
SENSORY EVALUATION 
Tasting 3A - Different Styles of Chardonnay
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TASTING GOALS

This tasting compares two Chardonnays: One with minimal or no influence from oak (“unoaked”), and a second
with considerable oak influence (“oaked”). Pay special attention to the differences in body and mouthfeel, as well
as color and aroma.

THE TWO WINES

Purchase two bottles of Chardonnay. 

• Both wines should be from the same growing region such as California or maybe Australia. 

• Ideally, the wines should be current releases from the same vintage or within a couple vintages 
of each other.

• One wine should be made without oak. Some are called “unoaked” or unwooded,” but you’ll have 
to ask your retailer to point you toward an unoaked Chard. Solid examples can be found under $25.

• One wine should be made with evident oak. Some labels may indicate that the wine was “barrel 
fermented,” on the label, but you’ll have to ask your retailer to point you toward an oaked Chard. 
Solid examples can be found under $25.

Optional Wines
To increase the complexity of the tasting, you may consider adding another Chardonnay from each category.
Ask your retailer to recommend wines that will provide interesting contrasts and highlight the diversity of the
wine styles.

Please note that the step-by-step tasting is written for a single pair of wines. If you choose to add more wines,
complete the step-by-step tasting first and then pour your additional wines. 
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SUPPLIES

• Two glasses per taster. Ideally, all the glasses for all the tasters should be the same. At the very least, 
each taster’s two glasses should be the same.

• Spit cup

• Water

• Plain crackers 

• Two sheets of paper and a pencil for each taster

• The Chardonnay Tasting Journal and Chardonnay Tasting Mat printed out from the Class 3 Intro.

Note that wineries with websites often provide technical information (including type of oak used, RS and 
acidity levels) about specific wines. You may want to print out the info so you have it on hand, but don’t read 
the winemaker’s tasting note until after you’ve completed the tasting.

TASTING PROGRESSION

1. Evaluate the unoaked and the oaked Chardonnay. 

2. Test your skills by writing tasting notes for each wine – and exchange the notes with your fellow tasters. 

3. Discuss the wines along with your tasting notes.

4. If you are tasting additional wines, this is the time to compare them with the original pair.

BEFORE YOU START 

• Chill the wines to about 50-55 degrees F (or 10-12 degrees C).

• Print out the Chardonnay Tasting Journal and the Tasting Mat that you downloaded from the Class 3 
Introduction. 

• Place a wine glass on each of the circles on your Tasting Mat. Note that the circles indicate the specific 
wine that will be poured into each class.

• Pull the corks and pour about 2 ounces of each wine into its respective glass. Each glass should be 
no more than 1/4 to 1/3 full. 
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SEE: CLARITY, COLOR, INTENSITY, LEGS

Record your observations on the Tasting Journal as you complete each step. The most important points for
these specific wines are highlighted throughout the tasting. 

Clarity 
1. Look through each wine, examining it for clarity. 

• Are both wines clear, or do you see a haziness in either? 

2. On your Tasting Journal, circle the clarity that most closely matches each wine. 

Wine Cue
Each wine should be clear or even brilliant, if it’s been filtered to remove grape sediment and yeasts.

Color and Intensity 
Unoaked Chardonnay

1. Pick up your glass of unoaked Chardonnay and tilt it away from you at a 45-degree angle. 

• Is the color pale or intense?

• What color is the wine? 

• Is it straw-colored with a greenish tinge, indicating a younger wine, maybe made from less 
ripe grapes? Or is the wine more straw/gold, indicating riper grapes or perhaps some barrel 
fermentation/aging?

2. Circle the wine’s intensity and color on your Tasting Journal. 

Oaked Chardonnay

1. Now examine your glass of oaked Chardonnay. 

• Is the color pale or intense?

• What color is it? 

• Does it have a green tinge? Or is it more straw or gold? 

2. Circle the wine’s intensity and color on your Tasting Journal. 

Comparison
• Are the wines equally intense? Or is one paler?

• Are both wines the same color? 
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Wine Cue
• Since both wines are young and made from the same grape variety, the differences in intensity and color 

that you see here are due primarily to the different levels of ripeness at harvest and to barrel influence.

• The grapes used for unoaked Chardonnay are usually less intensely ripe. The wine is typically paler and 
sometimes has a greenish tinge. 

• Usually made with riper grapes that have developed more color, oaked Chardonnay is unlikely to have a 
greenish tinge. Color can also be extracted from newer barrels. The wine is often more golden and more 
intensely colored than unoaked Chardonnay. 

Legs 
Unoaked Chardonnay and Oaked Chardonnay

1. Swirl each wine. 

• Are the legs faint and short-lived, or pronounced and long lasting? 

