
provide a way of interpreting sentences with words that are not used 
in conventional ways. If a speaker says, Wine X is huge, a hearer can 
relate huge to a phrase that does have a conventional meaning in the 
wine domain—very big. Then the hearer can interpret the sentence as 
“Wine X is very big.” In fact, since intralinguistic links are stable and 
shared, they provide a method of communicating, even when referen-
tial links are weak.
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Remarks on Methodology

I have investigated wine talk from a variety of perspectives and 
employed various methods and tools in order to do so. Part II of this 
book could be entitled “experimental semantics,” in that in it I have 
tried to investigate systematically how speakers actually describe and 
discuss wines when they are drinking them. Since there was no univer-
sally accepted paradigm for studying what I wanted to study, I bor-
rowed freely and eclectically from the various methods used in the 
different social sciences.

Interdisciplinary studies are valuable in many ways. They supply 
information from one fi eld that may provide a solution to a problem 
in another. They may show how information from one discipline fi ts 
into a larger picture—for instance, how a theory of language contrib-
utes to a general theory of communication. However, a less obvious 
value of interdisciplinary studies is that it provides an opportunity to 
question the basic assumptions of one discipline by examining those 
of other fi elds.

7

Experiments and Subjects

It is well worth while to train a butler to appreciate good wine 
as you may rest assured that when he understands and knows 
wines, he will look after them with reverence and decant them 
with care.

—Etiquette for Wine Lovers
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Each of the social sciences has its favorite methodologies and math-
ematical tools, taught by practitioners of that science and handed down 
to students. Professional journals may prescribe the format of articles, 
and this fact contributes to a standard way of investigating problems 
as well as of stating results. All this is part of what Kuhn (1962) has 
called normal science. At the same time social scientists are generally 
aware that practitioners in other fi elds often use very different meth-
ods, and even within a discipline there are often great theoretical and 
methodological disputes.

Formerly, generative-transformational grammarians and philoso-
phers of language relied heavily on their own intuitions—judgments 
about whether a particular string of words is grammatical, meaning-
ful, appropriate, or acceptable. Occasionally the investigators’ intui-
tions were supplemented by those of other speakers, using elicitation 
or interview methods. The validity and reliability of intuitive data have 
been discussed (e.g., Spencer 1973; Botha 1973, 1979; Labov 1972; 
and McCawley 1979), and there is a general recognition of the fallibil-
ity of intuitions as well as an awareness of the theory-laden nature of 
the concepts involved, especially of grammaticality. A further prob-
lem was that the relationship between intuition and actual behavior 
is not clear. Speakers would often label sentences presented to them 
as unacceptable or ungrammatical even though they themselves used 
such constructions in informal unguarded speech.

On the other hand, asking speakers if they could or would say cer-
tain things is such a convenient and effi cient way of gathering data, it 
would be foolish to reject such a source. In vocabulary studies espe-
cially, where the lexicon is vast, a linguist might wait years for certain 
words to be used in spontaneous conversation, although nowadays 
with the existence of powerful speedy computers, it is possible to 
examine millions of words of text from a variety of written sources, a 
real advantage to lexical studies. This can provide important data on 
the frequency of targeted words, the contexts in which they occur, and 
the meanings they have (to the extent that meaning can be inferred 
from the context).
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The experimental method has been the paradigm for many branches 
of psychology (psychophysics, psycholinguistics, learning, social psy-
chology) where a number of subjects are required to do something, 
such as memorize a list of words, solve a problem, or judge how sweet 
a substance is. The advantage of this method is that a situation or 
environment is devised in which the investigator can control for dif-
ferent variables that might infl uence the outcome. If the success rate in 
memorizing sentences varies with the length or complexity of words, 
the investigator can use stimuli that control for this. If the temperature 
of a stimulus affects taste perception, the investigator can discover this 
by giving subjects samples that differ only in temperature. In addi-
tion, the investigator can compare populations with respect to their 
performance on some task. If language learning ability varies with sex 
or handedness, the investigator would select an adequate sample of 
men and women or of left- as well as right-handed subjects. Of course, 
there are an enormous number of possible variables, so the investiga-
tor only controls for those known to be or likely to be relevant. In the 
psycholinguistic literature with which I am familiar, no one has tried 
to correlate the ability to remember sentences with eye color.

The limitation of the controlled experiment is that it is not clear to 
what extent the results obtained are infl uenced by the experimental 
setting and can therefore be projected outside the laboratory. D. Miller 
also points out that the kinds of things that can be studied experimen-
tally are limited: “For ethical as well as economic reasons, the range of 
behavior which can be created in the social experiment is limited (by 
size of group, strength of sanction, time, etc.), so limited that experi-
mentation must be classifi ed as a very specialized method which can-
not perform alone the same function for the social sciences as it has for 
some physical sciences” (1967:3). The mathematical tools used include 
a variety of sophisticated statistical techniques, many of which can 
only be carried out by computer (e.g., multidimensional scaling).

Observational studies, where the investigator observes behavior in 
a natural setting, are used in cultural anthropology, language acquisi-
tion studies, and sociolinguistics. In linguistics this method includes the 
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study of spontaneous speech in normal settings. The study of written 
texts might also be included in this class, although such material is more 
carefully constructed and edited than that which occurs in spontaneous 
speech. Sometimes simply observing behavior is not enough because the 
investigator cannot understand its meaning and signifi cance as, for exam-
ple, in the case of the anthropologist who has just arrived in an unfamil-
iar place. Therefore, observation is often supplemented by interviewing 
those being studied. Such reports are of great value but are subject to the 
same limitation as intuitions or any other sort of introspective behavior.

Another type of method is the case study, a special type of observa-
tional study. D. Miller observes that although one cannot make legiti-
mate generalizations on the basis of one case, the study of many cases 
may result in cumulative knowledge. However, the main value of the 
case study is that it “is a process of generating hypotheses, not for test-
ing them. If the achievement of systematic statements concerning sets 
of phenomena is a goal, then the fi rst step will often be a case study” 
(1967:4). The comparative method, another type of method involving 
naturalistic observation, attempts to achieve what the experimental 
method tries for—the study of behavior under different conditions and 
in various settings (1967:6).

Survey data is widely used in sociology, economics, political science, 
and a few areas of linguistics, such as sociolinguistics. The advantage 
of surveys is that a very large sample of people can be questioned in 
order to provide a large enough population for correlating many vari-
ables and parameters. However, the kinds of things that can be studied 
in this way are limited. In addition, “in most surveys only operational 
defi nitions (in the form of the measuring instruments themselves) are 
employed” (1967:5). For example, when trying to determine whether 
religious people are more or less tolerant than nonreligious people, def-
initions of religious and tolerant are measured by responses to certain 
questions in the survey. Finally, survey methods are subject to the same 
weaknesses as introspective data acquired in other ways. Respondents 
may inaccurately report what they do or believe. Various statistical 
tools are used in the analysis of survey data.
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The studies reported in the following chapters utilize a combination 
of the methods: experiments, observations, surveys, and the introspec-
tion of the subjects and participants. The various methods produce 
converging results, which reinforce each other and strengthen the 
conclusions.

The Subjects

If meaning consists of the relationship among lexical items and the rela-
tionship between lexical items and denotata, then one aspect of a wine 
words study should be the way in which speakers apply words to the 
same wine. When I did the original experiments, linguists rarely studied 
this sort of behavior, philosophers rarely did empirical studies, and exper-
imental psychologists who dealt with naming behavior generally used 
simple stimuli (plastic chips of various colors). There were no accepted 
experimental paradigms for me to use, and I had to devise some.

When I fi rst began my investigation of how people apply words to 
actual samples of wine, I planned to do only one set of experiments 
with a single group of subjects. Because the results suggested new ques-
tions to be asked, further experiments were done with two other groups 
of subjects. I selected tasks for the latter two groups similar to those 
used with the fi rst in order to be able to compare the performance 
of all groups of subjects. However, in carrying out the experiments, 
questions and problems arose concerning the experimental methods 
themselves and the way in which subjects interpreted the instructions, 
so that the methodology and instructions were modifi ed.

It is diffi cult to carry out wine-tasting experiments in a naturalistic 
setting. There are too many variables to be controlled for. Subjects’ per-
ceptions of the wines they drink change during the course of the sessions. 
As they drink wine, some sensory fatigue occurs, and moreover the alco-
hol sometimes impairs subjects’ ability to discriminate. The wines also 
change after they are opened and aerate; white wines, if served chilled, 
change as they warm up to room temperature. Replication studies, 
that is, serving the same wine on different occasions, involve various 
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diffi culties as well. Subjects’ perceptions are affected by such things as 
how recently they brushed their teeth, the fl avor of toothpaste used, or 
whether they recently smoked a cigarette or chewed gum. Wines, too, 
change over time. Even if two bottles are from the same cask, the cork 
on one bottle might be denser than the other and let in less air. A period 
of six months may give a wine time to age; the sediment from a red 
wine may settle in a bottle that has stood upright for two days, whereas 
an “identical” bottle served immediately after a journey from the wine 
store might have the sediment thoroughly homogenized. Subjects, too, 
change over time. As they become more experienced and knowledge-
able, they learn to notice and appreciate many subtle characteristics of 
wines, and their preferences change.

Many of these factors can be controlled for and are controlled for in 
tasting laboratories in large wineries and institutes of enology. Studies 
in technical journals of enology on wine tasting are based on carefully 
controlled experiments. However, speakers of languages do not learn 
to use most of their vocabulary in a carefully controlled setting. Words 
are learned in casual and unique contexts, and my goal in studying 
the fi rst two groups of subjects was to discover how people actually 
applied words to wines under normal conditions. (Of course, experi-
mental tasks, especially paper and pencil ones, do not take place in 
normal conversations, but the results provide useful data that can be 
analyzed statistically.) Casual wine drinkers—nonexperts or semiex-
perts—learn to talk about wine in informal and unstructured settings. 
They may read books, but books only provide an inventory of words 
and make a few general suggestions as to which kinds of wines might 
have the relevant qualities. The reader has no way of checking whether 
he or she is applying the words correctly. People also take wine courses, 
which often consist of six or eight lectures with a variety of wines to 
taste. Unless the course is intended to teach people to become profes-
sional wine experts, most courses, in my experience, are designed to 
introduce people to the varieties of wines available, and little time is 
devoted to teaching the use and application of words. Finally, the stu-
dents are not tested on their use of the terms.
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The basic question in the wine experiments was this: do speakers of 
English apply words to wines in the same way? Do they mean (denote) 
the same things when they use the same words? An affi rmative answer, 
an instance of “success,” was measured by consensus within the group. 
When I describe one group of subjects as performing “better” than 
another or of performing “better” at one time than another, I mean 
that there was higher intragroup agreement. A second question was: 
can speakers improve? That is, can a group of speakers increase their 
intragroup agreement in describing wines?

The Subjects: Their Preferences and Knowledge

When subjects are selected for wine experiments, they are generally 
tested to make sure that they can make the relevant distinctions of taste 
and smell. Two common tests used are the triangular test and matching 
to a standard. In the triangular test, a subject is told that of the three 
wines presented, two are identical. The subject must pick out the wine 
that is different. In the matching to a standard test, again there are three 
wines, one of which is different. In this version, one of the identical 
wines is selected as the standard, and the subject must select which of 
the other two wines is the identical. Generally, a person must achieve 
a preselected level in picking the correct wines to be chosen for the 
experiment, for example, being correct in four out of fi ve trials.

In my experiments, I did not test my subjects. First of all, the sub-
jects self-selected. Individuals who did not drink wine, did not like 
wine, or who believed that they could not distinguish wines did not 
volunteer. Secondly, when they started tasting, since the wines were so 
perceptually distinct, no subjects said the wines tasted the same.

In the experiments reported in Wine and Conversation, there were 
three groups of subjects: the Stanford subjects, the Tucson subjects, 
and the Davis subjects.

The fi rst group, the Stanford subjects, consisted of 22 fellows and staff 
(8 women and 14 men) of the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral 
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Sciences in Stanford, California, who participated in fi ve experimental 
sessions. This group will be referred to as the Stanford group. These sub-
jects had neither drunk nor discussed wine together as a group before the 
experiments, so that their responses provide some information on how 
a diverse group of speakers of English drawn from all over the United 
States, with different amounts of wine experience and of a range of ages 
(30 to 60 years old) apply words to a set of complex stimuli—wine.

Two questionnaires were given to the Stanford subjects before any 
wine tasting was carried out—one to elicit information on the subjects’ 
wine preferences and experience and the other on their wine knowl-
edge. Of the 22 subjects, 20 reported drinking wine at least weekly. 
Fourteen reported having read one to three books or articles on wine, 3 
subjects had read more than three items, and 5 had read nothing about 
wine. With respect to preferences, subjects overwhelmingly reported 
preferring dry wine to sweet, red and/or white to rosé,1 table wine to 
dessert wine, and still wine to sparkling wine. Ten of the 22 subjects 
said that they did not like sweet wines. See table 7.1

The responses to the questions on wine knowledge varied from 1 
to 10 correct with an average of 5. Two of the subjects were highly 
knowledgeable about wine: one was an amateur winemaker, and one 
had been collecting wine as a hobby for many years. Table 7.2 presents 
the questions on the wine knowledge questionnaire and the subjects’ 
scores.

The subjects in the second group were also ordinary wine drinkers 
(nonexperts) for the most part. There were originally 18 members in 
this group (10 women and 8 men), but 2 dropped out after 3 sessions, 
leaving 9 women and 7 men. A total of 13 sessions were held: 12 
experimental sessions plus a party. This group will be referred to as the 
Tucson group. The central question that I wished to investigate with 
the Tucson group was to what extent wine-describing performance 
would improve over time if a group of people met together regularly 
and frequently to discuss wine. By “improve” I mean that there would 
be greater consensus in describing wines at the later sessions as com-
pared to the earlier sessions. Because I wanted to maintain a casual 
setting, I invited subjects to my home over a period of eight months.
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Table 7.1 Wine Preferences and Experiences Questionnaire

Stanford
(N=22)

Tucson
(N=16)

Davis
(N=10)

How often do you drink wines?
 At least once a week 20 8
 One or more times a month but 

 less than weekly
2 7

 Less than once a month 0 1
 Almost every day 7
 At least weekly but not every day 3

Have you read about wine?
 Three or more books or an 

 equivalent number of articles
3 3

 One to three books or articles 14 7
 Never 5 7

What are your wine preferences?
 Sweet or dry
  Sweet 1 1 0
  Dry 19 15 5
 Red, white, or rosé*
  Red 15 5 8
  White 10 10 4
  Rosé 0 1 0
 Still or sparkling
  Still 14 14 8
  Champagne 4 0 0
 Table or dessert
  Table 19 14 6
  Dessert 2 0 0

Are there any types of wines that you dislike?**
  (Very) sweet 10 9 1
  Sherry 2 3
  Port 1
  Pop wines, fruit wines 2
  Native American varieties 1

*Some subjects checked red and white.
**Responses were free; no categories were suggested in the questionnaire.

The Tucson subjects were given the same questionnaires on pref-
erence, experience, and knowledge as were given to the Stanford 
subjects (see tables 7.1 and 7.2). Of the 16 subjects who remained 
for the duration of the experiments, 8 reported that they drank wine 
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Table 7.2 Wine Knowledge Questionnaire

Number Correct*

Question
Stanford Subjects 

(N = 18)
Tucson Subjects 

(N = 17)

 1. What color is most German wine? 17 17
 2.  What is the principal grape used in Rhine 

wine?
 6  2

 3.  How does (natural) Champagne get its 
bubbles?

12  4

 4.  List three sweet wines. (Give generic, not 
brand names.)

11  9

 5.  What kind of wine is Chablis? (Color, 
country, dry or sweet.)

14 11

 6. What wine is made with Flor yeast?  2  0
 7. How does rosé wine get its color? 10  3
 8.  What is the principal grape in Bordeaux 

(type) wine?
 6  2

 9.  What is the difference between aroma 
and bouquet in a wine?

 0  0

10. Name two classifi ed fi rst growths of 
Bordeaux.

 3  ½

11. What is the relationship between the 
color of wine and tannin?

 9  0

*Part scores were given for questions 4, 5, and 10.
Answers: 1) white 2) Riesling 3) sugar is added to wine in the bottle 4) e.g., Port, Sauternes, 
Marsala, Madeira, Tokay, some Sherry 5) dry white from France 6) Sherry 7) red grape skins 
remain for a short time during fermentation 8) Cabernet Sauvignon 9) aroma involves smells from 
the grape and bouquet those from the wine 10) Lafi te, Margaux, Latour, Haut Brion, Mouton-
Rothschild 11) tannin deepens the color.

at least weekly, 7 at least monthly, and the remaining 1 less than 
monthly. Only 1 subject had read more than three books or articles 
on wine, 7 had read between one and three items, and the rest had 
never read anything. The wine preferences were similar to those of 
the fi rst group. All but one subject preferred dry wines to sweet ones, 
and all but one preferred red and/or white to rosé. Subjects mentioned 
sweet wines or heavy dessert wines such as cream sherry or port as 
wines they disliked. The range of correct answers to the quiz was 0 
to 5, with an average of 3, so it can be seen that the Tucson subjects 
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knew less about wine than the Stanford ones. (The most knowledge-
able Tucson subject did not take the wine quiz. He was also a member 
of the Stanford group.)

The third group of subjects, the Davis subjects, consisted of 10 wine 
scientists (8 men and 2 women) connected with the Department of 
Viticulture and Enology at the University of California at Davis, and 
it was important for these people, as scientists, to use wine descriptors 
carefully. Therefore, this would be as favorable a group as I could 
expect to fi nd to determine to what extent speakers might share and 
apply terms in the same way. The Davis subjects were either students 
in enology or members of the winery research staff. All subjects knew 
each other, and some had belonged to the same wine-tasting group 
or had taken courses together, but not all subjects had in fact drunk 
wine and talked about it with one another. Moreover, the professor 
who had been in charge of training students in sensory evaluation and 
description of wine had retired so that not all subjects had been trained 
by the same professor. The Davis subjects were concerned with the 
problems of using words in the same way and agreed that consensus in 
word application was necessary and important for enologists.

A questionnaire to elicit information on the subjects’ preference and 
experience was given to the Davis subjects, but I revised the question-
naire to make it more appropriate to this particular group. Seven of 
the 10 subjects reported drinking wine almost every day, and the other 
3 drank wine at least once a week. Subjects were asked to rate them-
selves as wine experts compared to other wine experts and compared 
to average wine drinkers. Nine of the 10 rated themselves as average 
with respect to other wine experts and 1 rated himself as above aver-
age; 9 of the 10 rated themselves as above average compared to average 
wine drinkers and 1 rated himself as average. Davis subjects were more 
reluctant than the other groups to express preferences. They tended to 
qualify their responses, indicating a wide range of tastes. To the extent 
that they stated their preferences, they preferred red wines to white or 
rosé, dry wines to sweet ones, still wines to sparkling wines, and table 
wines to dessert wines.
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It would have been insulting (as well as ridiculous) to give the Davis 
subjects the knowledge questionnaire (table 7.2), and it was obvious 
to me in talking to the Davis subjects that they were not only wine 
experts, but wine scientists. Their knowledge and experience exceeded 
that of all subjects in the fi rst two groups.

The Experiments

Several experimental paradigms were used with the three groups of 
subjects, some of which involved paper and pencil tasks and others of 
which involved talking to one or more other subjects. At all of the ses-
sions three (occasionally more) wines of the same class were served—
either three white table wines or three red table wines.2 However, all 
three wines at each session were perceptually distinct; they were drawn 
from different classes. At a typical session subjects might be served a 
German Riesling, a French Graves, and a California Chenin Blanc. No 
subject ever reported that any wines at the same session tasted alike. 
At all sessions the wines were served blind; either the bottles were cov-
ered, so that the subjects could not see the label or the shape and color 
of the bottle when the wine was poured, or else the wine was served 
already poured into glasses, with bottles out of view. Wines were coded 
by letter or number. At all sessions subjects were instructed to taste all 
three or four wines before performing any of the tasks. Occasionally 
the order of tasting was randomized by the experimenter, but usually 
the subjects were free to choose the order. Subjects could also taste any 
wine as often as necessary, so that a good wine memory was not neces-
sary.3 Water was provided so that subjects could rinse out their mouths 
or clean their palates between wines, and spittoons or empty glasses 
were provided in case subjects did not wish to swallow the wine. Only 
the Davis subjects made use of the spittoons.

With the Stanford subjects there were fi ve experimental sessions, 
which took place at weekly intervals (with two weeks between ses-
sions 3 and 4). The sessions were held in a large room during the 
day. Subjects performed some tasks individually and some in pairs. 



 Experiments and Subjects  95

Sessions typically lasted for 30 minutes, although there was some vari-
ation in the amount of time each subject required. At the fi rst four ses-
sions subjects wrote out all their responses. At the fi fth session, pairs 
of subjects met to describe wines together, and the conversation was 
tape-recorded.

Testing with the Tucson subjects took place at twelve experimental 
sessions and a Christmas party over an eight-month period, with ses-
sions held in my living room in the early evening after dinner, usually at 
two-week intervals, but with two intervals of four weeks. At one session 
subjects worked in pairs, but at all other sessions the whole group met 
together. At each session there were one or more experiments followed 
by informal discussion. The experiments usually lasted for 30 minutes 
and the discussions from a half hour to an hour. A tape recorder was 
placed on a coffee table in the middle of the living room to record the 
conversation during the experimental sessions where subjects talked 
(that is, the non–paper and pencil tasks) and during the discussions.

Testing with the Davis subjects took place over a period of three days 
at the university winery. Three sessions were held, each lasting about 
an hour. At sessions 1 and 3 all subjects assembled together for paper 
and pencil tasks; at the second session, subjects met in pairs to describe 
wines to each other, and their conversations were tape-recorded.

Even though it would be desirable to be able to provide some 
information on the physical and chemical properties of the wines that 
were served to subjects, unfortunately I did not have the means to 
do so. But the correlation between chemical properties of wine and 
sensory perception is not one to one (Amerine, Panghorn, & Roessler 
1965:494–97). However, I measured sugar content roughly with Tes-
Tape, a yellow paper that turns greener with increasing sugar. Beyond 
2 percent the tape is as green as it gets. In some cases the wineries 
supplied me with the information on sugar content. The percentage of 
alcohol was taken from the label on the bottle. (Federal law allows a 
range of .5 percent above or below the stated percentage of alcohol.)

Subsequent studies that continued my research were carried out by 
others with access to laboratories, and these researchers could control 
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for some of the variables I could not. In addition, the development 
of new technologies, such as gas chromatography, described in chap-
ter12, enable scientists to detect the chemistry of wine is great detail.

A Note on Color

In the early experiments I did not bother much with color because I did 
not want subjects to use color or other visual information as part of 
their descriptions. Since then I have learned how important appearance 
is in expectations of how a wine will taste and then how those expecta-
tions infl uence the taste. In an experiment by Pierre André, reported in 
Peynaud (1987:33), a group of tasters were given six rosés of different 
colors. They were asked to classify them fi rst, on the basis of color 
appeal, then again on the basis of color and taste appeal. Finally, they 
were blindfolded and asked to classify them on the basis of taste alone. 
The judgments for the fi rst two conditions were virtually identical, that 
of taste quite different.

Peynaud also reports experiments showing that if one is served six red 
wines and two white wines in dark glasses or if the subject is blindfolded, 
only very experienced judges can reliably identify the color (32).

In all my experiments and the ones conducted by others (except that 
by John Reid), the wines were served blind, but the subjects were not 
blindfolded.

Table 7.3 Ranking Based on Color and Taste

Ranking

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

Based on color alone F E B C A D
Based on color and taste E F B C A D
Based on taste alone C B D A E F
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The Stanford Subjects

If I had to [answer the question why drink wine?] standing on 
one leg, my advice would be, “Drink what you like and keep 
trying new things.”

—Harvey Steiman, The Wine Spectator’s Essentials of Wine

Consensus Experiments: Sessions 1 and 2

The fi rst two test sessions with the Stanford subjects attempted to 
provide information on how much consensus there is among speakers 
when they describe wine. Since these individuals had never discussed 
wine with the other participants, consensus in describing wines would 
be less likely than with the other groups of subjects. On the other hand, 
if signifi cant consensus could be found with such a group, this would 
provide very strong evidence that a group of speakers who shared a 
vocabulary and grammar did in fact apply words to things and proper-
ties in the same way.

The experimental tasks given to the subjects at sessions 1 and 2 
were the same. The only difference between them was that red wines 
were served at session 1 and whites at session 2. Subjects worked alone 
in these experiments and wrote down their responses. At the fi rst ses-
sion each subject was given three glasses, each with one of the wines 
in table 8.1. The subjects were to taste each wine in any order and to 
state whether they liked it.
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Wine F was a noncommercial Zinfandel1 with less than 0.25 percent 
sugar, probably not a perceptible amount, since the threshold for tast-
ing sweetness is between 0.75 and 1.5 percent (Amerine & Singleton 
1965:302). One of the most salient characteristics of F was its strong 
aroma, a feature that virtually all subjects commented on, either posi-
tively or negatively. This wine was the most controversial of the three. 
Wine R was a popular California Burgundy made for wide distribu-
tion, with a perceptible amount of sugar, and wine T was a California 
Petite Sirah with barely a trace of sugar.

The subjects’ fi rst task was to describe the taste, smell, and feel in 
the mouth of each wine and to write its description on a blank sheet of 
paper provided. Subjects commented that the task was fairly diffi cult, 
but everyone was able to describe all the wines, and some individuals 
gave rather long, detailed descriptions and comparisons, occasionally 
after protesting that they didn’t know any wine words.

The most striking result on all the tasks, especially this one, was 
that descriptions (not just evaluations) varied enormously depending 
on whether or not the taster liked the wine. Wine F, the Zinfandel, 
was described by one person as “sweet, bubbly . . . fl owery, light fi zzy 
feeling in the mouth” and as “quite dry, quite tangy” by another (both 
liked the wine). The same wine was described as “harsh odor, pungent, 
unpleasant; taste is bitter, sharp” by one who did not like it. The only 
consensus on wine F was that it had a strong aroma. Many subjects 
also commented that F was sweet. But since this wine had very little 
sugar, the strong aroma was probably responsible for this judgment. 

Table 8.1 Red Wines Served at Session 1 to Stanford Subjects

Preferences

Code Wine % Sugar % Alcohol Like Neutral Dislike

F Zinfandel >0.1, < 0.25 14* 5 5 5
R California 

Burgundy
>1.0, < 2.0 13½ 10 3 2

T Petite Sirah < 0.1 12½ 6 3 6

*Reported by winemaker
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Sweet can, of course, be applied to smell as well as taste. Wine R, 
the California Burgundy, was described in a variety of ways, but no 
general patterns seemed to emerge. Wine T, the Petite Sirah, was often 
characterized as full, heavy, robust, chewy, or thick with respect to 
body, and sour, acid, or astringent with respect to taste and feel.

After completing the fi rst task, each subject was given three cop-
ies of a list of 145 wine descriptors. These terms were selected from 
wine descriptors found in the published literature on wine, and those 
selected were the most frequently used and those for which defi nitions 
or characterizations could be found. For each wine, subjects were 
asked to circle any and all words that aptly described that wine. This 
task was designed to provide information on consensus of description, 
and in addition, it would provide some information on which words 
subjects knew and which words were common descriptors. The list of 
words was also intended to help subjects who claimed “they did not 
know any wine words” on the assumption that they would recognize 
many words even if they could not recall them.2

List 8.1 145 Wine Descriptors

acidic
aged
alcoholic
aromatic
astringent
austere
baked
balanced
big
bitter
bland
bouquet
chalky
character
clean

cloying
common
complex
corky
creamy
crisp
deep
delicate
developed
disciplined
dry
earthy
elegant
empty
evolved

fat
feminine
fi erce
fi ery
fi ne
fi nesse
fi rm
fl abby
fl at
fl owery
forceful
foxy
fragile
fragrant
fresh

fruity
full-bodied
gassy
gay
gentle
graceful
grapey
great
green
hard
harmonious
harsh
hearty
heavy
honest

hot
insipid
light
little
lively
maderized
manly
mature
meager
mealy
medium
mellow
metallic
mineral
moldy

Continued
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Table 8.2 lists the words that were most frequently circled by the 
subjects. The fi gure in parentheses shows the number of subjects who 
circled that word.

For the third task, subjects were given a list of twenty common 
adjectives (see table 8.3, column 1) and asked to decide for each wine 
whether a term applied or not.

The results are presented in table 8.3. Chi square was used to ana-
lyze the data. With a binary choice, if twelve of the fi fteen subjects 
provide the same response, the result is signifi cantly above chance (p
< 0.05). There was much greater agreement on what characteristics 
a wine does not have than what it does have. Statistical signifi cance 
was reached largely because tasters agreed that a wine did not have a 
particular quality.

Some interesting correlations were found between subjects’ responses 
on task 3 and their evaluations of the wines. For example, subjects 
who liked the Zinfandel (F) indicated by checking the “yes” column 
that clean and lively were appropriate descriptors, while subjects who 

mossy
musky
noble
nutty
oaky
odd
off
old
ordinary
overripe
peppery
perfumed
positive
powerful
prickly

puckery
pungent
racy
rare
refreshing
rich
ripe
robust
rough
round
rugged
salty
sappy
savory
scented

semisweet
sensuous
sharp
simple
small
smoky
smooth
soft
solid
sound
sour
spicy
steely
stiff
stony

strong
sturdy
stylish
succulent
sugary
supple
sweet
syrupy
tangy
tannic
tart
tender
thin
unbalanced

unharmoni-
ous
unripe
velvety
vigorous
watery
weak
wild
withered
woody
young
zestful

List 8.1 Continued
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Table 8.2 Most Frequently Circled Words, Session 
1—Stanford Subjects

Wine F Wine R Wine T

fragrant (7) dry (6) dry (11)
fruity (7) smooth (6) acidic ( 7)
semisweet (7) full-bodied ( 7)
grapy (6) puckery ( 7)
perfumed (5) astringent ( 6)
aromatic (5) hearty ( 6)
astringent (5) robust ( 6)
fl owery (5)

(N = 15)

Table 8.3 Agreement on Red Wines

Wine F R T

Adjective applies Yes No Yes No Yes No
 bitter 2 13** 2 13** 5 10
 bland 3 12* 5 10 2 13**
 chalky 0 15*** 0 15*** 4 11
 clean 10 5 11 4 6 9
 complex 2 13** 5 10 6 9
 dry 7 7 8 7 0 15**
 earthy 2 13** 2 11* 7 8
 fl at 2 13** 2 13** 3 12*
 fruity 11 4 9 6 4 11
 full-bodied 5 10 5 9 12 3*
 light 10 4 7 7 3 11*
 lively 8 7 8 7 4 11
 metallic 2 13** 2 13** 0 15***
 off 2 13** 4 11 5 10
 semisweet 10 5 6 9 1 14
 sour 3 12* 3 12* 7 8
 spicy 7 8 2 13** 2 13**
 sweet 4 11 0 15*** 0 15***
 tart 8 7 4 11 9 5
 woody 1 14*** 3 12* 5 10

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
N = 15.
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disliked it or were neutral checked the “no” column (p < 0.05). Most 
tasters agreed that the California Burgundy (R) was clean, but there 
was a complete split in judgment as to whether it was dry, fruity, full-
bodied, light, lively, or semisweet. Though everyone checked the “no” 
column for sweet, this wine in fact had a perceptible amount of sugar. 
Sweet is a relative term, and the presence of sugar does not require that 
we call that wine sweet. According to some implicit reference class, 
subjects did not consider the Petite Sirah sweet. When responses to the 
term dry for wines F and R were pooled and plotted against preference, 
there was a signifi cant correlation (p < 0.05), such that those who liked 
a wine described it as dry, while those who disliked it tended to say 
that it was sweet. Recall that almost all subjects mentioned that they 
preferred dry wines, and several said that they disliked sweet ones. 
Moreover, people may believe they should prefer dry wines. “Wine 
connoisseurs tend to ‘look down their noses’ at sweet wines” (Amerine 
& Singleton 1965:303). “Traditionally the mark of a cultured person 
has been his or her appreciation of the low-sugar wines as an integral 
part of enjoyable wines” (Filipello, Berg, & Webb 1958:509). Thus it 
appears that sweet and dry are evaluative as well as descriptive words. 
This conclusion was further confi rmed by a clustering task in which 
subjects were given words and asked to group them according to simi-
larity of meaning. Dry was generally grouped with positive terms like 
elegant, rich, and balanced, while sweet was put either with fruity
and grapy, or with negative terms like rough or fl abby. Sweet and dry
are not purely evaluative, and a wine such as the Petite Sirah (T) was 
unanimously judged to be dry by everyone. For sweet to be used there 
must be some physical correlate—some sugar or perhaps just a strong, 
perfumed aroma.

On wine T besides signifi cant agreement on dry, subjects agreed 
that the wine was full-bodied but disagreed on whether the wine was 
bitter, clean, complex, earthy, off, sour, and tart. Further analysis 
showed that tasters who liked wine T described it as fruity and neither 
sour, nor bitter, nor off. Those who disliked it described T as off, not
fruity, and either sour or bitter or both (p < 0.05). (The evaluative 
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aspects of sour and bitter are quite obvious.) The response to earthy
was interesting. There was a split between subjects, with seven “yes” 
and eight “no” judgments, whereas only two subjects found wines F or 
R earthy. Earthy is a technical term that applies to a special odor and 
taste, and, according to Professor Maynard Amerine, no commercially 
available California wine has (or at least at that time had) an earthy 
quality. However, ordinary wine drinkers frequently do not know of 
this technical meaning and apparently interpret earthy as “hearty, 
down-to-earth, pleasant, or robust,” in opposition to “delicate or 
elegant.” (A similar problem arose for the Tucson subjects in using 
this word.) At any rate, wine T had something that half the Stanford 
subjects thought might be appropriately described as earthy.

The same three tasks in the same order were carried out a week 
later. The white wines listed in table 8.4 were served, slightly chilled.3

On the fi rst task, the free description, wine B, the driest of the three, 
elicited mostly evaluative comments. The most salient feature noticed 
was the acidity of the wine, described as sour, acid, or sharp. With 
wine N, many speakers noted its slight sweetness. Although as little 
as 0.7 percent sugar can be perceived, and both N and W had over 1 
percent, sugar alone will not necessarily determine whether a wine will 
be judged sweet, since high acidity will mask the sweetness. In addition 
to noticing the sweetness, many subjects made evaluative comments. 
In general, N was not thought to be a great wine. The responses from 
those who liked it were terms of low praise: clean, pleasant, sound,

Table 8.4 White Wines Served at Session 2–Stanford Subjects

Preferences

Code Wine % Sugar % Alcohol Like Neutral Dislike

B California 
Chablis

<0.1 12 4 5 6

N Chenin Blanc 1.6 11½ 10 5 0
W Emerald 

Riesling
1.2 11½ 9 4 2
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mild. Those who were neutral described N as bland, not exciting, lack-
ing in strength, character, and personality, or somewhat mediocre. The 
most frequently mentioned feature of wine W was its fruity aroma. 
Whereas the two who disliked this wine and three of the four who 
were neutral mentioned its sweetness, only one of the nine who liked 
it mentioned sweetness.4 Subjects giving favorable or neutral responses 
also commented on its mild acidic feel: tangy, tingling/feel, bites gen-
tly, slight pinch.

The word-circling task was carried out next. The responses to the 
list of 145 wine descriptors is presented in table 8.5. The number of 
subjects circling a word is given in parentheses. Although the Chenin 
Blanc (N) had the most sugar of the three, 1.6 percent, it was described 
as dry by four subjects, all of whom liked the wine. Both sweet and dry
were used equally often for the Emerald Riesling (W), but no subject 
used both terms for that wine.

The results of the third task, requiring subjects to make a “yes” or 
“no” choice on whether a word was applicable to a wine, are presented 
in table 8.6. There was consensus that wine B, the California Chablis, 
was dry, light, and not fruity. (It is not clear why some subjects on task 
2 did not circle dry; perhaps it was too obvious.) Although disliking 
the wine and fi nding it sour and/or bitter did not correlate signifi cantly, 

Table 8.5 Most Frequently Circled Words, Session 
2—Stanford

Wine B Wine N Wine W

dry (9) light (7) fruity (7)
acidic (6) fruity (6) light (6)
bland (6) semisweet (6) tangy (6)
common (5) smooth (6) dry (6)
empty (5) acidic (5) aromatic (5)
light (5) soft (5) clean (5)
sour (5) clean (5) fragrant (5)
thin (5) gentle (5) refreshing (5)
weak (5) sweet (5)

(N = 15)
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the use or nonuse of sour and bitter did correlate with one another 
(p < 0.01). Thirteen of the 15 subjects either judged wine B to be both 
sour and bitter or neither sour nor bitter.

Theoretically, a white wine should not be perceived as bitter, because 
the agent that makes wine bitter is the tannin from the skins, and 
skins are discarded before making white wine.5 However, studies have 
shown that untrained tasters frequently confuse sour and bitter tastes 
(Robinson 1970; Amerine, Panghorn, & Roessler 1965:108). Perhaps 
something is perceived as sharp (or possibly unpleasant), and the fur-
ther distinction as to whether that taste is sourness or bitterness is of 
less importance. Although 9 of the 15 tasters judged wine B as either 

Table 8.6  Agreement/Disagreement on Characteristics of White 
Wines Served at Session 2

Wine B N W

Adjective applies Yes No Yes No Yes No

 bitter 5 10 3 12* 1 14***
 bland 9 6 5 10 1 14***
 chalky 0 15*** 1 14*** 0 15**
 clean 7 8 8 7 11 4
 complex 2 13 6 9 6 9
 dry 14 1*** 6 9 9 6
 earthy 1 14*** 4 11 3 12*
 fl at 6 9 2 13** 0 15***
 fruity 0 15*** 10 5 9 6
 full-bodied 2 13** 7 8 8 7
 light 11 4 7 8 9 6
 lively 3 12* 4 11 8 7
 metallic 4 11 1 14** 0 15***
 off 5 10 1 14*** 0 15***
 semisweet 0 15** 8 7 5 10
 sour 7 8 2 13** 0 15**
 spicy 1 14** 2 13** 4 11
 sweet 0 15** 0 15** 3 12*
 tart 7 8 3 12* 6 9
 woody 1 14*** 1 14** 1 14***

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
(N = 15)
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sour or tart or both, 6 found it to be fl at, and 2 checked “yes” for both 
sour and fl at. Since sourness is the result of too much acidity and fl at-
ness the result of too little, there seems to be a considerable division of 
opinion. The 2 subjects who applied both would seem to be contradict-
ing themselves. However, fl at may also mean “insipid” or “dull,” and 
these subjects may have intended fl at as a negative evaluative term.

There was no consensus on the qualities present in the Chenin Blanc 
(N). Subjects did agree that it was not bitter, woody, spicy, metallic,
chalky, off, sweet, fl at, sour, or tart. But subjects split on whether N 
was semisweet or dry, light or full-bodied, and on various evaluative 
terms, clean, complex, and bland.

