
SECTION ONE

Cheese Tasting and 
Appreciation

In this section you will find a discussion of the terms used to
describe cheese flavor and texture, and information on how to
taste cheese.

Having a well-developed sensory vocabulary goes a long way in helping
to describe the nuances of cheese flavor to customers. In addition, telling 
the “story of the cheese” and using clear, enticing descriptions can
enhance the tasting experience. California cow’s milk cheeses offer a
range of flavors, textures and styles. Using sensory words to describe
the cheeses will help when communicating about them and in 
determining personal preferences.

The Flavor Dynamics 
of Cheese

When we eat, we use all of our senses: hearing, sight, touch, smell 
and taste. These senses translate into our responses to what we eat:
appearance, aroma, texture and flavor. The language we use to describe
the flavor dynamics of cheese refers to these sensory experiences.

Appearance
When first looking at the cheeses, note 
the nuances in color, ranging from pale
white to ivory, to buttery, golden or 
blue-streaked. Notice the moisture in the
cheeses, causing them to range from soft
and spoonable to firm or crumbly. 

Words that describe appearance are: soft,
runny, hard, crumbly, dry, moist, smooth,
rough, crusty, moldy, white, yellow, ivory,
orange.

Aroma
The aroma of cheese is created by many factors including the cow's feed
and the butterfat content of the milk, as well as type of starter culture
and enzymes that the cheese recipe contains. The length of time the
cheese has been ripened or aged helps to intensify its aroma, as does the
amount of salting it receives. 

Cheesemakers closely monitor
the ripening of the cheese.

Cheese can be aged from a few
months to several years.
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How much to buy? If planning a cheese course, estimate one to 
one-and-a-half ounces of each cheese per person. If serving three 
or more cheeses, decrease the amount to an ounce or less per person.
Cheese courses typically contain small amounts of cheese that provide 
a satisfying combination of flavors, whether before or after the main
course.

For cooking, consider how much you will need for each recipe.

Fresh cheese needs to be used immediately, or by the expiration date on
the package. If stored properly, soft-ripened and bloomy-rind cheeses
can be kept for up to a few weeks, and semi-hard or hard cheese will
keep for an extended period. (See Storage Practices, following)

For restaurant cheese buying, contact a local distributor who 
specializes in fine foods and perishables. Dealing direct with the 
producer is a good option when the producer is small and distribution 
is not available. Local specialty cheese shops will sometimes offer a 
discount to restaurants in the area.

For retail cheese buying, wholesale distributors are a primary resource,
independent distributors of niche products offer specific types of cheese,
and going direct to producers is an option if freight costs are not 
prohibitive.

Handling and Storage
Practices

The goal of cheese handling
and storage at the restaurant
and retail level is to keep the
cheese at the peak of flavor
until it is served or sold.
Sometimes a cheese is
delivered that has been
adversely affected by 
shipment – such as having 
been subject to wider swings 
in temperature than are ideal.
Proper handling can repair the damage and coax the cheese back to its
full flavor potential. The following information outlines basic cheese
handling and storage practices for the professional kitchen or cheese
retailer.

Proper handling and storage greatly affects
cheese flavor.

“The goal of cheese 

handling and storage 

is to keep the cheese

at the peak of flavor

until it is served 

or sold.”
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so before serving. (The exception is fresh cheese, which should be
refrigerated until use.) The kitchen staff should estimate how many
cheese courses will be served and set out the cheese to allow it to come
to room temperature (but not kitchen temperature). Cheeses served
from a cart or tray displayed in the dining area should be refreshed
throughout service and covered with a glass or plastic dome when
appropriate.

The Cheese Course Throughout the Menu

One advantage of serving a cheese course in a restaurant is its flexibility.
The cheese course can make an appearance as an appetizer, after an
entrée or as a dessert. Bars and cocktail lounges can serve interesting
cheese pairings to accompany drinks or as small plates on the menu.
Served early in the meal, a simple composed cheese course awakens the
appetite. Served after the main entrée, it offers a chance to linger and
extend the pleasure of a meal. 

Before the Meal: A Starter Course. A cheese course before, or at the
beginning of the meal, serves to stimulate the taste buds. Cheese can 
be prepared as an informal small plate or to serve with cocktails at 
the bar. A serving may include one or more cheeses served at room 
temperature. Consider such accompaniments as cured olives, pickled
vegetables, salted whole nuts, crunchy crudités, roasted or grilled 
seasonal vegetables, chutneys, mustards and tapenades. Another option
is serving cheese fried in crisps, or baked in a crust of coarsely ground
walnuts or almonds.

