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Boom■ That's the 
sound of the mic drop capping the 2023 
vintage for California Pinot Noir. Run, 
don't walk, to stock up on these wines. 
They're that good. 

The 2023 Pinots are defined by a wide spectrum of fruit, from 
red and blue to black and purple, matched by a vivid display of 
floral and savory aromas. Underneath the flavors runs finely 
beaded acidity delivering mouthwatering succulence. Although 
not as densely structured tannin-wise as the 2021s, the '23s are 
equal in quality, offering a captivating persona along with range 
and detail. They also have the potential to age. 

"In my 40 years of work here, this one lines up with the best 
I've ever seen in Pi not Noir," says Mark Aubert, whose quartet 
of2023 Pinots all earned classic ratings of95 points or higher 
on Wine Spectator's 100-point scale, led by the Pinot Noir 
Sonoma Coast CIX 2023 (97 points, $125). 

The 2023 CIX perfectly encapsulates the character of the 
vintage, packing in an admirable amount of bright fruit in the 
form of raspberry, cherry and mulberry notes, whi le sparkles 
of anise, sassafras and rosemary provide savory, juicy lift and 
cut. There's a suave gloss of toast, with enough energy and fruit 
to burn on the youthfully compact but mouthwatering finish. 
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The wine should cellar beautifully for at least a decade. 
The 2023 vintage is especially compelling because it's the 

rare year in which classic quality resulted from less-than-ideal 
conditions. Yet despite the lack of an easygoing growing sea­
son, producers found ways to overcome the challenges, relying 
on their experience and hindsight as well as increasingly con­
scientious farming practices. The season's absence of extreme 
heat was also a factor in their success. 

"It wasn't an easy road, but it never got hot and that favors 
Pinot Noir," says vintner Paul Hobbs, whose flagship Pinot Noir 
Russian River Valley George Menini Estate 2023 (95, $95) 
earns its place among the 52 classic-rated Pinots in this report. 
Expressive and well-defined, with crunchy acidity that helps 
drive its mulberry, black cherry and raspberry fruit along, this 
vivid red is brimming with energy. 

Since my previous report on Pinot Noir ("Feeling the Heat;' 
Sept. 30, 2024), I have reviewed more than 600 wines 
representing the range of California's Pinot growing 

regions in both the north and south of the state. As with all of 
our reports, these reviews are based on formal blind tastings 
where producer and price are not known, conducted by Wine 
Spectator staff only, without winemakers or owners present. 

Nearly one-third of the Pinots under review are from the 
2023 vintage. This first wave of releases offers an exemplary 
introduction to the year's wines, with 46 of them achieving 
classic ratings of 95 points or higher. An additional 127 wines 
earn outstanding scores of 90 to 94 points, meaning that an 



eye-opening 87% of the 2023s I've reviewed so far have reached 
the 90-point threshold. With a significant number of elite pro­
ducers included in this total, I give the 2023 vintage an overall 
rating of 96 points, equal to 2021. 

Joining Aubert's CIX bottling at 97 points are the Rivers­
Marie Pinot Noir Sonoma Coast Summa Old Vines 2023 (97, 
$95) and Rochioli Pi not Noir Russian River Valley West Block 
2023 (97, $120), both of them sourced from old vines. The Summa 
relies on only about 550 vines, likely Bien Nacido clone, that 
were planted in 1978, while Rochioli's West Block encompasses 
just LS acres of vines planted in 1969. Revealing the complexity 
and minerality that old vines can impart, these bottlings show 
why farming for longevity is so critical to making great wine. 

Just below the top tier, look for highly rated 2023s from Way­
farer, Williams Selyem, Dehlinger, Peter Michael, Bricoleur and 
DuMol, among others. While more 2023 releases continue to 
enter the marketplace into early 2026, I'll publish additional 
ratings as the wines are submitted for review. 

