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onsumer acceptance of wine 
packaging other than glass 
is growing, but fine glass-

ware remains the undisputed tool 
of choice for presenting, evaluat-

ing and fully appre-
ciating wine. While 
both  c rysta l  and 
g l a s s  s t e m w a r e 
share space on win-
ery tasting bars, the 
move by wineries to 
upscale glassware 
frequently coincides 
with the addition of 
luxury tasting expe-
riences designed to 
showcase top-t ier 
wines. 

“We’ re  see ing 
wineries choosing 
the best,” said Sylvie 
Laly, director of U.S. 
winery sales for Rie-
del, Spiegelau and 

Nachtmann. “When a winery using 
our non-varietal-specific Riedel 
glass trades up to the varietal-spe-
cific series, tasting room manag-
ers can see that their consumers’ 
experience is being significantly 
enhanced, and that translates 
directly to increased sales for the 
winery.” 

For Riedel customers, that 
choice means a baseline increase in 
cost by about 30%. From the entry-
level Degustazione series, non-
varietal-specific glasses designed 
for basic wine styles, a 19.75 ounce 
red wine glass runs $2.99 per stem 
whereas a varietal-specific 21.5 
ounce cabernet/merlot glass from 
Riedel's Restaurant series runs 
$5.95 per stem.   

With quant i ty discounts in 
place, Riedel crystal stemware 
can be had for as little as $2.75 a 
stem. Wholesale prices for stan-
dard wine glasses, the majority of 
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Upscale glassware can upgrade 
the customer experience

+	 Fine	glassware	can	show	wines	to	their	
best	advantage,	and	provide	a	better	visitor	
experience.

+	 Customer	satisfaction	can	validate	the	
increased	cost	of	upscale	glassware.

+	 California’s	most-visited	wineries	are	trading	
up	to	crystal	stemware	for	their	tasting	rooms.

+	 Wineries	are	making	upscale	glassware	a	
part	of	their	luxury	tasting	experiences,	for	
which	they	charge	higher	fees.	

AT A GLANCE

Domaine Chandon 
uses fine stemware 

to enhance its 
upscale tastings. 

 Tools
of  the 
 Trade
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specific glasses and steps up to the 
Vinum series, which it uses for hos-
pitality programs and offers for sale 
at retail in the tasting room. 

However, Mondavi stopped 
short of using Riedel lead crystal 
stemware for prestige tastings, as 
doing so requires guests to sign a 
waiver acknowledging the risk of 
exposure to lead. The winery does 
post the required California Propo-
sition 65 warning and sells lead 
crystal glasses and decanters in the 
tasting room.

BENCHMARK TASTING 
EXPERIENCES

With an annual visitor count of 
more than 250,000, Domaine Chan-
don is one of Napa Valley’s top 
three most-visited wineries. In April 
2012, the winery added a $40 Pres-
tige Tour & Tasting and purchased 
Riedel flutes at $5.95 a stem to 
better showcase its étoile tete de 
cuvee wines. 

which are sourced 
from Toledo, Ohio-
b a s e d  g l a s s w a r e 
manufacturer Libbey, 
run from $2.50 to $3.50  
per stem.

Although the correlation 
between using higher-quality 
stemware and increased tasting 
room sales is largely anecdotal, 
customer satisfaction alone has 
quelled wariness on the part of 
purchasing managers and tasting 
room staff about the increase in 
cost over standard glass 
stemware.

TRADING UP

According to a source in 
the purchasing department at Rob-

ert Mondavi Win-
ery, last year the 
company upgrad-
ed  i t s  en t i re 
glassware pro-
gram to Riedel, 
including moving 