Subjects agreed that wine W, the Emerald Riesling, was not sweet,
but they disagreed as to whether it was dry or semisweet. Three sub-
jects said it was both, which is probably interpretable as “dry, but 
not bone-dry.” Subjects did not agree on whether W was full-bod-
ied or light, and three said it was both. (I do know how to interpret 
this.) Eleven tasters called the wine clean, and more than half found it 
fruity and lively. Those who liked W were more likely to give a “yes” 
response for these terms than those who did not.

Two of the six wines were served again at two additional sessions, 
approximately eight weeks later. Wine T, the Petite Sirah, was served 
along with a shipper’s Bordeaux and a California Gamay. Wine N, the 
Chenin Blanc, was served with a Liebfraumilch and a white Bordeaux 
(both inexpensive shipper’s wines). The problem of reliability stud-
ies has already been discussed, and in this case there was a further 
problem, since the wines being repeated were served with different 
wines for comparison. Just as a sample of chartreuse will look yellow 
if placed on a green mat and green if placed on a yellow mat, so a wine 
may taste sweeter or drier, heavier or lighter, if placed with different 
wines. Hence, the results of the reliability tests must be evaluated with 
caution.

Task 2, circling words from the 145-word descriptor list, was pre-
sented to six subjects. I had to judge whether the tasters picked out the 
same features, using synonyms or other words with similar meanings, 
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as well as choosing the same words that they had previously chosen, 
since one could not expect them to pick out identical words for the 
wines, even if their judgments were the same.

On the Petite Sirah, T, the preferences of three of the six subjects 
remained the same, and the adjectives circled by two of them were 
similar to those circled at session 1—that is, the tasters chose items 
from the same semantic classes and same ends of the scales. One sub-
ject showed the same preference but gave descriptions that were dif-
ferent from his earlier ones. Another subject changed his preference 
from “like” at the fi rst session to “neutral” at the later session, but 
the adjectives he chose were similar on both occasions. The other two 
subjects reversed their preferences from “dislike” to “like,” and their 
choices were very different at the two sessions.

Three subjects showed the same preferences for wine N, the Chenin 
Blanc, at both sessions, and two of those described the wine in roughly 
the same way. The third one described it very differently. A fourth 
subject, who was neutral to N when it was fi rst served but who liked it 
later, characterized it the same way both times. The other two subjects 
changed both their evaluations and their selection of words.

In general, there was no striking consensus on the three tasks pre-
sented at the fi rst two sessions. Although subjects sometimes agreed 
that some feature of a wine was salient, such as the aroma of wine F 
or the acid in wine W, they usually found different ways of express-
ing their reactions. In many cases, however, the descriptions were 
more than different—they were inconsistent. If one looks at subjects’ 
responses in terms of their preferences, then clearer patterns can be 
seen in the data. We have already seen how the vocabulary itself is 
value laden, where many descriptive words like thin and even dry have 
an evaluative aspect of their meaning. This fact is strongly refl ected in 
the tasters’ descriptions. These descriptions, though variable, were not 
random but were strongly biased by preferences.

The word-circling task was also designed to fi nd out which wine 
descriptors are known and used by ordinary wine drinkers. Table 8.7 
provides some information on the most salient items, based on the 
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frequency of use in describing the six wines. (A different selection of 
wines may have elicited somewhat different words, of course.)

Communication Experiments—Sessions 3 and 4

Various versions of a communication task were used with all three 
groups of subjects. Typically there are two subjects, each of whom 
receives three different wines. One subject must describe and dif-
ferentiate the wines so that the second subject can match the same 
three wines with the fi rst taster’s descriptions. Subjects may not refer 
to the color or appearance of the wines, but any other descriptions 
are permitted: comparative statements (wine X is sweeter than wine 
Y), noncomparative descriptions (wine X is sweet, fruity, and light),
or evaluative statements (wine X is ghastly). The wines given to one 
taster have letter codes, and the same wines for the other subject have 
numbers, so that the subjects can refer to the wines. Several variations 
of this experiment were used over the course of the study.

Table 8.7 Frequency of Word Use, Sessions 1 
and 2—Stanford Subjects

More than 
30 times

More than 
20 times More than 10 times

dry acidic astringent lively
aromatic balanced ordinary
clean bitter perfumed
fruity bland pungent
light bouquet scented
refreshing common soft
smooth delicate sour

developed sweet
fl owery tangy
fragrant tart
full-bodied young
gentle

(Possible maximum = 90: 15 subjects, 6 wines)
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At the third session of the Stanford subjects, a written version of 
this task was performed. Seven pairs of subjects were tested one pair 
at a time. Each subject sat at a different table so that he or she could 
not see the wines that the other subject was drinking. Both tasters 
received three red wines and three white wines. One member of the 
pair described the red wines for his or her partner to match and the 
second described the whites. Table 8.8 gives the list of wines. Subjects 
wrote their descriptions for each of the three wines on a separate card 
(with the letter or number code). The cards were then given to the 
other member of the pair, who tried to match the same wines with the 
fi rst taster’s descriptions.

The only wine that was correctly matched more often than chance 
(p < 0.05) was the Riesling, the sweetest of the three, with fi ve cor-
rect matches out of seven. Moreover, all fi ve who communicated suc-
cessfully mentioned sweetness in their descriptions. I was not able to 
fi nd any consistent pattern with respect to other correct matches. One 
problem—probably the reason for there being so many failures—was 
that different subjects found different aspects of the wine salient: one 
taster noticed bouquet, another commented on astringency, a third 
discussed sweetness, and a fourth talked about body. The only pair of 
subjects who matched all six wines correctly (p = 1/36) consisted of 
the two subjects who scored highest on the wine-knowledge test. The 

Table 8.8 Wines Served at Session 3—Stanford Subjects

Whites % Sugar % Alcohol

Riesling 2.25 12
California Chablis 0.2 12
California Rhine Wine 0.6 11½

Reds
Zinfandel <0.1 12½
California Burgundy <0.1 12
Petite Sirah 0.75 14

(N = 14)
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probability for three correct matches is 1/6 and for any single correct 
match is 1/3.

For both the reds and the whites, there were 10 correct matches out 
of a possible 21 (7 subjects times 3 wines), which is not above the .05 
level of signifi cance.

A second version of the communication task was carried out at ses-
sion 4. In this version, the message-sender consisted of a committee 
of three—two wine drinkers whom I judged to have sensitive palates 
and myself. (One of the others had been a subject at the fi rst three ses-
sions.) Prior to session 4 we devised two sets of characterizations: a 
straightforward one and a far-fetched one. To reduce the possibility of 
matching correctly by chance, a fourth description, a fake, was added, 
but one using words that were different from those in the three actual 
descriptions and one that we thought did not appropriately describe 
any of the three wines. Table 8.9 gives the three white wines and the 
four descriptions.

Fourteen subjects participated in this communication task at session 
4. Half of the subjects received the straightforward descriptions fi rst, 
and after they matched the descriptions with their wine samples, they 
were given the far-fetched descriptions to match with the same wines. 
The other seven subjects received the two sets of descriptions in the 
opposite order.

Wine Z was described as perfumed, fruity, and smooth for the 
straightforward description. Since this wine tasted the sweetest, we 
were going to add sweet, but it had less sugar than K,6 a wine whose 
acidity masked the sweetness, so I decided to omit sweet from the 
description of Z. However, when subjects were asked which wine 
tasted sweetest to them, eleven of the fourteen picked Z.

The communication attempt was unsuccessful. The only characteriza-
tion that achieved better than chance results, with seven out of fourteen 
correct responses,7 was round, feminine, graceful, ripe for wine Z. The 
group that received the straightforward description fi rst did better than 
the other group. Three mistakes became apparent in the post-test analysis. 
First of all, omitting sweet from the description of Z deprived subjects of 
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an important clue. Secondly, the fake description was often confused with 
that for wine A, the drier of the Chenin Blancs, characterized as acidic.
Since sourness and bitterness are often confused, the bit bitter phrase 
caused some subjects to match wine A with the fourth (fake) descrip-
tion. The committee had carefully debated as to whether A was bitter or 
sour and concluded that the wine was defi nitely not bitter. At any rate, 
seven subjects matched wine A with thin, fl at, woody, a bit bitter, and ten 
matched it with metallic, spicy, earthy, fl abby. A third source of miscom-
munication was due to the fact that the committee liked wines K and 
Z better than A, something refl ected in the descriptions. However, some 
subjects preferred A, and some of them matched it with a favorable char-
acterization, especially tart, tangy, balanced and savory, fresh, delicate.

In looking at the correlation between the two sets of descriptions, 
only one subject matched up all four of the straightforward descriptions 
and the far-fetched descriptions as the committee intended by applying 
them to the same three wines. (However, he did not match descriptions 
with wines as the group of senders intended.) Four subjects matched 
up two descriptions correctly, three matched one, and six paired the 

Table 8.9 Wines Served at Session 4–Stanford Subjects

Wine Straightforward Description Far-Fetched Description

A

Chenin Blanc <0.1% 
sugar 12½% 
alcohol

acidic, light, very dry, faint 
bouquet

hollow, hard, stony, austere

K

Chenin Blanc 1.8% 
sugar 12% alcohol

tart, tangy, balanced, light; 
pleasant light bouquet

savory, fresh, delicate, tantaliz-
ing bouquet—like a rain 
forest

Z

Blanc de Blancs 1.5% 
sugar 12% alcohol

perfumed, fruity, smooth round, feminine, graceful, ripe

Fake description thin, fl at, woody, a bit bitter metallic, spicy, earthy, fl abby
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far-fetched descriptions with one wine and the straightforward one 
with a different wine. In looking at the descriptions themselves, two 
subjects gave the description of acidic, light, very dry, faint bouquet
to the same wine as hollow, hard, stony, austere; four described the 
same wine as tart, tangy, balanced, light, etc., with savory, fresh, del-
icate . . . like a rainforest! Four matched perfumed, fruity, smooth with 
round, feminine, graceful, ripe; and fi ve paired the two fake descrip-
tions. There were in all 15 pairings of straightforward descriptions with 
far-fetched ones out of a possible 56 (as intended by the senders).

At the end of the experimental session, subjects were asked to rate the 
quality of the descriptions on a fi ve-point scale: very good, good, okay, 
poor, very poor. There was no signifi cant preference for the straight-
forward characterizations over the far-fetched ones. The descriptions 
correctly matched were not rated signifi cantly different from those 
incorrectly matched. On the whole, subjects found the wine characteri-
zations adequate, with an average evaluation just below “good.”

Experiment 3: Consensus through Conversation

At the last experimental session with the Stanford subjects, tasters met 
in pairs and were served three red wines, a Cabernet Sauvignon and 
two California Burgundies (which were, however, distinct). All wines 
contained 12 percent alcohol and all were dry (0.2 percent sugar or 
less). Subjects sat at a table facing each other, and their task was to 
agree on a characterization by discussing the wines as they tasted them 
together. In this experiment I wanted to see whether pairs of subjects 
could agree, and if so, whether subjects working in pairs produced 
greater consensus than those working individually. I also wanted more 
information on the process of communication—how one person points 
out features of a wine to another—and also, if no agreement is reached 
on a point, whether the discussion would reveal if the disagreement is 
due to different perceptual judgment or different linguistic usage.

Each pair was able to agree on a characterization on most wines, 
but there was no group consensus. That is, each pair came up with 
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different, often inconsistent, descriptions. Preferences, among other 
things, infl uenced the results.

In the case of disagreement, further discussion revealed that the dif-
ference was sometimes one of applying terminology, as illustrated by 
the following transcription from the tape:

a: It’s bitter to me.
b: It doesn’t seem bitter to me.
a:  . . . I think it’s less bitter than the others but I tend not to like dry 

wine, so I would probably say that all dry wines are bitter. [A was the 
only taster who preferred sweet wines to dry ones.]

a:  . . . perfumy?
b: Not quite perfumy—that’s a little bit too sweet. A faint aroma. You 

know—drier than the other we tasted—and it doesn’t have as much 
of a fruity fl avor.

a: I don’t think it’s fruity . . . but I tend to think it smells perfumy.
b: I don’t think the smell is sweet enough to be called perfumy.
a: So perfumy is sweet to you.
b: Yes.

Two processes are revealed in this conversation. First, there is an 
attempt to agree in applying terms to actual referents in the environ-
ment. But secondly, when there is disagreement, the individuals explore 
the intralinguistic associations to see if the trouble is located there. For 
speaker B, perfumy ® sweet is a semantic entailment, whereas it is not 
one for A. The association of bitter and dry for A may be weaker than 
a semantic entailment. Speakers have various options at this point. 
They can both adopt the usage of one speaker, or they can both con-
tinue to speak as before but try to keep in mind the other’s meaning 
when interpreting his or her utterance, or they can cease using the 
word. As we will see in the following chapter on the Tucson subjects, 
speakers used all three strategies.

The experiments requiring subjects to talk to each other produced 
another effect that was revealed more clearly by later experiments. 
When speakers work out wine descriptions together and come to a 
consensus, they usually show a high degree of satisfaction with their 
results. However, the descriptions of one pair or group of speakers 
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may have little in common with those of other speakers, who have an 
equally high degree of satisfaction with their descriptions.

The overall results of the consensus experiment showed that a group 
of speakers, all of whom are native speakers of English and seem to use 
the same lexical items, do indeed apply words quite differently from 
each other. In some cases there is evidence of different intralinguistic 
relationships, although this does not seem to be the primary cause of 
miscommunication when that occurs. One source of disagreement is 
largely tied to the implicit norm of scalar terms, so that a wine that 
is sweet for one subject is dry for another. Another source of disa-
greement results from different preferences. Since the wine vocabu-
lary is heavily value laden, the words selected will refl ect the tasters’ 
preferences.
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The Tucson Subjects

We drank wine, we talked, and a good time was had by all.
—Adrienne Lehrer, Semiotica

Most experiments raise new questions in the process of answering 
the original questions. The consensus experiments with the Stanford 
subjects showed that there was a large amount of variation in how 
speakers describe wines, and considerable miscommunication as well. 
The question raised, however, was whether speakers who drink wine 
together and discuss these wines will improve—that is, develop greater 
consensus—over time. My hypothesis was that speakers would come to 
apply words to wines with greater consensus under such conditions.

The 16 Tucson subjects who remained with the eight-month project 
were comparable in wine preferences and wine knowledge to the 
Stanford subjects. They liked wine and drank it frequently, but most 
of them did not know a great deal about wine. All subjects attended 
at least seven of the thirteen sessions, the average being nine. At each 
session at least three wines were served blind. Bread or crackers and 
cheese as well as water were available during the experimental ses-
sions so that subjects could rest their palates between wines. Some 
paper and pencil tasks were performed during part of the sessions, but 
most of the time was spent in conversation to provide the opportu-
nity for agreement in word use to develop. The paper and pencil tasks 
provided data that could be treated statistically, and they also elicited 
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responses from people who did not talk much during the sessions. All 
sessions were tape-recorded on a cassette recorder placed within view 
of the subjects. I tried to make the setting as casual and natural as pos-
sible, within the limitations imposed by the experiments and the paper 
and pencil tasks.

Most of our vocabulary, at least most of our nonscientifi c vocabu-
lary, is learned in casual, perhaps even haphazard ways. We learn new 
words or new meanings for old words in new contexts. Someone might 
be corrected if he misuses a word or uses it differently from other 
participants in the conversation, but frequently there will be no com-
ments. And unless drastic miscommunication does occur, there will 
be no attempt to determine whether or not speakers are using a word 
in the same way. To try to make such a determination would be too 
ineffi cient. Conversation could never get started if speakers fi rst had to 
fi nd out whether they meant the same things by the words they used. 
I wanted to avoid a setting in which there was a strong leader who 
would proceed to teach the others how to use words “correctly” and 
make sure that the others did as instructed. (That may be how experts 
learn, however.)

Some of the tasks were similar to those performed with the Stanford 
subjects—for instance, the word-circling task and the communication 
problem—and new tasks were added to elicit more data and differ-
ent kinds of information. Greater use was made of getting subjects 
to agree on a wine characterization by letting them discuss the wines 
freely. The list of wine descriptors was shortened to 117 words, 
mostly by deleting some words that the Stanford subjects never or 
rarely used, but a few new words were added that the Stanford sub-
jects found useful.

Before turning to the experiments and the results, however, it may 
be helpful to look at the wine descriptors that the subjects used or said 
they used. First of all, list 9.1 presents the revised list of wine descrip-
tors used with the Tucson subjects. The selection of words would 
refl ect something about the nature of the wine as well as the vocabu-
lary of the subjects.
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List 9.1 Revised List of 117 Wine Descriptors

acidic (45)
aged (10)
alcoholic (20)
aromatic (24)
astringent (42)
austere (23)
balanced (33)
big (5)
bitter (18)
bouquet (19)
bland (8)
buttery (5)
chalky (3)
character (15)
clean (25)
cloying (1)
common (14)
complex (10)
crisp (15)
delicate (16)
developed (16)
dry (49)
earthy (7)
elegant (6)
empty (7)
fat (2)
feminine (10)
fi ne (5)
fi nesse (5)
fi rm (8)
fl abby (1)
fl at (9)
fl owery (5)
forceful (13)

foxy (1)
fragrant (11)
fresh (19)
fruity (30)
full-bodied (7)
gassy (4)
gentle (17)
grap(e)y (13)
graceful (8)
great (2)
green (22)
hard (13)
harsh (14)
hearty (5)
heavy (5)
honest (10)
insipid (6)
light (37)
little (9)
lively (12)
maderized (1)
manly (4)
mellow (18)
metallic (20)
mineral (8)
musky (9)
nutty (5)
oaky (1)
odd (12)
off (10)
old (2)
ordinary (10)
peppery (1)
perfumed (12)

positive (7)
powerful (1)
prickly (7)
puckery (24)
pungent (15)
refreshing (17)
rich (5)
ripe (15)
robust (6)
round (10)
rough (9)
rugged (5)
salty (8)
savory (4)
scented (9)
semisweet (22)
sharp (18)
sensuous (17)
simple (18)
small (14)
smooth (21)
soft (9)
solid (7)
sound (3)
sour (18)
spicy (7)
sturdy (8)
strong (9)
succulent (2)
subtle (9)
sugary (6)
sweet (15)
syrupy (9)
tangy (26)

tannic (37)
tart (28)
taut (12)
thin (19)
unripe (18)
unbalanced (21)
velvety (8)
vigorous (10)
watery (15)
weak (15)
wild (1)
withered (5)
woody (6)
young (26)
zestful (11)

Numbers in parentheses show the number of times a word was selected (12 wines, 10 to 17 
subjects, 4 sessions).
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At the sixth session, subjects were given the revised list of words 
and asked to evaluate them as good descriptors, bad descriptors, or 
neither good nor bad. They were to circle those they thought were 
good wine terms—that is, words that were informative and that 
the subjects themselves would use and understand—and to cross 
out those that they thought were bad—words that they would not 
use and would not understand. Those that were neither circled 
nor crossed out formed a middle category. (Since the choice of 
good and bad descriptors involved multiple criteria, different sub-
jects may have concentrated on different ones.) The words I call 
“preferred” were considered good wine descriptors by at least eight 
of the thirteen subjects present at the session. Those I have labeled 
“rejected” were crossed out by eight or more subjects. This task 
was done for the purposes of an experiment carried out at a later 
session.

The experiments and the results will be discussed fi rst, followed by 
an analysis of the tapes. However, the analyses of both kinds of data 
support each other.

List 9.2 Words Preferred by the Tucson Subjects, Session 6

acidic
aged
alcoholic
astringent
bitter
bland
bouquet
dry
earthy
fl at
fl owery
fragrant

fruity
full-bodied
lively
mellow
nutty
perfumed
powerful
puckery
refreshing
robust
scented
semisweet

simple
smooth
strong
spicy
subtle
sugary
sweet
syrupy
tart
tangy
watery
weak
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List 9.3 Words Rejected by the Tucson Subjects, Session 6

big
buttery
fat
foxy
feminine

gassy
honest
manly
maderized
positive

round
small
sound

Consensus in Applying Words and 
Selecting Points on Scales

At the fi rst session subjects were given three red wines (table 9.1). 
Wines K and V were quite distinct, and no subject reported that they 
tasted alike. As in the previous experiments, subjects were to taste all 
three wines in any order and to decide if they liked, disliked, or were 
neutral to each wine. Next they were given the revised list of wine 
descriptors (list 9.1). Then they were asked to judge each wine along 
eight seven-point scales: sweetness, acidity, balance, tannin, quality, 
age, body, and nose, with some anchor point provided on each scale.

At the second session, the same tasks were performed with the 
white wines (table 9.2). The hypothesis being investigated in this series 
of experiments was whether subjects developed greater consensus over 
time. To check consistency and improved group reliability, I wanted to 
measure the responses to the same wines at different times. Therefore, 

Table 9.1 Red Wines Served at Session 1—Tucson

Code Wine % Sugar % Alcohol

B Zinfandel 0 12½
K Bordeaux < 0.1 11
V Shipper’s Blend from 

Bordeaux
0 —
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the red wines that were served at early sessions were again served six 
months later, at session 10, and two of the same whites were served at 
session 12, six and a half months later (the third white was unavail-
able), and subjects were asked to perform the same tasks.

There was one important difference when the red wines were 
retasted. The subjects were asked to talk about the words that were 
used for the scales and to characterize the anchor points on the work 
sheet for fi gure 9.1. The discussion revealed several cases in which dif-
ferent speakers meant different things by the same words and pointed 
out some diffi culties with the scales themselves. For example, complex
was given as an anchor point of 7 on the quality scale, refl ecting the 
value judgments of wine experts. One subject, however, reported that 
she did not like complex wines. Big bouquet has decidedly positive 
connotations, but one subject asked what to do about a wine with 
a powerful, unpleasant smell. After discussing the words, subjects 
then rated the wines along the scales and then circled the words they 
thought appropriate.

In evaluating the results on the scales, it is not the arithmetical mean 
but rather the variation that is important. The hypothesis was that 
there would be more consensus, hence less variability, after six months 
of drinking and tasting, and that the group would come to share norms 
for sweetness, body, and aroma. With respect to the red wines, shown 
in table 9.3, there was greater consensus in 15 cases, less in 8, and the 
same in the remaining 1. However, F-ratios show that the improvement 
in consensus reached signifi cance (p < 0.05) in only two cases—on the 
dimension of body in two wines. Near signifi cance was reached on the 
acidity scale of one wine. The wine on which there was least consensus 

Table 9.2 White Wines Served at Session 2—Tucson

Code Wine % Sugar % Alcohol

L Chenin Blanc >0.5, < 1.0 12
P Côte de Bordeaux <2.0 12
Q Vouvray 0.1 –
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Acidic

Bone dry
Sweetness

Acidity

Balance

Tannin

Quality

Age

Body

Nose

Astringent

Insipid

Young

Tart

No smell

Thin Light Full

Aged

Balanced

Coarse

Too old

Complex

Soft, smooth

Unbalanced

Flat

Very sweet

Too sweet

Big bouquet

Unbalanced
Too Acid

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Figure 9.1 Seven-Point Scales Used at Sessions 1, 2, 10, and 11

Table 9.3 Consensus, Sessions 1 and 10—Tucson

Zinfandel Bordeaux Shipper’s Blend

More consensus (lower 
variance)

6 scales
Body p <0.01

7
Body p <0.05
Acidity p <0.06

2

Less consensus (higher 
variance)

2 0 6

Same 0 1 0
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on retesting was a very light French country wine, and I believe that 
the taste of many of the subjects changed during the year. Whereas half 
liked it at the beginning of the sessions in October, by April only a third 
said they liked it. This wine may have seemed inoffensive at the begin-
ning of the sessions, but by the end it seemed uninteresting.

The white wines were retasted at the last session, but there was no 
discussion of word meaning prior to tasting. There was greater consen-
sus on nine items and less on seven; but when F-ratios were computed 
for the two identical wines, there was signifi cantly greater consensus in 
only one case (p < 0.05)—the quality scale on the Chenin Blanc.

The signifi cant increments on the three scales (out of 48) are hardly 
impressive—in fact, one would expect this much variation by chance 
alone. I do not know whether the less than signifi cant increments would 
continue if the experiments were to continue for another six months or 
for several years and would eventually add up to greater consensus, or 
whether the apparent improvements show just random fl uctuation.

The results of the word-circling task are somewhat harder to assess. 
The words were provided in part to give subjects a vocabulary. We 
can look at the words used more frequently in the last sessions to learn 
which ones the subjects came to use as a result of the wine session, that 
is, those they learned to use as wine words, but it is also useful to look 
at words used less often, because these may be words that subjects 
felt were not as informative as they had previously thought. The total 
number of times a word was used in the fi rst two sessions (six wines) 
was compared to the total used in the repetition tests. Since there were 
fewer subjects at the latter sessions, those totals were transformed 

Table 9.4 Consensus, Wines at Sessions 2 and 12

Chenin Blanc Côte de Bordeaux (Third Wine)*

More consensus 6 3 4
Quality p < 0.05

Less consensus 2 5 4

*The third wines were different.
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before comparing them with the earlier use. (The transformation was a 
ratio of the number of subjects at the two sessions. For instance, there 
were 17 subjects at session 1 and 10 at session 10, where the same 
wines were retasted. If dry was circled 34 times at session 1 and 20 
times at session 10, the 20 was multiplied by 17/10 and transformed to 
34. Thus the use of dry was equivalent at both sessions.)

Words used at least twice as often in the latter sessions as in the 
fi rst ones (based on the transformed numbers) were buttery, crisp,
fresh, grapy, positive, round, small, spicy, and sweet. Words used only 
half as often at the end of the year were bitter, earthy, fl at, odd, off,
scented, soft, strong, syrupy, subtle, unbalanced, and young. As with 
the Stanford subjects, the Tucson group showed a strong bias based 
on preference. On the red wines, acidic, astringent, puckery, tannic,
harsh, thin, and weak were frequently used by subjects who did not 
like the wines, whereas gentle, bouquet, balanced, fresh, soft, and posi-
tive were selected by those who liked them. On the whites, off, green,
bitter, hard, and young were applied to wines not much liked. Other 
commonly used words, but ones that did not correlate with prefer-
ence, were austere, clean, crisp, dry, fragrant, fruity, light, perfumed,
semisweet, and sweet.

Individual consistency was checked to see whether subjects used 
the same word for identical wines. There is, of course, a problem in 
counting specifi c lexical items, since a person might select one word 
for a wine at the fi rst session and a phonologically different but syn-
onymous word at the retest. Ratios were calculated for each subject 
on each wine, where the numerator was the number of words used for 
the same wine both times (at the fi rst tasting and the retasting), and 
the denominator was the total number of words used for that wine by 
a subject. The range was from 0 to 50 percent on a given wine (that 
is, on one wine there was no overlap of word choice and on another 
wine half of the words were used at both sessions with percentages in 
between on the rest). The overall average for all subjects and all wines 
was 12 percent. In looking at the consistency of individual subjects, 
the range was from 0 to 28 percent on all six wines. The signifi cant 
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factor seems to be whether a subject liked or disliked a wine on both 
occasions. The subjects who had a consistency ratio of 25 percent or 
better (that is, used the same words for the same wine at both sessions) 
were designated as high consistency subjects, while those with a ratio 
of less than 10 percent were the low consistency subjects. A Chi square 
test comparing the two groups of subjects showed that subjects with 
a high consistency ratio expressed the same preference (like, dislike, 
neutral) for the wine on both occasions (p < 0.05), whereas those with 
low ratios had different preferences at the two sessions.

The Most and the Least

Another experiment carried out with the Tucson subjects involved giv-
ing them three wines and asking them to decide which had the most 
and which the least of a particular property. The purpose of this task 
was to test a hypothesis suggested to me by Maynard Amerine (per-
sonal communication) that there would be more consensus on com-
monly used words than on unusual words. This hypothesis was then 
put together with the main one in this set of experiments to see if there 
was greater improvement on common words or on uncommon ones. 
(Recall that subjects had previously been asked to evaluate the wine 
descriptors in list 9.1.) Among the words most commonly selected as 
good descriptors were: earthy, fl at, grapy, light, perfumed, pungent,
smooth, and tart; and eight uncommon words: big, buttery, feminine,
honest, manly, positive, round, and small. The questionnaire presented 
in fi gure 9.2 was constructed based on these words.

At the next session, two weeks later, subjects tasted three red wines 
(see table 9.5) and were then asked to select the wine that had the most 
of each of the sixteen properties—the biggest, the fl attest, the roundest,
etc., and the wine that was the least big, the least fl at, etc.1

There was signifi cantly greater than chance agreement in six cases: 
the fl attest, the least perfumed (p < 0.001); the least pungent (p < .01); 
the most pungent, the smallest, and the least fl at (p < 0.05). Performance 
on the common words was better than for the uncommon ones in this 
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Please decide which wine has the most and the least of the following properties:

Opinion of each wine (like, dislike, neutral)

biggest wine
most buttery
earthiest
most feminine
flattest
grapiest
most honest
lightest
most manly
most perfumed
most positive
roundest
smoothest
smallest
tartest

least big wine
least buttery
least earthy
least feminine
least flat
least grapy
least honest
least light
least manly
least perfumed
least positive
least round
least smooth
least small
least tart

C K N

Figure 9.2 Questionnaire Used in the “Most and Least X” Experiment, Session 6

Table 9.5 Red Wines Served at Session 7—Tucson

Code Wine % Sugar  % Alcohol

C Australian Cabernet 
Sauvignon

0 12

K California Ruby Cabernet >0.1 12½
N California Burgundy 0 12

experiment, there being signifi cant agreement in fi ve cases with com-
mon words and only one case with uncommon ones.

One month later the same task was repeated with white wines (see 
table 9.6). There was, however, one important change in the proce-
dure. Before the wines were served, the subjects spent more than 30 
minutes discussing the words on the list to agree on defi nitions or char-
acterization. In all but a few cases, they reached a verbal consensus on 
intralinguistic relationships and exemplars. (The discussion of word 
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meanings is presented later.) After the wines were served and tasted, 
subjects were again asked to select the ones with the most and least of 
each of the sixteen properties.

There was signifi cant agreement on a few more items than on the 
red wines: the most pungent, least feminine, least fl at, least honest,
least round, least smooth (p < 0.01); earthiest, grapiest, least grapy,
and least tart (p < 0.05). There was a small improvement in perform-
ance at the second session over the fi rst (signifi cant agreement on 10 
items as opposed to 6). As with the reds, there was greater consensus 
on common words (7) than uncommon ones (3). During the discus-
sion of the words, most of the time was spent trying to provide use-
ful characterizations for the uncommon terms (manly, round, honest,
feminine, etc.), and this fact may account for the improved agreement 
on these words.

It may be recalled from the discussion of the word-circling task that 
certain words were used more frequently at the later sessions than at 
the beginning: buttery, grapy, positive, round, and small, all of which 
were on the most and least X questionnaire. It is reasonable to infer 
that the increased use of these terms was a result of the tasks in which 
subjects were forced to use them and of the discussions of their mean-
ings. Two words were used less often: earthy and fl at. The discussions 
about these words revealed to subjects that the terms were not as use-
ful and meaningful as they had previously thought. The analysis of the 
tapes (presented below) confi rms this.

The results of the most and least X experiment revealed one prob-
lem in the choice of items. Some words, in particular buttery2 and 
earthy, denote rather specifi c properties in wines, which only some 

Table 9.6 White Wines Served at Session 9—Tucson

Code Wine % Sugar % Alcohol

L Emerald Riesling >1.0, < 2.0 11
B Chenin Blanc >1.0, <2.0 12½
Q Shipper’s Chablis <.1 13
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wines possess. Therefore, one would not expect to fi nd consensus 
among subjects when asked to pick the most buttery among three 
wines without this property.

Communication Experiments

In the communication tasks with the Stanford group, it may be recalled, 
one person or team of people was given three wines to differentiate 
verbally and other subjects tried to match the descriptions with the 
same three wines. Various versions of this method were used with the 
Tucson subjects.

The fi rst version, which was employed at the third session, used a 
committee of four (three subjects and myself), who agreed on charac-
terizations for three red wines (table 9.7). To make the task harder, we 
added a fake description, but one that we felt did not fi t any of the three 
wines. It took us about half an hour to agree on the descriptions.

The four descriptions were dictated to the thirteen other subjects 
present, who wrote down the descriptions and then matched them to 

Table 9.7 Wines Served at Session 3 with Descriptions

Wine Committee’s Descriptions

B The lightest; simple, ordinary, some acidity but less than 
the others; pleasant.

Valpolicella
<0.1% sugar 
12% alcohol

F Pungent odor, perhaps burnt; strange taste and odor: moldy 
or musty; slightly medicinal; unpleasant: has a bite.

Rhône
<0.1% sugar 
12½% alcohol

O Spicy bouquet; spicy on the palate; tangy, intermediate in 
fl avor and body; good character.

Cabernet
<0.1% sugar 
11½% alcohol

Fake Semisweet, fl owery, fruity, grapy, very weak.
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the three red wines. Subjects were also asked to state whether they 
liked, disliked, or were neutral toward each wine, to indicate how cer-
tain they felt that they matched each wine with the descriptions cor-
rectly, and to pick out the parts of the description that they found the 
most helpful.

Only wine F, the Rhône, was matched correctly more often than 
chance (p < 0.01). This correlated signifi cantly with disliking F (p < 0.05).
That is, the tasters who disliked wine F matched it with the senders’ 
description. Wines B, the Valpolicella, and O, the Cabernet, were most 
often confused, and the description for the fake wine was most often 
incorrectly matched with F.

The same words were picked out as useful by subjects who matched 
correctly or incorrectly, although those who made correct matches men-
tioned more parts of the descriptions. The most frequently mentioned 
useful words were pungent for wine F, simple and ordinary for B, and 
spicy and tangy for O. There was no correlation between a subject’s 
feeling certain that his or her match was correct and being correct.

The same task was repeated two weeks later at the fourth ses-
sion with white wines. The same committee plus an additional sub-
ject constituted the senders. We had expected an improvement if the 
same senders were used, hypothesizing that the subjects who were to 
make the matches would have learned something about the senders’ 
vocabulary and word application from the previous session. The wines 
and descriptions are presented in table 9.8. As at the previous session, 
the descriptions were dictated to the other subjects to match with the 
wines.

Wine A was correctly matched more often than chance (p < 0.01) as 
was the fake description (p < 0.05). Wines M and Z were most often 
confused. Since all of the ten subjects liked A and either were neutral 
toward or disliked M and Z, no correlations could be made between 
preference and correct matches. There was signifi cant negative cor-
relation between feeling certain that the correct match was made and 
matching correctly. That is, subjects who felt certain of their matches 
tended to be wrong, and those who felt uncertain were correct. On the 
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parts of the descriptions picked out as useful, for the Chablis (Z) fi rst 
smell is distinctive was noted. For the Green Hungarian (M) rather
harsh was noted by three of the four subjects who matched this wine 
correctly. In all other cases, different subjects found different parts of 
the descriptions useful.

The matching task was presented a third time—at the second to 
last session. Two of the three wines were identical to those served at 
the fi rst matching session. The senders’ committee consisted of three 
subjects (none of whom had served as senders previously) and myself. 
Table 9.9 lists the wines and descriptions.

Only the fake description was identifi ed correctly more often than 
chance. Wines K and B were most often confused; these wines were 
also the most diffi cult for the senders to describe adequately. The six 
subjects were not asked to state their wine preferences or certainty feel-
ings about the matches at this session.

The second version of the matching task (session 5) consisted of 
four pairs of subjects and one trio who were served the same three red 

Table 9.8 Wines Served at Session 4 with Descriptions

Wine Committee’s Descriptions

A Fruity, soft, gentle, with a hint of sweetness.

Moselle >1.0, 
<2.0% sugar 
10% alcohol

M Not much fl avor; rather harsh, even on the palate, that 
is, does not change.

Green Hungarian 
0% sugar 
12½% alcohol

Z Dry, something distinctive about the fi rst smell, 
reminiscent of something organic or of alcohol.

Shipper’s Chablis 
<0.1% sugar 
13% alcohol

Fake Rich, heavy, full-bodied, sweet, powerful; smoky smell.
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wines and were required to match them. Each subject sat at his or her 
own table and conversed with the other subjects(s). The participants 
could talk back and forth to characterize the taste, smell, and feel of 
the wine, but they could not refer to color or appearance. Two pairs of 
subjects matched all wines correctly, one pair matched one wine, and 
the fourth pair missed all. Of the trio, two subjects matched all wines 
correctly and the third made no matches.

There was no pattern with respect to which wines were matched fi rst or 
what the salient characteristics were of the wines. The wines are presented 
in table 9.10, and the descriptions of successful matches in table 9.11.

The fi rst pair of subjects matched the Petite Sirah fi rst and charac-
terized it as light. The second wine to be identifi ed was the Zinfandel, 
which was labeled sweet. The third, the Cabernet, was described as 
acidic and medicinal. The second pair of subjects matched the Cabernet 
fi rst. One subject began the task by saying of this wine, It’s awful,
and both subjects characterized it as harsh and acidic. The Zinfandel 

Table 9.9 Wines Served at Session 11 with Descriptions

Wine Committee’s Descriptions

K Puckery and metallic

Shipper’s Burgundy 
<0.1% sugar 
11½% alcohol

O Moldy and mossy, vegetably, especially the 
smell.

Cabernet Sauvignon (same as 
wine O at session 3) 

<0.1% sugar 
11½% alcohol

B Bitter, a bit thin, with medium odor; the least 
distinctive.

Valpolicella (same as wine 
B at session 3) 

<0.1% sugar 
12½% alcohol

Fake Sweet, fruity, feminine, and elegant.
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was the second to be identifi ed, and this was characterized as the
sweeter of the two remaining ones. The third was matched without 
any description.

There was a considerable amount of confusion with the trio. The 
subject who had no matches with the other two had descriptions 
that did not line up with the descriptions of the others. The two who 
matched successfully fi rst identifi ed the Zinfandel as light, mellow,
ripe, almost sweet, but still dry and fruity. They next characterized the 
Cabernet as more bitter and biting, musky, pronounced pungent smell,
tickling. The Petite Sirah was described as less pronounced smell, least
bite, lingering aftertaste.

The next pair had one correct match on the Cabernet, which they 
agreed had a sulfur smell or smell of roses, and a little sour aftertaste.
The second description was least smell, not so complicated; dark and 
gloomy. The third description was salty. The last pair, which missed 
all matches, described one wine as fruity, with a dryness between the 
other two (one subject chose the Zinfandel and the other the Cabernet). 

Table 9.10 Wines Served at Session 5 for Matching Task

Code Wine % Sugar % Alcohol

1 Zinfandel 0 12½
2 Cabernet Sauvignon 0 12
3 Petite Sirah 0 12

Table 9.11 Descriptions that Produced Correct Matches, Session 5

Pair Zinfandel Cabernet Sauvignon Petite Sirah

1 sweet (2)* acid and medicinal (3) light (1)
2 sweeter than others (2) awful, harsh, and acidic (1) (no description) (3)
3 light, mellow, ripe, 

almost sweet, but dry 
and fruity (1)

more bitter and biting, 
musky, pronounced 
pungent smell, tickling (2)

less pronounced smell, 
least bite, lingering 
aftertaste (3)

4 sulfur smell or smell of 
roses, sour aftertaste

*Number in parentheses indicates the order in which the wines were matched.
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The second description was less dry, more fl at (one subject selected the 
Petite Sirah and the other the Zinfandel). The third description was 
dry, light, pleasant.