Along with a smattering of other late releases, this report 
includes a sizable number of 2022s, showcasing a vintage with 
up-front appeal and a very forward fruit profile, but without 
the structure or energy to stand among 2023 and 2021, the cur­
rent benchmark vintages for the category. Having now reviewed 
nearly 650 wines from 2022 in total-about 60% of which rated 
90 points or higher-I've amended the overall rating for the 
vintage down to 90 points. 

The 2023 vintage started off with a plentiful water table, 
thanks to atmospheric rivers that soaked the Golden State 
during the preceding winter. That was key to success for 

the state's producers, who now almost routinely face hot, dry 
conditions during the growing season, resulting in an increased 
reliance on dry farming. 

"But then cool weather persisted through May, and that led 
to a long, spread-out flowering," Hobbs says. "June and July 
were OK, and we'd done our usual heavy thinning," he adds, 
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referring to the process of pruning developing grape bunches 
to reduce yields. "We thought that'd be it, but then August was 
cold and damp. That's where the real shock came in." 

August's cool temperatures and moisture resulted in berries 
sizing up, since the hydration that accompanies more typical 
summer conditions didn't occur. Instead oflosing 20% to 30% 
of bunch weight, berries increased in size by that amount. 

"It was a worrisome situation,'' says Hobbs, alluding to the 
potential for dilution. "We basically did a panic thinning over 
two straight weeks of work in the vineyard in August. Normally 
we do two passes in the vineyard. In 2023, we did three!' 

"We did drop a lot of fruit," Aubert concurs. "You had to be 
careful with yields. We knew from the first half of the season 
that it was going to be a late harvest, and you can't risk carry­
ing a bumper crop late because the weather can turn. But the 

most important takeaway was that the temps 
in August and September were so steady and 
moderate. The highest temperature in our Park 
Avenue vineyard through all of September was 
88 degrees-and we always get 90s there. Be­
cause of that, we were able to push deep into 
October, when we got four straight days of90-
plus degrees that had a great impact." 

Under their RAEN label, brothers Carlo and Dante Mondavi are making exceptional Sonoma Coast Pinots. 

"The key was to wait, especially along the 
coast,'' says Thomas Rivers Brown, owner and 
winemaker of Rivers-Marie. "By the start of 
October, things weren't ripe, and that's usually 
when we start picking. Some people were 
getting antsy. But if you waited, it all came in 
perfectly." Of the eight Rivers-Marie Pinot 
Noirs in this report, five earn classic ratings, 
led by the Summa Old Vines. The winery's base 
level bottling, the Pinot Noir Sonoma Coast 
2023 (94, $40), is one of the best deals of the 
vintage in terms of quality for the price. Brown 
also makes the wines for a handful of other 

SEPT. 30, 2025 • W INE SPECTATOR 63 



TASTING REPORT I CALIFORNIA PINOT NOIR 

high-scorers, including Aston, Boars' 
View and Senses. (For more on Senses, 
see the profile on page 74.) 

The 2023 vintage wasn't just late­
running: It was very late-running. 
Etude winemaker Jon Priest says that 
he picked his Oregon fruit before he 
harvested in Carneros. Aubert reports 
picking four weeks later in 2023 than 
in '22, a refrain many producers echo. 
"Definitely patience was a virtue;' 
says Courtney Wagoner, winemaker 
for the Martinelli fami ly's winery 
operation, which has three classic­
rated 2023s in this report: the Pinot 
Noir Russian River Valley Moonshine 
Ranch Vineyard 2023 (95, $85), Pi not 
Noir Russian River Valley Sky Ridge 
Vineyard 2023 (95, $85) and Pinot 
Noir Russian River Valley Zio Tony 
Ranch Vineyard 2023 (95, $85). Cattleya's Bibiana Gonzalez Rave crafts both single-vineyard bottlings and appellation blends from top sites in Sonoma. 