its logo tasting 
glass to Riedel’s 

lead-free, non-vari-
etal-specific Ouver-

ture Restaurant series 
tasting glass. (According 

to Laly, Ouverture is among 
Riedel’s best-selling series 

worldwide.)
The winery’s high-traffic tast-

ing room in Napa Valley offers 
visitors the opportunity, at a 

reduced price, to purchase 
the glasses used dur-

ing their tasting, 
which has helped 
c u t  d o w n  o n 

theft.  For private 
and reserve tastings, 

Mondavi uses a range of varietal-

the fine art of closures

mala-usa.com     (415) 302-3123     
G@mala-usa.com

Many tasting rooms 
use Riedel’s Ouverture 
Magnum glass, which 
works with many dif-
ferent varietal wines.   
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“During the Prestige tour, we’re 
establishing a benchmark for how 
to present and serve sparkling 
wine,” said Tasting Room Assistant 
Manager Chloe Tyer, who works 
with a purchasing coordinator to 
procure stemware. The tasting 
room can see 1,400 visitors a day 
during the peak months of April 
through October. “Anecdotally, 
we do feel that upscale glassware 
improves sales and we’ll be evalu-
ating sales data from our Prestige 
tasting.”  

THE RIGHT TOOL FOR THE JOB

Increasingly, wineries are fine-
tuning their choices of stemware 
based on the wine styles they pro-
duce and sell. 

For Gilian Handelman, director of 
wine education at Kendall-Jackson 
in Sonoma County, upscale glass-
ware is “definitely worth the extra 
money.” After conducting focus 
group tastings that demonstrated 
how much better the Kendall-Jack-
son wines showed in thin-walled 
stems without a rolled lip, the win-
ery selected the Riedel Ouverture 
red wine glass ($4.40 per stem) for 
use in the tasting room. 

For the company’s Stonestreet 
mountain-grown cabernet sauvi-
gnons, it traded up to the 25-ounce 
Restaurant XL Cabernet stem 
($6.95), which is used for special 
events, collectors, wine club mem-
bers and for seminars on the road.  
Stonestreet also uses decanters 
designed by Georg Riedel to bet-
ter aerate the mountain tannins 
and has used the Vinum series 
Bordeaux and Burgundy glasses at 
$14 each. 

“Glasses are such an intimate 
tool ,” Handelman said.  “The 
amount of pleasure you derive 
(from the wine) is absolutely relat-
ed to the tool. Spend a few more 
dollars on a glass and you’ll get 
exponentially more pleasure from 
the experience.” 

Chalk it up to a defining moment 
for Napa Valley winemaker Dave 
Miner, whose stemware epiphany 
came at the expense of his modes-
ty more than nine years ago. While 
participating on a panel that was 

Chandon uses Riedel flutes to showcase its top-of-the-line étoile sparkling wines.
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blind-tasting chardonnay, Miner 
was poured his own Wild Yeast 
Chardonnay in a Riedel Somme-
lier series Montrachet glass.  Not 
aware that his microphone was 
live, he had everyone’s attention 
after he blurted out an expletive 
to describe how much he liked the 
way the wine was showing. Miner’s 
experience resulted in a partnership 
with Riedel, and the glassmaker 
uses Miner Family Winery in many 
of its tasting demonstrations.  

Today, a standard $25 tasting at 
Miner Family Winery features six 
different Riedel O series (stemless) 
glasses.  Miner commissioned the 
custom six-glass set, branded with 
Miner’s silk-screened logo, and 
sells it at retail for $72. Miner is one 
of the few wineries in Napa Valley 
that uses a stemless glass, which 
the winery feels conveys a sense 
of fun and whimsy.  

“We get a lot of questions from 
customers about the O glass-

and whether or not the wines are 
warmed by their body temperature 
in the stemless glasses.

When asked about body temper-
ature’s effect on the wines, tasting 
room staffers explain that the wine 
doesn’t spend enough time in the 
glass to warrant concern, and that 
the ambient temperature of the 
tasting room has more impact on 
the temperature of the wine than 
their fingertips. 

Miner also includes a custom set 
of Miner-branded logo Riedel glass-
es as a gift with a wine club mem-
bership and a varietal glass with 
new releases. “When customers 
taste at the winery, the wines are 
being shown to their best advan-
tage. We want them to be able to 
repeat that experience when they 
taste at home,” Ackerman said.

A MATTER OF AESTHETICS

Wineries may opt for machine-

ware,” said Hospitality Manager 
Mandi Ackerman, particularly about 
why six different glasses are used 

So good you can taste it.