2. Make a note on your Tasting Journal. 

Comparison
• Which wine has the longer lasting, more pronounced legs? 

• Which wine would you expect to have a higher alcohol content and the fuller body? 

• Look at each bottle's label and check the alcohol content. 

• Does the label confirm your observation of the legs? 

Wine Cue
• Although the alcohol level on some unoaked Chardonnays may be higher, oaked Chardonnay usually has
more persistent legs and the higher level of alcohol. 

SNIFF: AROMA INTENSITY AND IDENTIFICATION

Intensity
Unoaked Chardonnay and Oaked Chardonnay

1. Quickly swirl and sniff each wine. 

• Do the aromas come pouring out, or are they reticent?

2. Note the aromatic intensity of each on your Tasting Journal. 

Identification
Unoaked Chardonnay

1. Swirl and sniff your unoaked Chardonnay. 

2. Pause for 10 seconds as you form a mental image of the wine.

3. Does an aroma recall some past event or place or your grandmother’s lemon meringue 
(she was quite prolific, wasn’t she?!)…? 
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Oaked Chardonnay

1. Swirl and sniff your oaked Chardonnay. 

2. Pause for 10 seconds as you form a mental image of the wine.

Unoaked Chardonnay

1. Swirl and sniff your unoaked Chardonnay again. 

2. When you identify an aroma, circle it on your Tasting Journal.

3. If you identify any aromas that aren’t listed, write them in.

• Are the aromas citrusy? Tropical? Nutty or spicy? Do you get any vanilla?

Oaked Chardonnay

1. Swirl and sniff your oaked Chardonnay again. 

2. Circle the aromas on your Tasting Journal. 

• Are the aromas citrusy? Tropical? Nutty or spicy? Do you get any vanilla?

Comparison 
• Do the wines have any aromas in common?

• How are the aromas different?

• Do the fruit aromas in one wine smell riper than those in the other wine?

• Is one wine more citrusy and the other more nutty/spicy/vanilla?

• Based on the aromas, which wine do you prefer? 

Wine Cue
• Aromas and flavors associated with Chardonnay include

• Citrusy scents such as lemon, lime and grapefruit — from less ripe grapes

• Yellow-fleshed fruits such as apricot, nectarine, orange peel and melon as well as  tropical fruits 
such as pineapple and guava — from more ripe grapes

• Apple and pear 

• Mineral

• Aromas and flavors associated with oak include

• Nuts such as hazelnut 

• Wood such as cedar, oak, toothpicks (this last implies too much oak) 

• Coconut, especially from American oak

• Vanilla, butter, spice (nutmeg and clove), toast and smoke from charred barrels
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SIP: TASTE, BODY, FLAVOR

Taste and Body
Unoaked Chardonnay

1. Sip, swish and spit your unoaked Chardonnay. 

• Check for the sensations of sweetness, acidity, alcohol and tannins. 

• Does the wine seem to have any residual sugar? 

• Is the acidity refreshingly high?

• Is there any warmth from alcohol?

• Is there any astringency from tannins?

2. Sip and swish the unoaked Chardonnay, feeling its weight and thickness as you move the wine around 
in your mouth. 

• Is the body light? Medium? Full? 

3. Spit the wine and circle its sweetness, acidity, tannins and body on your Tasting Journal. 

Oaked Chardonnay

1. Now sip, swish and spit the oaked Chardonnay. 

• Check your mouth for the sensations of sweetness, acidity, alcohol and tannins.

2. Sip and swish the oaked Chardonnay, gauging its body. 

3. Spit the wine and circle its sweetness, acidity, tannins and body on your Tasting Journal. 

Comparison
• Is either wine sweet? 

• Does one wine seem to be sweet because it has scents that are associated with riper fruits 
or sweet foods?

• Which wine has the higher level of alcohol?

• Which wine is leaner and more refreshing? The unoaked or the oaked Chardonnay?

• Which wine seems bigger and more full-bodied?

Wine Cue
• Made from less ripe grapes, unoaked Chardonnay tends to be a leaner, crisper and more refreshing wine.

• Oaked Chardonnay tends to be rounder and richer with higher alcohol and slightly lower acidity. If it does 
contain any residual sugar, it is usually below the recognition threshold.
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Flavor
Unoaked Chardonnay 

1. Sip, swish and aerate the unoaked Chardonnay. 

2. Repeat once or twice, if necessary. 

• Do the flavors you detect match the aromas perceived when sniffing? 

• Do you detect flavors that you didn’t find as aromas? 

• How intense are the flavors? 

3. Spit the wine and underline the flavors on your Tasting Journal. 

Oaked Chardonnay

1. Sip, swish and aerate the oaked Chardonnay, paying attention to the flavors. 

• Does the oak seem to make the fruit flavors more intense?