The success rate overall was not better than chance (p < 0.05).3 It is 
interesting to note that all subjects who correctly matched the descrip-
tion with the Zinfandel mentioned sweetness, although the wine did 
not contain any sugar. The two pairs who matched all three wines 
took the least time (less than ten minutes) and used the fewest words in 
their descriptions. In fact, they decided to pick a single term if possible, 
whereas the other subjects needed at least half an hour and sometimes 
came up with lengthy descriptions

The fi nal version of the matching task involved the whole group 
together. Each of the ten subjects present was given the white wines 
listed in table 9.12.

(Each glass of wine had a different three-digit number so that sub-
jects could refer to their wines.) Subjects had to match their wines with 
everyone else’s by using verbal characterizations. The fi rst description 
agreed on was dry and sour. The remaining two wines were thought 
to be sweeter. One of these was described as sweeter than the previ-
ous one, tart, and grapefruity, and the other was soft, smooth, and the 
sweetest. Subjects had some diffi culty agreeing on how to differentiate 
the latter two, since not everyone agreed that one was sweeter than the 
other. However, when one subject suggested grapefruity, the rest of 
the group expressed great satisfaction with that term and believed that 
it fi t one of the two sweeter wines.

Twenty-two out of the 30 matches were correct, which is signifi -
cantly better than chance (p < 0.001). The post-test discussion revealed 

Table 9.12 White Wines Served at Session 8 — Tucson

Wines % Sugar % Alcohol

Australian Moselle >2.0 12
Green Hungarian 0.25 12
Chenin Blanc <.5 12
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that the dry and sour wine was the easiest to identify, and since the 
other two were sweet, the term grapefruity was very useful in distin-
guishing the two.

In summarizing the results on all the matching tests, the subjects 
performed better on the white wines than on the reds. The dimension 
of sweetness could account for the correct responses, and since there 
was a greater range of sweetness in the white wines, this was a likely 
reason for the subjects’ doing better on the whites. Apparently degrees 
of sweetness are easier to distinguish than other properties. Given that 
the subjects did not do well at the second to the last session, it does 
not seem that performance improved during the year, or at least their 
performance did not improve on matching red wines.

Short-Term Reliability

The experiments just described provide some data on long-term reli-
ability, where responses to the same wine served after an interval of 
several months are elicited. But what about short-term reliability, that 
is, responses to the same wine in a single evening? To investigate short-
term reliability, 13 subjects were served the three white wines listed in 
table 9.13 and instructed to agree on a description for each one. Paper 
and pencils were provided for making notes. One subject argued that a 
large number of descriptive words tended to be confusing and that the 
group should try to agree on a single word. However, other subjects 
felt that it was too diffi cult to pick a single term. As a compromise, 
each wine was described fully, but a single property of each was noted 
as the most distinctive. Subjects who disagreed with the group consen-
sus were told to write down any specifi c part or parts of the descrip-
tions with which they disagreed. The descriptions are provided in table 
9.13, column 2, with the number of subjects disagreeing with parts of 
the characterizations in column 3.

After the subjects fi nished, I collected their glasses and comments 
and informed them that the experiment was only half over. Then three 
more white wines were served, two of which were virtually identical 
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Table 9.13 Short-Term Reliability, Session 6—Tucson

First Presentation Second Presentation

Wine

Words
selected by 
subjects

No. Selecting 
the word or 
a synonym

No. Select-
ing word on 
retaste after 
disagreeing
fi rst time

Description 
accepted by 
majority of S’s

No. Dis-
agreeing

B

Moselle organic-
chemical
smell

3

>1.0, <2.0%
sugar

green apples*
tart

2 (No comparable wine 
served)

10% alcohol puckery light 3

F = J semi- to fairly 
sweet

Portuguese odorless 1 odorless 4
white semisyrupy 3
>2.0% sugar fruity 5 fruity or 

grapy
5 2

11% alcohol light, not 
heavy

light, thin 8

nonalcoholic tangy, bite 4

H = R fruity
smell**

4 fruity, 
grapy,
perfumy

4

California very dry dry 7
Chablis light to 

watery
5 thin, watery 7 2

0.1% sugar tart tart, acidic 6
12% alcohol bite 1 astringent 5 1

semibitter 3 bitter 2 1

*Most distinctive properties in italics.
**Subjects originally used ‘perfumy’.
(N = 13)
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to the wines served earlier. Of course, the subjects were not told this, 
although some guessed that one or more wines might be the same. Wine 
J was a bottle from the same lot as F, a Portuguese wine, while R was 
the same varietal from the same vineyard as H but was one year older. 
However, I tasted the two and could not distinguish between them. 
The third wine, a Moselle, was in fact perceptually different and will 
not be discussed. Subjects were given a blank sheet of paper and asked 
to describe the second three wines in any order. The last three columns 
of table 9.13 give their responses. Column 4 lists the words most fre-
quently selected at the second presentation, column 5 gives the number 
of subjects who selected that word or a near synonym (such as sourish
for tart), and column 6 gives the number of subjects who rejected a 
descriptor at the fi rst presentation but selected it on the retaste. For the 
Portuguese white wine, only light or thin was selected by a majority of 
subjects. Odorless and fruity or grapy were selected by some subjects, 
and a new property, described as tangy or bite was also mentioned by 
four subjects. The following new descriptors were used once: alcoholic
odor, bubbly, complicated scent, green, licorice aftertaste, lively, ripe,
smooth, and unripe. In retasting the California Chablis, eleven subjects 
commented on the nose, but only four described it as fruity, grapy, or 
perfumy. Other descriptors, each used only once were: like crabmeat,
like coconut, like hoarhound candy, minty, old, synthetic (i.e., chemi-
cal), and one subject said that the wine was odorless. Other descrip-
tors that were introduced in the retasting were: alcoholic, pungent,
semipungent, less than ripe, cloying, and smooth. Slightly over half 
the tokens selected for the Portuguese white and two-thirds for the 
California Chablis were the same (or roughly synonymous) on the 
retaste, compared to the fi rst presentation. There was some similarity 
in describing the same wines in the same evening, but the results were 
considerably short of identical; and therefore, the reliability of the sub-
jects even in the short term was disappointing.

There are limitations on counting identical or synonymous words 
since some subjects used a large number of such words to describe a sin-
gle property and other subjects might say nothing about that property. 
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Therefore, to check the similarity of descriptions on identical wines, 
two people who did not participate in the wine experiments were given 
each subject’s description for wines J and R and asked to judge their 
similarity to descriptions of F and H for that subject. A 1-to-5 scale 
was used, where 1 was “almost identical, clearly the same wine” and 5 
was “totally different, no resemblance.” The average score for similar-
ity between J and F was 2.5; for R and H it was 2.8.

Learning New Wine Words: Analysis of the Tapes

As mentioned above, all sessions with the full group of subjects were 
tape-recorded on a cassette recorder placed on the coffee table in the 
middle of the room. For the small committees that served as senders for 
the matching tasks, senders sat around a small table with the recorder 
nearby. Listening to these cassettes later, I gained some insights on how 
adult speakers learn to use new words or use old words in new ways.

Counting the number of times a particular word was used during a 
session proved to be of limited value. Such quantifi cation does provide 
some indication of the basic words in a fi eld and of which words most 
speakers are likely to know. But it does not tell us whether a word is 
used for a description or whether it is repeated in the conversation as 
affi rmation, denial, question, or exclamation. However, it was possi-
ble to correlate the words used in free conversation with those which 
subjects circled in the experiments and listed as good descriptors. The 
following words were used by a large number of different speakers at 
many of the sessions to describe a variety of wines: acidic, alcoholic,
balanced, biting (bite), bitter, dry, distinctive, fl at, fruity, full-bodied,
grapy, harsh, interesting, light, perfumed, pleasant, puckery, pungent,
semisweet, sour, smooth, spicy, strong, sweet, tart, thin, vinegary, and 
watery. Other words used fairly often were chemical, moldy, mossy,
musty, and strange.

More interesting than the frequently used words were the unusual 
ones. Wines were often described in comparison with other substances 
whose tastes and smells the hearer might know, for example, other wines 
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or liquors (Chianti, Mogen David, vodka) or quite different substances: 
burlap, cheese, crabapples, dill, fi sh, formaldehyde, Listerine, medicine,
mutton, persimmons, quinine, raisins, rancid butter, soy sauce, turkey,
and wheat. Even more distant associations were observed, such as 
descriptions of wine as being autumnal, sexy, opulent, or ragged.

Some learning of wine words took place while the subjects were 
drinking particular wines, and so to some extent the defi nitions were 
ostensive. However, much defi ning was strictly intralinguistic; that is, 
the words were defi ned or characterized solely by other expressions. 
Even when ostensive defi nitions were used, linguistic means were nec-
essary to focus attention on a particular property, since each wine has 
a complex variety of smells and tastes.

The kinds of defi nitions that were used most frequently by the 
Tucson subjects were the following (based on Casagrande & Hale’s 
[1967] classifi cation of semantic relationships):

Attribution—“X is defi ned with respect to one or more distinctive or 
characteristic attributes of Y”: buttery, “kind of smooth,” “kind of 
rich”; manly, “very acidic, strong,” “robust, big, strong-fl avored”; 
astringency or tannin, “tends to be an unpleasant sharpness.”

Synonymy—“X is defi ned as being equivalent to Y”: big, “full-bodied”; 
small, “tiny,” “teeny-weeny”; earthy, “down-to-earth, solid.”

Exemplifi cation—“Providing an example that typifi es or illustrates 
the concept”: big, “a heavy Burgundy”; grapy, “Mogen David or 
Manischewitz.”

Comparison—“X is compared or contrasted to Y”: earthy, “like moss,” 
“makes you think of pebbles or stones,” “basement-like,” “like a cave”;
fl inty, “like a metal.”

Negation of a property—“X is defi ned as the negation of Y”: honest,
“not complex”; earthy, “not fancy”; round, “not sharp.”

Class inclusion—“X is defi ned with respect to its membership in a hier-
archical class Y”: heavy “refers to body”; tannin, “it’s an acid.”

Grading—“X is defi ned with respect to its placement in a series or spec-
trum that also includes Y”: positive, “it’s a halfway house between hon-
est and manly” (these had been previously defi ned); insipid, “worse than 
just ordinary.”
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Operation—“X is defi ned with respect to an action Y of which it is a 
characteristic goal of recipient”: positive, “something you like.”

A considerable proportion of the conversation at many sessions was 
devoted to defi ning and characterizing wine words. These discussions 
served at least two functions: they helped to defi ne words for speakers 
who were not familiar with them in wine contexts, and they served 
to show that some words were unexpectedly ambiguous and that 
some speakers used them with one meaning without realizing that 
other speakers had assigned quite different meanings.

Below are transcripts of parts of the discussion aimed at reaching 
agreement on the meaning of words. The excerpts are taken from ses-
sions 7 and 9, in which the subjects were to select from three wines 
the wine with the most of each property and the least. The discussion, 
which preceded the serving of wines, is concerned only with the mean-
ing of terms. I have edited the texts to eliminate repetitions and incom-
plete utterances that do not further the discussion. Overlaps, where 
one speaker begins before the previous one fi nishes, are not shown. 
Adrienne is the author. All other names are changed but correctly 
reveal the sex of the speaker.

Earthy was a term that subjects had previously claimed was a good 
wine descriptor, and round was listed as a poor one.

adrienne: Earthy!
henry: Mossy—like moss smells and tastes.
edward: Kind of fl inty—that would be earthy—Chablis.
henry: Yeah.
edward: Makes you think of pebbles or stones or something.
sam: Minerally?
edward: Mineral? What mineral? Stones in the mouth.
linda: That seems like a very unpositive quality for a wine to have.
edward: Down to earth?
ned: Right.
henry: You mean proletarian sense?
adrienne: Let’s see if we can agree on a sense of it. . . . It would be 

useful if we all meant the same thing. Why don’t we stick to the 
“like-earth” sense?
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henry: But that’s really hard.
edward: Flinty.
irene: I don’t know about fl inty.
henry: It’s like metal.
donna: Metallic? It’s not metallic.
ned: It has corners?
edward: Smell of an unburnt match?
henry: Smell of somebody’s cellar, in a wet place.
donna: Musty or something?
henry: Musty. That’s what I associate.
edward: You can see how there’s an awful lot of ambiguity. Why 

don’t we agree on something?
henry: Do you want to stipulate something?
adrienne: All right. Why don’t we do it that way?
edward: Well, fl inty people can’t identify, so there’s not much point.
adrienne: Mineral-like. That’s what you suggested.
edward: I’d be at a loss.
linda: Basement-like.
edward: Basement-like. Everybody’s sniffed a basement—unless there 

are some native Tusconans here.
henry: What about a cave?
linda: That would be good.
henry: A wet cave.
linda: A damp cave, not a dry cave.
betty: I don’t think that’s very positive. Earthy would be more like the 

smell of good soil, not smelly, but humus, like grass. But it doesn’t smell 
of moisture. That really offends me, like rot, damp, mold.

linda: Rotten, damp, moldy.
edward: That is a negative connotation.
henry: We don’t have any idea what it means.
adrienne: And that was one of the commonest words, incidentally.
edward: I bet it was used in the sense of “down-to-earth.”
donna: Yeah.
henry: That means uninteresting to me.
donna: No.
edward: That means solid, drinkable wine.
linda: Honest and practical.
betty: Honest or basic.
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linda: Basic, maybe.
adrienne: But the wine experts don’t use it that way. They use it to 

mean “has the smell or taste of earth,” whatever that is.
carol: Really?
adrienne: Well, before we were talking about the possibility of the 

smell of a wet basement.
betty: I don’t like that at all.
edward: Well, just the fact that it makes you think of wine as planted 

in the earth, and somehow the grape and fl avor and all refl ect the 
character of the earth.

betty: Usually [grapes are] not planted in damp places . . . nice, sunny.
edward: Nice, right.

A satisfactory defi nition of earthy was never agreed on, and it was 
one of the words that were used less often at the end of the year than 
at the beginning in the word-circling task. Apparently, subjects became 
aware of the fact that it was ambiguous and hence less likely to com-
municate successfully. Moreover, subjects did not agree in picking out 
the most or least earthy wine.

The discussion for the meaning of round, in contrast to earthy,
serves to illustrate agreement on a defi nition for a new word in the 
wine vocabulary.

adrienne: Round!
henry: There’s going to be no agreement.
edward: That’s how we’re going to use it now, to get that idea.
linda: Not fl at.
betty: Full?
henry: Balanced?
edward: Balanced.
henry: Balanced. Like nothing really shoots out.
adrienne: Not sharp.
ned: Not pungent.
edward: It’s not sharp and it’s not fl at.
henry: Nothing about it knocks you any more than anything else 

about it. That’s what balanced means.
edward: Balanced to me is compatible with it being partly acidic. Just 

that the acid shouldn’t be out of whack with the other fl avors. It can’t 
have any sharp edges.
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donna: It has to be a little on the sweet side, doesn’t it?
adrienne: No, I wouldn’t say it has to be sweet.
donna: If it’s acidic, I wouldn’t call it round.
adrienne: Not sharp.
edward: If it was acidic, it would not be round. That’s what I was 

getting at.
henry: Comes in a round shape.
edward: No edges. Nothing that offends the palate. I think that’s fair.
betty: Would you say that a dry wine can’t be round?
edward: Sure it can be round. Think of a Burgundy.
betty: I think so. Donna suggested that it had to be sweet, but a wine 

that’s mellow would be round.
edward: A fl avorful wine that’s mellow.
sam: Would lightness or heaviness have anything to do with it?
henry: Can’t be too much of either.
edward: I don’t think I would describe a really light wine as round. 

There’s not enough of it to have any shape. . . . I can see I’m a big help. 
Do you want me to leave?

The group seemed to have reached a satisfactory characterization 
of round. This word was used more often at the end of the year in the 
word circling task, and subjects were able to agree on the least round 
wine at the sessions during which the word was discussed.

Conclusion

What actually were the results of the months-long Tucson experiment? 
Did the way the subjects talked about wine and described actual wines 
really change?

There is evidence of vocabulary growth—either the acquisition of 
new words or new meanings for old words. The tapes show that some 
subjects were learning words and meanings, but I have no data on 
their continued use of these words when the experiments were ended. 
The increased use of some words in the paper and pencil tasks further 
confi rms that some learning took place.

There is no evidence to suggest that a stable set of norms was ever 
established for the subjects, although the participants became aware of 
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the fact that there was a problem at times. Some linguistic criteria were 
agreed on with respect to the defi nition of words, but subjects did not 
necessarily apply the words more consistently thereafter.

What the experiments show is that in a friendly, casual social set-
ting the requirements for precise communication are rather low, even 
if people are motivated to use language carefully and thoughtfully. 
Subjects did not improve much on the objective tests during the eight-
month period in spite of the fact that they thought they were doing bet-
ter. It may be that over a fi ve-year period in the same casual setting, the 
small increments would add up and become statistically signifi cant. At 
any rate, a casual setting is not at all effi cient for producing consensus 
and precision.

The subjective responses, however, would rate the experiments as 
successful. The participants felt that they had learned a lot and could 
use words more precisely and consistently. The following testimonials, 
the fi rst from a man and the second from a woman, taken from the 
tapes, are typical:

I taste a lot more when I taste the wine now than I did before. Before, 
when I tasted them, I either liked them or didn’t like them. Now I’m 
thinking of the body, or tartness, or astringency.

I think some of the words are meaningful. Now I think I can recognize 
an honest wine.

Much of the satisfaction was expressed as people were leaving each 
session, when they mentioned to me how much they had enjoyed the 
session and how much they had learned. In fact, subjects were very 
surprised to learn that the results of the paper and pencil tests showed 
they had not greatly improved. Subjects were highly motivated to do 
well, partly for their own satisfaction and partly because they felt that 
I would be happier with the experimental results if they improved. 
Subjects sometimes apologized for not doing better, and one subject 
offered to withdraw from the experiments in order to improve the 
statistical results!

One thing many subjects learned was whose taste they shared. One 
subject remarked that if X liked a particular wine, he would like it 
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too, but if Y liked that wine, he would hate it. So participants learned 
to trust the palates of some tasters more than others. This is not to 
say that some individuals were recognized by the rest as experts and 
trustworthy. Rather, subjects to some extent fi ltered descriptions on 
the basis of the speaker. If one subject preferred heavy tannic wines, 
those subjects who disliked that type of wine would apparently give 
less weight to the speaker’s description.

Throughout the experiments speakers continued to believe that 
their discussions were informative. This would explain why sub-
jects decreased their use of words like earthy when they discovered 
that other people did not understand them or used them differently. 
Even at the last sessions, when subjects had become aware that their 
attempts to communicate were not always successful, the participants 
still tried hard to select words in a meaningful way, believing perhaps 
that more practice and concentration would produce communicative 
success. No one ever made a remark on the order of, “I’ll describe this 
wine as cheesy and sullen, since none of these words means anything 
anyhow.”
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The Davis Subjects

Wine professionals have no special powers. Anyone with a sense 
of smell and an interest in wine can be a wine taster. Tasting is 
so subjective and the jargon so imprecise, that your impressions 
and your words are as valued as theirs [the experts’]. They don’t 
agree, so why should you?

—Jancis Robinson, Wine Course: Episode 1,
presented on BBC and PBS

Of the three groups, the Stanford subjects were the least likely to use 
words in a similar way: they had not drunk wine together before, 
they came from different parts of the country, and they had no way 
of developing a common terminology. What I wanted for compari-
son was the most favorable group of subjects—people who were not 
only very knowledgeable about wine but who frequently interacted 
together in wine-tasting settings—namely, a group of wine experts all 
located in the same place.

There are various kinds of wine experts, and some individuals may 
be several. First there are those who are very experienced in tasting 
wines but do not necessarily have any experience in making wines or 
have not studied the chemistry of wine. Another group of experts would 
be wine scientists, the enologists—those who are primarily interested 
in the science of winemaking. In between are individuals in the wine 
trade—shippers, sellers, sommeliers, wine writers—but for the enolo-
gists, it is very important that there be a common terminology that is 
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applied with consistency. If a wine scientist publishes a paper in the 
American Journal of Enology and reports that a certain grape, vinifi ed 
in a certain way, produced a buttery fl avor, it is important that the 
writer and readers apply buttery in the same way.

The Davis subjects consisted of ten wine scientists connected 
with the Department of Viticulture and Enology at the University of 
California at Davis, the leading research institute on winemaking in 
the United States. Subjects were either students in enology or mem-
bers of the research staff. The subjects all knew each other, and some 
had belonged to the same wine-tasting group or had taken courses 
together, but not every subject had in fact drunk and discussed wine 
with every other subject. The Davis tasters were seriously concerned 
with the problems of using words in the same way, and all agreed that 
this was necessary for enologists.

Testing took place over three days, and the tasks selected were basi-
cally the same ones that had been used with the Tucson subjects in 
order to compare the performance of experts with nonexperts. Three 
tasks were performed on the fi rst day. First, subjects were given three 
distinct white wines along with the list of common descriptors used 
with the Tucson group (list 9.1, with 117 descriptors, p. 117) and 
asked to circle all the words that aptly described each wine. They were 
invited to add descriptors that were not on the list as well. For the 
second task, subjects were to rate each wine on the eight seven-point 
scales (fi gure 9.1, p. 121). For the third task, subjects were presented 
with three distinct red wines and asked to select the one with the most 
and the least of sixteen properties (fi gure 9.2, p. 125). The same tasks 
were repeated on the third day, but red wines were used for the fi rst 
two tasks and whites for the third.

On the second day subjects worked in pairs for a matching experi-
ment. Each subject was given the same three wines, and the fi rst sub-
ject had to describe the wines so that his or her partner could match 
the same wines. Each pair performed this task with three reds and 
three whites, and each subject had a chance to be both a sender and 
receiver.
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Although it would have been highly desirable to serve wines identi-
cal to those used in previous experiments for comparison, this was not 
possible. The main concern was to select three wines at each experi-
mental session that were from the same general class, such as a German 
Riesling, a white Burgundy, and a California Chenin Blanc. In no 
instances did subjects report that any of the wines seemed identical.

The hypothesis in this set of experiments was that there would be 
greater consensus among the wine scientists than among ordinary wine 
drinkers as to the properties of each.

Wine Vocabulary

The fi rst question to be answered was whether the inventory of wine 
descriptors is different for wine scientists than for ordinary wine drink-
ers. The Davis subjects were presented with the list of descriptors 
and asked to circle the words that they would use and consider good 
descriptors and to cross out those words that they did not consider to 
be good descriptors, would not use, and perhaps would not under-
stand. This same task had been given to 13 Tucson subjects.

Below are the words that were circled by 75 percent of both the 
Tucson and the Davis groups.

Good Wine Descriptors Selected by 75 Percent of Both Groups

acidic dry nutty
aged earthy perfumed
alcoholic fl at smooth
astringent fruity sweet
bitter full-bodied tart
bouquet watery

Wine Descriptors Rejected by 75 Percent of Both Groups

fat honest manly
feminine small
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More interesting is the inventory of items on which the scientists 
and nonscientists differed. Table 10.1 presents the words that were 
considered good descriptors by the Tucson subjects but not by the 
Davis ones. The first two columns give the number of Tucson and 
Davis subjects, respectively, who circled the word. 

The third column shows how many Davis subjects crossed out 
the word. It is somewhat surprising how few of the Davis subjects 
circled words like weak and strong. Wines with such properties 
were described instead as low body for weak and high body or 
alcoholic for strong.

Table 10.2 compares the responses of the Davis and Tucson sub-
jects in their rating of how appropriate words are as wine descriptors. 
It contains the words considered good descriptors by Davis subjects 
but not by the Tucson subjects.

Table 10.1 Words Considered Good Descriptors by the Tucson Group

No. of Tucson 
subjects circling

(N = 13)

No. of Davis 
subjects circling

(N = 10)

No. of Davis 
subjects rejecting

(N = 10)

bland 13 5 2
insipid 11 4 2
light 7 3 3
lively 8 2 7
mellow 11 4 1
powerful 8 2 4
puckery 12 5 2
refreshing 9 3 4
robust 10 4 2
scented 8 1 7
semisweet 13 5 3
simple 8 3 4
strong 9 1 7
subtle 11 6 2
sugary 12 5 4
syrupy 10 3 3
tangy 11 2 5
velvety 6 2 6
weak 12 2 6
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In addition, both groups were invited to add words to the list. Only 
one Tucsonan added a word—raw. However, Davis subjects added the 
following: oxidized (listed twice), acetic, estery (twice), sophisticated
(probably with the meaning “adulterated”), overripe, malo-lactic,
spoiled, sulfur dioxide, vegy, muscaty, and vinous (nonvarietal).

Describing Wines

In the word-circling task, subjects were presented with three white 
wines and one copy of the wine descriptors for each wine. Subjects 
were asked to taste all three wines and then circle all the words on the 
list that they thought appropriately described each wine. The list con-
tained blank lines where subjects could add additional descriptors, and 
on some wines many subjects did add to the list. The same task was 
repeated at the third session, but with red wines. The hypothesis was 
that, compared to ordinary wine drinkers, more of the Davis subjects 
would circle the same words for a given wine than the ordinary wine 
drinkers—that is, there would be greater consensus on what descrip-
tors were appropriate for each wine. This hypothesis was confi rmed.

Table 10.2 Words Considered Good Descriptors by the Davis Group

No. of Davis 
subjects circling

(N = 10)

No. of Tucson 
subjects circling

(N = 13)

No. of Tucson 
subjects rejecting

(N = 13)

buttery 9 1 10
clean 10 5 4
complex 9 6 5
foxy 8 2 9
gassy 10 2 8
maderized 7 2 8
oaky 10 4 6
peppery 9 6 4
sound 7 1 10
tannic 10 4 5
young 10 5 5
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Tables 10.3, 10.4, and 10.5 compare the three groups of subjects. 
Table 10.3 lists the words circled by over 40 percent of the Davis sub-
jects for each wine.1 Table 10.4 lists the words circled by over 40 per-
cent of the Tucson subjects. For the Tucson subjects, the tasks were 
performed near the end of the eight-month-long series of sessions, 
that is, after the group had been discussing wine for several months. 
Table 10.5 presents the number of words circled by 40 percent of the 
Stanford subjects. (The Stanford subjects had 24 additional words on 
their list.) The Stanford subjects did better than the Tucson group, 
though not as well as the Davis group.

Table 10.3 Performance of Davis Subjects on Word-Circling Task

White Wines

F Circled by 50% or more 
40%

fruity, unbalanced, fl at 
fl owery

W 50% + acidic, bitter, dry, off, tart, 
unbalanced

40% harsh, unripe
In addition, 50% of the subjects added descriptors that indicated 

defects.
B 50% + aromatic, balanced, fruity

40% acidic, clean, delicate, fl owery, 
fragrant, semisweet

Red Wines

S 50% + dry, astringent, oaky, 
unbalanced

40% harsh, off, tannic, young
60% of the subjects added descriptors that indicated defects.

H 50% + balanced, dry, grapy
40% clean, astringent, tannic, thin, 

woody
40% made additional comments on the grapiness.

D 50% + aged, astringent, complex, dry, 
full-bodied, oaky, tannic, 
woody

40% bouquet, balanced
40% mentioned defects.



Table 10.4 Performance of Tucson Subjects on Word-Circling Task

White Wines

L Circled by 50% or more fruity
40% semisweet

Q 50% + none
40% none

V 50% + none
40% green

Red Wines

E 50% + astringent, acidic, dry
40% puckery, tart

J 50% + none
40% tart, dry

N 50% + none
40% none

Table 10.5 Performance of Stanford Subjects on Word-Circling Task

White Wines

B Circled by 50% or more: none
40% + acidic, bland

N 50% + none
40% + light, fruity, semisweet, 

smooth
W 50% + none

40% + fruity, light, tangy, dry

Red Wines

F 50% + none
40% + fragrant, fruity, semisweet, 

grapy, perfumed
R 50% + none

40% + dry, smooth
T 50% + dry

40% + acidic, full-bodied, hearty, 
puckery, astringent

150  The Experiments
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The average number of tokens used by the Davis subjects was 10.8 
compared to 7.88 for the Tucson group, but this is not statistically 
signifi cant since there was so much variability in the number of tokens 
used among the subjects in each group. The range for the Tucson sub-
jects was 1–29 words per wine, while that for the Davis group was 
5–28. The Davis subjects used an average of 48 different words per 
wine, and the average number of words per subject was 8.3. For the 
Tucson subjects, 49.8 different words were used for each wine, with 
an individual average of 9. The Stanford subjects, who had 24 more 
words on their lists, showed a range of 5 to 28 different words per 
wine with an individual average of 10.6.

A possible objection to basing a conclusion solely on selecting par-
ticular words is that, although subjects might agree on the character-
istics of a wine, they would select different but synonymous words: 
for example, one subject might circle thin, another weak, and a third 
watery for the same wine. In scanning the questionnaires to check for 
this possibility, it did not seem that subjects were doing so. Rather, a 
subject who circled weak for a wine also tended to circle watery and 
thin, whereas other subjects would not comment on body at all or 
would circle a different set of words, such as robust and hearty for that 
wine. But the difference between the wine scientists and the ordinary 
wine drinkers in selecting descriptors was that there was greater agree-
ment among the scientists as to how to appropriately describe a wine. 
For example, with respect to body, the Davis subjects would agree that 
a wine was full-bodied, whereas with the other groups, some subjects 
would judge it as full-bodied and others as light.

Consensus on Scales

The second task, which was carried out at the fi rst and third sessions, 
used the same wines as the fi rst task. Subjects were asked to rate each 
wine on eight seven-point scales (fi g. 9.1, p. 121). Subjects were told 
to judge each wine, using either still white wines or still red wines as 
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the norm. That is, the subject was to decide whether a wine was sweet,
acidic, light, etc., with respect to white table wines or red table wines. 
It was hypothesized that there would be more consensus among the 
Davis subjects than among the Tucson ones, as measured by a smaller 
variance for the Davis group. Because there was no principled way to 
match up judgments for wine-by-wine comparison, since the samples 
were not identical, the average variance was calculated for the three 
white wines and the three red wines of the Davis subjects. For the 
Tucson group the mean of the variance was calculated for six whites 
and six reds. On the red wines, the variance was lower on six of the 
eight scales for the Davis subjects, but when F-ratios were calculated, 
none reached signifi cance at the .05 level. On the white wines, the 
variance was lower on four of the eight scales, but again none of the 
F-ratios reached a .05 level of signifi cance.

The interesting thing about scalar adjectives is that speakers use 
them all the time without much concern for the reference point or 
implicit norm. Among the Tucson subjects, wine descriptors such as 
dry, light, and tart were often used for months without anyone asking 
what the standard of comparison was, and then only when there was 
an obvious breakdown of communication or considerable disagree-
ment as to the properties of a wine.

I have already discussed the many ways of making scalar judgments. 
When tasting three wines (as in the above task), participants could 
make judgments with a very general reference class, such as white 
table wines or red table wines, or with respect to a narrower class. For 
example, a subject may taste a wine, identify it as a Pinot Chardonnay 
or a White Burgundy from Beaune, and then judge it with respect to 
Chardonnays or Burgundies.

It is possible that some Davis subjects may have used the last strat-
egy. On the matching task, described below, a subject might describe a 
wine as having “medium body for its type” or being “typically fruity of 
its kind,” even though the type was not mentioned or explicitly identi-
fi ed. And of course, if different subjects were using different implicit 
norms, there would be greater variation in scaling wines.
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Experiments with the Stanford and Tucson subjects showed that a 
subject’s preference often affected his or her judgments when describing 
a wine and scaling it. There is some evidence that the same mechanism 
affected some scalar judgments of the Davis subjects. For example, 
among the white wines, wine B was rated as too acid by three subjects 
who disliked it or were neutral to the wine but rated as balanced by the 
seven who liked it. Wine F was rated as astringent by two subjects who 
disliked it but as soft and smooth by the rest. The rating on the quality 
scale of course refl ects preference even more directly.

Wines with the Most and Least of a Property

In experiments with the Tucson subjects, it was hypothesized that there 
would be greater consensus when using common words than when 
using rare or unusual ones. The eight common words selected were 
earthy, fl at, grapy, light, perfumed, pungent, smooth, tart; the eight 
unusual2 words were big, buttery, feminine, honest, manly, positive, 
round, and small. The subjects had been given three wines and were 
asked to select the one with the most and the least of each of the six-
teen properties.

The same task was performed with the Davis subjects, using the same 
questionnaire (fi g. 9.2). However, there were important differences in 
the vocabularies of the two groups. They differed in their selections of 
good descriptors, and the Davis group did not discuss the meanings of 
the sixteen words. The results of the task are given in table 10.6 and 
show that there was greater than chance agreement at the .05 or better 
level of signifi cance by the Davis subjects on 21 measures compared to 
16 for the Tucson group.

The Davis group did better in all categories except that of select-
ing the white wine with the least of the sixteen properties. It will be 
recalled that this task was performed by the Tucson subjects after 
discussing the meaning of the terms, while the Davis group did not 
discuss the words.
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Table 10.6 Results of the Most and Least Experiments: Davis and Tucson

Davis Subjects Tucson Subjects

Red Wines N = 10 White wines N = 10 Red Wines N = 11 White Wines N = 10

Most Least Most Least Most Least Most Least

Good Descriptors Earthy * *
Flat ** * *** * **
Grapy *** ** * *
Light ***
Perfumed ***
Pungent * * ** **
Smooth ** *
Tart * *
Big ** *
Buttery *
Round *

Poor Descriptors Feminine *** ** **
Honest *** **
Manly ***
Positive * *
Small * ** ** *

Total 5 5 5 6 3 3 3 7
Overall 21 16

Signifi cant Agreement: *p. £ 0.05 ; **p. £ 0.001 ; ***p. £ 0.001
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Among the Tucson group there was signifi cant agreement on twelve 
“good” descriptors and four “poor” ones. (For this group, big, buttery,
and round were considered “poor.”) For the Davis group, however, 
big, buttery, and round were placed with the “good” descriptors, and 
among this group there was signifi cant agreement on twelve “good” 
descriptors and nine “poor” ones. As mentioned previously, since but-
tery and earthy denote rather specifi c properties that appear in only a 
few wines, this choice of descriptors was unfortunate. Several of the 
Davis subjects reported that none of the wines served was buttery or 
earthy. However, the hypothesis that there would be greater consensus 
with common words than unusual ones was confi rmed for both groups 
of subjects. While the wine scientists performed better overall than the 
ordinary wine drinkers, their superior performance was on the unusual 
terms. However, as speakers of English, they have available to them all 
of the semantic information and pragmatic strategies to make reason-
able inferences; e.g., feminine, though considered a poor descriptor, 
has stereotypical associations with other words that were considered 
good descriptors, for example, light, smooth, round, and perfumed.

Matching

The matching task was carried out as with the Stanford and Tucson 
subjects; with those groups, the results showed that one person’s 
matching of wines with a second person’s descriptions was not gener-
ally better than chance. Where the communication was successfully 
better than chance, most of the success could be accounted for by dif-
ferent amounts of sugar in the three wines presented, and this fact 
served as a reliable indicator.

A matching task was presented to the Davis subjects, who were 
divided into fi ve pairs. Each pair matched three red wines and three 
whites. The person designated as the sender for the white wines was 
instructed to add a fake description (as with previous groups). The 
fake was not supposed to fi t any of the three actual white wines, but 
it was not to be a dead giveaway either. The other member of the pair 
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was designated as the sender of descriptions for red wines, and only 
three descriptions were given. Subjects could describe the wines in any 
order. A two-stage procedure was used. At fi rst the sender could use 
only descriptive, comparative, and evaluative terms (exclusive of color 
and appearance) but could not identify the wine as to varietal or place 
of origin. After the receiver made tentative matches, the sender could 
add information as to the varietal used and the area from which the 
wine probably came. The receiver could then revise his matches, but 
in fact none did so. Both senders and receivers made notes on all six 
wines, and the sessions were tape-recorded.

The white wines presented were a German Mosel, a French White 
Burgundy, and a California Green Hungarian. Since there was a fourth 
description, the probability for correct matches by chance would be 
1/4 for any given wine. There were eight correct matches (p = .017). 
The main problem with matching the whites seemed to be that the fake 
descriptions were too close to the actual wines. For example, three 
pairs correctly matched two of the three white wines, but the fake 
description was selected for the third wine. The other two pairs made 
one correct match, and the fake was selected for another wine.

The red wines presented were a California Cabernet Sauvignon, a 
Valpolicella (from Italy), and a Rhône wine. The probability for a cor-
rect match was 1/3. There were seven correct matches (p = .08). Two 
pairs matched all three wines, one pair matched one, and the other two 
matches missed all.

Overall, one pair made fi ve correct matches, one four, and the other 
three pairs made two correct matches. It is interesting that the pair 
with the most correct matches (5) had belonged to the same tasting 
group for several months and the subjects were used to talking about 
wine together.

The actual scores, however, do not tell the whole story, since descrip-
tive notes made by the sender and receiver were often very similar, and 
so it is instructive to examine the descriptions closely to see what the 
source of error was. For example, consider the mismatch of whites 
shown in fi gure 10.1: the receiver matched the sender’s description of 
E with his 20 (wine N). Apparently, the difference in judgment about 
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balance, which is ultimately a quality judgment, caused the mismatch, 
even though the two most salient descriptive qualities, sweetness and 
acid, were agreed upon. Since the receiver rated two wines as low in 
acid, there was another candidate for the description of E.

Consider the descriptions of reds in fi gure 10.2. This receiver 
matched by the term oxidized. He mentioned that 45 could match 
either A or L and guessed on A. Q was matched with 34 and L with 17. 
In this instance, it seems that the individuals were attending to some-
what different aspects of the wines, but where they commented on the 
same properties, for example, age, tannin, or oxidation, they seemed 
to agree. The diffi culty of encoding into language unusual smells and 
aromas can be seen in wines A and Q. On A both individuals described 
this aroma with reference to green vegetables. In fact, on this wine 
every pair commented on the nose. The descriptions from the tapes 
and the receivers’ notes included: “bell pepper, berryish”; “bell pep-
per, green”; “olives, green”; “vegetative, green pepper”; “vegy, green 
pepper, asparagus”; “green olives, pickle”; “vegy, asparagus”; “green 
olive nose, green peppery.”