Mid-Meal: Transitional. A recent trend pairs a single
cheese with a savory accompaniment before or after 
the entrée. In restaurants, this course is often included 
in a prix fixe menu of several courses, or as part of a 
tasting menu that includes several small servings of 
various selections from throughout the menu, including 
a cheese course. 

End of Meal: In Place of Dessert. A delicious selection of
fine cheeses satisfies the appetite and helps to imprint a
lingering memory of a fine meal. Many cheeses pair
exceptionally well with fresh and dried fruits. Choose sea-

sonally available apples, pears, figs or berries, nuts (walnuts, almonds,
hazelnuts, pecans and pistachios), honeys, and dessert wines such as
sherries, ports and brandies. For a party that has finished their meal but
not their wine, suggest a cheese that would pair well and extend the
enjoyment of their wine. 
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“How you let your 

customers know

about your cheese

selection is the first

step in a successful

program.”

A number of restaurants find a cheese
cart creates interest in cheese. When
not in use, park it in a prominent area
where diners will see it as they are led
to their tables.



The Restaurant Menu

The menu itself is one of the best ways to communicate cheese 
information to diners. The menu can convey the range of cheeses 
you serve and their pairings along with flavor descriptions and stories
about each one. Menus provide the perfect way to announce a unique
approach to serving cheeses, such as a featured cheese of the week, a
seasonal pairing or the chef’s recent discovery. A cheese menu given 
to diners as they are seated gives cheese a prominent role, suggesting
that it can be part of the start, middle or end of a meal. Knowing early
that they want to try your cheese selection helps diners order their meal
accordingly. Techniques such as numbering the cheeses, printing 
phonetic spellings, and including the origin and flavor profile of a 
cheese will put customers at ease. Cheese menus can be presented early,
with the wine and dinner menus, or before dessert. When bringing the
cheese to the table, servers can point out, or circle on the cheese menu,
the varieties being served. They can also suggest that customers take
their cheese menus home to help remember the cheeses they enjoyed. 

Cheese Service

One way to support and encourage cheese sales is to display cheeses
where customers can see them. Cheeses can be placed on cloth-covered
ice to keep them somewhat cool. Covering the display with a glass or
plastic dome can keep cheeses from drying out and enable them to 
maintain a fresh appearance. To minimize waste, display small amounts
of cheese and replenish the display frequently throughout service. 

Some restaurants simply present a pre-selected list of cheeses for the
day. Others allow customers to choose cheeses from a cart or cheese
board, or a fromager (cheese steward) might make suggestions and
serve. A trained fromager or server will be able to keep the cheeses 
looking good, inform customers about the varieties and assure standard
portion control. In some restaurants, the sommelier oversees the cheese
service, with the advantage that he or she will be able to recommend
wine selections that complement the cheeses. Remember to allow aged
cheese to sit for about an hour at room temperature before serving, but
fresh cheeses should be treated like milk and kept cold until serving.
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Today’s cheese course appears
throughout the menu — from
appetizer to traditional end-of-meal
cheese course. Here are some
examples of the cheese course:



The Contemporary 
Cheese Course

The cheese course remains 
a growing trend in American
dining and entertaining.
Restaurants across the 
country now regularly offer 
a cheese course. Chefs are
making artisan cheese even
more enticing by serving it
with handmade breads, fruit compotes and salsas, and by creat-
ing both savory and sweet pairings. At home, serving cheese
before or after dinner and creating cheese platters for parties has
sent customers to retail and specialty cheese counters for fine
cheese and advice in serving. 

Cheese Course Basics

In many European countries, it has long been the custom to
enjoy a cheese course before, or in place of, a sweet dessert. 
In England, it follows the main course and is frequently 
accompanied by savory biscuits and port. In Italy, a cheese
course, paired with sliced salami, is often served as an appetizer.
The cheese course may have its roots in France, where it has
long been considered the ideal complement to an unfinished 
bottle of wine at the end of the meal. A cheese course composed
for a restaurant menu should follow these basic guidelines:

Selection. As with most things, it’s best to start simply. Begin by
offering one to three cheeses with varying textures, colors and 
flavors, cut into interesting shapes. Serving three cheeses does not
challenge the palate with too many flavors, yet provides good
variety and contrast. Offer a range of flavors and textures from
soft and mild cheese to hard and very sharp or pungent.
Alternatively, even serving one cheese at its peak of flavor, paired
with a beautifully prepared savory or sweet accompaniment, can
be a highly satisfying experience.

