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The Quality of Olive 
Oil

• The highest quality of olive oil is extra virgin 
olive oil (EVOO) and is determined through 
chemical and sensory testing as established by 
the International Olive Council (IOC). 

• In short, if the olive oil in question is to be 
classified as EVOO the testing must 
demonstrate that it meets certain chemical 
parameters and that it has no taste or smell 
defects.

• These IOC rules are quite broad and allow for 
a very considerable spectrum of olive oils that 
can call themselves EVOO. As a result there 
are many different “quality levels” of olive oils, 
even though they have passed the IOC tests 
and are classified as EVOO. 



Are all EVOO’s of the same quality?

• The IOC mandated tests are black and white, 
“objective” if you like. The olive oil passes the tests 
and is awarded EVOO status, it fails one or both of 
the tests it is not an EVOO. Life is not so simple 
however and I will return to these “objective” 
measures of quality in an other article. 

• No, all EVOO’s are not of equal quality. Once an olive 
oil is classified as EVOO there are then many 
“subjective” parameters used to evaluate the quality 
of an EVOO itself. These are primarily sensory 
parameters such as the level of fruitiness, bitterness, 
pungency, astringency and fluidity of the EVOO. The 
balance between these different sensory attributes is 
also an important quality parameter, as is the aroma 
of the EVOO. I call these parameters “subjective” as 
they are driven by personal preferences with regards 
to the aroma, flavour and texture of the EVOO. 

• These “subjective” EVOO quality parameters are 
impacted by many factors such as geography, climate, 
farming and harvesting techniques, the ripeness of 
the olive at harvest, the milling techniques and last 
but not least the cultivar, the variety of the olive 
used for the production of the EVOO.  

• In this article I would like to focus on the impact 
that the different varieties have on the aromas and 
flavours of an EVOO. As most of my experience has 
been in Spain with Spainsh growers and producers I 
will limit myself to the olive varieties most frequently 
found in Spain. 

• Spain produces over half of all the olive oil produced 
in the world. There are over 260 different varieties of 
olive grown in Spain and the groves occupy in total 
about 2,5 million hectarers of agricultural land. 75% 
of the olives are grown in Andalucia



Picual

• Picual is the most abundant olive variety in Spain 
and the world. 

• Found mainly in Jaén, Córdoba and Granada 
provinces in Andalucía. 

• Its name originates from the fruit’s pointed tip.

• Picual accounts for 40-50% of the olive 
production in Spain and between 20-25% in the 
world. 

• Picual olives yield very high levels of olive oil, 
with a high content of oleic acid. EVOO made 
with Picual olives is very stable and has high 
levels of polyphenols.

• Picual is not often used as an eating olive

• Picual EVOO’s are generally full bodied, 
friuty/green, very bitter, peppery and pungent. 



Cornicabra

• Cornicabra is the second most abundant olive 
variety in Spain. 

• Found mainly in Toeldo and Ciudad Real provinces.

• Its name comes from the curved shape of the 
fruit, which is reminiscent of a goat’s horn.

• Cornicabra olives yield high levels of olive oil, 
with a high content of oleic acid. EVOO made 
with Cornicabra olives is very stable and has high 
levels of polyphenols.

• Cornicabra is mostly used for production of olive 
oil but is sometimes used as an eating olive

• Cornicabra EVOO’s are often very aromatic, 
friuty/herbal, bitter, peppery and pungent. 



Hojiblanca

• Hojiblanca is the third most abundant olive 
variety in Spain. 

• Found mainly in Córdoba, Málaga and Sevilla 
provinces.

• It derives its name from the white colour of its 
leaves. Hojiblanca olives yield medium levels of 
olive oil, with a high content of oleic acid. EVOO 
made with Hojiblanca olives has medium stability 
and has medium levels of polyphenols.

• Hojiblanca is both used for production of olive oil 
and as an eating olive

• The taste of freshly cut grass in noticable in 
Hojiblanca EVOO’s. Hojiblanca EVOO’s also have 
undertones of artickoes and aromatic plans. They 
are grassy on the nose and slightly sweet on the 
pallate with light bitterness and pungency. 



Arbequina

• Arbequina is an abundant olive variety in Spain and 
becoming more and more widespread. 

• It was originally found mainly in Catalonia but has 
now spread to the entire country and overseas. It is 
becoming one of the main olive varieties in the 
world, often cultivated under high intensity farming. 

• It takes its name from the town of Arbecas, Lleida 
where it was originally introduced. 