John Reid’s Matching Experiment

John Reid, one of my Davis subjects, became interested in the experi-
ments, and he was convinced that the Davis group could do better on the 
matching experiments with a different selection of wines. He  continued

Sender

sweet sweet

Receiver

flat low acid
unbalanced balanced

Riesling20 (= N)

37 (= E)

low acid

low SO2

fruity
very slight

sweetness

Wine E

Wine N

Figure 10.1 White Wine Mismatches, Davis Subjects
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Figure 10.2 Red Wine Mismatches, Davis Subjects

Sender

Wine A aged, old bottle aging

woody

34 (= A)

17 (= Q)

45 (= L)

rough

vegy, asparaguslike

spicy

rough
will age

complex, clean

medium acid

medium body

nondistinctive

oxidized, set carmel

thin, watery

vinous, lacks character

oxidized

sharp, tannic

balanced

pickles, green olives

grapy, Portlike, raisiny

tannic, astringent

young, probably youngest

aged, bottle age and
   overage

oxidized, baked, maderized
perfumy

lactic

Wine Q

Wine L

Receiver

the research with wine scientists at Davis several months later. Eight 
subjects participated in a matching experiment at two sessions. At the 
fi rst session, fi ve white wines were served; at the second, fi ve red wines. 
(Six of the subjects had participated in the earlier experiments.) All sub-
jects had been seriously tasting wine for at least one year.

Each pair of tasters was fi rst presented with the fi ve wines in a rand-
omized order (established by the experimenter). And each taster wrote 
his or her descriptions on a form that elicited information on appear-
ance, aroma and bouquet, taste, and overall impression. Then the pairs 
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were given a fresh set of wines (from the same bottles) and had to 
match wines by talking about them as in previous experiments. There 
was one important difference in this experiment, however. Subjects 
were allowed to refer to color and appearance and consistently did so. 
Since there were some mismatches, color was probably not completely 
defi ning, but since there were fi ve wines at each session, mention of 
color was used to narrow the range to two or three wines. For exam-
ple, a subject might say, “Wine X is one of the two darkest wines.” 
One of the red wines was markedly lighter in color than the rest and 
this provided the main clue for all subjects.

The white wines presented in John Reid’s experiments were pre-
mium California wines.

David Bruce Chardonnay, 1975

Stonegate Chenin Blanc, 1976

Joseph Phelps Johannisberg Riesling, 1976

San Martin Sauvignon Blanc, 1976

Villa Mt. Eden Gerwurztraminer, 1976

Three of the four pairs matched three correctly and confused two 
(not the same two), and the fourth pair matched all fi ve correctly. The 
chance of fourteen correct matches out of twenty is p > .00002, a very 
low probability.

The red wines presented were also California premium wines.

Beaulieu Cabernet Sauvignon, 1974

Ridge Lytton Springs Zinfandel, 1975

Beringer Gamay Beaujolais, 1975

Souverain Petite Sirah, 1974

Johnson’s Pinot Noir, 1974

Subjects were not paired with the same partner as for the whites. One 
of the subjects was not able to attend this session, and the experi-
menter took her place. Since the experimenter knew the wines ahead of 
time, he naturally had a decided advantage, but there was some com-
pensation since he described most of the wines, which his partner then 
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matched. One pair made only one correct match, but the other three 
pairs correctly matched all fi ve wines. The probability of sixteen cor-
rect matches out of twenty is p > .000001. Even if the correct matches 
of the experimenter and his partner are not counted, the probability of 
eleven correct matches out of fi fteen is p > .00013.

The descriptions, both written and oral, showed much greater 
consistency than that found among nonexperts. The Zinfandel, for 
instance, was described by four of the eight subjects as having a but-
tery nose, and no other wine was described as buttery. Chemicals 
were often referred to: on the reds, two of four of the pairs mentioned 
mercaptan, three diacetyl, and two ethyl acetate. Rather than describ-
ing wines as acidic or fl at or astringent, subjects tended to talk about 
high acidity, low acidity, or high or low astringency. In addition to 
the standard vocabulary and chemical terms, comparisons to other 
smells and tastes were frequently used to characterize wines: olivelike,
grassy, green pepper, oily, soapy, pickles, vegetative, apples, honey-
like, honeysuckle, garlic, minty, eucalyptus, berryish (this term was 
frequently used), Koolade, tutti-frutti, anise, licorice, cardboardy, rub-
bery, onions, carved oak church pews, skunky, Valley smell (i.e., a 
smell characteristic of wines from grapes grown in the San Joaquin 
Valley), fi lter pads, smell of a dentist’s offi ce.

Two wine descriptors appeared in the corpus that I had not found 
in previous wine literature or conversation but that would be predicted 
by my theory of semantic extension presented in chapter 2: one wine 
was described as shallow, “not deep,” “lacking depth,” and another 
was described as having a loud oak character, “not soft,” possibly 
astringent due to heavy wood fl avor. One wine was described as for-
ward and outgoing. These may be extensions from the personality 
domain, but they are also words used and defi ned by Vandyke Price, 
and so they may not have been original with the speaker.

To show the similarities and differences in description and evaluation 
among the Davis subjects, tables 10.7 and 10.8 present the description 
of all subjects for the red wine that was most often matched correctly. 
Table 10.7 shows the results of the matching task that I carried out. 
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Table 10.7 Most Matches for a Red Wine, Davis, Lehrer’s Experiment

Pair 1 2 3 4 5

Match was Correct Incorrect Correct Incorrect Correct

Sender Receiver Sender Receiver Sender Receiver Sender Receiver Sender Receiver

Aroma and 
 bouquet

Oxidized,
light
bouquet

Most
oxidized,
rich
aroma

Oxidized,
baked or 
madeira
nose

Oxidized,
set carmel, 
more
perfumy
than A

Oxidized,
Sherry-like

Taste Dry Tartest, 
nice fruit

Slight
bitter taste

Body Fairly thin Thin, 
watery

Acid Medium 
acid

Good acid 
for red

Distinctly
lacked acid

Flat

Tannin More 
tannin
than Q

Tannin Moderate 
tannin

Tannic,
more
astringent
& harsher 
than A

Small
amount of 
tannin

Age Oldest, 
overaged

Older
than the 
rest, ripe 
grape

Aged Aged Some age



Table 10.7 Continued

Pair 1 2 3 4 5

Match was Correct Incorrect Correct Incorrect Correct

Sender Receiver Sender Receiver Sender Receiver Sender Receiver Sender Receiver

Woodiness Oak Oak Woody Woody, 
burnt
wood

Oakiness Too long 
in wood

Too much 
wood

Evaluation Distinctive Some 
complexity

Lacks
character

Mediocre

Varietal Pinot Noir Pinor Noir Cabernet Burgundy 
or Pinor 
Noir

Spanish? Vinous Partly a 
Pinot
Noir

No varietal 
character,
Pinot Noir 
that has 
lost all the 
[word not 
legible]

Responses to Valpolicella, 1971 (Gancio)
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Table 10.8 Most Matches for a Red Wine, Davis, Reid’s Experiments

First Pair Second Pair Third Pair Fourth Pair

Taster 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Appearance Deep rosé 
color

Light cherry 
red clear

Light red Light red, 
slight orange, 
brilliant
Lightest.

Very light 
garnet,
almost rosé. 
Clear.

Light red to 
rosé, brilliant. 
Lighter than 
others.

Light, lacks 
deep color, 
brilliant.

Light red with 
purple high-
lights, brilliant.

Aroma and 
bouquet

Light aroma, 
slight artifi cial 
sweetness
aroma. Fruity-
type aroma

Light, possible 
volatile acid or 
H2S

Stink, smell 
of half-
rotten
onions,
H2S or 
mercaptan

Sweet-fruity,
distinctive.
Stinky.

Slightly
tutti-fruity,
low
character
alcohol
pervades.

Fresh, young, 
no oak, 
nouveau
character,
Gamay
Beaujolais
aroma

Asparagus
odor, sea-
weed, slight 
off aroma, 
shallow,
incomplete
not pleasing.

Mercaptans,
skunky, some 
fruity
character.
Garlicky,
sulfi des?

Taste High fl avors Stinky, undis-
tinguished
taste, defective 
fl avor

Onion-like Dry, 
distinctive
lemonade
type

Low
intensity of 
fl avors, low 
alcohol

Some grapy 
and carbonic 
marcaration
character,
clean, not 
much fl avor.

Dry, fl avor 
okay

Some fruity 
fl avors



Table 10.8 Continued

First Pair Second Pair Third Pair Fourth Pair

Taster 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Body Somewhat 
watery

Light Thin. 
Lightest
body.

Thin Watery. Thin
character.

Acid Unbalanced 
on acid side

Tart Acid + (high 
acid)

Low acid Flat Acidity okay Relatively high 
acid

Astringency Low 
astringency

Astringent Low tannin Moderate 
astringency

Balance Unbalanced Good 
balance

Unbalanced

Age Young, needs 
time

Young

Evaluation Mediocre red Drain it! Medium-low 
score

Not too 
inspiring

An overwhelm-
ing fault makes 
it useless as a 
drinking wine. 
Pity.

Varietal/Type Nouveau-type Gamay-style Gamay-
Beaujolais

Responses to Beringer Gamay Beaujolais, 1975. All subjects matched correctly. Descriptions are based on tasting notes and discussion. Items in italics were 
added during the discussion.
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The descriptions of the senders are based on the tapes made, and those 
of the receivers are based on their tasting notes, made before hearing 
the sender’s descriptions. Table 10.8 shows the results of the matching 
task carried out by John Reid. Descriptions are based on the tasting 
notes made by all subjects prior to the matching task and those in the 
discussion during the matching task.

On the Valpolicella, the Davis subjects agreed to a large extent on 
the most salient characteristics of the wine—its age, woodiness, and 
oxidation There was some consensus on its tannin and body (by the 
two subjects who commented on body), but there was disagreement on 
acidity and quality. On the Gamay Beaujolais, Davis subjects agreed 
on the body, fruitiness, quality, age, and off odor. Five of the eight 
tasters remarked that the wine was stinky, skunky, or had a mercaptan 
smell. There was no agreement on acidity or astringency.

For comparison, descriptions by the Stanford and Tucson subjects 
are given in tables 10.9 and 10.10. The descriptions are for the red 
wine on which the largest number of correct matches was made in that 
session. For the Stanford subjects (table 10.9), descriptions are based 
on senders’ notes; in this experiment messages were sent in writing, 
and sender and receiver did not speak to each other. For the Tucson 
subjects, the discourse was taken from the tape and/or notes made by 
senders and receivers (table 10.10).

Summary and Conclusions

The Davis subjects did best on the task of describing wines, and in this 
task they defi nitely outperformed previous subjects. The result is not 
surprising since these subjects frequently engaged in this activity. They 
did not perform better than previous subjects in scalar judgments, and 
this outcome refl ects, I believe, the general problem of implicit norms 
involved in making such judgments. Though conversations are full 
of judgments and evaluations like John is tall, X’s ice cream is rich,
Lynn is stupid, reference norms are rarely provided by the speaker or 
asked for by the hearer. In most everyday conversations, this lack of 



Table 10.9 Most Matches for a Red Wine, Stanford Subjects

Sender 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Match was Correct Correct Correct Correct Incorrect Correct Incorrect
Aroma and 

bouquet
Earthy smell, 

vegetable
Most fragrant Not a normal 

red wine 
aroma,
like salad 
dressing

Less strong 
aroma

Indefi nite, spine-
less odor

Taste Tart Sour Less sweet, not 
a strong taste, 
little aftertaste

Pleasant taste 
not defi nite

Dry, tart Almust acid, 
dry dry 
aftertaste

Body No legs, weak Most full-bodied Less full Weak, not full 
or robust

Light

Acid/Tannin Smoothest Harsh, 
somewhat
astringent

Smooth, almost 
without bite

Smooth at fi rst, 
somewhat
harsh, fairly 
puckery

Evalutive Bland Bland Agreeable, 
perhaps
intriguing
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specifi city is not important, but in scientifi c discourse it is a problem. 
Davis subjects performed better than the Tucson ones in selecting the 
wine with the most and least of a property. In this case, the norm 
was made explicit since the judgments were based on the three wines 
present rather than an implicit norm.

On the matching task the Davis subjects did not do better than other 
groups on the experiment that I ran, but they did do extremely well on 
John Reid’s. However, since in the latter the subjects were allowed to 
refer to color and appearance, the results of the two experiments are 
not comparable. A second major difference between the two is that in 
the fi rst instance subjects were presented with several non-California 
wines, including some that they had had little or no experience with, 
whereas in the second experiment the wines were limited to premium 
California varietal wines. The latter experiment shows that when all 
information can be used, and when the wines are those that subjects 
are familiar with, wine scientists perform at an extremely high level.

These three sets of experiments with three groups of subjects show 
that the task of encoding into language the perceptual properties of 
complex and varied stimuli, such as wines, and subsequently decoding 
such messages is an extremely diffi cult one, even for people with great 

Table 10.10 Most Matches for a Red Wine, Tucson Subjects

Pair 1 2 3 4 5

Match was Correct Correct Correct Correct Incorrect
Aroma and 

bouquet
Burnt rubber, 

almost
perfumy

More pro-
nounced
smell,
musky

Rose, sulfur, 
perfume

Fruity

Taste Medicinal, 
super dry

Bitter A little sour 
aftertaste

2nd driest, 
salty

Body Robust
Acid/Tannin Tangy, 

sourish
Harsh, strong 

acidity,
abrasive

Tickly,
pungent,
biting

Evaluative Awful
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knowledge and experience. Contrary to popular opinion, the language 
provides rich resources for talking about taste and smell. Although 
few words are used only for these sensory perceptions, speakers have 
at their disposal many general words that can be applied to various 
domains, technical words, and productive means for semantic exten-
sion, metaphorical transfer, and comparisons with similar things. But 
each speaker has a different set of educational and personal experi-
ences, and all this contributes to the variability found in speakers’ lin-
guistic behavior.

The experiments show that there is considerable miscommunica-
tion, demonstrated by the matching experiments, for example. Yet 
in the absence of such tests, speakers seem to think that they are 
communicating—that they mean the same thing when they use the 
same words. How can this be? Since the speakers generally share the 
same intralinguistic connections, and since the differences in denota-
tion are quite subtle, for most purposes the idiolect differences and the 
referential discrepancies do not show up. McConnell-Ginet (personal 
communication) suggests that one reason for the nonexperts’ wanting 
to learn “proper” wine terminology was that they expected more wine 
knowledge, more tasting experience, and a greater familiarity with 
the vocabulary to enhance their chances of communicative success. 
However, simply learning more words and their intralinguistic connec-
tions does not guarantee referential consensus. For a group of people 
to connect words to wines in the same way requires a great deal of 
training. This topic is discussed in chapter 13.
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Later Experiments

Dumet’s thesis is that “great wines have always been the 
privilege of great nations, those who could afford the necessary 
capital investment, and who had the requisite means of 
transport as well as a mastery of commerce.”

—Peynaud, The Taste of Wine

My Final Experiment

My experiments up to this time only tapped consensus and the ability 
of wine drinkers to understand the descriptions of others and match 
the same wines with the descriptions of other wine drinkers. I car-
ried out one fi nal experiment after Wine and Conversation was in 
press. This experiment was suggested by Steven Stich, a philosopher, 
who wondered if I had ever asked people if they could match their 
own descriptions. I had assumed that they could, and in fact it never 
occurred to me that perhaps they could not. But of course, I had to fi nd 
out. (The details and results appear in Lehrer, 1985.)

This last  experiment was conducted in my home, and I recruited 
friends, colleagues, neighbors, and students to participate. I did not 
tell them what the object of the study was, but I requested that they 
be available for four sessions. The last session took place two months 
after the fi rst one. At the fi rst session I gave subjects four red wines 
and asked them to describe them differentially so that another person 
might match their descriptions with the same wines.
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The wines served were the following:

Table 11.1 Wines Served at My Last Matching Experiment

Wine Year Sugar alcohol

Bollo Bardolino 1978 0% 12.0%
Concannon Petite Sirah 1978 0% 12.3%
Sebastiani Gamay Beaujolais 1980 0% 11.1%
Geyser Peak Cabernet Sauvignon 1978 0% 12.5%

After the fi rst session I took the descriptions from each subject and 
typed them on another card, with a randomized order for each subject. 
At the last session, the same four wines, coded with different letters, 
were served, and each subject was given his or her own description to 
match with the same wine. They were also asked to judge how confi -
dent they felt about their matches.

The results from the 12 subjects who attended the last session were 
as follows:

3 matched all 4 wines

3 matched two wines

3 matched one wine1

3 matched no wines

There were 21 correct matches out of a possible 48, an average of 1.75 
per subject. No wine was matched more often than chance at the .05 
level of signifi cance. I compared these results with each of the three 
previous groups I tested, using chi square. The result was far below 
the .05 level of signifi cance (= 2.97 with 4 df). Thus the performance 
of subjects in this group matching their own earlier descriptions was 
no better than the matching among different individuals in my earlier 
experiments.

In studying the pattern of mismatches, I found that the errors were 
not random. Of the four wines, the Bardolino and Gamay Beaujolais 
were more similar to each other than to the others. Both were consid-
ered comparatively light in body, while the Petite Sirah and Cabernet 
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Sauvignon were judged heavier. For the light wines, 7 of the 13 mis-
matches were for the other light wine, and 12 of the 14 mismatches 
were for the other heavy one.

The three subjects who matched all four wines correctly were cer-
tain that they were correct. Two of the three who missed all were 
unsure about their choices; the other was certain. In general, believing 
that one matched correctly tended to correlate with correct choice and 
being unsure tended to correlate with matching incorrectly. However, 
in previous wine experiments, believing that one was correct and being 
correct did not correlate signifi cantly.

Price and Consensus

Sessions 2 and 3 of the set of experiments were mainly fi llers, but there 
were questions raised by earlier work. I had served moderately priced 
wines, usually $3 to $5 per bottle. I wondered if there would be differ-
ences if more expensive wines had been presented. At session 3 I gave 
subjects more expensive red wines, between $10 and $20. Expensive
is a relative term, of course, and $20 even in 1983 would not get one 
a Premier Grand Cru.

At session 3 subjects were served four red wines that cost around 
$20. Subjects were asked to rate two of the wines on eight different 
seven-point scales, similar to the Davis scale. I was interested in the 
variance on these scales, not the mean. A small variance shows that 
there is consensus in judging the wines, while a large variance shows 
little consensus. I compared the results on these scales to a set from 
two wines served with the Tucson (nonexpert) subjects. Those two 
wines were also red wines with no sugar. There was no signifi cant dif-
ference in the variation, determined by F-ratios at the .05 level on any 
of the scales. This result did not surprise me, however, because one pri-
mary factor in rating wines is the preference of the taster, and subjects 
do not necessarily prefer higher prices wines. Even if we could assume 
a positive correlation between price and quality (which we cannot), at 
least some wine drinkers preferred the taste of the less expensive wines, 
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many of which are made for the mass market. Weil (2005) obtained 
similar results (described below).

Studies by Others

Much to my surprise, and delight, others have continued the empirical 
work on wine description. One paper by Roman Weil was even dedi-
cated to me! These other investigators had access to laboratories where 
wines could be measured more accurately for their chemical proper-
ties and controlled for temperature. The wine glasses were sometimes 
black or opaque so that subjects could not determine the visual aspect 
of the wine. In addition, more subjects were recruited, especially more 
experts, and better statistics were used. Finally, a larger variety of 
experimental designs was used.

Lawless

Lawless (1984) was one of the fi rst to continue my study. Although his 
paper appeared in 1984, his research was conducted before Wine and 
Conversation appeared, referring only to Lehrer 1975, a paper that 
reported only the results of experiments with the Stanford subjects. 
Lawless compared expert and nonexpert wine consumers. The experts 
(11 men and 2 women) were individuals who had formal training in 
wine description or who were professionally or avocationally involved 
in wine description or judging, or “who had longstanding involvement 
in societies dedicated to wine appreciation” (121). The nonexperts 
(7 men and 7 women) had no formal training or experience. All sub-
jects were given the questionnaire and wine knowledge test that I used 
(fi gures 7.1 and 7.2). The experts correctly answered 9 or more of the 
11 questions while the nonexperts answered an average of 2.7. Eight 
experts drank wine every day, and the other 6 at least once a week. By 
contrast, only 8 nonexperts drank wine at least once a week, and the 
other 6 drank it less often. Twelve of the 13 experts had read three or 
more wine books or an equivalent number of articles, whereas 11 of 
the 14 nonexperts had read less than one book.
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Lawless served subjects the following six white wines (121):

Table 11.2 Wines Served at Lawless’s Matching Experiment

Wine Style

1981 Bernkasteler Kurfustlay Spatlese Moselle Riesling, sweet and fruity with 
acid to balance

N.V. California Johannisberg Riesling California style Riesling, some sugar 
fruit, acid

1981 California Chardonnay California-style Chardonnay, dry
1980 Lacon-Lugny (Chardonnay) White Burgundy style, very dry, high acid
1981 California Gewurztraminer “A” Peppery, grapefruit-like bitterness in 

aftertaste
1980 California Gewirztraminer “B” Fruity, low-acid Gewurztraminer, residual 

sugar

Lawless preceded me by asking subjects to identify their own 
descriptions. At the fi rst of three sessions, subjects were instructed to 
describe each wine and were told “that they would be asked to match 
their descriptions or those of other people to the wines on subsequent 
occasions” (121).

At the second session, the same six wines were served, and subjects 
were presented with three descriptions, one at a time. One descrip-
tion was each subject’s own from the previous session. A second was 
a description from another person in their group; that is, experts read 
the description of another expert and nonexperts read the description 
of another nonexpert. The third description was from a description of 
someone in the other group: each nonexpert read an expert’s descrip-
tion and vice versa. In the third session they were asked to match their 
own descriptions again and that of a composite description (explained 
below).

The results of matching showed that experts performed signifi cantly 
better (statistically) than nonexperts (Mann-Whitney U Test p < 0.01). 
The experts made an average of 2.38 matches compared to 1.81 by 
the nonexperts. However, this difference was not great, and even the 
experts’ performance was not that good. The greatest difference was 
in matching one’s own descriptions. Experts matched an average of 
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2.91 (out of 6) and nonexperts only 1.68 (p < 0.01). Overall perform-
ance on the descriptions of others was 2.31 for experts and 1.88 for 
nonexperts (p < 0.05). But both groups made more matches with the 
descriptions by experts.

Lawless, like me, was interested in the language used in these descrip-
tions. He assembled a composite description for each wine by count-
ing the attributes used, weighting them according to any modifi ers used. 
For example, if a wine was described as slightly fruity, then it would 
be given a score of 1, whereas fruity would receive a score of 2. Scores 
were summed, and terms that received 15 or more were categorized as 
strong, those with 10 to 15 as moderate, and those with 5to 9 as weak.
Words scoring below 5 were not used. A composite was constructed from 
experts’ and nonexperts’ descriptions. Then these composite descriptions 
were presented to subjects at the third session, one set at a time. Overall, 
on the composite descriptions experts averaged 2.63 matches and non-
experts 2.17 (p < 0.025). The nonexperts’ composite descriptions were 
better matched than those of individual nonexperts by both groups.

Lawless analyzed the different terms used by experts and nonex-
perts. Experts tended to distinguish between odor and taste, and they 
used many more odor terms than the nonexperts (2.2 per wine vs. 0.9). 
Subjects showed little agreement about a wine’s fl avor, and terms used 
by both groups were “highly idiosyncratic,” with 82 percent of the 
odor terms and 57 percent of the fl avor terms used by only one subject 
for a given wine. Therefore, these terms could not be used in construct-
ing the composite description.

Lawless concluded that although the “expectation that experts were 
able to match descriptions better than nonexperts was observed, . . . the 
levels of communication do not appear impressive” (122).

Solomon’s Experiments

Solomon (1990) was also interested in comparing experts and non-
experts (novices in his terminology). He conducted four experiments: 
(1) a matching task, (2) a matching task with limited vocabulary, 
(3) a triangular test, and (4) a rank order task. In his matching tasks, 
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Table 11.3 Wines Served at Solomon’s Matching Experiment

1984 Hunter Ashby Pinot Noir (California)
1984 Givry Pinot Noir (France)
1984 Liberty School Cabernet Sauvignon (California)
1984 Cabernet France (France)
1978 Berberana Rioja Tempranillo (Spain)

unlike those of Lehrer and Lawless, the participants who described the 
wines, the describers, and those who had to match the descriptions 
with the same wines, the tasters, were different individuals. All partici-
pants were college graduates.

Matching

Six subjects volunteered to describe the wine: three were experts, indi-
viduals either involved in the wine trade or members of a wine soci-
ety. The other three were considered novices. Thirty different subjects 
participated in the matching part of the experiment, 15 of whom were 
experts and 15 nonexperts. Five red wines, ranging in price from $5.99 
to $8.39, were presented to the describers, all at once.

Expert descriptions Novice descriptions
Expert tasters 69.3% p < .001 57.3% ns
Novice tasters 56.0% ns 52.0% ns

Solomon hypothesized that wines from similar groups would be 
more diffi cult to match than those less similar. The describers were to 
“describe each wine uniquely so that some other person could match 
the description to the wine about which it was written” (1990:500). 
The 30 tasters were to match the descriptions to the correct wine. 
These tasters were presented with the wines one at a time, and each 
subject received two descriptions: one written about that wine and one 
written about another wine. Subjects tasted the wines twice: once with 
experts’ descriptions, once with nonexperts’ descriptions.

The only pairings in which the results were better than chance were 
where expert tasters matched experts’ descriptions.
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Solomon coded the descriptions for what features were present in the 
descriptions, in particular nose, balance, body, bitterness, acidity,
sugar, fi nish (aftertaste), alcohol, tannin, and fl avor associations, such 
as blackberry. Expert describers used an average of 6.3 terms per wine 
and the novices 3.4 terms. Experts used an average of 4.87 dimensions 
compared to the 2.53 by the novices. All the experts referred to the 
nose and the fl avor, while only 2 of the nonexperts did. And experts 
were also signifi cantly more likely to mention the aftertaste, body, alco-
hol content, and balance. Novices, however, were more likely to men-
tion sugar content and bitterness. The only feature where there was no 
signifi cant difference between the two groups was in acidity. Finally, 
experts differentiated among bitterness, acidity, and astringency, while 
novices often confused them.

Matching with a Constrained Vocabulary

The second task was designed to see whether the nonexpert describ-
ers were handicapped because they were not able to recall appropriate 
words. In the second task, the procedure was the same, but 6 describers 
(3 experts and 3 novices) were provided with a list of 167 conventional 
wine terms, one list for each wine. As they tasted each wine, they put 1 
next to a term if the wine had a trace of some quality, 2 if it had a moder-
ate degree, and 3 if it had a lot. A different group of 30 tasters (15 experts 
and 15 nonexperts) matched the wines, as in experiment 1. Results were 
similar to those of the fi rst task. The only pairing with better than chance 
matches was with expert tasters matching experts’ descriptions.

Expert describers Nonexpert describers
Expert tasters 70.7% p < .001 52% ns
Nonexpert tasters 56% ns 42.7% ns

An analysis of the descriptions showed that novices used more words 
per wine (an average of 18.33) than the experts (11.2). Moreover, nov-
ices used an average of 10.87 fl avor associations, compared to the 
experts’ average of 4.12 (p < .02). But experts showed more agree-
ment in their selection of particular features for the wine than did the 
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nonexperts. Pearson intercorrelations of the wines by experts had a 
mean of 3.18, that of novices .081. Solomon concludes that simply pro-
viding nonexperts a list of terms does not improve their performance.

The Triangular Task

Solomon raised the question of whether the superior performance of 
experts was due to a greater ability to discriminate fl avor and aroma. 
The third experiment tested this possibility. Four expert and four non-
expert tasters participated in the triangular test, a common task for 
fi nding out whether tasters can discriminate. In this task, subjects are 
presented with three samples, two of which are identical and one that 
is different. Subjects must pick out the one that is different. Solomon 
gave his subjects four similar inexpensive white French wines:

Table 11.4 Wines Served at Solomon’s Triangular Test

1985 Château Plessis from Entre-deux-mers
1985 Château Le Renais de Cheval Blanc from Bordeaux
1986 Château Saint Marc from Bordeaux
1986 Bord de Mer from Entre-deux mers

All wines were under $5. To reduce the possibility of visual cues, sub-
jects wore sunglasses. Subjects were given three wines and did this task 
eight times, so that every wine was presented at least once with every 
other wine.

The novice group performed at the level of chance, averaging only 
2.8 correct choices (chance being 2.7). The experts averaged 5.5 correct 
choices, signifi cantly above chance (p < .025). The results could be due 
to greater sensory ability of the experts; however, Solomon suggests that 
training allowed them to discriminate on particular salient dimensions.

The Rank-Order Task

The fourth experiment was a rank-order task, where subjects had to 
discriminate on specifi c dimensions. “It tests whether experts have 
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greater agreement on the meaning of particular wine terms than do 
novices, given that they can perform the task at all” (510).

Eight experts and 8 novices were presented with the same fi ve wines 
used in the fi rst two experiments. A list of wine features and dimen-
sions used by experts was given to all the subjects: 3 for aroma, 6 for 
fl avor, and 3 for fi nish.

The experts’ overall performance was not better than that of the 
novices. Experts agreed signifi cantly better than chance on sweetness,
tannin, and balance, whereas the novices agreed better than chance 
only on sweetness. As with earlier experiments, experts were able to 
distinguish tannin from acid, whereas all but one novice had identical 
rankings for astringency and sourness.

Solomon concludes that although the experiments clearly show that 
experts discriminate better than nonexperts, the casual explanation is 
still open. Experts might perform better because of superior perceptual 
ability, memory for taste and smell, linguistic tags, conceptual organi-
zation, or some combination of these factors.

Roman Weil

Weil, Cochairman of the Oenonomy Society of the United States and 
Professor of Business at the University of Chicago, has presented 
papers to the Oenometrics Meeting, and the one of most relevance for 
this book is wine descriptions and whether people can match wines 
with the descriptions of wine writers and wine critics (Weil, 2004). 
Most of the tasters were M.B.A. students at the Graduate School of 
Business of the University of Chicago, alumni, and companions. “They 
are primarily upper middle-class, experienced and enthusiastic wine 
drinkers, but not experts” (2004:3). Since the participants had paid 
to attend Weil’s wine seminars, he could afford more expensive wines 
than those I served in my experiments. Prices ranged from $10 to $50, 
with one wine costing $120.

Weil divided the two wines into four containers, two of which 
(A and B) contained one wine, and the other two (C and D) contained 
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the second wine. Each taster was presented with three glasses and fi rst 
had to decide which two were the doubleton (identical) and which was 
the singleton. Then the tasters said which of the two they preferred. 
However, Weil was only interested in the preferences of those tasters 
who could distinguish the two wines correctly.

In most tasting sessions, the tasters had several wines, each presented 
one at a time. After each wine, the results were tallied and announced 
to the group before the next wine was served. For example, Weil might 
say something like, “Fifteen of you got this distinction right and of 
those fi fteen, eight preferred wine X and seven preferred wine Y.”

Wine Descriptors

In this experiment, Weil found wines with similar features that were 
described by the same wine writer or critic but whose descriptions used 
disjoint word sets. For example, one pair of wines were both from the 
2000 vintage—Talbot and Clos du Marquis, both costing about $50, 
and both reviewed in The Wine Advocate.2 The descriptions of these 
two wines using disjoint words are as follows:

Talbot—Admirable richness, layered texture, sweet tannin, abundant 
quantities of smoky cassis, licorice, herb, earth, and leather characteris-
tics. Complex aromatics, blends power with elegance.

Clos du Marquis—dense, opaque purple-colored, with crème de cassis, 
vanilla, and cherry notes, medium to full body, an unctuous texture, low 
acidity (2004:2).

The results of the 166 tasters, responding to 321 pairs of wines, was 
that 51 percent correctly distinguished the double from the single, 
which is above chance (33.3 percent). The 166 tasters matched the 
description with the right wine 49.4 percent of the time, namely, at the 
chance level.

In another experiment Weil (2005) presented subjects with pairs 
of wines, one a reserve bottling of a premium wine and one a regular 
bottling of that same vineyard, type, and year. He found that only 41 
percent could distinguish the regular from the reserve version of the 
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wine, and of those who could distinguish them, only half preferred the 
reserve.

The results of Weil’s experiments are completely compatible with 
my previous studies and perhaps with those of Lawless and Solomon, 
although for the most part Weil did not separate the experts from 
the nonexperts. However, Weil required fi ner discriminations than the 
other experiments. The fact that half of his subjects could not pass 
the triangular test suggests that the wines were very similar. Although 
I did not perform this test with any of my subjects, no one ever said 
that they found any two wines indistinguishable.

Matching Wines with Label Descriptions

Weil’s experiment on the usefulness of wine descriptions dovetails per-
fectly with another study on the ability of consumers to match wines 
with the descriptions on the back of the bottle labels (Charter, Locksin, 
& Unwin 1999). In this study the authors used popular Australian 
wines: three whites, all Chardonnay, and three reds, all Shiraz. The 
56 participants were students attending courses on wine in South 
Australia and Western Australia. A majority (82 percent) had received 
formal training in wine tasting, and 12 percent were employed in the 
wine industry. Therefore, these subjects could not be considered nov-
ices, although they might not have all been experts.

Each participant was presented with the six wines and six descrip-
tions that were taken from the labels on the back of the bottle. They 
were told to match each wine with the appropriate description. After 
completing this task, they were given a questionnaire about the match-
ing task. First they were asked to indicate for each wine the words in 
the descriptions that they found most helpful and least helpful. They 
were also asked to judge on a seven-point scale: (1) how helpful (or 
unhelpful) the descriptions were and (2) how easy or hard the task 
was. Subjects had diffi culty matching wines and descriptions; 73 per-
cent matched three or fewer wines of the six correctly, and only one 
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made all six matches.3 Of course, the function of label descriptions is 
for marketing purposes, but the authors ask whether such descriptions 
are misleading and therefore border on the unethical.

Experiments in Austria and Germany

When my husband and I spent our 1980 sabbatical in Graz, Austria, 
our friends showed interest in my work, so we decided to have a party 
where people described Austrian wines (with which they were all 
familiar) and have a partner match the same wines with descriptions 
(in German, of course). The participants did no better than previous 
groups of subjects, much to their surprise. And as with other groups, 
I was accused of mixing up the labels. However, when I insisted that 
wine K was the same as wine 15, one person grabbed his partner’s wine 
15 and tasted it. When he realized that it was the same wine, he looked 
rather perplexed, wondering how his partner could have called that 
wine fruchtig, “fruity.”

Some interesting work on similar experiments in Germany have 
been done by Matthias Burisch and two of this students, Christiane 
von Herder-Dahrendorf and Christiane Raphael. They used the match-
ing paradigm and were able to recruit many experts.4

Christiane von Herder-Dahrendorf

The fi rst set of experiments by von Herder-Dahrendorf (1994) were 
carried out in 1989, based on Lehrer (1983). Six subjects, all of whom 
were convinced that they could describe wine, tasted six white wines 
and performed three tasks. First they were divided into pairs, and 
each described the wines for his or her partner. Descriptions were 
exchanged, and the partner was to match wines and descriptions. In 
the second task each subject was given a list of descriptors from the 
wine catalog from which the wines were ordered, and subjects were 
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to redescribe the same wines using the words on the list. Descriptions 
were again exchanged to be matched. In the third task, subjects were 
given the full descriptions from the wine catalog and asked to match 
them to the wines. No results were above chance.

Matches Task 1 Task2 Task3
0 2 1 2
1 0 2 3
2 4 2 0
3 0 1 1
Average 1.33 1.50 1.00

Von Herder-Dahrendorf’s next experiment in 1994 was intended 
to fi nd six wine drinkers who would be highly likely to match wines 
with descriptions in order to replicate her 1989 experiments. She had 
39 subjects and six white wines. Subjects considered themselves expe-
rienced wine drinkers and adept at wine communication.

In this fi rst experiment subjects were required to describe wines and 
then match those same wines to their own descriptions a week later. 
Von Herder-Dahrendorf hoped to fi nd at least six subjects who could 
make three or more matches among six wines. Since she did not fi nd 
this many among the fi rst 20 subjects she tested, she decided to increase 
the number of subjects to 39 for statistical purposes. These subjects, 
between 35 and 60 years old, were professionals (teachers, lawyers, 
journalists, therapists, etc.) who were all wine connoisseurs.

The six wines chosen were Italian white wines from different regions 
and from different varietals, with distinguishable tastes and aromas, 
and with very different descriptions in the wine catalog. They cost 
between 10 and 14 Deutsch Marks (under $10 U.S.). All wines were 
dry, since previous research showed that varying degrees of sweetness 
made the matching task too easy.

Subjects were divided into four groups and were tested on subse-
quent days. They were instructed to describe the wines so that they 
could reidentify the wines at a later time, and the retest occurred a 
week later. The results were disappointing.5
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This is an average of only 1.3 matches.
The next experiment was conducted with the six subjects who 

matched three or more wines. The same six wines were selected since 
they seemed to be suffi ciently distinct. They were served at 10° Celsius 
(50° Fahrenheit). The fi rst task was a matching task, and each member 
of the pair had the same wines but arranged in a different order and 
with different letter codes. The subjects had tasted these six wines in 
the earlier experiment, and the instructions were to describe the wines 
for someone who was not familiar with them. Written instructions 
were also provided along with paper for describing each wine. After 
subjects wrote their descriptions, they exchanged these with their part-
ner, whose task it was to match the same wines with the descriptions.

Next the subjects were presented with a list of words and phrases 
taken from the wine catalog. They were asked to again describe the 
wines (all Italian whites) using those words from the list that they con-
sidered most appropriate. Again lists were exchanged with the subject’s 
partner. Finally, subjects were presented with descriptions for each wine 
that the wine merchant had produced. Each subject was to match his or 
her own wines with these descriptions. The results are as follows:

Matches Frequency
     0 10
     1 15
     2 8
     3 5
     4 10

Matches Task 1 Task 2 Task 3
0 2 2 2
1 2 2 2
2 1 1 1
3 0 1 1
4 1 0 0
6 0 0 0
Average 1.33 1.67 1.67

All results are nonsignifi cant, well below the critical probability of .05.
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Christiane Raphael

Christiane Raphael (2007) carried out experiments with three groups 
of subjects to see whether experts and connoisseurs could identify their 
own descriptions. The experts were actively involved in the wine cul-
ture as wine merchants (wholesale and retail), wine journalists, and 
sommeliers. There were no naive subjects. All experiments required 
the subjects to reidentify their own descriptions.

Experiment 1

In the fi rst experiment six wines were served to 5 experts, one at a time.

Table 11.5 White Wines Served at Raphael’s Matching Experiment

Santa Celina, a Pinot Gris from Argentina, 2001
De Martino, a Sauvignon Blanc from Chile, 2001
Château La Mazerolle, a Sauvignon-Sémillon from Bordeaux, France, 2000
Soave Classico, a Garganega, a Trebbiano from Italy, 2000
Kabinett Grüner, a Veltliner from Austria, 2000
Rueda-Camino del Puerto, a Verdejo, Viura, Sauvignon from Spain, 2000

The wines cost between 5 and 7 Euros and were served at 12° or 16° 
Celsius (54° or 61° Fahrenheit).