Quantity. Estimate one to one-and-a-half ounces of each cheese
per person. If serving three or more cheeses, you might decrease
the amount to an ounce or less per person. Cheese courses typi-
cally contain just small amounts that provide a combination of
flavors to stimulate the dinner appetite, or extend the pleasure of
a satisfying meal.

(cont’d next page)
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Cheese Cutting
and Handling

Presentation. Interesting plates, wooden or marble platters, straw
mats and wicker or ceramic trays will accommodate most serving
occasions. Use seasonally available fresh herbs and greens.
Presentation ideas are endless, inspired by personal style, the season
and the occasion. 

Tools. Be sure to cut cheese with the proper tool. Any sharp utility
knife will work to cut and serve a semi-soft or semi-hard cheese.
Curved prong-tipped knives or special cheese serving knives with
wide blades for hard cheeses and open-hole blades for soft cheeses
are available from culinary equipment suppliers. Cheese planes are
essential for shaving thin slices. A long, sharp chef’s knife is best for
cutting wedges from a wheel. For cutting whole wheels or whole
blocks, use a large double-handled knife or a cheese wire for the 
initial cut. 

“Cheese courses 

typically contain just 

small amounts that 

provide a combination

of flavors to stimulate

the dinner appetite 

or extend the 

pleasure of a 

satisfying meal.”
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The Cheese Wire
Cheese wires are useful 
in cutting cheese easily and 
with minimum waste. The 
wire’s narrow surface reduces 
the amount of waste resulting 
from cheese adhering to the 
cutting tool. Large wires are 
effective for breaking up larger
wheels or blocks. Small wires 
are ideal for soft cheeses like 
Brie and Blue.

Provided courtesy of United States Dairy Export Council



Cheese Cutting
and Handling

The Cheese Spade
Used to cut slices of firm or
semi-soft cheeses such as
Monterey Jack, Mozzarella
and Brick.
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From “Professionals’ Guide to California Cheese”
www.RealCaliforniaCheese.com

The Single-Handle Offset Knife
Used for cutting small 
pieces of semi-soft 
cheeses such as 
Monterey Jack, 
Cheddar, Edam and Gouda.

The Double-Handle Knife
Used to safely
cut blocks of 
firm cheeses 
such as Cheddar, Colby,
Parmesan, Romano and
Swiss.



SECTION TWO

Merchandising Cheese
for Retail
In this section you will find ideas that contribute to 
developing a successful cheese program in a specialty
cheese shop or grocery store. Communicating the romance
and excitement of cheese, staff training, creating displays
and selling well-matured cheeses are discussed.

Staff Training. The success of your cheese program depends 
on good service and accurate cheese knowledge. Hold staff 
tastings as often as possible. Go to Cheese Tasting and Appreciation
for information on the flavor dynamics of California cheese. Let 
the staff taste cheeses side-by-side and describe the flavor and 
texture differences so they can confidently give this information 
to customers. Learn which cheeses are best for party cheese trays
or for cooking and approach customers by asking how they plan 
to use the cheese. 

Tell the Cheese Story. A successful cheese program communicates the
romance and excitement of cheese. Give customers information about
where the cheese is made, the breed of cows used, its history, who makes
it and any special techniques the cheesemaker uses. For information,
cheese producers often have websites with details about their operation,
or look for printed materials that arrive with the cheese and tell the story. 

Cheese and Wine. In stores that sell wine, provide staff with guidelines
on matching wine with cheese selections. Write wine pairing ideas on the
back of cheese signs in the case to remind staff. Suggest wine and cheese
as hostess gifts. For pairing tips, go to Cheese and Wine Pairing.

