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How to Read a Wine List
Wine lists group bottles by style, region, or varietal, so start with what you enjoy and 
use the list structure to find it.
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A long wine list can feel like a test, but it is really a map with a few simple patterns. Most lists 
group wines so you can find your taste fast, and staff expect questions. Learn the layout once 
and every wine list gets easier.

How Wine Lists Are Organized
Lists follow a few common layouts, and spotting yours takes only a glance.

•  By style groups wines as sparkling, white, rosé, red, and dessert. Within each group, wines 
often run from light to full bodied.
•  By varietal groups wines by grape, so all bottles from the same grape sit together. This layout 
suits diners who know which grapes they like.
•  By region groups wines by where they were grown, such as country or district. This layout is 
common in restaurants with a strong regional focus.
•  By the glass options appear in a short section of their own. These suit tables that want 
different wines or only one glass each.

Understanding Regions and Varietals
You do not need deep wine knowledge to use these two ideas well.

•  A varietal name tells you the grape, which hints at flavor. Learning even two or three grapes 
you enjoy gives you an anchor on any list.
•  A region name tells you where the wine comes from, and some regions are known for certain 
styles. If a region name is unfamiliar, treat it as a chance to try something new.
•  Blends mix several grapes and may list none of them. The description or the server can tell 
you whether the blend tastes light or rich.
•  Vintage is the year the grapes were grown. It matters more for some wines than others, so 
ask the staff if a vintage note catches your eye.

Making Sense of Price Tiers
Wine lists usually span a wide range, and price alone says little about your enjoyment.

•  The lower end of the list often holds simple, fresh wines that pair well with food. These are a 
safe pick when the table wants an easy bottle.
•  The middle of the list is where many restaurants place their most food friendly bottles. Staff 
often know these wines well and can describe them.
•  The higher end holds rare, aged, or famous bottles. Choose these when the occasion calls for 
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it rather than from habit.
•  Compare prices within the list instead of against outside shops. Restaurant pricing includes 
service and setting, so judge value by the evening as a whole.

Asking the Sommelier for Help
The sommelier or wine trained server is there to guide you, and a short brief gets the best 
advice.

•  Name one or two wines you have enjoyed before. A reference point helps far more than 
vague words.
•  Describe what the table is eating. The staff can steer you toward wines that suit the food.
•  Give a general price comfort zone in plain words. You can point to a bottle on the list and ask 
for something in that area.
•  Say how adventurous you feel. Ask for a safe classic or an interesting surprise, and the 
advice will match your mood.
•  Accept a taste when offered and say honestly what you think. There is no wrong answer 
before the bottle is poured.

Ordering Wine With Confidence
A few table habits make the whole ritual smooth and pleasant.

•  Decide who chooses: one person with staff help, or the table by agreement. Either way, check 
that the pick suits most dishes ordered.
•  Consider one white and one red for mixed tables. Variety keeps every guest happy without 
debate.
•  Order by the glass when tastes differ widely. It costs more per sip but buys harmony.
•  Taste the sample for faults, not for full judgment. Unless the wine is spoiled, accept the bottle 
you chose.

Frequently asked questions
What is the difference between a varietal and a region on a wine list?
A varietal is the grape a wine is made from, such as a single grape named on the label. A 
region is the place the grapes were grown, and some lists organize wines by region instead.

How do I ask a sommelier for help with wine?
Tell the sommelier what you normally enjoy and what you are eating. Mention your preferred 
price range in general terms and let them suggest a few options.

Are expensive wines on a list always better?
No, a higher price does not guarantee you will enjoy a wine more. Wines at many price points 
can pair well with food, so choose by taste and pairing.
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