Subjects attended two sessions. At the fi rst session, in which the wines 
were served at 16°, subjects were given a short form with the following 
categories: bouquet, fruit in the mouth, acid, tannin, body, alcohol, and 
wine aftertaste (but no mention of appearance or color was allowed). 
There was space for additional comments. Subjects also evaluated the 
wines on a fi ve-point scale.

At session two, subjects were given their descriptions from the fi rst 
session and the same wines, but in a different order and with different 
letter codes, which they had to match. They did not evaluate the wines.

Experiment 2

Experiment two was almost identical—the six subjects, also experts, 
had the same wines presented to them, but there were a few changes. 
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The wines were served colder, at 12° C, and all six wines were served 
at once. Instead of being given a form with categories, subjects were 
given a blank sheet of paper on which to write their descriptions. In 
addition, the evaluation was on a separate sheet so that subjects could 
not use that information at the second session, but they evaluated the 
wine at both sessions.

Experiment 3

In the third experiment, the six red wines listed in table 11.6 were 
served. The wines cost between 4 and 6 Euros. All wines were served 
at 16° C.

Table 11.6 Red Wines Served at Raphael’s Matching Experiment

Domaine du Fraisse, from Syrah, Granache, Carignon, Mourvèdre from 
France 5–7 years old

Mas Chichet, a Merlot from France 2–3 years old
Pinot Nero delle Venezie, a Pinot Nero from Italy, 2–3 years old
Montepulciano d’Abruzzo, a Montepulciano from Italy, 2 years old
Principe de Viana-Crianza, a Cabernet Sauvignon from Spain, 4–6 years old
Diego de Almagrto-Crianza, a Cencibe from Spain, 4–5 years old.

The 30 subjects consisted of 9 experts and 21 connoisseurs, but they 
were not all tested at the same time. As with the white wine subjects, 
the second tasting was a week after the fi rst. Subjects were given the six 
wines at the same time. They described the wines on the form used in 
experiment one, but their evaluations were on a separate sheet.

Results

Among the fi rst group, E1, the average number of matches was 1.20, 
with a chi square probability of .49, nonsignifi cant. The second group 
of white wine drinkers did better. The average was 4.33 because half 
the subjects made six matches. But the group probability was .23, also 
nonsignifi cant. However, when the two groups were added together, 
with an average of 2.91 matches, the results were above chance at 
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the .05 level. E1 did much worse than E2, and the difference between 
the two groups was signifi cant (p = .025). My own (AL) conjecture on 
the difference was that having all six wines at the same time was the 
most important difference in the two outcomes. However, the colder 
temperature was also a factor.

Raphael separated the results of the two groups of red wine drink-
ers—9 experts and 21 connoisseurs. The experts had an average of 3.56 
matches, which a Fisher-Yates test yielded a probability of .103. The 
21 connoisseurs had an average of 3.29 matches, which was highly sig-
nifi cant using chi square. And grouping all the red wine tasters together 
gave an average of 3.37 matches, which is also highly signifi cant. There 
was no signifi cant difference between the experts and the connoisseurs 
in performance. One of the reasons for the better performance on the 
red wines was that both Spanish wines had a distinct wood aroma, 
making probabilities of correct matches somewhat higher

Summary of Later Experiments

The results of experiments after 1983 and especially those by other 
investigators are in general similar to or consistent with my results. 
It confi rms that translating taste and aroma experiences into lan-
guage is very diffi cult. When asked to describe wines differentially so 
that a partner can match those descriptions, nonexperts do no better 
than chance. Experts often do better than chance, but not necessarily 
impressively better. What is surprising to me is that people are no better 
at reidentifying their own descriptions than those of others. Experts do 
the best on those wines with which they are very familiar, as in John 
Reid’s experiment. To become an expert requires not only an outstand-
ing ability to taste and smell, but an extraordinary memory for taste 
and smell as well.
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Research on Taste and Smell

Odor and taste interactions may result from physical, 
physiological, cognitive or psychological effects. . . . [They] 
probably are a function of cognition, occurring at the central 
processing level.

—Ann Noble, “Taste-Aroma Interactions”

The question of why subjects, including some individuals who are connois-
seurs, have not done well on my experiments is puzzling. Part of the prob-
lem may be that the experiments do not tap into the ordinary experience 
of wine drinkers. However, other explanations are possible as well, such 
as individual differences and sensitivities, a phenomenon long known. So 
it may be useful to summarize some research on taste and smell.

In recent years there has been enormous progress in our understand-
ing of taste and smell, which may help us understand two basic questions 
about tasting wines: (1) Is there anything in the wine that justifi es a judg-
ment that it has notes of blackberry rather than asparagus? and (2) Do 
people really taste the same thing? Maybe people do badly on the match-
ing experiments because they are really not tasting the same properties.

Psychophysics of Wine Flavor

One area of research that is very exciting is that which relates the 
chemistry of food and wine to sensory experience. “The rapid 
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increase in knowledge since the 1960’s in fl avor chemistry is the 
result of remarkable advances in instrumentation and methodol-
ogy, the development of gas and liquid chromatography, infrared, 
nuclear magnetic resonance, [and] mass spectrometry.” Before the 
1950s and 1960s only about 500 compounds could be correlated 
with fl avor, but the number had grown to 15,000 by 1988 (Teranishi 
et al. 1999:1–2).

Gas chromatography has been especially important, enabling sci-
entists to identify over 1,000 wine aroma compounds even when only 
trace amounts are present (Ebeler 1999:410).

Gas chromatography (GC) is an analytical technique for separating 
compounds based primarily on their volatilities. Gas chromatography 
provides both qualitative and quantitative information for individual 
compounds present in a sample. Compounds move through a TGC 
column as gases, either because the compounds are normally gases or 
they can be heated and vaporized into a gaseous state. (Punrattanasin 
& Spada 2006)

With this method, volatile compounds are trapped in a column con-
taining material to separate the various gases. A detector “continu-
ously measures the sample accumulated from the beginning of the 
analysis” (Jeffry & Kipping 1964:3). Nowadays, commercial instru-
ments are extremely reliable, and results are reproducible (Teranishi 
et al. 1999:4).

This type of research has discovered some of the correlations 
between chemical and sensory properties of wines. Some results have 
found simple relationships between some grape varietals, like Cabernet 
Sauvignon and Muscat, and aromas such as buttery, but most fl avors 
involve several compounds and their interactions (Ebeler 1999:411). 
Ebeler summarizes the research that identifi ed the vegetative or herba-
ceous aroma of some Cabernet Sauvignon and Sauvignon Blanc wines 
as containing a specifi c compound also found in bell peppers (411–12). 
Fruity aromas, however, result from many compounds, which include 
esters, alcohols, and some terpenes (414). For example, some esters are 
correlated with berry, apple, and lemon aromas, and some alcohols 
with pear and peach aromas (416).
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Functional Magnetic Resonance 
Imaging Research (fMRI)

Exciting new studies have emerged using functional MRI technology. 
With this tool, subjects are presented with small samples of wine, while 
the neural activity of parts of the cortex is measured by increased blood 
fl ow to certain regions during the task that the subjects are performing.

Bouchet (2001), using functional MRI technology, obtained data 
on the activation of the orbitofrontal cortex of four subjects. One mil-
liliter of the same wine was injected into the mouth of each subject to 
taste for 24 seconds, followed by 50 milliliters of water to rinse the 
mouth. Bouchet remarks that it was surprising that one milliliter was 
enough for subjects to perceive the wine well. Results showed evidence 
not only for activation in the chemical-sensory cortex but also in the 
visual-associative regions of the parietal cortex and other areas. There 
was considerable variation among subjects. For example, subject M 
had considerable activation in the visual cortex, while subject B had 
more in the area associated with the verbal. Moreover, the images were 
different for the subjects on different presentations of the same wine. 
Bouchet concludes that perceptive representation of wine appears to 
be a global recognition, based on a prototype (17–19).

Goode (2007) describes research of Dr. Alessandro Sasriota-
Scanderberg and his associates, who compared the MRI brain scans 
of trained wine drinkers and novices. Seven professional sommeliers 
were matched for age and sex with seven other subjects who were 
untrained in wine. Subjects were told to try to identify and evaluate 
each wine presented. The primary and secondary taste areas (the insula 
and orbitofrontal cortex) were activated in both sets of subjects; but 
during the fi rst phase of tasting, only in the experts was another area 
of the brain activated (the Amygdale-hippocampal area). During the 
aftertaste phase, untrained subjects showed activation in this area only 
on the right side of the brain, whereas sommeliers showed activation 
on the left side as well. (88–89.) It is interesting to note that the left 
hemisphere, the side associated with analytic processing, is the side 
activated only in experts.
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Plassmann, O’Doherty, Shiv, and Rangel (2008) investigated wine 
tasters’ responses to wine based on cost. In this experiment 20 subjects 
(mean age 24.5 years), all of whom liked red wine and drank it, were 
presented with different Cabernet Sauvignons, and they were asked to 
rate the pleasantness or taste intensity on a scale of 1 to 6. Subjects were 
told that they were receiving fi ve different wines, which were referred 
to by their price. In fact, only three different Cabernets were presented. 
One wine that actually cost $5 was presented as either “the $5 wine” or 
“the $45 wine.” Another Cabernet that actually cost $90 was presented 
as “the $10 wine” or “the $90” wine. The third Cabernet was referred 
to as “the $35 wine.” Each trial type (to judge pleasantness or intensity) 
was presented 16 times, in randomized order. Results showed subjects 
reported preferring those wines presented as expensive, rather than 
cheap (p < 0.0001), but there was no signifi cant difference for intensity. 
The fMRI results showed “increased blood-oxygen-level-dependent 
activity in the medial orbitofrontal cortex, an area widely thought to 
encode for experienced pleasantness during experiential tasks” (1050), 
not in the cortex associated with taste. Eight weeks later at a follow-up 
session, subjects were presented with the same “fi ve” wines, but with-
out price information. No signifi cant differences concerning the pleas-
antness of the wines were reported at this later time.

Do We All Taste the Same Thing?

A version of a philosophical problem, called the inverted spectrum, 
can be transferred to taste. If you see red or taste sweet, while I see 
green or taste bitter, we could never discover that because we would 
be using language the same way, having learned to apply the same 
words to different sensations. We do not have to worry about this 
problem, but in fact there are sensitivity tests to measure the differing 
abilities of individuals to perceive thresholds of stimuli. Some people 
are completely colorblind and live in a monochromatic world. Others, 
however, can distinguish some colors, and artists and painters appear 
to be highly discriminating.
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Similar individual differences are found with taste. In 1931 A. L. 
Fox, while synthesizing phenylthiocarbamide (PTC), discovered that 
some people (tasters) found this bitter while others (nontasters) per-
ceived no taste (Bartoshuk 1993:26). Subsequent studies with this 
compound showed that the ability to perceive PTC is genetic, and the 
distribution among populations is quite different. Tasting PTC is the 
result of having a dominant allele, T. Thus individuals with two reces-
sive alleles, tt, are nontasters, individuals with one dominant allele, 
Tt, are medium tasters, and those with TT are supertasters (Bartoshuk 
1993:26–27).1 Further studies used other stimuli, such as quinine, coffee, 
and a chemical related to PTC. Supertasters found these substances 
more bitter than others. Supertasters also perceived the bitterness of 
saccharin as more intense than the nontasters as well as fi nding sucrose 
and saccharin sweeter. Miller and Reedy found that supertasters have 
more tastebuds than other groups. “For example, the average number 
of taste buds per square centimeters was 96, 184, and 425 for non-
tasters, medium tasters, and supertasters, respectively.” In addition, 
supertasters experience a stronger burn from capsaicin, one of the red 
peppers (Bartoshuk 1993:29).

We can conclude from this research that indeed some people can 
taste things that others cannot. And even where everyone can taste a 
stimulus, like sugar, individual thresholds differ. The supertasters can 
perceive tastes at a much lower level of intensity.

Smell

Axel and Buck received the Nobel Prize in medicine and physiology 
in 2004 for their work in understanding the sense of smell. They set 
out in 1988 to unravel smell, working mostly with mice. Unlike four 
(or fi ve) basic tastes, humans can perceive from 10,000 to 100,000 
chemicals as having distinct odors, all of which are small volatile mol-
ecules (Buck 2004:267).

Olfactory sensory neurons located in the olfactory epithelium lining 
of the nose detect these odorants (Buck 2004:267). The human genome 
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project made it possible to determine the number and location of genes 
for olfactory receptors (ORs). Humans have about 350 of these recep-
tors (compared to 1,000 in mice), found on 21 different chromosomes 
at 51 different loci (271). Receptor neurons respond to only one odor-
ant, for example, strawberry, and they are distributed throughout the 
epithelium, interspersed with neurons for other odorants (273).

The reason humans can perceives thousands of odors with only 350 
genes is that distinct odors arise from the combinations of several ORs. 
“Changing the structure of an odorant even slightly can alter its per-
ceived odor” (275). Even a change in the concentration of an odorant 
can change its perceived odor (276). The sensory neurons in the nose 
send a signal to the olfactory bulb, then to the olfactory cortex, and 
then to other areas in the brain (268, 276). The structure of the bulb 
is important, not only for the integration of signals, but also because 
it is probably important for stimulating odor memories. “Sensory neu-
rons in the epithelium are short lived and are continuously replaced” 
whereas “the bulb map remains constant over time . . . assuring that 
odorants can elicit distant memories” (277). Peynaud (1987:18) remarks 
that individual differences are considerable: “A reduced sensitivity
does not necessarily mean that one cannot taste, but it does mean that 
the balance of tastes and smells will vary in its concentrations and 
proportion.”

Lawless (1997) has studied anosmias, an inability to smell. There 
are specifi c anosmias. Some individuals are unable to smell a single 
odor compound (or class of similar compounds). It may be genetic, 
since identical twins share the same anosmias, but training some-
times improves individuals’ abilities to smell these odors (132–35). In 
Lawless’s own lab there was inconsistency in some individuals who 
could smell a compound at some sessions but not at others (135).

Most things in the world we smell are mixtures, rarely single chemi-
cals. “Odors, like tastes, seem to span a range of effects, from a totally 
synthetic condition of blending to one where two components may 
be readily separable and perceived as separate notes within a smell” 
( Lawless 1997:141). Some odors mask others, while others (a smaller 
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number) enhance others. Many smells are made up of many compo-
nents, none of which smell like the resulting product. People need 
training to identify odors, and moreover they are better at detecting 
taints and off odors. Practice and training lead to increasingly accurate 
labeling, almost perfect when odors are familiar and stimuli are dis-
similar to each other. Apparently, experiences in the olfactory modal-
ity are very diffi cult to associate with previously learned words when 
retrieval is required. People do better on selecting a word from a set of 
choices compared to uncued recall. Lawless discusses a tip of the nose
phenomenon, where subjects perceive an odor as familiar but can’t 
think of the word, although when suggested or given a choice, they can 
pick it out. “Even reading the dictionary defi nition is enough to bring 
up the word” (Lawless 1997:152). It’s been often noted that “experi-
ence with a long-remembered but rarely experienced odor can elicit 
recollections with emotional overtones of places and persons from the 
past,” (153) but semantic mediation helps recognition.

Meilgaard, Reid, and Wyborski report that except for anosmiacs, 
“most healthy persons appear to show normal sensitivity for most 
substances, but each person tends to show high sensitivity for certain 
substances and low sensitivity for a few substances. No “supertaster” 
who had high sensitivity to all substances was found by any of the 
participating laboratories, nor was any pair of tasters discovered who 
showed exactly the same pattern of sensitivity (1982:119).

The research shows that we do not all taste exactly the same thing. If 
Dick has a low threshold for pineapple but a high threshold for raspberry, 
and Jane’s sensitivities are the opposite, then they may disagree on the fl a-
vor of the same wine they are drinking, which has both odors, because 
Dick gets pineapple and Jane gets the raspberry. Moreover, except for 
those carefully trained, we have great diffi culty in fi nding the appropriate 
word to describe what we do taste.

My own personal opinion on this topic is that the differences in 
what each person tastes is one of the many factors in why people 
do poorly on the matching task. When speakers do not agree, there 
are additional reasons. The two factors mentioned in my analysis of 
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the Stanford subjects holds for all groups. One is that wine drinkers 
have different preferences, and this fact will infl uence their descrip-
tions. The second is that wine drinkers have different experiences that 
will affect their descriptions as well, especially with respect to scalar 
words. Someone used to California Cabernet Sauvignons, which are 
very fruity, may not fi nd French Bordeaux fruity, even those consid-
ered fruity by those who drink only French wine.

An additional factor is that many wine drinkers, including some 
connoisseurs, apparently do not describe wine very much, other than 
evaluating it. They may read wine books and magazines and under-
stand the terms used but not have any interest or make any effort to 
learn to use the descriptors. Bach (2007) questions whether using lan-
guage is at all necessary to discriminating and enjoying wines.

Men vs. Women

I have been asked if there are differences between men and women 
in their performance on the wine tests.2 “In two olfactory sensitivity 
studies . . .women consistently outperformed men in odor identifi ca-
tion and sensitivity on the Smell Identifi cation Test, regardless of age, 
ethnicity, or cultural background.” Linda Bartoshuk’s supertasters 
were mostly women (Matasar 2006). Robinson (1995:episode 2) 
mentions that the best tasters are between 30 and 60 and female.

My own studies and most of those I have cited did not study or at 
least did not mention differences in performance between men and 
women. Since most of the experiments I did involved men and women 
working together in pairs or groups, I would not have had an adequate 
sample of men only or women only subjects for signifi cant generaliza-
tions. Among the Tucson subjects, whom I observed for an extended 
time, I noticed only that those who talked the most were men, but not 
all men.3

Weil (2004, 2005) found that men outperformed women in the 
triangular test, in which subjects are given two identical wines and 
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one different wine. Their task was to correctly pick the doubleton. 
However, the Exact F test detected no signifi cant difference. Raphael 
(2004) also found no signifi cant differences between men and women’s 
performance in her wine experiments. Ann Noble said that the differ-
ences in performance are between experts and novices (personal com-
munication), and so far more experts have been men. This result has 
been robust.
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Functions of Language

[In the tasting room]
stephanie: So what do you think?
miles: Quaffable but far from transcendent.

—The movie Sideways

In this and the following chapters that comprise Part III, I speculate 
about the reasons that people talk about wine.1 I am not asking a highly 
abstract question, such as why a particular conversation is about wine 
instead of about skiing in the Austrian Alps. Such a question may be 
unanswerable. The narrower question is rather this: in a particular 
conversation or discourse about wine, what do the participants hope 
to accomplish? What kind of information do they intend to convey? Is 
information about wine even relevant?

In chapters 16 and 17 I will also argue that talk about wine, far 
from being unique or esoteric, has much in common with other topics 
of conversation, and I have therefore included examples and material 
from other semantic and conversational domains. In order to prepare 
for this discussion of the functions of wine conversation, however, 
I will briefl y survey some classifi cations of the function of speech.

All classifi cation systems refl ect the interests and goals of the classifi er 
(cf. Quine 1977), and classifi cations of the functions of language clearly 
illustrate the different goals of different systematizers. We are not deal-
ing with natural kinds, like cats or kangaroos, where phenomena neatly 
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divide themselves up into perceptually different categories. “Ultimately, 
the functions served in speech must be derived directly from the pur-
poses and needs of human persons engaged in social action. . . . The for-
mal analysis of speaking is a means to the understanding of human 
purposes and needs, and their satisfaction” (Hymes 1972:70). Although 
different systems tend to cover the same phenomena, they often give 
very different weight to the various features. What is a primary division 
for one taxonomy will be a minor subcategory for another.

Most utterances serve more than one function (Jakobson 1960; 
Halliday 1975, 1978), so it is diffi cult if not impossible to say what 
the function of an utterance is, and of course, the decisions made in 
analyzing a text will depend on the purposes of the analysis—whether 
one is studying interpersonal relationships during a committee meeting 
or analyzing a poem.

Since language serves many functions, and since any utterance may 
serve several purposes, it is unproductive to argue about the func-
tion of language, or the primary function of language. Searle (1972) 
has argued that communication is the essential function of language. 
Chomsky (1975) has denied this view, pointing out the importance of 
language for thought and imagination.

The term communication is unfortunately vague, since speakers 
communicate not only referential and denotative information about 
the world but also their attitudes, feelings, assessment of the speech 
situation, and personality. Most of the classifi cation systems on speech 
functions assume that language serves to communicate these sorts of 
things, distinguishing, however, between communicating about objec-
tive information and using language for various interpersonal func-
tions. Since these classifi cation systems have been devised to analyze 
actual utterances—texts and conversations—whatever categories are 
relevant for thinking are little accessible to observation. However, it 
is possible that some of the categories used for analyzing conversation 
would also be valid for categories of thinking. Of the systems that I 
examined, only Soskin and John (1963) allow for a category of think-
ing to oneself. For Chomsky and others, thinking is one of the most 
important functions of language. Not all of our thinking is verbal, 
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since other modes of thought—spatial, mathematical, musical, artistic, 
and other cognitive modules also are ways of thinking.

With respect to using language for thought versus communication, 
it is enlightening to quote Sapir on this point:

The primary function of language is generally said to be communicative. 
There can be no quarrel with this so long as it is distinctly understood 
that there may be effective communication without overt speech and 
that language is highly relevant to situations which are not obviously 
of a communicative sort. To say that thought, which is hardly possible 
in any sustained sense without the symbolic organization brought by 
language, is that form of communication in which the speaker and the 
person addressed are identifi ed in one person is not far from begging 
the question. . . . It is best to admit that language is primarily a vocal 
actualization of the tendency to see reality symbolically, that it is pre-
cisely this quality which renders it a fi t instrument for communication 
and that it is in the actual give and take of social intercourse that it has 
been complicated and refi ned into the form in which it is known today. 
(Sapir 1933:159)

The main difference between language function classifi cations seems to 
me to be between systems based on speech act theories and those based 
on theories of social interaction. The fi rst group has been developed by 
philosophers who have tried to relate utterances to truth on the one 
hand and action theory on the other. The second group, which includes 
anthropologists, ethnomethodologists, sociolinguists, and social psy-
chologists, draws a major distinction between referential functions 
(denotation, descriptions of things and events) and interpersonal, 
social, and participational functions, and the latter group of investiga-
tors has given a great deal of attention to the nonreferential. However, 
some of the same categories show up in the classes of both groups.

Speech Act Classifi cations

Classifi cations of language functions based on speech act theories 
have grown out of traditional concerns in the philosophy of language 
(meaning and truth) and action theory. It has been common practice 
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to distinguish between locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocution-
ary acts. Locutionary acts are concerned with meaning and reference. 
Illocutionary acts involve the intentions of the speaker and what he 
wishes to communicate, such as stating a fact, making a request, or 
uttering a greeting. Perlocutionary acts deal with the effects or conse-
quences that result from an utterance, such as persuading or frighten-
ing a hearer.

John Austin, whose work How to Do Things with Words (1962) 
was a landmark for speech act theory, took pains to show that earlier 
theories of meaning were too narrow, since they were concerned solely 
with truth. Austin introduced the more general notion of felicity condi-
tions, of which truth was only one type. Saying something false is an 
infelicity connected with statements; promising insincerely would be 
an infelicitous promise; baptizing a baby with the wrong name would 
constitute another kind of infelicity.

The heart of any speech act theory is the illocutionary act, and 
all major treatments of speech acts give a taxonomy of illocutionary 
acts. One of the most extensive and elaborate classifi cations is that 
of Bach and Harnish (1979). Bach and Harnish draw a major dis-
tinction between conventional and communicative illocutionary acts. 
Conventional acts, such as exchanging marriage vows, baptizing a 
baby, passing sentence on a convicted criminal, and nominating a can-
didate for an election, are speech acts in which a speaker’s utterance 
changes or maintains an institutional state of affairs. For instance, 
when a referee in a basketball game calls a personal foul, his doing so 
brings about a certain state of affairs in the game.

In communicative acts, on the other hand, the speaker wants to 
communicate something to the hearer, and moreover he wants the 
hearer to know that what is communicated is intentionally so com-
municated (cf. Grice 1975). Thus, lying and deceiving cannot be illo-
cutionary acts because the speaker does not want the hearer to know 
that he (the speaker) is lying.

The Bach and Harnish taxonomy of communicative illocutionary 
acts contains the following four main categories, with subclasses:



 Functions of Language  203

1) Constatives: the speaker believes something and wants the hearer to 
believe it, too. Examples are declaring, reporting, asserting, objecting, 
hypothesizing, proposing. Bach and Harnish include making apprais-
als and value judgments, whereas in some taxonomies, reporting 
facts and making appraisals are distinguished at the fi rst level.

2) Directives: the speaker wants the hearer to do something. Examples 
are ordering, requesting, inviting, asking a question, suggesting that 
the hearer do something.

3) Commissives: the speaker undertakes an obligation to perform some 
act in the future, for example, promising, swearing, contracting, 
guaranteeing.

4) Acknowledgments: the speaker performs some social act. Examples 
are greeting, congratulating, expressing condolences, apologizing.

In the Bach and Harnish system interpersonal relationships, differ-
ences in the status of participants, and degrees of formality are of less 
importance than the above dimensions. Bach and Harnish also acknowl-
edge several classes of auxiliary speech acts, which they claim are not 
communicative but rather serve to regulate conversation (e.g., changing 
a topic, breaking off), and small talk (where the participants are talking 
merely to avoid an uncomfortable silence), joking, and mimicking.

Other Taxonomies

In contrast to speech act theory taxonomies, the other major classifi -
cations of language functions draw a fairly sharp line between infor-
mational/referential uses of language and interpersonal functions. 
However, some of the categories established overlap with some speech 
act classifi cations.

One category is a referential-informational one. Referential here cov-
ers denotation as well as reference proper. Sometimes this category is 
narrowed to include only public, intersubjectively verifi able reports and 
may thus contrast with another category in which the speaker reports 
personal feelings. There is also a category that is hearer oriented and that 
includes directives, but other things, such as vocatives, may be included 
as well. Beyond these classes writers establish different categories. 
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Jakobson establishes a phatic class, which serves to “establish, to pro-
long, or to discontinue communication, to check on whether the chan-
nel works.” The term phatic is taken from Malinowsky, and although 
Jakobson includes ritualized formulas in this class, he stresses the aspect 
of managing the conversation, whereas Malinowsky has stressed the per-
sonal and social bonds created by the phatic use of language, defi ned as 
“a type of speech in which ties of union are created by a mere exchange 
of words” (1923:478). Examples of phatic communion would include 
greetings, formulaic inquiries about the health of the other, “purposeless 
expressions of preference or aversion, accounts of irrelevant happenings, 
comments on what is perfectly obvious.” Phatic communion, expanded 
to be communicative as well, plays a role in wine talk in casual settings 
where friends are drinking and enjoying wine together. Discussing what 
they are drinking forges and reinforces social bonds.

For Halliday the personal and social bonding would result from the 
interpersonal function, while the textual function would be concerned 
with the organization of conversation. “The textual function creates 
text, makes what the speaker says in context operational” (1978:17). 
For Halliday, the textual function is very general, since it involves the 
organization of language for all its uses. Two non–speech act clas-
sifi cation systems are presented in table 13.1. The categories of most 
other writers are closely modeled on one of them. In table 13.1 the 
terms for the categories are the writers’ own.

Jakobson has two more classes, in addition to those in table 13.1: 
(1) For the metalinguistic function, the focus is on the code. Examples 
would be defi ning a word or asking for an utterance to be repeated. (2) 
In the poetic function, the focus is on language for its own sake.

A rather different way of looking at utterances is in terms of the 
affect and the infl uence an utterance has on the feelings and attitudes 
of participants. Such systems are not intended as functional classifi ca-
tions, of course. A very simple system was used by H. E. Miller (1949), 
in which judges were asked to decide whether a counselor’s statement 
to his or her client was (1) accepting, respecting, or admitting the valid-
ity of the client’s position, (2) supporting, (3) denying, or (4) neutral.
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Bales (1950) uses a classifi cation that makes affect a primary dis-
tinctive feature and that combines affect with informational and direc-
tive categories:

 1) Shows solidarity, raises other’s status.
 2) Shows tension release, jokes, laughs.
 3) Agrees, shows passive acceptance.
 4) Gives suggestions, direction, implying autonomy for others.
 5) Gives opinions, evaluation, analysis, expresses feeling.
 6) Gives orientation, information, reports.
 7) Asks for orientation, information, repetition.
 8) Asks for opinion, evaluation, analysis.
 9) Asks for suggestions, direction.
10) Disagrees, shows passive rejection.
11) Shows tension, asks for help, withdraws.
12) Shows antagonism, defl ates other’s status.

The fi rst three classes have interpersonal and phatic functions and 
increase group solidarity. The last three have the same functions but 
show negative affect. Classes 4 to 6 provide information and direction, 
while 7 to 9 ask for information and direction.

Hymes (1972:52ff.) suggests a number of dimensions and components 
that might turn out to be relevant for a taxonomy rather than postulat-
ing a set of classes. Dimensions would include the speech community, 

Table 13.1 Two Non–Speech Act Classifi cations

Jakobson (1962) Halliday (1978)

Referential

 General Information Referential Ideational (includes logical)
 Personal Information Emotive Ideational (Experiential)
 Appraisals Emotive (?) Interpersonal (?)

Hearer oriented

 Directives Connotive Interpersonal (Regulative)
 Suggestions Connotive Interpersonal (Regulative)

Other categories Poetic, Metalinguistic
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speech situation, speech act, and style. Components include the par-
ticipants, message form, message content, setting, scene, purpose, key 
(mock vs. serious, perfunctory vs. painstaking), variety, and genre.

Although the taxonomies provide various classifi cations, it is a 
mistake to think that any utterance or any conversation serves only 
one purpose. Much language use is multilayered (like wine) and serves 
many purposes simultaneously. The wine corpus provides a set of data 
that I wish to explain in functional terms. None of the classifi cation 
systems is by itself adequate or appropriate for looking at wine con-
versation in a cultural setting. However, each taxonomy contains some 
relevant categories or features.

One of the fi rst problems has to do with the nature of denotation. 
It is generally assumed that speakers agree on the application of words 
to things, events, properties, and states. But, as we have seen in the last 
section, this presupposition about conventional meaning is not true. 
We are, of course, talking about the more subtle distinctions made by 
speakers. Presumably all competent speakers of English can distinguish 
between hammers and horses; we are talking now about the difference 
between fruitiness and fl oweriness.

Imagine a conversation about wine in a bar between a wine expert 
and a casual wine drinker, both of whom are drinking the same house 
wine. The wine expert is seriously concerned about descriptive accu-
racy, but the casual wine drinker just wants to converse to pass the 
time. As the nonexpert talks more and more about the wine, the expert 
becomes increasingly annoyed at his companion’s ignorance. Both are 
making statements, perhaps asking and answering questions, and per-
forming the same speech acts, in terms of standard speech act theories, 
but each participant has a different aim in the conversation. The two 
are at cross-purposes conversationally.

In the following two chapters I will freely and eclectically draw 
on concepts from the various taxonomies. But I want to focus on an 
aspect of speech that is a combination of function and genre—one that 
involves the degree of accuracy and precision required in various types 
of discourse.
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Speakers may discuss wines for scientifi c purposes, and chapter 14 
is concerned with scientifi c language, the major goal of which is infor-
mational: reporting facts, constructing hypotheses, and, at least in the 
case of wine, making appraisals. One salient point about scientifi c lan-
guage, however, is that it must serve as an adequate communicative 
vehicle for a whole scientifi c community in which personal contact 
among all the individuals is not possible. Members of this commu-
nity must agree on the reference and denotation of words as well as 
on the intralinguistic relationships, since much of the communication 
will take place through impersonal channels—namely, scientifi c pub-
lications. The reader cannot ask the writer for clarifi cation of what is 
meant by a particular word.

We have a rather different situation in the case of an informal 
conversation among participants who are tasting the wine while dis-
cussing it. In such a case there is less of a need for the language of 
the speaker to meet any external public criterion of established use. I 
call this use of language critical communication—a term taken from 
Isenberg (1954)—and it is discussed in chapter 15. Also in chapter 
15 I will briefl y discuss phatic and poetic uses of wine language; and 
fi nally, in chapter 17 I will compare talking about wine with other 
things that share properties of wine talk: other beverages and foods, 

perfume, music, and people.
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14

The Development 
of Scientific Language

Wine talk aids in tracking and organizing one’s experience with 
wine and, obviously, in sharing it. But great wines speak for 
themselves!

—Kent Bach, “Talk about Wine”

Many philosophers of language have given priority to the scientifi c 
use of language. Logical positivists in the earlier part of the last cen-
tury deplored the imprecision of ordinary language, and some (Carnap 
1937, for example) set out to construct artifi cial languages to rem-
edy the defects. Even among those philosophers who made ordinary 
language a subject of philosophical investigation, there remained an 
implicit bias in favor of precise use of language, mainly for the purpose 
of expressing truths, which in turn gave rise to truth conditional theo-
ries of meaning. Even Grice (1975) in his seminal paper “Logic and 
Conversation” takes information sharing as the goal of conversation 
and so proposes such maxims as “Make your contribution as informa-
tive as is required” (45) and “Do not say that for which you lack 
adequate evidence” (46). Austin (1962), in extending a philosophical 
interest to illocutionary acts other than constatives, still focused on 
“serious” uses of language and treated remarks like jokes as parasitic.

In the modern technological world it is easy to understand why 
scientifi c language has come to be seen as important. Since science has 
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been so successful in solving problems, discovering truths about the 
universe, and creating things for better living, shouldn’t we all try to 
do everything scientifi cally, even talk scientifi cally?

Bloomfi eld (1939) presents an idealization of scientifi c language 
that perhaps is commonly accepted as a goal, if not a reality: “The 
use of language in science is specialized and peculiar. In a brief speech 
the scientist manages to say things which in ordinary language would 
require a vast amount of talk. His hearers respond with great accuracy 
and uniformity” (219). Bloomfi eld emphasizes throughout the stand-
ardization of scientifi c language. The meaning of a technical term, he 
writes, “is fi xed by an agreement of defi nition, which receives explicit 
formulation and strict adherence” (256).

In this chapter I will argue that Bloomfi eld is indeed correct in sug-
gesting that scientifi c language is special. In fact, I want to suggest that 
precise language is something special—a marked form of the language. 
But the need for precision arises only under certain circumstances, for 
example, when drafting legislation, doing science, or giving directions 
about where to meet a friend at the JFK airport. In the food and wine 
industry practitioners are aware of the linguistic problems and have 
suggested remedies. I am particularly concerned with the problem of 
observational statements. Do different observers apply the same lan-
guage in the same ways?

Many diffi culties exist even after brushing aside a number of inter-
esting deep philosophical problems. Hanson (1958) and Kuhn (1962) 
point out that observations may be theory laden; that is, what one 
observes is infl uenced by one’s beliefs, expectations, and previous 
experiences. A behaviorist, for example, would never observe a client 
manifesting an Oedipus complex. The problem of theory-laden per-
ception is important, but observers can disagree on descriptions even 
when they share a perspective. I will only discuss cases where people in 
a fi eld share a theoretical position.

In certain physical sciences, for example, physics and chemistry, 
descriptive statements involving perceptual terms like blue or hot have 
been replaced by a different set of concepts—color by wave length, 



210  Functions of Wine Talk

temperature by molecular motion, substances like water by molecular 
formulae. This provides the scientist with a much greater degree of pre-
cision than can be found in the vocabulary of any natural language—
though many of the scientifi c terms (names of elements, for instance) 
are recycled back into the nontechnical vocabulary. An advantage, in 
addition to the precision gained, is that the terms can acquire universal 
use, and translation problems of fi nding an equivalent for blue in a 
language that does not distinguish blue from green, or which distin-
guishes light blue from dark blue, can be avoided. A substance can be 
described as having a wave length between 450 and 460 nanometers 
or with a peak of 460 nanometers.1

The social sciences present another picture, however. One major 
concern of the social sciences is the way people perceive, think, and 
categorize; therefore, scientists cannot in principle replace statements 
of perception and judgment with mechanical or instrumental measure-
ments unless it can be proved that there is a one-to-one correlation 
between the judgments and the measurement.

Great advances are taking place in brain research using various 
imaging technology, and the fi ndings are exciting, but we are nowhere 
close to fi nding such correlations. We do not have to worry about the 
philosophical problem of the inverted spectrum or inverted palate, the 
possibility that what you see as green is red to me or that what tastes 
salty to you is sweet to me. But we can show that individuals differ in 
their sensitivity to stimuli. Individuals who are unable to make certain 
kinds of discriminations will be weeded out for certain activities. Taste-
blind individuals would not be promising winemakers, for instance, 
and people who have trouble distinguishing pitch and tone would be 
well advised not to become phoneticians. In these cases there are physi-
cal or chemical measurements that can be correlated with perception. 
But in cases where there is no observer-independent method of measur-
ing stimuli, the problems are more diffi cult, and additional assumptions 
have to be made, as, for instance, in determining whether two individu-
als who report sadness or happiness are experiencing the same feeling 
or whether one can correlate degrees of sadness across individuals.



 The Development of Scientifi c Language  211

When we look at technical vocabularies for various disciplines, 
we need to ask who should fi x the denotation of words and arbitrate 
disagreements. Putnam’s theory of the linguistic division of labor (as 
described in chapter 6) is attractive. An important part of a scientist’s 
education is learning the vocabulary and how to apply it. A scientist 
writing for the profession assumes that the technical words he uses 
denote the same things for his readers.

Judging Food and Wine

The food and wine industry in investigating the problem of sensory 
judgment has found that considerable training is required to obtain 
reliable judges. Judges need to be selected carefully and screened on 
the basis of their sensitivity, since few people are equally profi cient 
for all products, and each judge varies in his discriminatory abilities 
from time to time (Amerine, Panghorn, & Roessler 1965:275n). As 
discussed in chapter 12, even acute tasters for most stimuli can be 
insensitive to a particular taste or smell, and occasionally one com-
pound will produce different sensations in different people (Williams 
1975:573). Caul reports that it takes six months to a year to train a 
reliable panel of tasters to use a vocabulary where “all panel members 
know the exact connotation of each descriptive term applied to the 
product under study” (1957:28).

In the wine industry as well as other beverage and food industries, 
groups formulate a vocabulary along with standard references so that 
individuals can be trained to identify tastes and smells in as objective a 
way as is possible. In Wine and Conversation I described at length how 
Anthony Williams and his colleagues at the Long Ashton Research 
Station in Bristol, England, investigated sensory judgments of apple 
cider and perry (a beverage made from pears), developed a vocabulary, 
and established a set of aroma standards. Williams (1975) developed 
a standards kit, which panelists had available whenever they needed 
to check on a smell and the chemicals that produce these odors were 
provided.
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For wine, Ann Noble and others have done the same (1984, 1987). 
The vocabulary for aroma was presented in the wine wheel, chapter 4. 
Rather than provide a “commercial sensory kit,” Noble and her col-
leagues propose reference standards using foodstuffs that are widely 
accessible with instruction for preparing these standards, which will 
enable people to learn to recognize the reference standards. Starting with 
a red or white wine with a neutral fl avor, one free of defects and with 
low intensity aromas, the following would be added to 25 milliliters of 
the wine. Table 14.1 provides a few examples (Noble et al. 1987).