Service. One of the services a good cheese retailer can provide is to help
customers discover how to use new cheeses. Often, the customer needs
help creating an interesting cheese plate for entertaining. The occasion
might be a before-dinner cheese selection, a formal cheese course for a
dinner party, or a tray for a reception. Suggest varieties of cheese that 
go well together. Advice about aesthetics such as shape and color and
selection of accompaniments for a cheese tray are valuable services. If 
the customer is looking for cheese to use in a recipe, it’s important to help
them find the cheese requested in the recipe, or a reasonable substitute.
Use this opportunity to introduce them to other cheeses that are good for
cooking.  If possible, customers should be allowed to sample the cheeses
and begin to understand the flavors they prefer. 

California produces more than 250
varieties and styles of cheese, many
of them specialty cheeses.
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Merchandising

Retail styles vary from hand selling cut-to-order cheeses, to ready-cut
cheeses that are available in self-service cases.

At a cheese counter where many cheeses are on display and customers’
selections are cut to order by knowledgeable staff, the exchange between
patron and cheese seller provides an opportunity to demystify the world
of cheese. Sales staff should begin an active dialogue with each customer
to help guide their selection. A clear description of the cheese on signage
in the display case will encourage customers to inquire about a cheese,
and a sampling before purchase will help the customer try unfamiliar
cheeses.

Displays. Every store has guidelines as to size and style of cutting
cheese for display. Cut cheese needs to be rotated to assure only good
quality cheese is sold. Newly cut and wrapped cheese should be stacked
behind cheeses already in the display. For information about dealing
with mold on cheese, go to Sourcing, Storing and Handling Cheese. 

In a cheese case that displays pre-cut and pre-wrapped portions, good
merchandising practices involve paying close attention to several basic
but very important areas:

Effectively facing the case for maximum sales impact. With good
planning, or simple diagrams, service cases can position cheeses in a 
way that makes sense to the customer and results in maximum sales. 
A common practice is to group cheese by type (fresh, soft-ripened, 
hard, etc.). The case should provide an appearance of abundance, 
position cheeses within easy reach of the customer and present cheese
with the face of the cheese showing.

When replenishing the case or display, write down what cheeses need 
to be cut and then plan to cut by family of cheese. Wash your cutting
board and sanitize between cutting each family so the integrity of the
cheeses aren’t compromised. Follow store guidelines for cutting sizes
based on weight or price.

Creating signs that inform and sell. Signs are important even when 
a sales person is on hand to answer questions. Assume that most 
customers do not know much about cheese beyond the most common
types, but the growing interest in cheese means they want to know
more. Make signs clear and interesting to read and your customers will
take the time to read and buy. Signs should give the name of the cheese,
a brief description of its style and flavor, where the cheese is made, and
the price. Use the Real California Cheese seal on your signs to leverage
the growing awareness of consumers for these fine cheeses.
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“Effective cheese 

retailing means being

a good storyteller – 

describe the 

cheesemaker, what is

unique about the 

flavor or heritage of 

the cheese, or how it 

can be used.”

A dramatic retail display will catch
the consumer’s eye. 

 



Sell Well-Cared-for Cheese. Retail stores offering a large selection of
cheeses must provide the highest level of care, mindful of the storage
and handling needs of the different types of cheese. See Sourcing, Storing
and Handling Cheese for a discussion about protecting cheese quality. 

Ripening cheese is another important consideration. Aged and semi-hard
cheeses typically arrive ready for sale, but often the cheese is still 
developing flavor while it’s in your store. The younger, soft-ripened
cheeses may need a few days to recover after shipping but will typically
reach peak ripeness in a fairly short amount of time. Retail stores that
include a special ripening area overseen by an experienced person can
keep the cheeses properly rotated. Trained staff can guide customers to
select cheese that will be ripe when the customer needs it, either that day
or in a few days. A cheese that is perfectly ripe should be prominently
displayed for quick sale. 
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Creating Retail Signs that Sell

Assume that most consumers do not know much about cheese
beyond the most common types. To create signs that sell:

1. The name of the cheese should be prominent.

2. Make the price easy to read.

3. In the remaining space, tell a story. It can be about the 
cheese’s flavor or history, or a serving suggestion.

4. Include the Real California Cheese seal to let customers 
know the cheese is made in California with high quality 
California milk.

“Signs should give the 

name of the cheese, 

a brief description of 

its style and flavor, 

where the cheese is 

made, and the price. 

Use the Real 

California Cheese 

seal on your signs to 

leverage the growing 

awareness of 

consumers for these 

fine cheeses.”

