
UNDERSTANDING WINE
Class 6 Tasting

TASTING: Rioja Reserva and Chianti Classico

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 Rioja on the left and the Chianti on the right. In each section of the tasting,
we’ll evaluate the Rioja first and the Chianti second.

In this sixth tasting, you will continue to develop and refine your tasting abilities using the 
4S approach. The contrast between the two wines is subtle, so be prepared to look for 
slight differences.

Fill in all the sections of your Tasting Checklist, even if the section isn’t covered in the tasting—
since you are now familiar with the 4S approach, you can complete the tasting with fewer
prompts. The remaining prompts will help you focus on the distinctions between the Rioja
Reserva and the Chianti Classico.
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INTRODUCTION

As in the previous tasting which focused on Bordeaux and the Côtes-du-Rhône, the wines of this
tasting are blends of two or more grape varieties. The wines are greater than the sum of their
parts since each variety contributes flavor and character to the blend to create a more complex
wine than any of the varieties could produce on their own. 

The first wine is named after its growing region in northwestern Spain, Rioja. Rioja is predomi-
nantly made from the Tempranillo grape, which can produce dark wines that are relatively low in
acidity and capable of long-aging. Tempranillo is less intensely aromatic than some other vari-
eties, however, so Grenache - called Garnacha in Spain - and a few other red grape varieties
may be blended in to increase aromas and body. 

The second wine is from central Italy and is also named after its growing region, Chianti Classico.
The predominant grape in Chianti Classico is Sangiovese, which produces aromatic, fruity, acidic
wines with firm tannins. The Chianti blend may include a number of other varieties, whose pur-
pose is to soften Sangiovese’s harder qualities. 

Winemaking techniques such as aging the wines in oak for a period of time before they are bot-
tled sometimes also contributes to the complexity of these wines. 

• Rioja is traditionally aged in oak barrels, and winemaking laws in Spain dictate that a
Reserva spend at least a year aging in wood and two more in bottle before being
released for sale. This aging makes the tannins smoother and silkier, lightens the color
and adds vanilla aromas and flavors to the wine. 

• Chianti Classico may be aged in wood—sometimes to help soften a too-firm 
vintage—but barrel aging is not a predominant feature of this wine. In favorable years
when the grapes have ripened fully, the bright fruit flavors match the firmness of the 
acidity and tannins. 
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SEE: CLARITY, COLOR, INTENSITY, LEGS

CLARITY

• Examine the wines for clarity and note your tasting checklist. 

COLOR

• Rioja is typically ruby red to garnet/brick; Chianti is normally ruby red.
• Examine the wines for color and note your checklist.

INTENSITY

• Examine the intensity of the wines and mark your checklist. 
• Both the Rioja Reserva’s and the Chianti Classico’s intensity are normally medium.
• If your Rioja is older than your Chianti, it may be paler. 

LEGS 

• Swirl each wine, examine its legs and mark your checklist. 
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SNIFF: AROMA INTENSITY AND IDENTIFICATION 

Rioja Reserva

1. Swirl and sniff your Rioja Reserva. 

2. Can you detect any vanilla aromas from wood aging? Any raspberry, tobacco or cherry? 

3. Note the aromas and their intensity on your checklist. 

Chianti Classico

1. Swirl and sniff your Chianti Classico: Do you find any red cherry, earth, olive, tobacco 
or rose petal aromas? 

2. Note your checklist. 

COMPARISON

• How do the aromas of the two wines compare? Their intensity? 
• Is one wine less fruity than the other? 
• Is one more woody than the other?
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SIP: TASTE, BODY, FLAVOR

TASTE AND BODY

1. Sip and swish your Rioja Reserva, assessing both taste and body in a single step. 

2. Swallow or spit, and mark your checklist. 

3. Repeat with the Chianti Classico. 

4. How do the wines compare? 
• The Rioja Reserva is frequently lower in acidity than the Chianti, with smoother tannins,

a medium body and a mouthfeel that may be “gentler” than the Chianti’s. 
• The Chianti Classico probably has more acidity and rougher tannins than the Rioja, but

may be similar in body or weight. Its mouthfeel may be more “lively” than the Rioja’s. 

FLAVOR 

1. Sip, swish and spit the Rioja Reserva and identify its flavors; note your checklist. 

2. Repeat the process with the Chianti Classico. 
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SUMMARIZE: FINISH, BALANCE, COMPLEXITY

The Bordeaux and Côtes-du-Rhône you tasted in the last class were intended to be everyday
wines—affordable and enjoyable, but otherwise at the most basic level of quality. The wines of
this tasting are in a different class, one we’ll call “weekend” wines. A weekend wine is generally
higher in quality than an everyday wine and offers more complexity, better balance and more
enjoyment than its (usually) less-expensive counterpart.

Both your Rioja Reserva and Chianti Classico should have qualities that distinguish them from
everyday wines grown in their respective regions. For the Rioja, Reservas receive extended aging
in oak and bottle, producing a wine with more harmonious flavors and refined mouthfeel. For the
Chianti, it is the very favorable soil and climatic conditions of the Classico region of Chianti that
produce a bigger, weightier, more concentrated wine. 

In this concluding process, compare your observations with your notes from the Class Five,
and determine whether and to what extent these two wines deserve “weekend” rather than
“everyday” status. 

FINISH

1. Swirl, sniff and swallow the Rioja Reserva, noting how long the flavors linger. 

2. Repeat with the Chianti Classico and compare the two wines. 

3. How does the finish compare to that of the wines of the previous tasting?

BALANCE

1. Sip, swish and swallow the Rioja Reserva. 
• Is your immediate impression one of balance (even if the fruit is subdued)?

2. Sip, swish and swallow the Chianti Classico. 
• Do the tannins, acidity and fruit balance well in this wine? 

3. How do these two wines compare to each other? To the wines of the previous tasting? 

COMPLEXITY

1. Take a last sip of the Rioja Reserva: How complex is it? 

2. Now the Chianti Classico. 

3. Compare the wines to each other and to the Bordeaux and Côtes-du-Rhône. 
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FINAL EVALUATION

• Review your tasting checklist and compare your notes for the two wines. 
• Did you prefer one over the other? 
• If so, why? 

Congratulations on completing the Class 6 Tasting!
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