A similar approach can be found in the beer, scotch, and dairy 
industries. Standards in the beer industry are presented by Meilgaard, 
Reid, and Wyborski (1982), where the chemicals for each term are 
listed along with a supplier for each, concentration of each chemical, 
and where necessary, a method of purifi cation (121). Terminology and 
standards for off-fl avors in milk are presented with methods for pro-
ducing these defects on the farm (Shipe et al. 1978).

In general, the main interest in assessing food and wine lies in 
evaluating the products; description is secondary. However, accurate 
descriptions, understood in the same way, are a part of the training of 
judges in the industry.

Table 14.1 Reference Standards for Wine Aromas

Attribute Composition

Asparagus 2–3 ml brine from canned asparagus in 25 ml (red or white) wine
Cherry 10 ml brine of canned cherries in 25 ml red wine
Smoky 1 drop smoky fl avor extract in 150 ml wine
Molasses 1–3 ml molasses in 25 ml wine
Mint 1 crushed mint leaf or 1 drop mint extract in 25 ml (red or white) 

wine
Cedar 1 drop cedar oil or few shavings of cedar wood in 25 ml red wine
Rubbery 1 × 10 mm × 5 mm piece of cut rubber tubing or bike tire in 25 ml 

red or white wine. Let sit for several hours.
Wet wood Small piece of heated wet wood (no wine)

Source: Noble et al. 1987
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15

Nonscientific Uses of 
Language

Wine drinkers are prepared to believe that wine can be breezy, 
fl abby, tough, chunky, chocolaty, meaty or even chewy, but 
puzzlement and fury erupted when a wine critic suggested a 
wine smelt of hamster cages and worse.

—Jean Aitchison, “Language of Wine”

Critical Communication

Wine talk, as we have seen, shares some properties with other kinds 
of aesthetic discourse. It is in fact interesting to note that many of the 
wine descriptors listed in chapter 1 are also found in descriptions of 
music and art: austere, balanced, charming, complex, empty, fl amboy-
ant, forceful, graceful, insipid, majestic, rough, soft, sweet, and warm,
to mention a few. Some aestheticians have been concerned with the lan-
guage used to describe works of art and more specifi cally with the func-
tion of criticism. Of the aesthetics literature I have read, the best piece 
I have found in helping to understand wine conversation outside of a 
scientifi c setting is Isenberg’s article “Critical Communication” (1954).

The function of criticism, writes Isenberg, is “to bring about com-
munication at the level of the senses, that is to induce a sameness of 
vision, of experienced content” (1954:138). The critic tries to point out 
something—to get the perceiver to see or hear some nonobvious thing, 
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property, or quality in a work of art or a piece of music. “Criticism 
does not actually designate the qualities to which it somehow directs 
our attention” (140), and so to read criticism “otherwise than in the 
presence, or with direct recollect, of the objects discussed is a blank 
and senseless employment” (139).

Wine talk among people who are drinking and discussing the same 
wine seems primarily to serve this function. Suppose two individuals 
are drinking wine together, and A says to B, “Do you notice the earthy
quality, especially strong in the aftertaste?” If B then notices that prop-
erty, A’s communication has succeeded, even if wine experts would 
deny that the property in question was earthiness. And if two different 
individuals, C and D, are drinking the same wine, but C calls this prop-
erty chalky, and D thereby notices the same property, then C’s com-
munication would succeed as well. Suppose further that E describes 
the very same property as metallic and successfully gets F to pick it out. 
In all cases, if the speaker gets the hearer to notice something, then the 
communication is successful. Semantically, earthy, chalky, and metal-
lic contrast, so from a standard, normative scientifi c point of view, 
they cannot all be right. But with respect to critical communication, 
the point is that the question of correctness is irrelevant. The only 
thing necessary is accord.1

In these situations, the question of truth is problematic. For scien-
tifi c purposes we call on experts: is the salient property in the wine 
earthiness or chalkiness or metal? In critical communication truth 
plays a secondary role. The function of an utterance like a bit of earthi-
ness on the back of the palate in the aftertaste is not to state a truth 
but to point out a quality. Isenberg’s main point about critical com-
munication is that since these kinds of utterances look like other kinds 
of statements, philosophers have been misled into trying to analyze 
them like other kinds of statements. Isenberg, following other widely 
held theories of criticism, distinguishes between a judgment or verdict 
(V), for example, this is good, and a reason (R), for example, because
it has such-and-such a quality (131). But “the truth of R never adds 
the slightest weight to V, because R does not designate any quality the 
perception of which might induce us to assert to V” (139).
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Yet there are limits to attaching words to properties. Sweet and 
burnt rubber cannot be used interchangeably for the identical prop-
erty. “The links between aesthetic qualities and non-aesthetic ones 
are both obvious and vital. Aesthetic concepts, all of them, carry with 
them attachments and in one way or another are tethered to or para-
sitic upon non-aesthetics features” (Sibley 1959:442). The more defi -
nite the denotation of a word, the less likely it is to be extended in the 
wine realm. Conversely, the easier it is to identify a property of a wine, 
the easier it is to label it with a common and widely used descriptor. 
The diffi cult and interesting cases are those where the speaker gropes 
for an appropriate term—groping because the property is subtle and 
the perfect word does not leap to mind. It is in these cases that words 
are selected creatively and imaginatively.

Transcriptions of the experimental wine sessions reveal the proc-
ess of critical communication. At these sessions people were required 
to talk about the wine, but the kinds of things said were very much 
like the spontaneous comments and natural wine conversations I have 
observed. The fi rst illustration is with four Tucson subjects at a pre-
session, where the four are trying to describe a wine for the rest of the 
group to match later.

e: Oh, there’s something in Z. When you smell it, before you drink it.
w: Yes, I smelled it when I fi rst sat down. You just take a sniff. . . .
e: I think burnt rubber.
d: Burnt rubber! . . . I think it smells woody or something.
w: I think it smells perfumy.
e: Woody. I said straw—old . . .
w: Aftersmell of some woodhue.
e: Woody is not bad, it seems.
a: Reminiscent of a woody perfume.
e: But only at the fi rst smell.
d: Vegetable or something organic.
w: It’s organic to me. It smells like 401 labs.
e: Maybe it’s slightly rotten . . . I feel there’s a chemical. Chemical seems 

to be right . . . medicinal. I feel that about this. It’s not a natural grape.
w: Almost plastic.
e: Straw.
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Another example can be seen where speakers are trying to describe 
astringency. Compare the way two different groups of speakers char-
acterize this word and property. In the fi rst example, three wine tasters 
are describing a wine at a pre-session.

f: I’m talking about what it does to my tongue—not about how it 
actually tastes. Something physical that it does to my tongue.

l: Do you fi nd a sort of—what’s the word—cotton candy? But not 
candy—cotton mouth?

a: Puckery.
l: Yeah, and dry.
f: Yeah. I think I would go with that.

The second excerpt is from a session in which the speakers try to char-
acterize the difference between tannin and acid.

e: It seems to me that acidity and tannin are hard to distinguish.
o: Yeah, how do you distinguish those?
e: Acidic strikes me as the contrast between grapefruit and milk. 

Roughly, with grapefruity being acidic and milk being fl at . . .
o: What is tannin?
e: It’s an acid, and it’s a puckery quality.
o: Aha!
e: So astringency or tannin tends to be an unpleasant sharpness. Right? 

Puckery.
r: Persimmons.
e: Acidic isn’t necessarily unpleasant. Grapefruit, for instance. But 

astringency is a sort of unpleasant harshness. I would say, as con-
trasted with—just goes down awfully smooth. Velvety, or soft.

o: If you were thinking about, say you were eating pork or something, 
wouldn’t astringency be a kind of nice thing? Wipe out the grease?

e: Yeah. You’d want something with tannin or acidity. One or the 
other would do.

n: Have you ever had a cup of tea that was too strong? Took a mouth-
ful, and it made the inside or your mouth feel dry?

In both cases the speakers draw on comparisons, calling up other simi-
lar experiences, but rather different comparisons are used—cotton in 
one case, tea in the other.
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Two of the Davis subjects were discussing a wine in the matching 
experiment (unfortunately their conversation did not result in a match):

c: Now, my remaining number is 52. Just mediocre red wine, probably 
jug wine, and it has a kind of strange smell.

l: Sort of has a Valley smell to it? . . . Valley—overripe grape almost?
c: No, it smells like . . .
l: Filter pads.
c: Something like that, you know, that smell [when] you walk into a 

dentist’s offi ce.
l: Yeah.
c: That kind of smell.
l: I would call that fi lter pad.

If scientifi c language is judged by criteria of correctness, critical com-
munication is judged by a criterion of success. The following excerpts 
from the communication experiment illustrate a case where matching 
did not succeed. The fi rst excerpt is from the Tucson pre-session (session 
3), where four subjects selected descriptions for the others to match.

Since the small group agreed, its critical communication was successful.

e: I think this wine is spicy with dill or something.
w: [Expresses disagreement.]
d: Smell is sort of dill.
w: I agree on the spicy, but—
e: Not dill. Hm.
d: This one [O] is just sort of spicy and tangy, and this one [F] is really 

pungent.
e: Not dill. Huh. Some vegetable though.

The fi nal description eventually agreed on was spicy bouquet, spicy
on the palate, tangy, intermediate in fl avor, and body, good character.
However, this description was inadequate for some speakers. Below 
are comments made by Tucson subjects after they had matched their 
wines with the comments of the small group and learned the results:

h: I had trouble with the word spicy. How do people usually use that? 
I don’t think of oregano.

e: How would dill have been? Would that have been helpful?
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o: That would have been much better. Spicy I think of maybe 
cinnamon.

h: When I think of spicy, I think of the sweet side—I think of spice 
cake rather than garlic pizza.

e: What do you think about spicy?
n: Think same things, spice cake.
e: Yeah, I thought dill or oregano—in that direction.
a: Would herbal have been better?
e: Herbal. That would have been better.
h: Yeah.

Although I have stressed the distinction between scientifi c and criti-
cal communication, where in the fi rst case it is important that speakers 
use language conventionally and agree on the meaning and denotation 
of words and in the second case it is not important, I now want to blur 
that distinction somewhat. In our society there is a strong belief in 
linguistic correctness. Many of my nonexpert subjects were apologetic 
about not knowing how to use the wine descriptors correctly. When 
people drink a wine together and try to describe and characterize it, 
this activity provides a way for speakers to check on the accuracy of 
their words and at the same time for individuals to check on their per-
ception of reality—to fi nd out if a wine is salty or herbaceous.

If speakers can agree on a characterization, they assume that their 
perceptions and their word use are conventional. If they disagree, they 
can try to determine whether the discrepancy is linguistic or percep-
tual. We have seen examples where the disagreement seemed linguistic; 
for example, the case above where herbal would have been a better 
descriptor than spicy or a case described earlier:

a: I tend to think it smells perfumy.
b: I don’t think the smell is sweet enough to be called perfumy.
a: So perfumy is sweet to you.
b: Yes.

So where does this leave us? In critical communication, as long as 
the participants are satisfi ed with a description and as long as there 
is nothing jarring, then any words that are used to call attention to 
some property will do. The fact that experts might use different and 
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inconsistent words is irrelevant. However, when there is a disagreement 
about descriptions, then the specter of correctness arises to challenge 
the linguistic (or possibly perceptual) competence of the speakers. If one 
conversational participant is clearly more knowledgeable about wine, 
the others will probably concede and accept the expert’s judgment. If 
there are no experts, various outcomes are possible. But since there is a 
general belief that there are correct and mistaken descriptions (a belief 
that is perhaps controversial in aesthetic domains), then in the case of 
disagreement, the conversationalists may be left wondering who is right 
and who is wrong. If experts disagree, then what do we do?

Phatic Communion

The use of language to check on one’s perception of reality and to 
share an experience blends into another function of language—phatic 
communion. The concept of phatic communion is usually character-
ized as language used to establish and maintain social bonds. The term 
is taken from Malinowski (1953) and has been widely referred to, but 
in fact it has not been well explicated. Examples of phatic commun-
ion offered by Malinowski are “inquiries about health, comments on 
weather, affi rmations of some supremely obvious state of things—all 
such are exchanged, not in order to inform, not in this case to connect 
people in action, certainly not in order to express any thought” (476). 
Malinowski relates the requirement to converse with “the well-known 
tendency (in all human beings) to congregate, to be together, to enjoy 
each other’s company” (477).

There are jokes about gatherings such as a crowded cocktail party 
or reception line, where nobody is paying attention to content, and 
where one can make outrageous remarks without being heard. But 
in true phatic communion, it does matter what is said. Malinowski 
has made too sharp a break between discourse used to communicate 
thought and phatic communion (cf. Lyons 1968). “It’s a nice day” said 
nonironically when the weather is ghastly is not appropriate, nor is 
“Merry Christmas” appropriate at Easter time. Malinowski writes,
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Gossip also serves the function of phatic communion. Such gossip, as 
found in Primitive Societies, differs only a little from our own. Always 
the same emphasis of affi rmation and consent, mixed perhaps with 
an incidental disagreement which creates the bonds of antipathy. Or 
personal accounts of the speaker’s views and life history, to which the 
hearer listens under some restraint and with slightly veiled impatience, 
waiting till his own turn arrives to speak. For in this use of speech the 
bonds created between hearer and speaker are not quite symmetrical, 
the man linguistically active receiving the greater share of social pleasure 
and self-enhancement. But though the hearing given to such utterances is 
as a rule not as intense as the speaker’s own share, it is quite essential for 
his pleasure, and the reciprocity is established by the change of roles. . . .

[Gossip] consists in just this atmosphere of sociability and in the fact 
of the personal communion of these people. But this is in fact achieved 
by speech, and the situation in all such cases is created by the exchange 
of words, by the specifi c feelings which form convivial gregariousness, 
by the give and take of utterances which make up ordinary gossip. The 
whole situation consists in what happens linguistically. Each utterance 
is an act serving the direct aim of binding hearer to speaker by a tie of 
some social sentiment or other. (Malinowski 1953:478–79)

To understand fully the function of gossip, it is necessary to go 
beyond linguistics and into psychology and sociology—into theories of 
group cohesion and individual personality. Gluckman (1963) discusses 
the social functions of group cohesion served by gossip, stressing the 
rules and constraints about whom one may gossip with and about. 
Gossip keeps people in line, since individuals may behave convention-
ally to avoid being talked about.

There are also constraints on content that—though not as strict as 
in truth-seeking communicative speech—carry over to gossip. One can 
exaggerate, make up details, and make assertions without suffi cient 
evidence, but one is not supposed to lie or make up facts and events. 
(Fiction is in a different category.) And after a topic is selected, the 
same rules of discourse and the same kinds of illocutionary acts are 
operative.

The speech corpus from my wine experiments does not contain 
much gossip because the sessions were task oriented. However, casual 
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wine talk is commonly heard at social gatherings, where people express 
their preferences, relate their experiences, and display their knowledge. 
Such conversations still follow patterns characteristic of conversations 
for information exchange. There are limits on what is acceptable, espe-
cially with the more descriptive parts of the vocabulary. A wine with 
2 percent sugar could be described as sweet or dry; a wine with 10 
percent sugar cannot be labeled dry. But the required precision is much 
lower than for scientifi c language. It is really only necessary to be in 
the right ballpark.

For the evaluative or descriptive-evaluative words, the speaker 
expresses his or her assessment and preferences, and such comments 
will be interpreted as such. Even if the hearer disagrees, he may not 
express his disagreement if the purpose of speaking is to pass time 
and/or establish a bond. The same is true of novel and imaginative 
descriptions, such as describing a wine as roguish or disciplined or 
pretentious. A puzzled hearer might ask for clarifi cation if he is suf-
fi ciently interested in the topic to continue, but asking for justifi cation 
would push the conversation out of phatic communion and into an 
information-exchanging conversation.

Phatic communion can probably not be sharply divided from criti-
cal communication. In the latter case, the speaker really wants to com-
municate something about the piece of art or wine or music. But the 
motivation for doing so may well stem from a wish to share an expe-
rience and thus create a sense of communion. Although the clearest 
examples of phatic communion might be ritualistic and mechanical 
remarks (it’s a nice day; that’s a good wine), a conversation confi ned 
to such remarks does not create meaningful bonds between people 
because such remarks are too superfi cial, possibly insincere, and emo-
tionally and intellectually insignifi cant.

The Use of Humor

My wine studies have provided me with a corpus of discourse for look-
ing at different aspects of the semantics and pragmatics. Most of the 
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utterances could be classifi ed according to a speech act taxonomy and 
categorized as making a request, asking a question, answering a ques-
tion, making a statement, or making an appraisal. The application of 
functional categories such as Jakobson’s could be applied, but it is 
diffi cult to decide how to pigeonhole each utterance. Is a remark such 
as This is a delicious wine an instance of referential or phatic commu-
nication, or both? The distinction is not always clear-cut, and many 
utterances are multifunctional. In the wine corpus it is also hard to dis-
tinguish between metalinguistic and referential functions. A discussion 
about whether a particular wine is fruity or fl owery can be looked at as 
one involving the properties of the wine itself or as the appropriateness 
of one word rather than another to a given property.

The wine corpus contains many humorous remarks that do not fi t 
easily into the categories provided by functional classifi cations. Nor 
would it do simply to establish a new category for humorous remarks, 
since such comments serve a variety of purposes and overlap with 
established categories as well. Perhaps the closest category so far pro-
posed is Jakobson’s aesthetic function, where the form of the language 
gives pleasure. But this category is not quite right either. Hymes has 
proposed a category of jokes (1974), but this is a genre that contrasts 
with conversation. Hymes (1972) also distinguishes between mock 
and serious key, although a humorous remark can at some deeper level 
be serious.

Humor—jokes, puns, and other witticisms—is virtually ignored in 
speech act theories. Austin describes jokes and other nonserious uses 
of language as parasitic on other language functions (1962:22). No 
taxonomy of speech acts or illocutionary acts lists humor. In many 
speech act theories joking and punning would not be illocutionary 
acts, though it is possible to give such an account in which mean-
ing, including the illocutionary act, is defi ned in terms of the speaker’s 
intention and his attempt to bring about a recognition of that intention 
in the hearer. Thus joking would be characterized as an act whereby 
a speaker by saying X intends to amuse the hearer and to bring about 
an understanding in the hearer of the speaker’s intention. In any case, 
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whether joking can be considered as an illocutionary act, it certainly 
has an intended perlocutionary effect: to amuse the hearer, and/or get 
the hearer to think that the speaker is witty and clever (depending on 
whether joking is perceived altruistically or egotistically).

One problem in analyzing humor is that it must be examined at 
many levels. One level is conscious and intentional. Another level 
goes beyond linguistics and into psychology, where theories of humor 
intersect with theories of personality, interpersonal relationships, the 
unconscious, and more. Such theories propose that humor functions as 
tension release (Freud 1916; Bales 1950), veiled aggression or appre-
hension (Koestler 1964), expression of superiority (Hobbes 1651), 
or as a liberation from all of our social constraints (Mindess 1971). 
Mindess’s theory is the most general because it incorporates the func-
tions of the other theories. Most of life, writes Mindess, consists of 
conventions and organization. “Humor frees us from the chains of our 
perceptual, conventional, logical, and moral systems” (28).

Mindess also points out that having fun is central to any theory of 
humor:

Let us not overlook the obvious: we all like to laugh. From infancy to 
old age, regardless of intellectual or social status, people in all groups 
and cultures enjoy a smile or a chuckle. Laughter, in short, is fun. It is 
gratifying in itself, no matter under what conditions it has been elicited. 
As such, it is part and parcel for relaxation, ease, delight, for happiness 
in all its many hues. Any explanation of humor that professes to dig its 
roots must keep this point in hand.

The liberation theory does precisely that. It elucidates the entire, 
varied range of things that make us laugh, omits neither intellectual, 
perceptual, nor emotional components, and—most important—makes 
convincing sense of the fact that wit and comedy are, above all, delight-
ful (Mindess 1971:241)

Kris (1940) also points out the bonding function of laughter in a 
group. When people laugh together about something, there is a stimu-
lus, and a stranger who has not heard or seen it cannot join in and be 
a part of this alliance. But laughing together creates an alliance among 



224  Functions of Wine Talk

the group, and after this alliance is formed, one can laugh along with 
others without knowing what the laughter is about. “The laughter of 
the group no longer requires a ‘butt’ to laugh at, it can itself represent 
both content and scaling of the pact” (Kris 1977).

The wine corpus of the Tucson subjects provides many instances 
of humor. What appears funny depends on the total social context, of 
course, so although the remarks presented below as illustrations may 
not be amusing when read out of this context, they produced laugh-
ter when originally uttered. (Drinking wine also contributed to this 
total context.) The subjects at the wine sessions worked hard at their 
tasks—describing wines, making subtle judgments, and evaluating the 
judgments of others, and laughter provided a release from the tensions 
and hard concentration.

adrienne: What about wine L?
henry: Sexy?
adrienne: What’s a sexy wine?
henry: I don’t know. It’s a wine I had on a good night.

Henry’s remark serves as a way of getting out of having to defend a 
characterization.

donna: Does it smell like soy sauce?
henry: No. I eat in better restaurants.

Henry’s remark is a complete non sequitur, but it provides a way of 
forcefully rejecting the characterization. This example might count as 
veiled aggression, although there seemed to be little aggression or hos-
tility displayed during the wine sessions that I could perceive.

linda: I thought that the smell was soapy.
edward: Soapy, not bad. . . . If I were to take a bath in one of them, 

I’d prefer that one.

Although Edward initially seemed to accept the characterization, his 
fi nal remark could be interpreted as a way of rejecting it and implicat-
ing that soapy was a silly wine word.

The following example is from a session when subjects were defi n-
ing words on the work sheet with the eight scales.
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adrienne: Age.
wilma: How do you judge that?
tom: Look at the label.

Tom’s remark can be interpreted as denying that people can tell age by 
taste and thus attacking people who claim to be able to do so.

Some remarks do not seem to reveal even the faintest aggression; 
they seem to be spontaneous expressions of perceived incongruity or 
instances of pure silliness, liberation from logic and reason, to use 
Mindess’s categories.

sam: Wine K tastes mossy.
carol: Have a little taste of mold!
wilma: I have a question. I was curious about the word someone used. 

They said some wine had legs, and I say, “Oh, this had legs.” But 
what are legs?

henry: Small bacteria.
wilma: Anti-arms?

A reason I have dwelled on humor is that some of the remarks in a 
conversation may actually interrupt the exchange of information. But 
such remarks contribute to the satisfaction and pleasure of the par-
ticipants and contribute to the social, noninformational functions of 
talk exchanges. Conversation satisfi es social and emotional purposes 
as well as communicative functions. Much conversation is concerned 
with phatic communion, that is, with establishing and maintaining 
social bonds and with passing time in an enjoyable way. Humor—
jokes, puns, and other sorts of witticisms—contributes to the enjoy-
ment and fun of such conversations and therefore enhances them, even 
though it may interrupt whatever information-communication goals 
the conversation also may have.

Discourse Features

Although there is a wealth of data on discourse features in the wine 
corpus, there is one feature that I want to mention: fi rst, because it 
involves humor, and second, because it has not been given suffi cient 
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attention in the literature on conversational analysis. This is the topic 
of discourse cohesion—the succession of utterances and how the con-
tribution of one speaker is related to and/or infl uenced by what the 
last speaker has said. “Conversational analysts take most seriously the 
claim that the context for any strip of behavior is the behavior which 
precedes it, follows it, and co-occurs with it across persons in an inter-
action” (McDermott & Roth 1978:340). The phrase “behavior which 
precedes” is suffi ciently vague to be interpreted as anything earlier in 
the conversation, but, in general, conversational analysis focuses on 
the immediately preceding utterances.

Conversations, at least some good ones, have structures like those 
found in consciously created literary texts. We may normally think of 
a conversation as consisting of blocks of topics, lined up like cars of 
a train, and after one topic is exhausted, speakers go on to the next. 
However, conversationalists, like poets or novelists, make remarks 
that allude to previous topics or expressions in the conversation, and 
so a conversational structure is built up that is more than just a string 
of relevant remarks in a strict order. The structure has an aesthetic 
dimension.

One simple example is taken from a wine session in which subjects 
were to agree on the descriptions of three wines. Notice the way in 
which the prefi x semi- is developed during the conversation. Wine F is 
being discussed.

wilma: Sweet—
tom: Semisweet.
wilma: Semisweet?
edward: Semisweet.
ida: Sticky.
betty: By that you mean cloying?
ida: Yeah, it sticks around.
henry: I don’t think so.
adrienne: What about sticky?
edward: It’s like that if there were a little more of it.
henry: Yeah, but there’s not enough of it.
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edward: It would be cloying and syrupy if there were a little more of 
that quality.

donna: Semisyrupy!
edward: Semisyrupy!
betty: Why not!

Later in the sessions wine H was being discussed.

betty: How about a bitter aftertaste.
wilma: I think bitter is pretty good.
tom: Bitter.
adrienne: Bitter.
richard: Bitter.
henry: I think bitter is too strong. I would call bitter excessive.
richard: Bitter is too hard a word for it.
tom: Semibitter?
richard: Semibitter!

Although semi- is a semiproductive prefi x, the previous use of semisweet
and semisyrupy makes the use of semibitter special in this context. The 
fact that the wine tasters laughed is evidence that they appreciated its 
“aesthetic” function in this context.

A second example is taken from the session in which sixteen words 
were to be defi ned by the group. The battle between the sexes serves as 
a unifying theme in this conversation.

adrienne: What about feminine?
linda: You should be careful.
betty: We might say delicate. . . . If you’re going to use feminine, I 

think of delicate, rather than robust.
ned: It’s opposite of a big wine.
edward: But delicate is more positive than just light, right?
john: Without bite, too.
edward: Right, it shouldn’t have any bite.
linda: Lots of claw, but no bite.
edward: Delicate, but not very substantial.
carol: Keep going!
edward: I think we’ve about done that one pretty well.
adrienne: What about fl at?
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edward: No bite?
carol: Claw?
henry: Claw.

Three words later, light was discussed.

edward: How can we distinguish light from feminine? . . . Delicate
seems to have something a little more positive. Doesn’t it seem to 
suggest [something] more positive?

carol: I’m still offended by insubstantial.
adrienne: What about manly?
carol: What about heavy, rough, and gross?
henry: Not close. Dishonest, destructive.
edward: Takes a chunk out of the tip of your tongue.
henry: Okay, we got it; let’s move along.
edward: Are we going to stick with that? Does it have to be bad in 

order to be manly?

[Two words later]

adrienne: The next one should be tough—positive.
edward: Well, that’s the opposite of feminine.
linda: It’s also the opposite of manly.

In these excerpts, since the remarks were intended to be humorous 
and were perceived as humorous, as evidenced by the laughter of the 
group, the structure of the conversation and the allusions to previous 
remarks considerably earlier in the discussion were apparent to and 
appreciated by the participants. This phenomenon occurs in nonhu-
morous discourse as well, as when a speaker connects his or her contri-
bution with that of another remark much earlier in the conversation.

Although most work on discourse analysis has focused on local con-
trol or cohesion—that is, on the relevance of an utterance to the utter-
ance immediately preceding it—conversational structure also shows 
evidence of nonlocal control. A speaker’s contribution may be related 
to something much earlier in the conversation. Many utterances play 
a dual role, of course; they are related to the immediately preceding 
utterances, but to fully appreciate their signifi cance, they must be con-
nected with earlier utterances as well.
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Summary

In this chapter I have used examples from the wine corpus to illustrate 
some of the nonscientifi c uses of language. There are perhaps a variety 
of dimensions that separate the various forms of discourse. One is an 
objective-subjective dimension. Science tends to be about the objec-
tive world, while phatic communion often deals with attitudes and 
opinions. Another is descriptive accuracy and precision. For scientifi c 
purposes, it is necessary to use words carefully and precisely. Phatic 
communion can succeed with vague expressions. It is, however, pos-
sible to be precise about subjective matters. Social bonding has high 
value in phatic communion but little in scientifi c discourse. For critical 
communication, which is somewhere between the scientifi c and the 
phatic, the speaker wishes to communicate information but cannot 
use a standard vocabulary, either because none exists or the speaker 
does not know it. Critical communication also involves the sharing 
of experience, and when language is used for this function, it blends 
into phatic communion. I have stressed that there are some constraints 
on the language used. Descriptions must loosely correspond to—or at 
least not confl ict with—what they denote. If one is seriously describing 
a dessert wine such as Port, one cannot describe it as a dry white wine.
The difference between scientifi c and nonscientifi c language is a matter 
of degree, not kind, when description is at stake.

When speakers joke, their remarks are intended to be understood 
as nonserious and are perhaps to be understood at several levels. 
Humorous remarks in a conversation often interrupt the exchange of 
information, but they serve other functions in conversation, an impor-
tant one being to enhance the enjoyment of the participants in the talk 
exchange.
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16

Snobs, Anti-Snobs, and 
Marketing

At the conclusion [of the wine tasting] the oenophiles, their 
wallets liberated in direct proportion to the amount of wine they 
had consumed, were usually in the mood to carry on elsewhere 
and would ring up extravagant purchases, sometimes solely to 
impress one another.

—Rex Pickett, Sideways: A Novel

The Culture of Wine

A distinct American wine culture has emerged since the 1960s, which 
Robert C. Fuller (1996) says shares certain features with a popular religion. 
Fuller defi nes a culture as having a special vocabulary, ritualized behav-
iors, and ceremonies that “express—and shape—a people’s understanding 
of themselves and the world they live in” (97). A culture also includes a 
style, values, and “patterned ways of thinking and acting” (ibid.).

The wine vocabulary has been the focus of this book, especially part 
I. An example of a ritual is the structured wine tasting. Blind wine tast-
ings, especially when organized to award prizes for outstanding wines, 
are compared by Fuller to a religious service “designed to give rise 
to a felt sense of the holy” (99). Other parallels are wine pilgrimages 
to famous viticultural regions, a belief in the medicinal properties of 
wine, and a connection with art (100–101).
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Until fairly recently wine was drunk mainly by some ethnic groups, 
for example, Italians, and wealthy people in large coastal cities. 
Restaurants with extensive wine lists tended to be expensive and mainly 
continental, especially French. Even during the 1970s, when Americans 
started drinking more wine, average American-style restaurants offered 
only three wines by the glass: red, white, and rosé, frequently inexpen-
sive jug wines. As a result, drinking fi ne, expensive wines was associ-
ated with upper-class elitism, snobbism, or both.

This aura of elitism is strengthened by the existence of restrictive 
wine clubs and gourmet societies. The San Francisco Wine and Food 
Society in 1984 had 165 male members who came “from the city’s 
fi nancial district, professional ranks, and Social Register” (Scholten 
1984:346.) New members had to go through an extensive apprentice-
ship. The main activity was a monthly black-tie dinner of six to eight 
courses accompanied by appropriate wines.

Showing Off

There are many people who consider the discussion of wine with 
colorful words to be nothing but meaningless language—vinobabble.
Among the many cartoons making fun of wine talk, probably the 
most famous is the one by James Thurber from the New Yorker, in 
which a host serving wine to his guests remarks, “It’s a naive domes-
tic Burgundy, without any breeding, but I think you’ll be amused by 
its presumption.” Two of my favorite cartoons are from Trader Joe’s 
Fearless Flyer.

Sean Shegreen, in his article “Wet Dogs and Gushing Oranges: 
Winespeak for a New Millennium” (2003:B15), refers to the market-
ers as “wine rappers [that] resemble nomads who wander from one 
landscape to another, gleaning their next crop of terms to mytholo-
gize their next vintage. As their search leads them farther and farther 
afi eld, it yields literary harvests that are increasingly fantastic and 
improbable.”



Fig 16.2 Wine cartoon, reprinted courtesy of Trader Joe’s Fearless Flyer.

Fig 16.1 Wine cartoon, reprinted courtesy of Trader Joe’s Fearless Flyer.
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Even some wine producers take advantage of this attitude by mak-
ing fun of wine language:

Dare to enjoy this wine without dashes of pretentiousness or hints of 
snootiness. Virgin Vines believes that wine should be about having fun 
and loving the taste . . . not waxing poetically about meaningless wine-
speak and food pairings. Simply drink this big bold red with something 
or someone you fi nd delicious. If you feel the need to describe the wine 
as “full bodied with great legs,” we suggest you lie down and wait until 
the feeling passes. (Virgin Vines Shiraz 2004)

Another example is from the back label of Jest Red.

Giddy pleasure, leaping grace . . . this red wine, blended from seven noble 
grape varietals, was crushed by the bare feet of 69 beautiful women in 
the wee light of dawn one misty October day. The nose is deeply per-
fumed with wild dewberries, Himalayan breeding musk and horehound 
candy, while the fl avors, so titillating they may only be disclosed in the 
Ecstatic Singing Mantra, will remain cloaked in silence until the bottle 
is uncorked.

Even when wine started to become a popular alcoholic drink in the 
1970s, winespeak was not understood by many people and was consid-
ered silly, if not meaningless. And this view continues to some extent.

In the last 30 years U.S. wine consumption has doubled, and 
consumers have been buying more expensive, higher quality wines 
(Blasson et al. 2002). Adults in the 21 to 29 age group (the Millenials) 
are the fastest growing segment of the wine market. This group con-
sumes wine at least once a week and drinks almost three glasses per 
occasion. People in this group are interested in learning about wine, 
and many can appreciate bottles costing $25 or more (Wine Spectator,
May 15, 2006:15). MacLean cites another study comparing alcoholic 
preferences since 1992, when a Gallup poll showed 47 percent prefer-
ring beer and only 27 percent wine. But by 2005, 39 percent preferred 
wine and 36 percent beer. The International Wine and Spirit Record
“predicts that by 2009, America will become the largest wine consum-
ing country in the world, as France falls from fi rst spot to third and 
Italy remains in second place” (MacLean, April 14, 2006).
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Given the change in drinking choices, the suspicious attitudes toward 
wine descriptions—both standard and fanciful—may be changing, but 
there still exists a suspicion that those who use the wine descriptors fre-
quently are snobs and show-offs among those who distrust wine talk.

Silverstein (2003) provides a characterization of wine speak, which 
he calls oinoglossia, with which many people would agree:

to the degree that oinoglossia is a widely encountered register, a speaker 
of English inevitably places him- or herself in relation to this social struc-
ture of the wine world by using a word or expression either profes-
sionally terminologized in it or, somewhat more potently, penumbrally 
entextualized according to the tasting-note genre. Elites and would-be 
elites in contemporary society seek to use these enregistered forms; using 
them confers . . . an aspect of eliteness-before-prestige-commodities, of 
which “distinction” is made. (226)

This type of elitism has been discussed by Bourdieu (1984) and 
Veblen (1934, originally 1899). Bourdieu uses the term cultural capital
for knowledge, skill, and education that give a person higher status in 
society. Cultural capital in the wine realm provides resources for show-
ing off. Veblen’s concept of conspicuous consumption (1934, origi-
nally 1899), for example, lavish entertaining, may be relevant as a way 
to impress others.1

Wine writers, among others, however, are annoyed by peo-
ple who buy fancy wines that they do not appreciate or even enjoy. 
Steiman (2000:177–78) writes, “Snobs won’t drink anything less than 
what they consider ‘the best,’ or perhaps the trendiest wines of the 
moment. . . . Snobs don’t understand that the glory of wine is in its 
diversity, the personalities it can show.” Parker, discussing rich peo-
ple who buy trophy wines to show off, says, “I know collectors who, 
believe me, if you mix Kool-Aid into cheap Chilean Merlot, they’d 
taste and say ‘well yeah’ ” (quoted in Langwiesche, 2000).

In my experience, people who discuss wine are neither snobs nor 
show-offs. In fact they are enthusiastic about educating others and 
bringing them into the language of wine culture. As more people drink 
wine and learn the associated vocabulary, it will seem less obscure 
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and affected. But even the more outrageous words can be entertaining; 
language creativity and word-play of all types are fun. It’s even more 
amusing after several glasses of wine.

A New Form of Elitism?

A recent article on the writing in gourmet food magazines has a strong 
parallel to wine writing. Johnston and Baumann (2007), who frame their 
analysis in Bordieuian terms, argue that although eating at home and in 
restaurants appears to be more democratic and eclectic, what counts as 
prestigious culture still exists, but in a new form. “Status is sought out in 
newly selective ways” (168). In the past gourmet food was based mainly 
on French haute cuisine. This has been replaced with omnivorousness
in general and a desire for authenticity and exoticness. Johnston and 
Baumann (2007) examined articles in food magazines. They found that 
the foods most highly praised are expensive, diffi cult to acquire in main-
stream supermarkets and restaurants, and accessible only to upper-mid-
dle class people. Many of the exotic dishes used unknown or obscure 
ingredients, often from far off places. The restaurants described are in 
elegant surroundings, like medieval European towns.

Since there are now so many more wines from so many more places, 
individuals can show off, not only by bragging about the fi rst growth 
Bordeaux that they serve or collect, but by serving outstanding wines 
from new wineries and regions with limited distribution. It is better still 
if the wines can only be purchased at the vineyard in France, Chile, or 
New Zealand. The section on food and wine pairings (below) has some 
examples of both foods and wines that are exotic and expensive.

Names, Labels, and Other Marketing Strategies

Although the topics addressed so far have concentrated on language 
to describe wine for scientifi c and communicative purposes, language 
about wine is also used for commercial purposes, namely, to sell wine. 
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Wines frequently have a back label that describes the wine, always in 
favorable terms, of course, which functions not only to attract the con-
sumer but help the drinker identify some of the properties of the wine, 
such as an aroma of pears and melon.

However, another strategy to attract attention is the name of the wine 
or the winery. Historically, wineries and wines had rather straightfor-
ward names, either that of a person or place: Robert Mondavi, Louis
Jadot, Calistoga Cellars, Château Margaux. This tradition continues. 
If a winery makes more than one type of wine, the varietal will also be 
listed on the label, perhaps with a location: Riesling Finger Lakes and 
Shiraz Central Victoria.

In recent years, however, names of wineries and wines have become 
more colorful and entertaining. If a name and label can catch the atten-
tion of consumers, buyers may try the wine (at least once), and friends 
have admitted to buying a wine because of the name. Interesting and 
witty names are also part of the current trend of language play that is 
found in creative neologisms, as in blends like mockumentary (mock + 
documentary) and Wheatables (wheat + eatable), and puns, such as 
osteopornosis, “a degenerate disease.”2

Among the wine names, a popular set is that of animal names, usu-
ally with a preceding adjective, and there are a few names based on 
plants. Others that I have collected do not fall into particular semantic 
fi elds, but they are unusual, often funny, and may have nothing to do 
with wine.

Names of animals for wines and wineries have existed for a long 
time, for example, Schwarze Katze, “black cat,” a German white wine, 
and Black Swan from Australia. Walker (2006) describes the “critter 
label” to help shoppers pick out a wine from the huge selection at the 
megamart. He reports that nearly one in fi ve new wine labels in the 
three years preceding his article had a picture of an animal. Yellowtail, 
an Australian winery, with its picture of a wallaby, seems to be the 
“alpha critter.”