From “Professionals’ Guide to California Cheese”
www.RealCaliforniaCheese.com

 



Before putting a piece of cheese into your mouth, sniff it as you would a
glass of wine. Take the first bite, breathing a little air into your mouth 
so the aroma fills the whole nasal passage. Notice any scent that 
distinguishes the cheese. Aroma and taste will combine to give you the
flavor of the cheese.

Words that describe aroma are: mild, delicate, milky, fresh, creamy,
salty, sweet, strong, pungent, earthy, moldy.

Texture

Cheese ranges from very soft to very
hard, with semi-soft, firm, and hard
somewhere in between the two
extremes. The higher the moisture 
and milk fat of a cheese, the smoother
the mouthfeel. In addition to smooth
(Monterey Jack, high-moisture
Mozzarella, Queso Panela), cheese 
texture can also be creamy
(Mascarpone, Fromage Blanc,
Crescenza, Teleme), crumbly (Feta,
Cotija), very hard (Dry Jack, Aged
Gouda), or stringy (low-moisture
Mozzarella, Oaxaca). Texture is also 
an indication of ripeness with many 
soft-ripened bloomy rind cheeses; the 
riper the cheese, the softer or creamier 
it will be.

Rub a tiny piece of the cheese between
your fingers to feel the difference
between soft, semi-hard and hard 
texture. Notice the moisture or 
dryness of each sample. Don’t chew 
and swallow quickly, but move the
cheese around in your mouth to 
expose it to all your taste buds. Notice
that some will coat your mouth and 
others leave a clean palate.

Words that describe texture are: soft,
firm, hard, moist, runny, crumbly, 
granular, creamy, buttery, rubbery,
waxy, oily, chalky, spreadable.

Creamy - Crescenza

Crumbly - Feta

Very Hard - Dry Jack 

Stringy - Oaxaca

Smooth - Monterey Jack 
“Before putting a 

piece of cheese into 

your mouth, sniff it as 

you would a glass of 

wine. Take the first 

bite, breathing a little 

air into your mouth 

so the aroma fills the 

whole nasal passage.”

Provided courtesy of the California Milk Advisory Board 2



Taste
Food has both flavor and taste. You may find that a cheese tastes quite 
different in your mouth from the way it smelled when you held it to your
nose. Flavor is the quality that is usually a blend between taste and smell
sensations. Taste refers to the sense perception we receive via the taste
buds: sweet, sour, bitter and salty. Food scientists now accept a fifth taste,
umami, the savory taste often associated with L-glutamates naturally
occurring in foods such as mushrooms, meat and seafood, and in milk and
cheese. Drying or fermenting foods seems to concentrate their “umami” 
flavors. Notice umami when comparing a young cheese to its aged 
counterpart.

Slowly working the cheese around your mouth, notice which tastes are
apparent first, then which tastes develop later and which, if any, linger.
Words that describe taste are: sweet, mild, milky, buttery, delicate, salty,
sharp, acidic, tart, tangy, lemony, bitter, nutty, piquant, smoky, yeasty.

Cheese Tasting Guidelines
Each time a new cheese is tasted, make notes about its appearance,
aroma, texture and flavor profile. Whether tasting one or several
cheeses, use the following guidelines:

Temperature 
Taste all cheese at room temperature except for fresh cheeses, which
should be cold. 

Mild to Sharp, Soft to Firm
Tasting cheese from mild to sharp will prevent the palate from being 
overwhelmed, enabling you to appreciate the more delicate nuances
in mild cheeses. Tasting softer cheeses before the harder types reveals
the development of flavor through aging.

Thin to Thick
Take a thin shaving of each cheese and let it melt on your tongue. Then try a
large piece that requires chewing. Note the ways the same cheese can taste
different.

Cheesemaker Stories
Learn about the cheesemaker who made the cheese, where the plant or 
farm is located, and even the breed of cow. The story of the cheese and its
producer gives colorful background to the style of cheese being made. 

Pairing Ideas
After determining the flavor profile of each cheese, consider pairing compli-
mentary or contrasting ingredients with the cheese. Contrast a salty cheese
with the sweet flavor of dates, reduced balsamic vinegar, or dried or ripe
fruit. Complement a milder cheese by serving nut breads, sundried tomatoes
or salty nuts. 

Fine cheeses artfully presented 
enhance the dining experience.
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