Episode 13 – What Makes Wine “Good” or “Bad?”
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Last episode, we explored how geography shapes wine styles. Today, we’re tackling the big question: what actually makes a wine “good” or “bad”? Spoiler: it’s not just price tags or critics’ scores. By the end, you’ll be able to judge quality with confidence—and maybe even defend your favorite $15 bottle to a wine snob.

The Core Concept: Quality vs. Preference
· Good wine – technically well-made.
· Great wine – well-made and emotionally compelling.
· Bad wine – flawed or unbalanced.
Here’s the kicker: you can dislike a technically “good” wine (say, an oaky Chardonnay) or adore a simple, easy-drinking one (like a crisp Vinho Verde). Both are valid.

The Five Pillars of Quality
1. Balance – The Golden Rule
A wine’s acidity, sugar, tannin, and alcohol should work in harmony.
· Too acidic? Mouth-puckering.
· Too alcoholic? Hot or burning finish.
· Just right? Nothing stands out awkwardly.
Try This: Compare an inexpensive Pinot Grigio with a premium one. Notice how the cheaper bottle may taste “sharp” because of unbalanced acidity.

2. Typicity – Does It Taste Like It Should?
Wines should reflect their grape and origin.
· A Napa Cabernet should show bold black fruit.
· A Chablis should deliver that flinty, “liquid limestone” quality.
Red flag: A pricey Bordeaux that could pass for any generic red.

3. Complexity – Layers of Interest
Simple wines show one or two flavors. Complex wines unfold over time—fruit, floral, earth, spice. Not every wine needs complexity, but it’s a hallmark of higher quality.

4. Finish – The Afterparty
A short finish fades instantly. A long finish lingers for 15+ seconds and keeps inviting you back.

5. Authenticity – No Makeup Needed
Good wines express their grape and terroir honestly. Bad wines mask flaws with too much oak or residual sugar—like using auto-tune to cover a weak voice.

The Flaws That Make Wine “Bad”
Even expensive bottles can have faults:
· Cork Taint (TCA): Smells like wet cardboard or a damp basement. Comes from contaminated cork.
· Oxidation: Sherry-like, bruised apple notes from too much air exposure.
· Volatile Acidity (VA): Nail polish remover aroma from bacterial spoilage.
· Brettanomyces (“Brett”): Barnyard or Band-Aid smell from a wild yeast infection.
Pro Tip: Some “funk” in natural wine is intentional; flaws are not.

Price ≠ Quality
Why a $15 wine can be good:
· Balanced for its style.
· True to grape and region.
· Free of major flaws.
Why a $50 wine can be bad:
· Over-oaked to hide mediocre fruit.
· Poorly balanced alcohol and acid.
· Weak vintage or sloppy vineyard work.
Try This: Blind-taste two same-grape wines at different prices. See which one you enjoy more—your palate is the ultimate judge.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
· Assuming expensive always means better.
· Ignoring flaws because the label is prestigious.
· Letting critics dictate your taste.

Quick Reference Quality Checklist
Balanced? ✓
True to type? ✓
Interesting? ✓
Pleasant finish? ✓
Flaw-free? ✓
Memory Trick: “Good wine makes you think. Great wine makes you feel.”

Enthusiast Alert
The “Parker Effect” – Robert Parker’s preference for big, oaky wines influenced global winemaking in the 1990s, leading many producers to chase his scoring style.
The natural wine debate – “Funk” can be genuine terroir expression or a sign of poor winemaking. The challenge is knowing the difference.

Try This: The Flaw Detection Challenge
Get a small bottle of inexpensive sherry to recognize oxidation. Compare it to a corked wine (many shops have samples for training). Your nose will quickly learn to spot these deal-breakers.

On the Next Sip…
Why do some wines give you headaches? Episode 14 uncorks Wine Myths: Separating Fact from Fiction.
Until then, remember: the best wine is the one you love—flaws, price tags, and critics be damned. Cheers! 