Vintners whose experience gave 
them the discipline to wait out the 2023 harvest often point 
back to 2011 as the vintage they use as a guidepost for cool, late­
running seasons. "2023 was the latest harvest we've had since 
the late 1990s;' says Cattleya's Bibiana Gonzalez Rave. "But I 
wasn't that nervous with 2023. 2011 was more nerve-racking 
because it had rain throughout the season, but it taught us how 
to adjust. When you have slow ripening, you adjust in the vine­
yard to balance the crop and make sure you get phenolic ripe­
ness and maintain aromas. Density of canopy, how many shoots 
you have per vine, etcetera. It means you might have to go back 
and make another pass. It's expensive, and 2023 was the most 
expensive vintage I've ever made, but if you're paying attention 
and making those adjustments along the way, you'll be OK." 

West Sonoma Coast The Goddess 2023 (95, $125), which drips 
with succulent mulberry and boysenberry preserves laced with 
anise, violet and iris hints. This is a wine for fans of the high­
gloss style, sporting flashy, anise- and fruit cake-accented toast 
on the finish, but with the fruit driving through undaunted. 

While conditions through harvest were beneficial, the vin­
tage doesn't have the tannic spine of 2021. Skins on the grapes 
were supple and healthy, but without the thickness that emerges 
in warm, dry years and leads to more structured wines. 

Gonzalez nailed the vintage with her Cattleya Pinot Noir 

"Careful extraction was key," Priest says. "Lower tempera­
tures and longer ferments, with no whole cluster so as not to 
exacerbate any greenness, because there was some slightly less 
ripe fruit. Less working the cap as well. Twenty years ago, it 
would've been a different approach looking for 'more."' 

Rating California Pinot Noir Vintages in Major Regions 

2023 96 A late-harvest year that started with bountiful winter rains, a cool, wet spring and a drawn-out flowering. June and Hold 
July warmed up, fo llowed by August rains and perfect harvest weather. Vintners who waited into late October made 
stunning wines. The best have gorgeous aromas, with underlying succulence for freshness and delineation 

2022 90 The year of the heat dome, with multiple days above 100° F over Labor Day weekend. Luckily, the season got off to Drink 
a fast start and many growers picked by mid- and late August; anyone who waited lost out. Wines are precocious 
and juicy, with up-front fruit; most are accessible out of the gate 

2021 96 Windy weather during the long blooming period led to a small crop set, but then warm and very dry conditions Hold 
ripened everything evenly and easily. Producers picked at their leisure, bringing in small berries and thick skins 
that produced wines of concentration and structure as well as freshness and purity 

2020 87' A year to forget for many Northern California producers, with a number of them not releasing wines because of Drink 
challenging weather conditions, capped by wildfires during harvest leading to issues of smoke taint. Central and 
Southern California had an outstanding harvest, with a long, even growing season and normal-size crop. Choose 
carefu lly from Sonoma; plumb Santa Barbara for the top wines 

2019 95 A benchmark vintage for Cal ifornia Pi not, with wines showing power, finesse and the structure for cellaring; Hold 
moderate temperatures and an even-keeled season led to a leisurely harvest, while crop size was on the lower side 

2018 91 Nearly perfect conditions resu lted in fruit-driven and very expressive Pi nots, yet the huge crop load means wines Drink or hold 
have notably less structure and energy than 2019 

2017 88 Spring rains, a warm summer and a September heat wave yielded wines that are showy up front, but mostly lack Drink 
structure; only Santa Lucia Highlands bucked the trend 

• This rating is only for Northern California, where many producers did not release wines. Considered on their own, Central and Southern California would garner a rating of 92 points. 

A score range indicates preliminary analysis based on a limited sampling; many wines of the vintage not yet reviewed. 
Vintage ratings: 95-100, classic; 90-94, outstanding: 85-89, very good; 80-84, good; 75-79, mediocre; 50-74, not recommended: NR, not rated Drinkability: "NVR" means most of the wines of 
the vintage are yet to be released: "drink" means most of the wines of the vintage are ready to drink: "hold" means most of the ageworthy wines have yet to fully mature; "past peak" means most of 
the wines are declining rather than improving. 
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