
UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 7 Tasting

TASTING: Old World vs. New World: Sancerre (Loire) and Sauvignon Blanc (CA)

Before you start the tasting:

1. Make sure you have the Tasting Checklist. If you don’t have the checklist, please use the
navigation bar at the top of this page to go to the class Introduction, where the download
link is located.

2. Fill in the top portion of the Tasting Checklist. 

3. Pull the corks from your two bottles of wine. Pour each wine into a separate glass, filling
each glass about 1/3 full. 

4. To remember which glass is which, you might want to place the two glasses 
side-by-side, keeping the Sancerre on the left and the Sauvignon Blanc from California
on the right. In each section of the tasting, we’ll evaluate the Sancerre first and the
Sauvignon Blanc second.

5. Fill in all the sections of your Tasting Checklist as you work through the tasting.
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INTRODUCTION

In this tasting, you will compare two wines made from Sauvignon Blanc, but one wine is from the
Old World and the other is from the New World. The Old World wine is from Sancerre, in France’s
Loire Valley. The New World wine is from California. Throughout the tasting, we’ll refer to the
French wine as Sancerre and to the American wine as Sauvignon Blanc. 

Because they are made from the same grape variety, you can expect the wines to be 
similar—both will probably have the grassy, herbal aromas and refreshing acidity characteristic 
of Sauvignon Blanc. A number of factors, however, combine to make these wines different: 

WINE LAW

• In accordance with French appellation law, Sancerre must be made from 100 percent
Sauvignon Blanc. 

• In California, Sauvignon Blanc may be blended with other varieties to round out its 
flavors. (California law requires that a varietally labeled wine contain at least 75 percent
of the named variety, but the law doesn’t specify what other varieties may or may not
be used in the blend, nor does it require them to be listed on the label.)

AGING IN STEEL OR OAK

• Traditionally, Sancerre is not aged in oak, although some vintners have been 
experimenting with it.

• California Sauvignon Blanc may well have seen oak during the winemaking process,
especially if the label says “Fumé Blanc.” 

TEMPERATURE
The Sancerre is likely to be higher in acidity and lighter in body than California Sauvignon Blanc.
This stems from the fact that grapes, like all fruits, accumulate sugar and lose acidity as they ripen. 

• In cooler regions, the grapes do not get as sweet by harvest as they do in warmer
areas. Sancerre is colder and its growing season is shorter than most areas of
California, so grapes from Sancerre are usually lower in sugar and the wines lower in
alcohol. 

• What’s more, lower temperatures slow the loss of acidity that occurs as grapes ripen,
so the grapes and wines from Sancerre are usually higher in acidity.
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TERROIR
The vineyard’s climate and geography interact with the grape variety to convey a sense of place. 

• Sancerre produces delicate, elegant, mineral-flavored wines that are often lighter and
leaner than their New World counterparts. 

• On the other hand, vintners in California—where the climate is generally warmer and
the soils are quite different—grow riper, sweeter, less acidic grapes, from which they
produce more fruit-forward wines. 

GRAPEGROWING
Finally, a risk shared by both the Old and New Worlds; with poor vineyard management,
Sauvignon Blanc’s pleasant herbal qualities can become aggressively herbaceous.

SEE: CLARITY, COLOR, INTENSITY, LEGS

Complete the tasting checklist as you work through this section. The most important points for
these specific wines are highlighted below. 

CLARITY

• Complete your tasting checklist as you work through this section. The most important
points for these specific wines are highlighted below. 

COLOR AND INTENSITY

• Sancerre has tinges of green in its color and is typically paler than New World
Sauvignon Blanc. 

• Made with riper grapes that have developed more color, California Sauvignon Blanc is
more straw or yellow in color, and usually darker than Sancerre. 

LEGS 

• The California Sauvignon Blanc is likely to have more persistent legs and a higher 
alcohol content
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SNIFF: AROMA INTENSITY AND IDENTIFICATION

Swirl and sniff both the Sauvignon Blanc and the Sancerre; use the questions below as a guide.

INTENSITY AND IDENTIFICATION

• The Sauvignon Blanc grape is famous for its pungent, grassy, herbal aromas do you
find these in both wines? 

• Are the aromas in the California Sauvignon Blanc fruitier with more grapefruit and
melon - and is the fruit riper than in the Sancerre?

• Can you detect more earth and mineral aroma in the Sancerre than in the California
Sauvignon Blanc? 

SIP: TASTE, BODY, FLAVOR

TASTE AND BODY

• Do you find the Sancerre firmer, more acidic than the California Sauvignon Blanc?
Lighter in body? 

• Is the California Sauvignon Blanc softer, less acidic than the Sancerre? Is there more
alcohol in the California Sauvignon Blanc? A fuller body? 

FLAVOR

• Do the flavors of each wine echo their respective aromas? 
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SUMMARIZE: FINISH, BALANCE, COMPLEXITY

This tasting, unlike the previous tastings in this course, focuses on a single variety and spotlights
the differences that climate, soil and style make in a wine. 

• Old World vintners have determined the optimal combinations of vines and terroir—a
process of trial “and” error experimentation that dates back centuries—and have made
wine that uniquely expresses both. 

• In the New World, the process of matching soil and grapes is still in its youth.
Furthermore, terroir can be overshadowed by the bigger, fruitier, more ebullient 
characteristics of wines made in warmer climates such as California.

• As you proceed with the summary, keep these fundamental differences in mind. 

FINISH

• Does one wine have a longer finish than the other?

BALANCE 

• Do you find the Sancerre acidic? 

• Does its acidity overwhelm the fruit, or is it in balance? 

• Do you find the California Sauvignon Blanc balanced?  

• Is there enough acidity for the fruit? 

COMPLEXITY

• Does one wine reveal more layers of flavor than the other?

FINAL EVALUATION

• Which wine do you think is technically the better wine?

• Do you like each wine?

• Which one do you prefer?

Congratulations on completing the Class 7 Tasting!
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