800.367.8383 ■ WesternSquare.com

Miner Family Winery uses six different 
Riedel glasses for its standard tasting, 
and gives custom glasses to its wine 
club members. 
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made, lead-free crystal glasses 
for their tastings, but when space 
allows they frequently offer for 
sale a variety of upscale stemware, 
including hand-blown, lead crystal 
glasses.   

Barbara Connelly manages the 
Spice Islands Marketplace at the 
Culinary Institute of America’s 
Greystone campus in Napa Val-
ley and sells Eisch Sensis Plus 
machine-blown, lead-free crystal 
stemware ($15 wholesale for a 
red wine stem) at retail and via the 
company website. 

“We first became aware of Eisch 

wholesale per stem. Eisch lead-
free decanters begin at $56.25 and 
reach $100.  

At Sebastiani Vineyards & Win-
ery in Sonoma, merchandise man-
ager and hospitality coordinator 
Katharina Baskin stocks Eisch hand-
blown, lead-free crystal stemware 
in the winery’s retail shop, which 
ranges from $31.25 to $57.50 per 
stem wholesale. Baskin noted that 
the tasting room staff will occasion-
ally conduct tastings with Eisch 
when customers are interested in 
purchasing the stemware, although 
a standard 8-ounce Libbey glass is 
typically used.

CARE AND MAINTENANCE 

It’s not uncommon for tast-
ing room staff to undergo sev-
eral hours, or in some cases 
several days, of training before 
they are entrusted with handling 
upscale stemware and expensive 
lead crystal decanters. For polish-
ing stemware, wineries rely almost 
exclusively on Riedel’s microfiber 
polishing cloth, cited by those inter-
viewed for this article as essential 
for lint-free, brilliant stems.  

Kendall-Jackson’s Handelman 
finds that paper towels are the 
best alternative, while Mondavi’s 
purchasing department cautions 
against the use of fabric softener 
for any polishing cloths. Custom 
dishwasher racks, careful attention 
to water temperature and, when 
needed, dishwasher upgrades 
were all cited as helpful for main-
taining upscale stemware.

Whi le inevi tab le,  breakage 
wasn’t the biggest concern for 
the wineries interviewed. Stor-
age space for stemware – or the 
lack thereof – was noted by tasting 
room managers as a constant con-
straint.

Deborah Parker Wong is the 
Northern California editor for The 
Tasting Panel magazine. She earned 
her WSET Diploma in 2009.

Comments? Please e-mail us at 
feedback@vwmmedia.com.

when it was brought in for a tasting 
hosted at the CIA by the Wine Advo-
cate,” said Connelly, who said she 
sees a high level of customer satis-
faction with the stemware. In some 
cases, after buying sets for them-
selves, consumers have returned to 
the store to buy the glasses as gifts 
for their family and friends. 

Terri Casner, the national market-
ing director for Eisch USA, said the 
company offers tasting room retail 
stores its core Sensis Plus stem-
ware collection, which includes a 
dozen different styles and ranges 
in price from $11.25 up to $17.50 

The majority of upscale 
stemware being used in win-
ery tasting rooms is now made 
from lead-free crystal, in which 
barium oxide, zinc oxide or 
potassium oxide replaces the 
lead oxide that gives lead crys-
tal its brilliance and melodic 
ring. Lead-free crystal, which 
was adopted in tasting rooms 
after the passage of Califor-
nia’s Proposition 65, the Safe 
Drinking Water and Toxic 
Enforcement Act of 1986, may 
be lighter than lead crystal but 
it has a similar refractive index, 
making it the preferred choice 
over standard glass.  

According to standards 
established by the European 
Union, crystal must contain at 
least 24% lead oxide in addi-
tion to silica, soda or potash, 
and other oxides in order to 
be referred to as "lead crystal." 
Glassware with lower percent-
ages of lead oxide and lead-
free crystal must be labeled 
"crystalline" or "crystal glass." 
Standard glass is composed of 
silica, soda ash, lime and minor 
additives and can easily be dis-
tinguished from lead-free or 
lead crystal, as it produces a 
dull thud when two glasses are 
clinked together. – D.P.W.
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