2. Spit and then underline the flavors on your Journal. 

Comparison
• Which wine has the riper flavors?

• Which wine has more complex aromas and flavors?

• Does one wine seem more focused?

• Do you prefer the flavors of one wine to the flavors of the other? Why?

Wine Cue
The flavors probably echo the aromas. The unoaked Chardonnay is most likely to have flavors of white-fleshed
fruits that are fairly high in acidity. The oaked Chardonnay is most likely to have flavors that resemble riper, more
orange-fleshed and tropical fruits.
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SUMMARIZE: FINISH, BALANCE, COMPLEXITY

Finish
Unoaked Chardonnay

1. Swirl, sniff, sip and spit or swallow the wine. 

2. Do the flavors slowly diminish on your palate, or do more flavors appear before starting to fade? 

3. Record your impressions of the wine’s finish on your Tasting Journal. 

Oaked Chardonnay

1. Swirl, sniff, sip and spit or swallow the wine. 

2. Record the wine’s finish on your Tasting Journal.

Comparison
• Which wine has more flavors on the aftertaste?

• Is one wine’s finish more elegant?

• Is one wine’s finish richer and more powerful? 

• Which wine’s finish lasts the longest?

Wine Cue
• Fruit and acidity, balance and extract are all requirements for a long finish. 

• Depending on the quality of the fruit and the winemaking, Chardonnays are capable of long, 
sustained finishes.

Balance 
Unoaked Chardonnay

1. Sip, swish and spit your unoaked Chardonnay. 

2. Judging by mouthfeel, ask yourself if any element seems too prominent: 

• Is the wine balanced? 

3. Record your impression of its balance on your Tasting Journal. 

Oaked Chardonnay

1. Sip, swish and spit your oaked Chardonnay. 

2. Record the wine’s balance on your Tasting Journal. 

• Is the oak balanced in the wine? Does it complement the fruit or is the fruit overwhelmed?

Comparison 
• Do both wines have the same balance? Or does one have more acidity? 

• And consider the structure. Is one wine softer? Is one wine firmer?
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Wine Cue
• Both wines may be balanced, even though each contains different amounts of acidity. They simply have 

different balance points. 

• The unoaked Chardonnay is probably closer to the acidic end of the continuum. 

• With its extra fruit and roundness, the oaked Chardonnay is further away from the acidic end.
At the same time, the wine should have enough acidity to prevent it from seeming flabby or short.

Complexity 
Unoaked Chardonnay

1. Sniff and sip the unoaked Chardonnay. 

• Does it have layers of aroma?

• Do more flavors reveal themselves on the finish?

• Would a second glass or the unoaked Chardonnay be interesting? Or would it be more of the same?

2. Spit or swallow the wine and circle its complexity on your Tasting Journal. 

Oaked Chardonnay

1. Sniff and sip the oaked Chardonnay. 

• Would a second glass hold your attention? Or would it seem too heavy? Or too monotonous?

2. Spit or swallow the wine and circle its complexity on your Tasting Journal.

Comparison
• Does one wine seem more complex? 

• Or are they both about the same?

FINAL EVALUATION 

• Based on finish, balance and complexity, which would you say is the higher quality wine? 

• Does either have the ability to gain complexity with time in the bottle?

• What is the price of each wine? Does one offer a better value?

• Which would you prefer to drink? 

• Recall your very first impression – is your favorite still the same wine that you preferred based 
on the aromas?
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TASTING NOTE SHUFFLE

Now it’s time to practice writing your own tasting notes – and to see if other people can recognize a wine based
on your description.

1. Give each taster two sheets of paper. 

2. Take your first sheet and write a tasting note for the unoaked Chardonnay on it. You may want to consult 
your Chardonnay Tasting Journal for some hints.

3. Write UC on the back of the first sheet along with your name – use pencil so the writing is faint and you 
can’t see it when you’re looking at the front of the sheet. 

4. On your second sheet, write a tasting note for the oaked Chardonnay. Write OC on the back of the sheet 
along with your name.

5. Once all the tasters have finished, everyone should shuffle their sheets and, keeping the note side up, 
pass both tasting notes to the taster on their right.

6. Each taster should guess which note describes which wine, checking to see if the note matches the 
guess by looking at the key on the back side.

7. Repeat the shuffle-pass-guess until you get your own notes back.

8. Now compare and discuss all the unoaked Chardonnay notes. 

• How are they the same? 

• How are they different? 

• Which note is the most successful?

9. Finally, compare and discuss all the oaked Chardonnay notes. 

• How are they the same? 

• How are they different? 

• Which note is the most successful?