The popularity of animal names follows a rule-scheme, a concept 
introduced by Carroll (1985).
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A rule-scheme differs from a linguistic rule in being less complete, less 
permanently part of the language, and more discretionary from a speak-
er’s point of view. . . . Violating linguistic rules makes speech ungrammat-
ical. In contrast, rule-schemes are relatively fl exible; they narrow down 
the space of possibilities instead of making a single prediction. . . . Nev-
ertheless, rule-schemes have structure. People don’t mechanically grind 
out new names, but surely they don’t start completely from scratch each 
time either. (16)3

Below is a list of some wines and wineries using names of animals 
and their accompanying adjective, often one that is not generally asso-
ciated with that of any animal, such as funky, arrogant, or dancing.

List 16.1 Names of Wines and Wineries Based on Animals, or with Pictures of 
Animals or with Other Funny or Unusual Names

Animals

Mammals

Big Moose (California)
Dancing Bull, Rancho Zabaco Winery (California)
Grizzly Flat (California)
Bear Ridge (California)
Leaping Horse (California)
Wild Horse (California)
Stag’s Leap (California)
Three Blind Moose (California)
White Elephant (California)
Horse Heaven Vineyard, Chateau St. Michael (Washington State)
Mad Dogs (Spain)
Funky Llama (Argentina)
Goats Do Roam (South Africa)
Bored Doe (South Africa)
Herding Cats (South Africa)
French Rabbit (France)
Monkey Bay (New Zealand)
Kanga Reserve (Australia) Picture of a kangaroo

Continued
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List 16.1 Continued

Southern Roo (Australia) Picture of a kangaroo
Foxhorn (California) Picture of a fox

Birds

Quail’s Gate (British Columbia)
Smoking Loon (California)
Heron (California)
Screaming Eagle (California)
Falcon Ridge (California)
Night Owl, Delicado Vineyard (California)
Duck Pond (Oregon)
Black Swan (Australia)
Four Emus (Australia)
Eagle Hawk (Australia)
Piping Shrike (Australia)
Little Penguin (Australia)

Fish

King Fish, Delicado Vineyard (California)
Fisheye (California)
Sockeye (Australia)
Mad Fish (Australia)
Blue Fish (Germany)

Reptiles and Amphibians

Arrogant Frog (France)
Painted Turtle (British Columbia)
Leaping Lizard (California)
Frog’s Leap (California)
Toad Hollow (California)

Animal names in other languages

Abrazo del Toro (Spain)
Gato Negro (Argentina)
Zarafa ‘giraffe’ (South Africa)

Continued
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List 16.1 Continued

Schwarze Katze (Germany)
Chien Lunatique (California!)
Paloma (California)

Related to animal names are labels with pictures of 
animals or objects associated with animals

Château La Paws, Côte de Bone (California) Picture of a bone
Fat Bastard (France) Picture of a sitting hippopotamus
Flourish (New York State) Pictures of a butterfl y, different one for each vari-

etal, Belhurst Winery
Toasted Head (California) Picture of a standing bear breathing fi re, RH Philips 

Wine Co.
Singleback Shiraz (Australia) Picture of a platypus.
Yellowtail (Australia) Picture of a wallaby. Although the most salient associa-

tion of yellowtail is the fi sh, it might refer to the yellow-footed rock-wallaby, 
which has a yellow striped tail (en.wikipedia.org).

Plants

Turning Leaf Vineyards (California), E & J Gallo
Timberwood Vineyards (California), E & J Gallo
Blossom (British Columbia)
Twisted Tree (British Columbia)
Arrowleaf (British Columbia)
Thistle Wine (North Carolina)
Silver Birch (New Zealand)
Sageland (Washington State)
Acacia (California)
Tall Poppy (Australia)

Other Funny or Unusual Names for Wine or Wineries

Black Opal (Australia)
Tempra Tantrum (Spain) from tempranillo grapes
Devil’s Marbles (Australia)
Bicyclette (France)
Stargalaxy

Continued
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List 16.1 Continued

Cardinal Zin, Bonny Doon Vineyards (California)
7 Deadly Zins, Michael and David Vineyards (California)
See YU Later Ranch, Hawthorn Mountain (British Columbia)
Laughing Stock Vineyards (British Columbia)
Two Left Feet, Mollydocker (Australia)
Cabs–Cabernet Sauvignon and Cabernet Franc (France) Picture of a taxi
Incognito, Michael and David Vineyards (California)
Jest Red (California)
Xplorador (Chile)
Red Car Boxcar (California)
Mi Sueño, Au Bon Climat (California)

Critique of Pure Riesling, Bonny Doon Vineyards (California)

Many of the names above are puns: Goats Do Roam and Côte du 
Bone, a play on Côte du Rhône and Côte de Beaune, respectively, 
Tempra Tantrum, Cardinal Zin, 7 Deadly Zins, Jest Red, Critique of 
Pure Riesling, and Three Blind Moose. Diana Archangeli notes that to 
get the joke for some names requires a certain amount of sophistica-
tion (personal communication). So it seems that some names work on 
multiple levels—to both mock elitism and to appeal to it.

There are still labels that may have snob appeal, such as Mélange Noir,
a blend of several red grapes, from Mt. Boucherie in British Columbia. 
(But since Canada is offi cially bilingual, perhaps Canadians do not fi nd 
anything precious about this name.) Meritage is another  possibility.4

However, California wines with foreign names for wine may function 
to create classiness and attract more sophisticated buyers.

Gary Fine points out that many new wineries are small, and using 
a cute name increases awareness of the product. “The problem for 
winemakers and for drinkers is that there are so many choices that 
it is hard to create loyalty,” and a good name is one way to create 
loyalty. Tasters may continue to drink the wine even if they think it is 
just okay. “The bottle becomes the only advertising that many wines 
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have, unless they can convince a gatekeeper (wine store, employee, 
sommelier, critic) to give the winery special notice” (personal com-
munication, 2007).

It will be interesting to see whether new rule-schemes for wine and 
winery names emerge. Novel names and appealing or funny labels 
may attract consumers for the fi rst time, but after that, the buyers will 
make their judgments on their appraisal of the quality and value of 
the wine.

Food and Wine Pairings

Before wine became a popular beverage, and when the categories were 
only red, white and rosé, the “rule” for matching wine and food was 
simple: red wine with red meat, white wine with fi sh, and either white 
or rosé with fowl. However, there has always been a metarule that 
says, “Ignore rules. Match food and wine anyway you want.”

In the current scene in which American cuisine in restaurants and in 
homes has improved immensely with all kinds of fusion cuisine as well 
as more different wines and wineries from all over the world, the choices 
of pairing wine and food have expanded exponentially. Many (usually 
expensive) restaurants have tasting menus with many small courses, 
each paired with an appropriate wine. This allows people to try gour-
met food and wine without belonging to a gourmet society. Since each 
exquisite course may have several items, such as pâté, a quail leg, and 
sashimi on the same plate, the perfect wine match is a challenge.

Suggesting the right combination to a wine consumer has become 
something of an art. What remains from the past, however, is the con-
vention of serving white wines before reds, light wines before heavy 
ones, and dry wines before sweet ones. One exception is that an ape-
ritif wine can be sweet. Food and wine magazines regularly provide 
suggestions. Food magazines typically suggest a wine to go with a par-
ticular food whose recipe appears. Recommendations may be a class 
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or a specifi c wine. The wine descriptions tend to use common basic 
wine words. In contrast, Natalie MacLean’s online newsletter employs 
the style of contemporary wine writers. For each of her wine recom-
mendations of the week, she suggests an appropriate main dish. In 
her column for October 10, 2007, she recommended the following: 
with Anakera Single Vineyard Viognier from Chile, serve seared duck 
breast or Asian dishes; for Château Ste. Michelle Chardonnay, corn 
and lobster in butter; and with Dr. Pauly-Berweiler Riesling Kabinette 
(Germany), spiced seafood or chicken vindaloo. A special column 
(September 12, 2007) was devoted to foods that are hardest to pair 
with wine: salads and vegetables, spicy dishes, take-out and frozen 
food, cheese, and chocolate (table 16.1).5

For a contemporary set of food and wine pairings, I present the fol-
lowing “7 Rules” from an article in Food and Wine, October 2007. 
With each rule there is a general class of wines and also a specifi c sug-
gestion of a food and wine

Rule 1. Serve a dry rosé with hors d’oeuvres (raw veggies).
Rule 2. Serve an unoaked white wine with anything you can squeeze 

a lemon or lime on (oysters).
Rule 3. Serve low alcohol wines with spicy food (Riesling with 

Jamaican curry).
Rule 4. Serve high tannin reds for red meat (Cabernet Sauvignon or 

Syrah with duck confi t).

Table 16.1 Natalie MacLean’s Suggestions for Wine 
with Hard-to-Pair Foods.

Food Wine

salads and veggies New Zealand sauvignon blanc
spicy foods dry Rieslings
fried food sparkling wine
cheese mature full-bodied reds
chocolate Port
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Rule 5. If the meat is in a sauce, pair the wine with the sauce 
(Portuguese red with pork chops in a red wine and shallot sauce).

Rule 6. Serve earthy wines with earthy foods (Pinot Noir with bison 
rib eye steaks and garlic).

Rule 7. Serve a light wine with dessert. The wine should be less sweet 
than the dessert (sparkling Moscoti d’Asti with roasted pears or Madeira 
with Dulce de Leche Crispies). This last rule contrasts with most other 
dessert pairings, which recommend sweet, often heavy wines such as 
Sauterne or Port with dessert.

Steiman (1984) sums up his attitude on food and wine pairing with 
sensible advice.

The fi rst thing that must be said about matching food and wine is 
that almost any wine can be drunk happily with any food—within 
reason. . . . Much of the fun of winedrinking is how to fi nd those combi-
nations. My advice is the same as that given to novice wine drinkers who 
wish to learn more about the beverage—practice. Pay attention to what 
you’re eating as well as to what you are drinking and think about what 
makes a special combination wonderful. (461)

Wine and Music Pairings

Clark Smith, a California winemaker and wine consultant, has experi-
mented with how different kinds of music affect the taste of wine. Smith 
had various tasting panels taste 150 different wines while they listened 
to 250 songs “to fi nd harmonies and discordances” (Gray 2007:2), 
fi nding that the music actually changed the fl avor of the wine. His 
subjects found that a wine with one musical pairing was “more deli-
cious” than with a different musical selection. “Red wines need either 
minor key or they need music that has negative emotion. They don’t 
like happy music. . . . Cabernets like angry music” (ibid.). Smith specu-
lates that music one likes stimulates the pleasure centers of the brain. 
Peter Janata, from the Center for Mind and Brain at the University 
of California, Davis, reports that “the areas of the medial prefrontal 
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cortex responsible for identifying familiar music overlap with those 
for sensing odors—and aromas play a huge role in our perception of 
fl avor. The medial prefrontal cortex is also activated when we make 
judgments about whether we like something or not” (Gray 2007:3).

The following wine and music pairings are recommended, based on 
Smith’s research:

Carneros Pinot Noir—“Eine Kleine Nachtmusik” by Mozart
Cabernet Sauvignon—“People Are Strange” by the Doors or Carmina Burana 

by Orr
Sutter Home White Zinfandel—“Milorganite Blues” by the North Water 
 Street Tavern Band
Glen Ellen Chardonnay—“California Girls” by the Beach Boys
Rombauer Carneros Chardonnay—“St. Louis Blues” sung by Ella Fitzgerald

In all of the wine experiments reported in part II, mine as well as 
those of others, there was no music. So among the many variables 
that contributed to tasting and evaluating wine, music was not one of 
them.
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What Else Is 
Like Wine Description?

A sip begins with an elegant fl oral aroma and lemony fl ourish 
and fi nishes with a satisfying dark cocoa fl avor.

Wine conversation and the problems of fi nding appropriate language 
for experience in other sensory domains is not unique, and in this 
chapter I will briefl y survey a few other semantic domains with similar 
phenomena.

Probably the closest place to look is at other beverages, in particular 
at beer, coffee, and tea. Descriptions of the taste and aroma of dif-
ferent varieties of each of these beverages are close to that of wine. 
Stores and on-line companies often have tasting notes, and in fact, 
many of the very same words are used. Consider the following descrip-
tions: “Aromas of dark chocolate, fl owers, and yes, graham crackers.” 
“Bright and winey with hints of wild berries.” What beverages are 
being described? The fi rst is beer and the second coffee.1

Beverages

Beer

Beer is most similar to wine in that it is alcoholic. In addition, there are 
many kinds of beers (lager, stout, ale, porter, etc.). Recently  microbreweries 
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have emerged, and there are many more beers available in the United 
States than there were 20 years ago. There is also a great overlap in basic 
vocabulary, except that malt and hop are the basic words for beer, not 
found in the wine vocabulary. For example, in training novices to dis-
criminate beers, Peron and Allen (1998) list fruity, bitter, heavy, yeasty,
balanced, and carmelly in addition to hoppy. Milgaard et al. (1982) 
present a fl avor wheel for reference standards for beer fl avor terminology 
in which most of the words can also be found in wine vocabulary; the 
exceptions are hoppy, grainy, malty, and worty.

A few tasting notes are taken from Eric Asimov’s (2006) beer-tasting 
notes on various porters:

Dry, refreshing and tangy; expresso and mineral fl avors.

Well balanced and assertive; not at all smoky . . . 

Light-bodied and fresh; subtle, lingering fl avors of coffee and chocolate.

Big and rich with a pleasing texture and potent aromas of coffee and 
licorice.

Coffee

Coffee tasting notes share much of the wine language. The quote at the 
beginning of this chapter is taken from Starbuck’s Casi Cielo Coffee 
from Guatemala, displayed in signs in various Starbucks locations in 
Miami in 2007.

A sample of descriptions that I found at www.coffeerreview.com are:

Heavy-bodied, with mild acidities, bold fl avor with spice aromas

Bright and winey with hints of wild berries

Lively shine with spicy chocolate undertones

Rich fl avor and a buttery smooth aftertaste

Soft, mild with strong blueberry tones . . . sweet fl oral fragrance

Even the term terroir is used.

Tea

Tasting notes from the Republic of Tea Website provide interesting 
descriptions, many of which could be used for wine.

www.coffeerreview.com
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Concentrated character reminiscent of the depth and clarity of a fi ne 
Bordeaux.

Complex, yet invigorating with a clean slightly fl owery fi nish.

Earthy aroma and a nutty roasted fl avor that is robust yet subtle.

The following tea description could be a description of beer: “A 
full-bodied, brisk, malty, very typical Irish brew with a dark potent 
character.”

Foods

The language of food is much too vast to deal with. Not only are there 
a huge number of things to eat, but the combinations, raw and cooked, 
and the culture of preparation and eating would take many volumes. 
Below, I present only two examples of food descriptions with some 
parallels with wine talk.

Chocolate

If wine and beer can be described by the fl avor of chocolate, can descrip-
tions of chocolate by characterized by wine or beer? So far I haven’t 
found any chocolate descriptions using wine or winey. Taste for chocolate 
shares terms with wine and beer, however, especially fruits, nuts, spices, 
herbs, and even tobacco. “[The beans] give this mellow chocolate slightly 
roasted and spicy fl avors, fresh notes of green bananas and acidulates fl a-
vors of red currants prolonged by charming aromas of Havana tobacco 
leaves” (Michel Cluizel Plantation, “Maralumi” dark chocolate).

The following descriptions are taken from www.chocolate.com, 
whose Website also says that “once you add some basic chocolate 
lingo to your vocabulary, you’ll fi nd that reading a chocolate wrapper 
is no more diffi cult than reading a label on a bottle of wine.” A link 
provides such information.

This elegant chocolate [releases] fl avors of fruits and fl owers. . . . rich 
powerful well-rounded with a long fi nish.

This luscious chocolate has a complex herbal fl avor with earthy hints of 
musk and mushroom and a slight acidity . . . deep rich full-fl avored.

www.chocolate.com
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Alluring delicacy . . . fl avor of roasted almonds, with hints of olive oil.

. . . perfect level of acidity imparts freshness . . . lingering, persistent fi nish.

Tomatoes

We don’t usually think of lavish language for tomatoes, but a tomato 
tasting was organized by the Yolo Country Chapter of Slow Food, with 
Ann Noble in charge. All participants were volunteers who smelled 
and tasted heirloom tomatoes. Words suggested included musty, ripe,
like chocolate, Fritos, and less attractive odors, like smelly feet, grand-
mother’s bath powder, acrylic paint on muslin, and peeled bark of 
willow.2

Perfume

Descriptions of perfume show many parallels to wine descriptions. 
Many are as fl owery as the perfumes they describe. The following is an 
excerpt from Patrick Süskind’s novel Perfume (1986:60–61).

This perfume was disgustingly good. . . . There was nothing common 
about it. An absolute classic—full and harmonious. And for all that, fas-
cinatingly new. It was fresh, but not frenetic. It was fl oral, without being 
unctuous. It possessed depth, a splendid abiding voluptuous, rich brown 
depth—and yet was not in the least excessive or bombastic.

An example from a nonfi ction description of a perfume is provided by 
Luca Turin’s descriptions of Paradox by Jacomo.3

Beauty itself, as with faces, is not simple: perfumes can be handsome, 
graceful, gorgeous, comely, radiant, exquisite, stunning. . . . Paradox is, 
to paraphrase something once said about Scriabin’s music, a perfume 
of “almost unbearable loveliness.” One of the properties of loveliness is 
that it disarms all attempts to be serious, and turns all critical machinery 
into a pile of whirring junk. . . . But this fruit salad does something that 
it has no right to do; break hearts. If this were music, it would be Bizet’s 
Symphony in C. If it were a car, it would be a Facel-Vega Facerllia. If it 
were an aircraft it would be a 1959 Caravelle in Air France Livery. (Burr 
2002:41)
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There are not many words in English primarily for smell. Fragrance,
aroma, and scent are positive, stink and stench are negative, and smell
and odor are pragmatically negative unless modifi ed by positive adjec-
tives, as in pleasant odor, nice smell. Most expressions for describing 
smell are based on an object that contains the odor.

[Grenouille] tried to recall something comparable but had to discard all 
comparisons. This scent had a freshness, but not the freshness of limes 
or pomegranates, not the freshness of myrrh or cinnamon bark or curly 
mint or birch or camphor or pine needles, nor that of a May rain or a 
frosty wine or of well water . . . and at the same time it had warmth but 
not as bergamot, cypress or musk has, or jasmine or daffodils, not as 
rosewood has or iris. . . . This scent was . . . like a piece of thin, shimmer-
ing silk . . . and yet not like silk, but like pastry soaked in honey-sweet 
milk and silk. (Süskind 1986:39–40)4

Other descriptors are metaphors from a variety of semantic fi elds, 
some of which are similar to wine descriptions, as the following from 
Turin, quoted in Burr.

The oudh [a fragrance] is unbelievable. Incredibly strong, fi rst of all. It 
knocks you over, clubs you like a falling stone. But its vast dimension is 
what astonished: a huge smell, spatially immense, and incredibly com-
plex, a buttery layer as deep as a quarry, entirely animalic in impact, 
and yet the oudh itself is not actually an animalic, spicy without being 
a spice. (2002:286)

A fragrance wheel for perfume has been constructed. Floral, Oriental,
Woody, and Fresh are on the middle ring, with Fougère in the center since 
this class contains elements from the other four classes. The outer ring 
has subtypes of each of the four middle categories. But there are other 
classifi cation systems as well (Wikipedia, accessed October 2007).

Like wine, “perfume is described in a musical metaphor as having 
three ‘notes,’ making the harmonious chord of the scent. The notes 
unfold over time, with the immediate impression of the top note leading
to the deeper middle notes, and the base notes gradually appearing as 
the fi nal stage. These notes are created carefully with knowledge of the 
evaporation process of the perfume” (ibid.).
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Another parallel between perfume and wine is the diffi culty of 
constructing a vocabulary that can be used consensually. Burr (2002:
221–22) says that Turin didn’t trust language to describe smells accu-
rately. “Each perfume company had its own culture of odor descrip-
tion [quoting Turin] ‘and when you turn smells into words it’s always 
dodgy. There’s the famous business of phenylacetic acid. Some people 
say it smells like piss, some people say it smells like honey. . . . guess 
what, urine and honey happen to be very similar smells, and so the 
words are tricky.’ ”

Music

Turning to a different sensory domain, that of sound, music reviews 
provide interesting terms for comparison. I found the following words 
and phrases in reviews in Fanfare, Gramophone, and American Record 
Guide. Many of the words are also found in wine descriptions, while 
others are metaphors from non–sound domains. Some of the reviews 
focus on the playing and interpretation of the music, others on the com-
position itself. The literary style of music reviews is rich and imaginative 
in a way similar to wine-tasting notes. The vocabulary contains basic 
music words that are most saliently used for music, such as harmony,
melody, counterpoint, andante, and overtone; words that may have 
come from other domains but are fi rmly grounded in music, like color,
sharp, fl at, and sweet; and domain-neutral words that are used in many 
different contexts, austere, strong, rough, tough, and subtle. Finally, 
there are creative and original descriptions that the music writer, like 
the wine writer, uses to make the article interesting to read.

From Fanfare September-October 2005:

Subtle and nuanced, focused and crystalline

Fat tone, disjointed, expansive

Heavy busy textures, Janus-like derived shape; astringent, tight, rich

Strong, open, rough, emphasizing the al fresco rural fl avor; muscular 
approach
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From Gramophone December 2005:

Honest and securely focused; disciplined assertion; warm unmannered 
legato; taut; bold

Edgier, more biting; darker

Three bubbly little sinfonia-like

From American Record Guide July/August 2006:

Stronger . . . no loss of sweetness; [no] nasty or bitter sounds; fuller tone; 
a warm richness

Big piece with the personality of a piano concerto (review of a quintet)

Raw trumpet

“She adopts a razor thin, silvery tone free of anxiety”; wide range of 
moods and tone colors.

In addition to these reviews, I asked musicologist Petri Toiviainen 
to examine the list of 117 wine words used by the Tucson subjects and 
select those words that could be used to describe some aspect of music. 
I also asked him to supply an appropriate noun. Below are some exam-
ples from his choices:

Style: austere, delicate, fresh, gentle, graceful, lively, sensuous, hard,
sour, or sweet.

Sound: astringent, big, clean, dry, empty, fi rm, fl at, full-bodied, harsh,
soft, rich strong, tart, thin, or velvety.

Rhythm: fl abby, hard, heavy, light, solid, spicy, sturdy, vigorous.

Timbre: crisp, mellow, metallic, round, rough, sharp.

Other musical collocations include balanced, unbalanced orchestra-
tion, complex texture, earthy feeling, bland performance, a performer 
with character, and fresh composition. Other accepted words were 
aged, bitter, old, powerful, smooth, weak, wild, young, tangy, syrupy,
taut, and zestful in addition to general words of evaluation, like com-
mon and great.

Although many of the remaining words on the list were rejected, 
there remained some borderline cases, that is, words neither accepted 
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nor rejected: aged, bitter, cloying, feminine, fi nesse, hearty, honest,
insipid, manly, robust, tangy, watery, young, and zestful.

Apparently some taste and mouthfeel words can be used as music 
descriptors, but aroma words, for instance, bouquet, perfumed, and 
aromatic, are out.

Describing People

In my earlier book a section was devoted to the problems of describing 
people, both in scientifi c ways, as would be required for psychologists 
and psychiatrists writing about personality theory and psychotherapy, 
and nonscientifi c language that might be used by psychotherapists in 
clinical settings in which they are trying to discover what their cli-
ents are thinking and feeling. Describing people is a challenging prob-
lem. It would obviously require many volumes to adequately cover 
the topic—the personality, behavior, moods, and attitudes of humans. 
These domains are far more complex than that of wine, and the vocab-
ulary is much larger. Allport and Odbert (1936) assembled a list of 
17,953 descriptors for personality traits.

Langer (1957:100–1) writes,

Everybody knows that language is a very poor medium for express-
ing our emotional nature. It merely names certain vaguely and crudely 
conceived states, but fails miserably in any attempt to convey the ever 
moving patterns, the ambivalence and intricacies of inner experience, 
the interplay of feelings with thoughts and impressions, memories and 
echoes of memories, transient fantasy, or its mere runic traces, all turned 
into nameless, emotional stuff.

Yet there are interesting parallels between descriptors for people 
and wine. For example, many personality descriptors have a strong 
evaluative dimension, like fi gure 1.1 for wine:

 Too Little X Right Amount Too Much X

If X is spending or giving money, then the structure of relevant words 
would be:
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 Gives too little Acceptable Gives too much
 stingy, miserly frugal, thrifty-generous wasteful, spendthrift

With this vocabulary there would be considerable agreement that frugal,
thrifty, and generous are positive descriptors and the others are nega-
tive. But applying these terms to individuals brings in the same subjec-
tive norms as we saw with sweet and heavy for wine. If A gives away 
15 percent of his income, B gives away 10 percent of hers, and C gives 
about 5 percent, B may be considered wasteful by C but stingy by A.

Another similarity is the attempt to develop a consensual scien-
tifi c vocabulary. In the literature on scientifi c language for personal-
ity theory and psychotherapy, scientists and clinicians are concerned 
with selecting and defi ning the vocabulary. In applying some of these 
words to individuals, for example, in diagnosing mental illness and 
labeling patients with these terms, such as schizophrenic, physicians 
and clinicians have acknowledged the problems of unreliability and 
have worked toward solutions.

I also see close parallels between talk when used in critical com-
munication and the psychotherapeutic interview. The patient must 
fi gure out some way of encoding into language his or her feelings. 
Each patient and clinician must work out some sort of vocabulary 
for themselves, though it may be highly personal, unconventional, 
and idiosyncratic. This vocabulary will almost certainly be different 
from that of the technical vocabulary used in journals for reporting 
research results or discussing psychoanalytic theory. Transcripts of 
therapy interviews beautifully illustrate the creative use of language 
that patients exhibit—their ability to convey their feelings using meta-
phors, imagery, comparisons, and associations.

The language of gossip, considered by Malinowsky (1953) to be 
a form of phatic communion, is similar to nonscientifi c wine talk in 
casual social settings. What words do people actually use when they 
talk about their friends (and enemies), and how much consistency and 
reliability is there in their application of words to people? Speakers 
frequently use terms like neurotic, schizophrenic, or bipolar, which 
they may or may not use as an expert, in this case, as a psychotherapist 
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would, just as a wine drinker might not use chalky the way an enolo-
gist would. If the purpose of gossip is to pass time, create social bonds, 
and maintain social control, the degree of accuracy may be similar to 
that of nonexpert wine drinkers describing wine.

I propose the following experiment for anyone to conduct who cares 
to: select three people—three men or three women—and describe their 
personality, character, and moods, but do not mention age or appear-
ance. Give these three descriptions and the three names to someone else 
who knows them and see if that person matches correctly. Of course, 
to be comparable to the wine experiments, the persons cannot be max-
imally different. In my wine tests, the three wines were never Sherry, 
Port, and Champagne. Or have several pairs of people independently 
agree on a characterization of someone known by all. Would the vari-
ous descriptions show any resemblance? That’s an empirical question.

I predict that one might fi nd many similarities between performance 
on such a test and on the wine tests. Descriptions would reveal the 
subjective attitude or bias of the describer. The choice of a descriptor 
such as generous versus extravagant or thrifty instead of stingy would 
reveal this. If people were to discuss the meaning of the words as well as 
describing other individuals who had these properties, I would expect 
to fi nd fair agreement on the intralinguistic relationship of the words 
(generous ® not stingy; generous ® good) but considerable variation 
in applying the words to people. And for nonscientifi c conversational 
purposes, that is good enough.

Summary

I’ve presented a few examples of domains other than wine with paral-
lels to wine language. In some cases the words are the same as those 
in the wine vocabulary. In food and beverages, the meaning of the 
words would be the same, such as sweet. However, in music or art, 
it would refer to a musical or artistic property. Presumably the sense 
of sweet is metaphorically related in all these different domains, but 
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with a common semantic component, for example, “pleasing.” But 
more important, we see the use of metaphor as writers try to convey 
a sense of their experiences. The task of fi nding words for sensations 
and experiences in sensory domains is a challenging one, but describ-
ing wine is not alone in its diffi culties.

So why do we do it? Because we want to communicate our thoughts, 
feelings, and perceptions with each other, sometimes as a reality check, 
at other times to share experiences, and at other times to bond socially 
with our group.
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Conclusion

In the preceding 17 chapters I have presented a large amount of infor-
mation about words for wine, experiments about how various groups 
of subjects succeeded or failed in arriving at a consensus on describ-
ing and evaluating the characteristics of wines, and fi nally something 
about wine culture.

In part I, the wine words, we have seen that the number of wine 
descriptors is very large, and it is growing as wine experts of various 
sorts add new words. Wine writers, in particular, enrich the wine lexi-
con with new metaphors, generated to keep readers from getting bored 
by reading the same words for similar wines.

Although someone unfamiliar with wine talk may be perplexed, 
amused, or even irritated by some of the metaphors, people can learn to 
fi gure out their meanings via the intralinguistic relationships of words. 
There are many types of semantic links between words, but in the wine 
vocabulary, synonymy, antonymy, class inclusions, and association play 
the major role. For example, if a feminine wine can be linked to descrip-
tors like light, soft, perfumed, and delicate, it is easy to decode what 
properties a masculine wine might have because feminine and masculine
are opposites, and therefore the antonyms of feminine would be apt, 
possibly full-bodied, harsh, and sturdy. However, words that would not 
be synonyms in non–wine contexts may lose their contrastive meaning 
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when applied to wine. As wine descriptors brawny, big boned, muscu-
lar, and broad shouldered all mean “heavy,” although as descriptors of 
physique they differ. These metaphors are not meaningless if one knows 
how to link them to words that have conventional wine meanings.

The experiments reported in part II show that nonexpert and even 
some expert wine drinkers generally do not agree on wine descriptions; 
they do not form a consensus on wines, and in the matching experi-
ments, they match the same wines with the descriptions by others no 
better than chance. Two factors contribute to this failure. One is that 
subjects in the experiments had different preferences, and since the 
wine vocabulary is value laden, characterizations of the same wine can 
be incompatible if one person likes a wine that the other dislikes. A sec-
ond factor is that most of the descriptions are scalar terms; that is, they 
imply some comparison, although the comparison referent is rarely 
mentioned. If one taster says that “wine G is heavy and sweet,” what 
class of wines is being referred to? It is also surprising that individuals 
cannot always match their own descriptions at a later time. But often 
their own opinion and reference class vary on different occasions.

However, as others—John Reid, Harry Lawless, Gregg Solomon, 
and Christiane Raphael—who continued my experiments found, 
experts can perform better than nonexperts, that is, agree or match 
with greater consensus. In Reid’s experiment, where the tasters were 
drinking wines on which they had been carefully trained, their success 
rate was extremely high. This shows that it is possible for individuals 
with a sensitive palate and a good memory for taste and aroma to learn 
to distinguish and describe and even reidentify wines. Fortunately, 
those of us without these talents can still enjoy wines immensely.

There is fascinating wine research going on, not just of the chem-
istry and psychophysics of wine, but also on neurological responses. 
Functional MRI experiments have provided some very intriguing 
results—also leading to new questions.

Part III deals with the many functions of language—to communicate 
information and coordinate activities, to think and solve problems, to 
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create literature, and to present oneself to others. For many purposes, 
speakers need to use language precisely, in doing science, for example, 
or in giving directions for getting to a specifi c place. However, not all 
uses of language require this precision, and in many informal contexts 
it would not even be appropriate. Wine scientists must speak and write 
with precision; people at dinner parties can be precise, but usually the 
party is more fun if the participants are not so hung up on the “correct” 
words. In these situations, speakers are using language (critical com-
munication) to point out features of wines they are drinking together 
in order to enhance the experience and produce social bonding.

Part III also deals with aspects of wine culture—elitism, anti-elit-
ism, and marketing. Ironic wine descriptions, clever wine and winery 
names, often involving language play and similar devices, play a role 
in attracting the consumers’ attention. Finally, I have pointed out other 
domains where we can fi nd the same concern with languages—bever-
ages like beer, coffee, and tea; other foods, like chocolate or tomatoes; 
different things like music, and even people.



259

APPENDIX

Vino, Veritas, and Vectors

Adrienne Lehrer and Keith Lehrer

The traditions of semantics in linguistics and philosophy have over-
lapped, but each discipline has dealt with different aspects of mean-
ing. In this chapter we hope to unite some of these different threads.1

The word meaning is used in different ways in both disciplines. It has 
been used to describe extralinguistic relationships, that is, between 
an expression and something in the world, and intralinguistic rela-
tionships, between expressions within a language or between those 
of different languages. We will try to avoid using the word meaning,
employing reference or denotation for word-world connections and 
sense for relations between expressions. Lyons has defi ned sense as the 
“place in a system of relationships which it contrasts with other words 
in the vocabulary” (1968:427).

Any adequate theory of reference and sense must explain how ref-
erence is determined by a variety of factors, which include sense as a 
central determinant. A semantic theory must account for widely rec-
ognized features of vagueness and indeterminacy, explicate the role of 
pragmatic determinants, accommodate the fact of semantic change, 
and include an analysis of the infl uence of experts and their limits. Such 
a theory must contain as a salient feature an account of the connection



260  Appendix

between sense, including the network relationships among words, 
and the world and clarify how sense and reference combine to yield 
an interpretation of a word in idiolects and languages. Our semantic 
theory combines these various factors, a theory of the aggregation of 
vectors to account for reference and sense.

The metaphor of vectors and its application to language originated 
with Ziff (1972) and was developed by K. Lehrer (1984). Ziff writes:

The factors that serve to determine what is said have something of the 
character of vectors and what is said can be thought of as something of 
a vector sum. To suggest that the factors that serve to determine what 
is said can be thought of as vectors is, of course, at once to suggest that 
they can be represented by directed line segments, that they can sensibly 
be thought of as forces having a magnitude, a direction in some sort of 
linguistic space and a sense in which the direction is proceeding. It is also 
to suggest that one factor can, as it were, serve to defl ect another. And 
more importantly, it is also to suggest that these factors may be active 
and operative even though owing to the interactions of other factors 
their action and operation may not be readily apparent. (1972:32)

We believe that the vector metaphor is useful in our understanding of 
reference since many forces, including those of different kinds, occur 
and interact in complex ways.

Truth as the Center of Semantics

Some semantic theories, especially those offered by philosophers, have 
described the sense and/or reference of an expression by quoting and 
disquoting the same expression with minor grammatical changes. For 
example, dog means “dog,” or dog refers to dogs; or Rover is a dog is 
true if and only if Rover is a dog. These descriptions leave the reader 
with the impression that they are uninformative. The problem is not 
that language must be used to explain the relationship between lan-
guage and the world, although this feature may lead to paradox or lin-
guistic provincialism. There is no escape from the need to use language 
to explain the language-world relationship. The triviality is the result 
of the fact that the disquoted use of the expression exhibits a certain



 Appendix  261

linguistic role (Sellars 1963), and merely exhibiting an item that plays 
a linguistic role does not provide an informative account of that role. 
An informative scientifi c account must go beyond to an explanation of 
the character of that role, that is, its place in the network of relation-
ships of the words along with various pragmatic features.

Truth conditional semantics is more useful in the task for which 
it was created, namely, the effect of operators on the meaning of 
sentences—words like not, all, if, necessarily, only, etc.

Pragmatic Vectors

Some of the vectors for interpreting linguistic expressions have been 
widely discussed, for example, indirect and not-literal uses of language 
(Bach & Harnish 1979). Others include indexicals, values, indetermi-
nacy, and semantic change.

Indexicals

Pragmatic principles are required to determine the truth-value of sen-
tences containing indexicals (deictics) of all sorts, and this includes 
practically all sentences with the possible exception of eternal sentences 
like Two plus two equals four, where the present tense is analyzed not 
as a deictic but as semantically tenseless.

Deictic expressions include pronouns, tense, determiners, adverbi-
als, such as here, there, now, then, yesterday, today and verbs like 
come, go, bring, and take (see Fillmore 1971). Even the interpretation 
of deictics is not straightforward. Consider a personal pronoun like 
we, which is usually analyzed as referring to the speaker and one or 
more additional individuals. This analysis is correct in (1):

1. We went to the store.

But consider (2) and (3):

2. Twenty thousand years ago we lived in caves, but now we live in houses.
3. We Americans—not you and I personally—consume too much energy.
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In (2), the second instance of we could, but need not, include the 
speaker, but the fi rst instance certainly does not. In (3) we refers to 
some vague subset of Americans, but the sentence explicitly excludes 
the speaker without contradiction (Kitagawa & Lehrer 1990).

Place deictics like here can be problematically vague and can refer 
to a small precise area, a city, county, planet, universe, and anything 
in between.

Similar examples can be constructed with other indexicals. Those 
discussed by Saka (1991) include kin terms, as in:

4. Where is Daddy?
5. Mother called yesterday.

One has to know who the speaker is to determine the reference of 
Daddy or Mother.

Vagueness and Indeterminacy

Many predicates are vague, like bald,2 as well as scalar expressions, 
which shift with context, requiring pragmatic factors to provide norms. 
The reference for a heavy wine will depend on the class of wine, the 
norms for the class, the experience of the speaker and/or hearer, and 
the other wines being compared. A similar list of conditions is applica-
ble to cool evening, tall tree, and large animal. Indeterminacy, closely 
connected to vagueness, results from the fact that word senses often 
have fuzzy boundaries. As a result, it is often not clear whether a word 
applies to a thing, event, or property. For example, a prototypical glass 
is a cylindrical container without a handle, made of glass, and intend-
ed for drinking. But it can be made of other vitreous materials or of 
another shape or can be used for other purposes. In evaluating the 
truth of a sentence like X is a glass, where X is nonprototypical but has 
some glass-like properties, we must make some decision on whether to 
extend the word glass to X.

Color terms provide another popular example of words with inde-
terminate borders, and a sentence like (6) provides an interesting case.
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6. Bing cherries are red.

People say things like (6) or at least they might infer it because they 
say things like Cherries are red. Some varietals of cherries are red. But 
it is more accurate to say

7. Bing cherries are maroon.

Sentences (6) and (7) are incompatible (at least for us), so either one 
of the sentences is incorrect or red is context sensitive. If people disagree 
about these sentences, we do not assume it to be a factual dispute about 
the color of cherries but about the applicability of predicates. For us 
maroon is a shade of purple. If, however, some speakers classify maroon
as a shade of red, this is evidence for the indeterminacy we discuss.

Wine color is an excellent example of context, since red wines are 
various shades of purple and white wines range from colorless to some-
where in the light yellow range. The contrast set for wine in English 
consists of only three terms: red, white, and rosé. There is considerable 
indeterminacy with this restricted set, too, since speakers might disa-
gree on the color of a pale Pinot Noir or a “White” Zinfandel.

Gradable Expressions

One kind of vagueness that is ubiquitous in the wine vocabulary is the 
gradable adjectives. Antonymy, discussed below, provides a class of 
prototypical gradable terms. There are several approaches for dealing 
with such gradable words. One, mentioned in chapter 6, treats grada-
ble terms as implicit comparatives. Therefore, Riesling wines are light
is to be analyzed as “Riesling wines are lighter than some X,” where X 
is an implicit or explicit norm (e.g., German wines, white wines, wines 
from Europe, all wines, wines in a particular wine store, winery, etc.)