• Arbequina olives yield high levels of olive oil, with a 
medium/low content of oleic acid. EVOO made with 
Arbequina olives is less stable and has medium/low 
levels of polyphenols.

• Arbequina is mostly used for production of olive oil 
but is sometimes used as an eating olive.

• Arbequina EVOOs are very fluid and sweet with low 
levels of pungency and bitterness. EVOO’s made with 
Arbequina are soft and pleasant and have fruity 
aromas of apple and banana on the nose. 



Manzanilla Cacereña

• Manzanilla Cacereña is the 8th or 9th most 
abundant olive variety in Spain.

• It is found mainly in Cáceres Province, 
Extremadura and in Salamanca. 

• It takes its name from the the province from 
which it originates. 

• Manzanilla Cacereña olives yield very low levels 
of olive oil, with a high level of oleic acid. EVOO 
made with Manzanilla Cacereña olives has 
medium to high stability and has medium/high 
levels of polyphenols.

• Manzanilla Cacereña is used both for olive oil 
production and as an eating olive.

• Manzanilla Cacereña EVOO’s are fruity and 
reminiscent of freshly cut grass/green tomato 
leaves. They have medium bitterness and 
pungency.



Coupage

• An EVOO made by blending different olives or different 
single variety EVOO’s is called a coupage. There are in my 
mind two types of coupage when we talk EVOO’s. The 
first is a “natural” coupage that comes from harvesting a 
grove where there are various varieties of olive trees 
planted. The second is a “sculptured” coupage which comes 
from the skillful blending of different EVOO’s to create an 
EVOO with exceptional flavour and aroma.

• A very large proportion of all EVOO’s sold to the public 
today are blends of EVOO’s where the varieties of olives 
used are rarely disclosed on the packaging. Given the 
reputation of the large players in the olive oil industry, 
this makes me suspicious of blends. The non-disclosure of 
the varieties on the packaging makes it easier for 
unscrupulous traders/businesses to buy olive oil in one 
country, transport it to another and sell it as something it 
is not. 

• I am not against coupages. There are some excellent 
coupage EVOO’s on the market. I believe however that 
knowing what olives have been used to make the EVOO I 
am consuming is important information. It gives me the 
oportunity to distiguish between EVOO’s made with 
different varieties, helps me establish my preferences and 
although it does not eliminate the risk of fraud, it helps 
reduce it. 

• It may be a good idea to start a journey with olive oil by 
insisting on buying and consuming monovarietal EVOO’s 
that disclose the variety on the packaging and then once 
you are familiar with the different tastes and aromas, 
start exploring EVOO’s that are blends. 



Rounding up… 

• I began this article by stating that the “subjective” quality of 
EVOO is impacted by many factors such as geography, climate, 
farming and harvesting techniques, the ripeness of the olive 
at harvest, the milling techniques, etc. This means that the 
sensory profile of the cultivars I have described must be 
taken as a general guideline only. The other elements I 
describe above will also have an important impact on the 
EVOO.

• Two different EVOO’s made from Picual olives for example can 
have very different sensory profile depending on the other 
factors in the production chain. 

• In particular I would like to mention harvest time as a critical 
factor influencing the sensory profile of EVOO (see diagram on 
next page). 

• Ripe black olives will generally give sweeter, milder, less bitter 
EVOO’s. These EVOO’s will also be more golden in colour, 
contain lower levels of polyphenols and higher levels of free 
fatty acids. Ripe olives also give producers higher oil yields 
(lower costs).

• Unripe (early harvest) green olives on the other hand give 
more fruity, aromatic, bitter, peppery and pungent EVOO’s. 
These EVOO’s will tend to be more green in colour, contain 
higher levels of polyphenols and lower levels of free fatty 
acids. Unripe olives also give producers lower oil yields (higher 
costs).   

• There are over 260 different varieties of olive is Spain. In 
this article I have chosen varieties that I have most 
experience with and that represent perhaps 70-75% of 
the volume of olives grown in Spain for olive oil. There are 
many other varieties such as Lechin de Sevilla, Morisca, 
Empeltre, Picudo, Pico Limón, Royal, etc. that have their 
own unique flavours and aromas. I can only encourage 
those interested to explore these varieties too. 

• Happy tasting!



Modenhedsindeks for oliven og påvirkning af oliens
smag, farve og kvalitet

Moden Halvmoden
(Envero)

Tidlig Høst

Olivenolie
Sødere

Mindre stærk
Mindre bitter

Mere gul end grøn
Højere udbytte

Højere syreindhold

Mere frugtagtig
Mere stærk
Mere bitter

Grøn
Lavere udbytte

Lavere syreindhold