To keep improving your abilities to observe and describe wine features, try to write a tasting note whenever you
drink a glass of wine. 

For even more practice, write tasting notes for other foods such as the various items on your dinner plate, etc… 
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CHARDONNAY: A PAIR OF DISTINCT STYLES

Each of the wines in this tasting takes its distinct style from an Old World model; the unoaked Chardonnay is
closest to Chablis and the oaked wine takes its cues from white Burgundies.

In the Vineyard and the Winery
The style itself comes from decisions made in the vineyard and in the winery. 

Once the winemaker has decided upon style, all decisions about which grapes to use and how to vinify them 
follow one of two paths. Each path will determine the structure, flavors and even mouthfeel of the wine.

Unoaked Chardonnay
The winemaker may select grapes from a vineyard (or vineyards) in cooler areas, knowing that these grapes will
have more delicate flavors and a leaner structure than warm-weather grapes. 

Because the delicate flavors may be overwhelmed by oak flavors from barrel fermentation, fermentation takes
place in temperature-controlled stainless steel tanks to preserve the grapes’ flavor and freshness. 

Once fermented, the wine may be fined and filtered before being bottled and shipped to market. (For this reason,
the currently available vintage of unoaked Chardonnay is generally slightly younger than barrel-aged Chardonnay.) 

The challenge of the unoaked style is to capture all the fruit flavors and to retain them throughout the winemaking
process. Although this sounds easy, the transparency of this style means that any missteps made in the vineyard
or in the winery can be evident in the wine.

Oaked Chardonnay
The winemaker aims for bigger, riper fruit flavors that can benefit from oak nuances without being overwhelmed.
The grapes may be grown in warmer conditions and then fermented in oak barrels. 

Unlike stainless steel, which is neutral and imparts no flavors of its own to the wine, oak barrel influence can be
identified in a number of ways. 

After primary fermentation, oaked Chards often undergo malolactic fermentation, which softens the acidity and
adds a creamy texture.

Before bottling, the wine may spend several months aging in barrel, which may increase the oak impact. 

The challenge of the oaked style is to balance the fruit with the oak. The oak should frame the fruit, comple-
menting and enhancing it rather than overwhelming it. The risk is that the frame will command more attention
than the picture. 

In the Wine
The wines themselves can be quite different.
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Unoaked Chardonnay
The unoaked Chardonnay is a pure expression of the grape. Winemaker influence is kept to a minimum. 

Chardonnays made without oak tend to have

• Less intense colors that are straw or even green-tinged due to

• Less ripe grapes 

• Cooler fermentation temperatures 

• Minimal air contact

• Aromas and flavors associated the grape variety

• Citrusy scents such as lemon, lime and grapefruit from less ripe grapes

• Apple and pear 

• Melon and tropical fruits such as pineapple from more ripe grapes

• Mineral

• Leaner bodies

• Less ripe grapes mean less extract, less sugar and less alcohol

• Refreshing mouthfeel 

• Crisp and lively from acidity

Oaked Chardonnay
The oaked Chardonnay is influenced by the winemaker. The wine’s features are derived from both the grape
and the winemaking process.

Chardonnays fermented and aged in oak (especially newer barrels) can have

• Colors that are golden and more intense due to 

• Riper grapes 

• Warmer fermentation temperatures 

• The increased air contact allowed by oak

• Colors extracted from oak

• Additional scents from riper Chardonnay grapes

• Orange peel, apricot, nectarine, fig and tropical fruits such as guava and pineapple

• Oak aromas and flavors such as

• Nuts such as hazelnut 

• Wood such as cedar, oak, toothpicks (this last implies too much oak) 

• Coconut, especially from American oak

• Vanilla, butter, spice (nutmeg and clove), toast and smoke from charred barrels

• Bigger bodies

• Riper grapes mean more extract, more sugars and more alcohol

• Additional mouthfeels 

• Slight astringency from oak tannins (toasted barrels add fewer tannins)

• Creamy texture from sur lie aging
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Quality and Preference
Neither style is inherently better than the other; the two wines are simply different. To make a successful wine in
either style requires high-quality grapes, good judgment and deft winemaking skills. 

An individual’s stylistic preferences are determined by the taster’s experiences and genetic make-up. Some people
love lots of oak, others go for a hint of oak, and the rest avoid it.

Comparison
The main differences between these two styles are summarized in the chart below:
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Unoaked Straw Citrus and white- Moderate High Low Medium
Chardonnay Pale to moderate fleshed fruits

Chardonnay Yellow/gold Ripe, tropical and Moderate Moderate Moderate Full
Moderate to orange-fleshed to high
intense fruits as well as 

wood aromas

Color and Aromas Alcohol Acidity Phenolics Body
Intensity
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