A different approach is that of McConnell-Ginet (1973). In her anal-
ysis the domain to which a relative term can apply can be divided into 
two parts, one part to which the application of the term is true and one 
part to which it is false. Languages without a comparative construction
express comparison with a positive assertion and a negative assertion, 
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so that John is taller than Bill would be encoded something like “John 
is tall and Bill is not tall.”

Often, when a gradable term is used, as in Wine X is light, the rel-
evant class is not specifi ed. Of course, a speaker can provide this infor-
mation by adding a phrase, such as Wine X is light for a Burgundy,
but what is so interesting about wine talk is that speakers use gradable 
predicates very frequently and do not provide any clue to their refer-
ence class. And listeners ask for clarifi cation even less often, and then 
only when there is a breakdown of communication. This phenomenon 
is true of conversation in general.

Value Vectors

The truth conditions for sentences like Mondavi Cabernet Sauvignon 
is good involve not only the specifi cations listed above but also the 
preferences of unspecifi ed individuals (the speaker, the wine connois-
seur community, a group drinking that wine, or some combination). 
The interpretation of many vague terms is unspecifi ed, and often dif-
fering norms lead to variations from speaker to speaker, place to place, 
and time to time. In the wine literature, as shown in the vocabulary 
analysis, many words have both a descriptive and evaluative compo-
nent: a sour wine is not good but a tart one may be.

Consider some statements that were hotly debated in the 1980s, 
refl ecting the political beliefs and ideologies of the speakers. (We have 
chosen to use noncurrent examples, but readers may fi ll in contempo-
rary individuals.)

8a. Oliver North was a hero.
8b. Oliver North was a villain.
9a. The Contras were freedom fi ghters.
9b. The Contras were terrorists.

However much people disagree on the truth of these sentences, there 
is greater agreement on the sense of hero, villain, freedom fi ghter, and 
terrorist.
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Fixing Reference by Appealing to Experts

If one asks people how to decide what the “right” meaning of a 
word is, we suppose that most would say one should go to the diction-
ary, probably referring to whatever dictionary they happen to have at 
home. However, anyone who has consulted several large (especially 
unabridged dictionaries) produced by different publishers is aware of 
the fact that dictionaries do not necessarily agree on everything. For 
example, the issue of whether the noun comb and the verb comb are 
two different words (that is, entries) or different senses of the same 
word will fi nd that American dictionaries tend to list two entries while 
British dictionaries list one. With respect to meaning “usage is the ulti-
mate arbitrator,” but whose usage? Traditionally, it was the usage of 
the best writers; more recently it refl ects the usage of a wider group, 
including politicians and entertainment celebrities. Most disputes over 
what a word really means are not resolved by an unabridged diction-
ary, especially if all the proposed senses in the dispute are included. 
When a word is undergoing a change in sense, its new meaning may 
not appear in a dictionary for a while, and its old meaning, if it eventu-
ally disappears, will remain at least until the oldest generation using 
the earlier sense is dead. Slang is often not entered into a dictionary 
since it is frequently short lived. When was the last time anyone heard 
grody to the max?

Anyone who bothers to read the preface and introduction of an 
unabridged dictionary will fi nd a list of consultants for the technical 
fi elds, for example, physicists to defi ne or check on the accuracy of 
word senses used in physics. Typically, technical senses are not listed 
as the fi rst meaning for most words unless there are no meanings that 
are more common. The use of consultants, however, only pushes the 
problem back. Who decides which consultants should be chosen, and 
how do we evaluate their advice?

Putnam (1975, 1977) has proposed a theory that includes sociologi-
cal features where there is a division of labor that delegates author-
ity to experts in a scientifi c fi eld. Such experts would determine the 



266  Appendix

reference of terms such as water, gold, lemon, tiger, and cat, not only 
in this world but in other possible worlds, like his fi ctional Twin 
Earth.3 Although Putnam’s theory works best for natural kind terms, 
he argues that it applies to much of the vocabulary: different expres-
sions require different types of experts. A chef would be an expert in 
fi xing the reference of fricassee and poach; a jazz musician or musi-
cologist would fi x the reference of hip-hop or blues.

Putnam is correct to emphasize the social factor, but the role he 
assigns to experts is oversimplifi ed. The others in the society must agree 
to yield their authority to the experts, and they may not always do so. 
Consider arm, the body part, which physicians defi ne as the part of the 
body between the shoulder and elbow. This contrasts with the fore-
arm, the part from the elbow to the wrist. Although our consultants 
(mostly students and colleagues) are willing to delegate the correct use 
of some technical terms like arthritis (an example from Burge 1979), 
they are adamant in rejecting expert advice on arm. Their reaction is 
that physicians might have their own good reasons for such a lexical 
distinction, but it is irrelevant to the word’s normal sense and use. The 
authority and infl uence of expertise depends on the weight given to 
their usage by others in the society, and this is variable.

Individual and Communal Language

There is a tension between idiolect meaning—the personal dialect of 
each speaker—and language or communal meaning of a linguistic 
community. Keith Lehrer and Carl Wagner (1981) have dealt with this 
problem in detail, providing a mathematical model. In their treatment 
the degree to which members of the speech community give respect to 
experts plays a central role. Members of the community assign weights 
to experts. This delegation of authority to experts gives them the role of 
teaching and informing others about the use of words in their domain 
of expertise. This in turn shapes the meaning of the word in idiolects of 
individuals as their attention is directed to the experts’ use. Therefore, 
there is an interaction between personal and interpersonal infl uences; 
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word meanings are causally formed and changed by this interaction. 
The question of whether the individual or society comes fi rst is like the 
problem of chicken and egg. They fl y and fry together.

This issue is salient in discourse about wine. There are different kinds 
of experts: enologists, botanists, winemakers, sommeliers, wine writers, 
and other connoisseurs. With respect to technical and chemical terms, 
the other experts defer to the enologists. There is also agreement that 
botanists and viticulturists fi x the reference of grape varietals (Semillon),
that enologists and connoisseurs fi x the reference of wine types (Claret), 
and to a lesser extent, many individuals will grant authority to connois-
seurs to judge the evaluation of wine. For much of the wine language, 
there is an assumption that experts agree on the sense and reference of 
the terms, but as chapters 10 and 11 show, this is not always the case. 
When we turn to the metaphorical part of the vocabulary, with terms 
like brawny, hedonistic, feminine, and aggressive—those words cre-
ated by wine writers—sommeliers, merchants, and connoisseurs may 
defer to the wine writers (an empirical question). My small sample of 
responses to these words by wine merchants and sommeliers shows a 
split between those who would use these terms and those who would 
not, depending on factors such as the elegance of the restaurant or the 
customers at a retail store. In any case, the enologists would not use 
them, at least not in their scientifi c writing. Some enologists judge these 
words to be silly or, worse, meaningless.

Semantic Change

The causal theory of meaning, also referred to as the historical theory, 
holds that there is a baptismal event in which a name is given to a thing 
or class of things and then transmitted to others via a causal or his-
torical chain (Kripke 1972). As a general theory of the origin of word 
meanings, this is fanciful. A language is transmitted from one genera-
tion to the next, of course, but not in the simple, linear way that the 
causal theory suggests. A fact of language is that both sense and refer-
ence are constantly changing, much to the distress of some language 
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conservatives. Language change is a traditional part of linguistics, and 
the relationship between linguistic variation and change is taken for 
granted by linguists.

Some changes involve radical shifts, which at the time are considered 
errors, such as the application of Madagascar from a part of the African 
mainland to the island that now bears the name. Other examples are 
the shift of meaning of bead from “prayer” to “small round ball.” The 
phrase counting one’s beads, using beads to count prayers, motivated 
this shift. Most shifts are more gradual, however, such as deer from 
“animal” to a specifi c kind of animal (narrowing of meaning) or sail
from “travel on a sailing vessel” to “travel on any sea-going vessel” 
to “transport through media other than water” (widening of mean-
ing). Other semantic shifts create not only an extension or restriction of 
sense or reference but create additional senses, sometimes metaphori-
cal, sometimes not. Mercier (1992) argues that one problem with the 
causal theory is its inability to deal with natural processes. Saka (2007) 
points out the diffi culties that truth-conditional semantics has in deal-
ing with lexical ambiguity, which is the normal case of word sense.

Sometimes changes in sense or reference come about because of new 
discoveries or belief shifts, but there is no routine way in which these 
shifts occur. In the case of atom, where the word originally included 
the sense of “indivisible,” physicists continued to refer to the same 
objects as atoms after the atom was split, but the sense changed and 
no longer includes “indivisible.” If the synchronic account were to 
completely capture a speaker’s sense of an expression, a conjecture like 
Someday the atom may be split would be unintelligible to a scientist in 
1887 who took indivisibility as a defi ning characteristic of atoms. In 
fact, a synchronic sense carries with it the potentiality for diachronic 
change, and the conjecture would be understood.

A rather different outcome occurred in the case of witch. In the 
scientifi c and legal domains, the theory of witchcraft was rejected, and 
the sense of witch ceased to have any reference. Some religious funda-
mentalists retain the belief that witches exist, but presumably the disa-
greement between them and the scientists and lawyers is not the sense 
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of witch but their existence. Other outcomes might have been possible. 
It could have turned out that witch remained in the language refer-
ring to individuals with certain personalities. A metaphorical sense, 
“wicked woman,” has evolved.

It is common for both sense and reference to change. Changes in 
sense and reference are intelligible because they are often matters of 
degree; change is a response to experience and discovery. Indeterminacy 
and the potentiality for change are connected. If there were no poten-
tial for change, we could view synchronic relationships as fi xed and 
fully determinate.

In the wine domain, the term Burgundy exhibits change and dialect 
variation. The original and still predominant reference is for wines 
from the Burgundy area of France, typically made from certain grapes. 
Red Burgundies from France contain a signifi cant amount of Pinot 
Noir. But in California in the last century, it was used for relatively 
inexpensive red jug wines, had no Pinot Noir, and was aimed at a mar-
ket whose buyers had little contact with French Burgundy. However, 
as the wine culture in the United States has evolved, the meaning of 
Burgundy for U.S. wine drinkers has come around to the original 
meaning of French wine from a specifi c region, or at least to wine that 
is of the Burgundy type.

Semantic Networks

Words and their senses do not exist as isolated elements but are embed-
ded in a set of rich lexical relationships of various sorts, and this set 
constitutes the sense. One of these relationships is entailment in both 
the philosophical and linguistic traditions of semantics. Examples from 
the literature include a sentence like

10. X is a bachelor ® X is an unmarried, adult male.

Cases of indeterminacy provide problems for entailment and ana-
lyticity, as do the objections raised by Quine, whose challenge of the 
analytic-synthetic distinction is well known. Consider (11) and (12):
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11. Tomatoes are vegetables.
12. Tomatoes are fruits.

These examples are controversial because classifi cation is done for a 
variety of purposes. If edible plants are grouped for botanical taxonom-
ic purposes, then (12) is true; if for culinary purposes, then (11) may be 
true for most Westerners. However, in Taiwan, raw tomatoes are eaten 
for dessert along with other things classifi ed as fruits (oranges, melons, 
apples, etc.), and Taiwanese might accept (12) for culinary purposes as 
well. Therefore, we need pragmatic vectors to decide between botani-
cal, culinary, and other interests. To assert that botanical interests are 
correct and others are not is a bias.4

A slightly different problem occurs in (13), which most speakers of 
English are likely to consider true by defi nition.

13. A potato is a vegetable.

After all, something like (13) is used as part of the defi nition of potato.
One problem is that vegetable (in the sense relevant here) is not a natu-
ral kind term like animal but more akin to a culinary-functional class. 
Although potatoes are usually considered vegetables, they are nutri-
tionally like grains in being starchy and are sometimes classifi ed with 
rice and pasta. This makes the truth of (13) more complicated than an 
all-or-nothing matter.

It is interesting to compare English to German, where the closest 
translation equivalent to vegetable is Gemüse and to potato is Kartoffel.
According to Lyons (1963), German speakers would not judge (14) to 
be true, although as might be expected, there is disagreement among 
German speakers.

14. Kartoffeln sind Gemüse.

Appealing to experts begs an important question: which experts—
botanists or chefs?

Antonymy

Antonymy is an important lexical relation in the tradition of linguis-
tic semantics but relatively ignored in the philosophical tradition. 
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Aristotle distinguishes between contradictories and contraries. In the 
case of contraries, the assertion of one predicate entails the negation of 
its contrary: X is red ® X is not green.

Whereas the semantic relationship of synonymy could be derived 
from denotation, it does not seem possible to derive antonymy from 
denotation. We must turn to meaning postulates and assume a sin-
gle scale with a middle interval or middle point: an antonymous pair 
names a part on opposite sides of the middle. Let us illustrate with 
heavy and light. We can start with two meaning postulates:

heavy ® not light
light ® not heavy

But this is not adequate because some things can be in the middle 
range, neither heavy nor light. We provide the following analysis from 
Lehrer and Lehrer (1982):

A and B are antonyms if everything that is A is not B and 
everything that is B is not A and if everything that is A is 
more (less) j (on that scale) than anything that is B; but there 
are some things that are more (less) j than anything that is 
B that are not A.

In some scales other parts are named as well, usually at the ends:

big /mid/ small
huge    tiny

Huge can be defi ned as “very big” and tiny as “very small.” Very
restricts the range of whatever it modifi es (Wheeler 1972). For this, we 
introduce a very operator (A. Lehrer 1983:46):

Some things that are very j (e.g., big) are more (bigger) than 
some things that are j; and there are things that are j but not 
very j [~(very) j] that are more j than things that are j.

A diagram will illustrate this:

Big things Very big things
a b c d e f g h i g h j

®
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Being bigger than some big things is a necessary but not suffi cient con-
dition for being very big.

The very operator is recursive. In the wine domain, watery is “very thin” 
and thin is “very light.” So watery can be defi ned as very very light.

Following Lyons and many others, we have treated these lexical 
relations as semantic. That is, part of the sense of a word is the way 
it is embedded into the lexical network of a language. An alternative 
is presented by M. Lynne Murphy (2003), who proposes a theory in 
which lexical relations, especially synonymy and antonymy, are repre-
sented metalinguistically. “Judging whether two words are synonyms 
involves a two-stage process: identifying the words (linguistic) and 
evaluating their similarities (metalinguistic)” (135). Such relationships 
may become canonical “through reinforcement of the idea that the 
two words go together” (136). Many antonymous pairs are canoni-
cal, that is, they serve as contrasts in a variety of new sentences and 
utterances, across a range of their senses (180) Murphy suggests that 
canonical relations are often learned in school.

Although we are not yet willing to reject the view of lexical net-
works being semantic, Murphy points out the fl exibility, productiv-
ity, and context dependence of such relationships. For example, in the 
wine literature, full-bodied may be as good as heavy as an antonym of 
light. In addition, the many new synonyms of heavy (brawny, muscular,
big boned) are synonyms in wine discourse although they are not in 
terms of physiology. A wine writer might be able to construct subtle 
different defi nitions for these words, but I doubt whether any experts 
could consistently and consensually distinguish a brawny wine from a 
muscular one. However, that is an empirical question.

Semantic Fields

Semantic fi elds provide an intermediate chunk of language between 
the complete atomism in which each word is independent of the others 
and holism in which the entire language must be treated together. It 
seems implausible that the meaning or a change of meaning of cat
would affect that of vendor. Grandy (1987) argues that semantic fi elds 
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provide tools for philosophers of language to deal with word meaning, 
a topic they have ignored by focusing on sentence meaning.

Semantic fi elds also provide an important tool for understanding 
metaphor, since sets of words from one conceptual domain are avail-
able for transfers to other domains, as shown by Goodman (1968), 
A. Lehrer (1974), Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Kittay (1987), and 
others. Kittay (1987) explicates how the transfer of sets of terms works 
in metaphor. “Domains in which portions are analogically structured 
will have a number of bridge terms that will anchor metaphorical rede-
scriptions of the remaining portions of the domains” (152). As we 
saw in previous chapters, when a word from the domain of weight, 
for example, heavy, becomes a wine descriptor, other weight words 
become available as well.

One issue in the philosophy of language deals with the truth- values
of metaphorical sentences and utterances, which rests in part on 
how and where to distinguish between literal and metaphorical uses 
of terms. This is a problem since a scale is involved. Goatly (1997) 
scales conventionality from dead to active metaphors: “dead, dead and 
buried (where origin is not available), sleeping, tired, active.” He treats 
dead and sleeping metaphors and sometimes tired metaphors as con-
ventional and therefore semantic, whereas the others are part of prag-
matics. Others place the difference elsewhere, and much controversy 
on metaphor resides around this problem.

Davidson (1979) is well known for his denial of metaphor as 
semantic; Kittay (1987) argues that metaphorical meaning is part of 
semantics.

Where there is agreement, however, is that when an utterance with a 
metaphor is used in a specifi c speech (or written) context, that utterance 
can be evaluated for its truth-value. If one is drinking a very light and 
sour wine and says, “This wine is brawny and cloying,” the utterance is 
false. If the wine is very full-bodied and overly sweet, the utterance 
is true.

There are many issues connected with metaphor that we will not 
go into here; the important point is that semantic networks and lexical 
relations play an important role in understanding metaphor.
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How Do We Ever Manage to Communicate?

In spite of the indeterminacy and vagueness in sense and reference, 
many sense relationships are more stable over time and from person to 
person than the reference relations. The following kinds of semantic 
entailments do not seem to be falsifi able by new discoveries—only a 
change of meaning would defeat them.

14. If X is big in size, X is large (where the norm and context are 
indexed, as discussed above).

15. If X is big in size, X is not small (also indexed).
16. If X is scarlet, X is red.
17. If X kills Y, Y is dead.
18. If X drops Y, Y falls.
19. If X buys Z from Y, Y sells Z to X.
20. Yellow is a color.

In general, within the relationship of antonymy, those entailments 
involving nominal kinds (e.g., artifacts and words like bachelor) and 
primary kind words (like yellow and sweet) have more stable network 
associations than natural kind terms.

Domains that are less stable, more subject to indeterminacy, indi-
vidual variation, and change are found in many semantic fi elds, where 
there might be disagreements both in reference and network rela-
tionships. Consider the various English words for the fi eld of streets: 
street, avenue, boulevard, lane, path, alley, road, freeway, highway,
expressway, and others. One plausible analysis would present street
as a superordinate for the set but also allow it to contrast with the 
other words. (Street is polysemous, having both a general and specifi c 
sense.) There is partial overlap and partial synonymy of street, avenue,
and boulevard, and this set would contrast with lane, path, and alley,
which would also exhibit partial overlap. A third subset would include 
road as a superordinate for highway, expressway, and freeway, terms 
that contrast in some places and are synonymous in other places. 
Other plausible analyses are possible, and we expect speakers to disa-
gree among themselves and change their minds, depending on what 
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kinds of sentences, images, and memories come to mind at the time 
they make their judgments. However, even disagreements and incon-
sistencies are limited and can be pinpointed.

Change may come about as the individuals who name streets in new 
developments apply these terms in arbitrary and idiosyncratic ways, as 
they often do (Algeo 1978; A. Lehrer 1992). Or a change may come 
about as a result of a conversion from an ordinary term to a technical 
one. City planners, for instance, might draw up codes for traffi c and 
parking that stipulate precise defi nitions of road, street, lane, and alley.

However, it is just as likely that developers would promote further 
confusion by applying these terms to new developments in arbitrary 
ways.

Conclusion

We have offered a theory of meaning combining sense and reference. 
These functions are indeterminate, and their indeterminacy accom-
modates an empirical account of vagueness, metaphor, and semantic 
change. They are representations of the dispositions of individuals, 
components of their idiolects that are aggregated to yield the sense 
and reference of a communal language. Standard accounts of mean-
ing in terms of a single function yielding sense and reference have the 
advantage of simplicity but a critical empirical disadvantage. Sense 
and reference sometimes combine in a unifi ed and simple way as the 
standard account suggests, but, unfortunately, they also sometimes 
confl ict. The way we apply a word may confl ict with the inferences 
we draw, for example. Our theory accommodates confl ict as well as 
consistency between sense and reference as it unifi es the personal and 
social aspects of meaning.5
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POSTSCRIPT 1

Sweet as a Natural Kind Term

Adrienne Lehrer

Does sweet share properties with natural kind terms? Before discuss-
ing sweet I will mention Kripke’s description of light and heat. Kripke 
(1972) argues that light and heat cannot be a matter of human sensa-
tions, since even if we were blind and could not feel or even if we did 
not exist, light and heat would exist. Light is a stream of photons and 
heat is molecular motion. The perception of these things is a differ-
ent matter (325–27). Pain, however, belongs to a different category; it 
would not exist if animate beings did not feel it. Kripke says,

My argument implicitly concludes that certain general terms, those for 
natural kinds, have a greater kinship with proper names than is gener-
ally realized. . . . It also applies to certain terms for natural phenomena, 
such as “heat,” “light,” “sound,” “lightning,” and presumably, suitably 
elaborated, to corresponding adjectives—“hot,” “loud,” “red.” (327)

Of course, since the analysis of adjectives is not yet elaborated, we can-
not know what Kripke would do. But fi rst it must be noted that hot is 
gradable. It is simply misleading to say that anything with heat, that is, 
anything with molecular motion, is hot. Cold things like ice or water at 
4°C have molecular motion and may in a technical sense be “hot,” but 
of course to say that cold things are hot is a semantic contradiction.
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Turning to sweet, now, the perception of sweetness is correlated 
with a chemical class of sugars (as well as other substances such as 
saccharin). Some individuals and some species are apparently taste-
blind. However, the fact that other individuals and species are not 
enables us to label those with taste-blindness as defi cient, as lacking 
a perceptual ability. The sweetness of kinds of sugars differs, and this 
is measured and calibrated by human judges. Sucrose and fructose 
are two of the sweetest of sugars and xylose is one of the least sweet 
(Moskowitz 1970). Now, it is conceivable that there is some physical 
property of sugars that correlates with sweetness, so that the more (or 
fewer) atoms a sugar molecule has, the sweeter it is. If this were all 
there was to say, then sweetness would be similar to heat.

But the problem is complicated by the fact that when tastes are 
combined, their properties are not necessarily additive. Sometimes one 
taste masks another taste, and sometimes it enhances it. Acids like 
lemon tend to mask sweetness. Suppose we have two solutions with 10 
percent sugar; one of these solutions, however, is 50 percent water and 
50 percent lemon juice. (We have already corrected for the sugar in 
the lemon juice and the kinds of sugars involved so that both solutions 
have the same percentage and the same kinds of sugars.) Perceptually 
they are not equally sweet—the solution without lemon is defi nitely 
sweeter than the lemon drink. Yet if sweetness is to be equated with 
amount of sugar, both solutions would have to be regarded as equally 
sweet.

My own view is that sweetness is more like pain than it is like light 
and that the correlation of perceived sweetness with physical phe-
nomena is a contingent fact, not a defi nitional stipulation. Therefore, 
I would classify sweet as a gradable expression, rather than as a natu-
ral kind term.
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POSTSCRIPT 2

Word Clusters

Adrienne Lehrer

As previous chapters have shown, when a speaker does not know 
exactly what a word denotes in a domain but does know how to use 
it in some other domain, the intralinguistic relationships can be called 
on to provide an interpretation. I cannot determine what strategies the 
wine subjects were using in describing wines, but the data on what 
words were used for the same wine may provide a few suggestions. 
It may be recalled that the words feminine, manly, honest, and small
were considered by both the Tucson and Davis subjects to be poor 
descriptors.6 Yet in one task subjects were forced to use these terms by 
deciding which wine had the most or least of that property. Figures P.1 
through P.4 show which words were used for the same wine.

Figure P.1 shows the word clusters used by the Tucson subjects for 
the red wines. This task was performed before the word meanings were 
discussed. One cluster can perhaps be characterized as “small, smooth, 
and feminine” and the other as “strong-tasting and masculine.” Small
clusters with fl at and light, which can be explained easily since small
denotes “less amount, less size” and light is used for “less body” and fl at
for “too little acid.” Manly clusters with big, a reasonable association, 
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small flat light

earthy

bigfemininebutterysmooth manly

honest

tart

round

perfumed grapy

positive pungent

Fig P.1. Tucson Subjects: Word Clusters Used Before Discussing Words.

and feminine with round, smooth, and, to a lesser extent, perfumed. 
Honest is more or less of an isolate.

Figure P.2 shows the results of the Tucson subjects’ cluster of words 
for the white wines. The task of selecting the wine with the most X and 
least X was done immediately after subjects had discussed the mean-
ing of the words. Small is still tied to fl at, but honest has attached to 
feminine, which has in turn become more closely clustered with per-
fumed and light, still reasonable associations. However, the clusters 
themselves are hard to characterize in semantic terms.

One speculation to account for the shift in clusters is that, at the 
beginning of the year, subjects were relying on intralinguistic networks 
to attach words to wine. However, after discussing the words, new 
links were made between the words and more specifi c properties of 
wines or other tastes or sensations that subjects may have been famil-
iar with. In other words, the experiments provided the subjects with 
extensions for many words.

Figures P.3 and P.4 show the word clusters for the Davis subjects. 
Small clusters tightly with light and then with fl at and earthy. Honest
clusters with feminine, which in turn clusters with round and smooth
for the reds and with perfumed for the whites. Manly clusters tightly 
with big on the reds and loosely with big and other descriptors on the 
whites. Most of the other words—the ones considered to be good or 
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flat small

tart

earthy

pungent

light

perfumed

big positive grapy

round smooth

feminine honest

buttery

manly

Fig P.2. Tucson Subjects: Word Clusters after Discussing Word Meanings.

acceptable descriptors—do not fall into any obvious semantic clus-
ters. This may suggest that the Davis tasters were applying such words 
directly to the properties of the wine without recourse to intralinguis-
tic relationships—at least for those words they considered to be good 
descriptors.
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big round positive manly smooth grapy perfumed honest feminine tart

butteryearthyflatsmalllight pungent

Fig P.3. Davis Subjects: Word Clusters for White Wines.



 
P

ostscript 2 
 

283

light small flat earthy

big manly grapy positive perfumed pungent buttery tart

round smooth honest feminine

Fig P.4. Davis Subjects: Word Clusters for Red Wines.



This page intentionally left blank 



285

Notes

PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

1. DNA analysis has shown that Petite Sirah is a hybrid of Peroursin and 
Syrah, both from the Rhône region of France. C. P. Meredith et al. (1999), 
American Journal of Enology and Viticulture 50(3): 236–42. It turns out 
that most California Gamay is actually Valdeguié, a grape from France.

2. LEXVIN is a research group focusing on wine lexicons and their com-
putational and linguistic applications. It is directed by Margarita Goded 
Rambaud, from the Departmento of Filologías Extranjeras y sus Lingüísticas 
at the Univesridad Nacional de Educación a Distancia in Spain.

3. “Moderate drinking” is usually defi ned as one fi ve-ounce glass of wine for 
women and two for men. However, Paola (2008) points out that determin-
ing what is moderate for any individual depends on many factors, including 
age, sex, size, medical condition, occupations, and family history.

CHAPTER 1

1. Another term for this phenomenon is tears. “The wine wets the inside of a 
clean glass and climbs up a few millimeters. At the upper edge . . . patches 
of the fi lm thicken, become more drop-like and eventually roll back 
down.” Tears are not the result of glycerol and are not a measure of 
viscosity (Robinson 2006).

2. French has a more elaborate and precise classifi cation for sparkling wines. 
First of all, there is a distinction between mousseux, “full sparkling,” and 
petillant, “light natural sparkle.” A more precise classifi cation is based 
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on “atmosphere” of pressure behind the cork. Mousseux has at least 5.5 
atmosphere, cremant has 2.4 to 4 atm, and petillant has 1.5 to 2.5 atm 
(Vandyke Price 1975:101).

CHAPTER 2

1. The theory of semantic fi elds has been developed by Trier (1931), Porzig 
(1950), Lyons (1968, 1977), Coseriu (1966, 1968), Lehrer (1974), 
Lutzeier (1981), Kittay (1987), and others.

2. Flat and sharp are used in the domain of spatial dimension. Flat was used 
as a dimension term by 1400. However, the fi rst citation for it as a taste 
word is listed as 1607 in the OED. If we examine the meanings of sharp,
we see that it was used for touch by 825, for taste by 1000, and for dimen-
sion by 1537. I believe that it was only at this later period, when sharp and 
fl at developed their antonymous relationship, that fl at became available 
(via its antonymy with sharp) to be used for taste and feel in the mouth.

3. Frank Lewis (personal communication) has suggested this interpretation.

CHAPTER 3

1. McCoy writes, “[Parker] practically had a patent on the adjective ‘hedonistic’
at least as a wine term. In a ten-year period he used it some 836 times to 
describe wines” (2005:271).

2. I’ve taken liberties in the layout of these categories; Rosario Caballero 
does not scale [+Force +Speed] as less intense than [+Force Abrupt].

CHAPTER 4

1. Colored laminated plastic wheels of the Aroma Wheel and the Sparkling 
Wine Wheel are available from Ann C. Noble, Wine Aroma Wheels, P.O. 
Box 72239, Davis, CA 95617–6239 USA, fax 1–484–233–3149, email: 
acnoble@ucdavis.edu, URL www.winearomawheel.com.

2. The sparkling wine wheel orders the classes in the inner circle somewhat 
differently from that of the aroma wheel, but this is of no theoretical 
signifi cance since the classes form a hierarchy, and the circular arrange-
ment is a graphical convenience.

CHAPTER 5

1. Amerine and Winkler developed a 100-point card in the 1940s, but since 
judges only used a narrow range of points, a 20-point card was developed 
(Noble 1997).

www.winearomawheel.com
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CHAPTER 6

1. A fi fth taste, umami, the taste of MSG, has been proposed but not univer-
sally accepted. In any case, the word umami has not been adopted into the 
vocabulary of most English speakers.

2. This is an empirical question. Experts may instead decide to revise their 
application of water or tigers.

3. California law requires that a wine label as a varietal must consist of at 
least 75 percent of that varietal.

4. Not all antonyms are gradable ones. Examples of nongradables are male-
female, married-single, dead-alive.

5. Alternative treatments can be found in McConnell-Ginet (1973), Kamp 
(1975), and K. Fine (1975).

6. Occasionally wines with 0 percent sugar are judged sweet because of a 
fruity aroma, a lack of sour-bitter-harsh elements, or from other ingredients 
in the wine.

7. See Barry C. Smith (2007), Lehrer and Lehrer (2008), and David Hume 
(1757).

8. Pragmatic treatments include Loewenberg (1975), Davidson (1975), 
Reimer (2001), and Grice (1975); Goodman (1968) and Kittay (1987) 
argue that metaphor is part of semantics.

CHAPTER 7

1. At this time, most rosés on the market were sweet, so there was probably 
a relationship between disliking sweet wines and rosés.

2. At some sessions three white wines and three red wines were served.
3. Some subjects must have had terrible memories because they seemed to 

need several servings of wine to complete the experiments.

CHAPTER 8

1. The Zinfandel was a homemade wine that one of the subjects brought, 
but I don’t remember if he made it himself. This was the only noncom-
mercial wine served to any subjects in any of my experiments.

2. I was intrigued by the fact that a few subjects, on seeing the list, com-
mented that they had not known before that certain descriptors could be 
applied to wine, and they promptly used these words.

3. At later sessions Stanford subjects were served the whites at room temperature 
because it was not possible for me to keep the temperature constant for all 
tasters. Temperature affects discrimination of certain tastes (Geldard 1953).
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4. The subjects actually preferred wines with some sugar (1–2 percent).
5. A white wine aged in wood might pick up some tannin, but it is unlikely 

that wine B was aged in wood.
6. The percentage of sugar for Z, 1.5 percent, was supplied by the winery. 

My own measurement was close to 1.3 percent. Either my measurement 
was too low or in that bottle some of the sugar had converted to alcohol. 
The latter hypothesis is plausible because the wine showed some sign of 
secondary fermentation.

7. The probability of a correct match was 1/4 since there was one fake 
description as well as the three real ones.

CHAPTER 9

1. Subjects were free to perform this task by ordering wines or words as 
they pleased. Some started with the most X on some wines and the least
X on others. Probabilities were fi gured as 1/3 even though some would be 
conditional. That is, after a subject selected one wine as the biggest, he or 
she would have a choice of two for the least big.

2. A buttery nose particularly in a Chardonnay is from the diacetyl, a 
product of malolactic fermention (Robinson 2006). However, this aroma 
is produced by other aliphatic alcohols (butanol, pentanol, propyl, butyl, 
amul) that have the fusil oil odor (Amerine & Roessler 1976:75). When 
the experiments with the Stanford and Tucson subjects were carried out 
(1973–1977), Chardonnay plantings were rare in California.

3. I treated the trio as two pairs: the two who matched all wines correctly 
were one pair, and the third subject and the previously defi ned pair 
comprise the second pair.

CHAPTER 10

1. Unfortunately, the information that connects the wines served to the code 
letters has been lost, and I have not been able to recover it.

2. These words were selected as poor descriptors by the Tucson subjects and 
were used with the Davis subjects for comparison. However, the Davis 
subjects considered big, round, and buttery as good descriptors.

CHAPTER 11

1. One subject gave identical descriptions for two wines at session 1, and at 
the last session s/he matched two wines with that description. I counted 
the response as 1 correct.
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2. The Wine Advocate is Robert Parker’s journal, but other sources were 
used as well.

3. Unfortunately, details of this result are not presented.
4. Burisch (2001) summarizes the work of two of von Herder-Dahrendorf’s 

experiments. He reminds us (personal communication) that statistical 
signifi cance is not necessarily the same as importance.

5. Christiane von Herder-Dahrendorf (1994:56).

CHAPTER 12

1. Earlier discoveries of genetic differences in tasting PTC, which are sum-
marized by Bartoshuk, include Fox 1931, Snyder 1931, Blakeslee 1932.

2. Eckert and Sally McConnell-Ginet (2003:15–16) summarize research 
showing that men talk more than women in mixed gender interactions if 
formally structured.

CHAPTER 13

1. After my presentation at the AAAS presentation, many reporters asked me 
what I thought the meaning of transcendental was. I had completely for-
gotten that this word was on list 1.1, although I hadn’t heard it until I saw 
Sideways. My understanding of the meaning of the word is that it is a term 
of high praise. Therefore, Miles’s evaluation is that it is not a great wine.

CHAPTER 14

1. The existence of “independent” measures assumes that the scientifi c com-
munity subscribes to the same theory of measurement for what is being 
measured.

CHAPTER 15

1. The matching experiment does not exactly involve critical communica-
tion. Critical communication is more appropriately applied to a situation 
where all the individuals are drinking the same wine together and are 
trying to characterize the fl avor.

CHAPTER 16

1. Since many of the fi nest wines are very expensive, for wine lovers it is 
nice to be rich or have wealthy, generous friends who are happy to share 
their wine.
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2. This word and defi nition was a winner in the Washington Post’s Mensa 
Invitational.

3. In Lehrer (1992), I describe some of the popular rule-schemes for automo-
bile makes and models, pet names, rock bands, beauty salons, and streets.

4. “In 1988, a group of American vintners formed The Meritage Association 
to identify hand-crafted wines blended from the traditional ‘noble’ 
Bordeaux varietals including: Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet 
Franc, and Petit Verdot and Malbec or Sauvignon Blanc, Semillon, and 
Sauvignon Vert. Meritage, pronounced like ‘heritage,’ was selected from 
more than 6,000 entries in an international contest to name the new 
wine category. Meritage is an invented word that combines ‘merit’ and 
‘heritage’—refl ecting the spirit of members of The Meritage Association” 
(www.meritagewine.org).

5. Sam Gringino suggests foods to go with the various types of sparking 
wines, “Toasting food with sparkling wine,” Wine Spectator, December 
31–January 15, 2007–2008, 19–20. Natalie MacLean presents her 10 
favorite wine and chocolate matches in her January 29, 2008 column. 
She also has a food and wine matching program that can be accessed at 
http://www.nataliemaclean.com/matcher.

CHAPTER 17

1. Silverstein (2003) remarks on the tasting notes found with cheese and 
other gourmet products.

2. Catherine Price, New York Times, printed in the Arizona Daily Star,
August 23, 2006.

3. From Turin, quoted in Burr 2002.
4. A semantic analysis of the use of smell and related olfactory words can be 

found in Yanna Popova 2003, “ ‘The fool sees with his nose’: Metaphoric 
mappings in the sense of smell in Patrick Süskind’s Perfume,” Language
and Literature 12:135–51.

APPENDIX

1. Parts of this chapter are taken from Lehrer and Lehrer, 1982, 1996, and 
1998.

2. Vagueness is a kind of indeterminacy. Predicates like bald are vague, but 
indeterminacy can result from factors like referential expression discussed 
above.

www.meritagewine.org
http://www.nataliemaclean.com/matcher
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3. Putnam claims that scientists would decide that on Twin Earth, a place 
just like our earth, a liquid called XYZ, which is perceptually and func-
tionally equivalent to water, but which is not H20, is not water. This is an 
interesting empirical prediction that could be false. Most likely, physicists 
would split. I wonder what the periodical table of elements on Twin Earth 
looks like.

4. The United States Department of Agriculture has classifi ed tomato as veg-
etable for import purposes.

5. A formalization for fi nding a consensus among individuals that yields a 
communal language can be found in Lehrer and Lehrer 1998, “Semantic 
Fields and Vectors of Meaning,” in Lexical Semantics, Cognition, and
Philosophy, ed. B. Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, Łódź: Łódź University 
Press. A formalization of this theory by Keith Lehrer can be found at http:
dingo.sbs.arizona.edu/~alehrer/research/Semantic%20fi elds%20and%20
vectors.pdf.

6. David Sankoff designed the cluster program used for the Tucson subjects; 
the one used for the Davis subjects was taken from Anderberg (1973) and 
run by Sankoff.

http:dingo.sbs.arizona.edu/~alehrer/research/Semantic%20fields%20and%20vectors.pdf
http:dingo.sbs.arizona.edu/~alehrer/research/Semantic%20fields%20and%20vectors.pdf
http:dingo.sbs.arizona.edu/~alehrer/research/Semantic%20fields%20and%20vectors.pdf
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Plate 1 The Wine Aroma Wheel. Reprinted with permission from 
Ann Noble, 1990. Wine Aroma Wheel copyright 1990, 2002 A. C. Noble, 
www.winearomawheel.com.

www.winearomawheel.com


Plate 2 The Sparkling Wine Wheel. Reprinted with permission from Ann 
Noble and Patricia Howe, 1990. Sparkling Wine Aroma Wheel copyright 
1990 P.A. Howe and A. C. Noble, www.winearomawheel.com.

www.winearomawheel.com


Plate 3 Mouthfeel Wheel. Reproduced from Richard Gawel, A. Oberholster, and Leigh Francis, 2000, 
with permission from the Australian Journal of Grape and Wine Research 6(3), 2003–7.




