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CLASSIFICATION OF ITALIAN CHEESES   
 
According to the Italian law (Royal Decree n. 2033 of 1925), «cheese is the product obtained from 
whole or partly skimmed milk, or from cream, after coagulation by acidification or by renneting, also 
using starter bacteria or kitchen salt». 
 
Commonly cheese is considered to be a milk derivative, obtained by the precipitation of casein; 
therefore ricotta, which is obtained from whey, is not a cheese. 
 
Cheeses are classified on the basis of a series of parameters, which may be combined in several 
different manners. 
 
These parameters refer to:   
- type of milk employed 
- fat content  
- consistency, depending on moisture content  
- technology adopted during cheese-making and temperature of curd processing  
- duration of ripening  
- denomination.   
 
►On the basis of the type of employed milk, cheeses are distinguished in: 
 
-      cow milk cheeses 
-      ewe’s milk cheeses  
-      buffalo milk cheeses 
-      goat milk cheeses 
 
For cheeses not produced from cow milk, indication of the species is mandatory.  
 
►On the basis of fat content, expressed on dry matter, cheeses are classified as follows (Law n. 

142/1992):  
 
- full-fat cheeses: fat content, expressed on dry matter, over 35% (Robiola, Gorgonzola, Taleggio, 

Bitto, Fontina, Montasio, Bra, Raschera, Grana Padano, Parmigiano-Reggiano, Pecorino, ecc.);  
- light (or semi-fat) cheeses: fat content varying between 20 and 35% on dry matter; 
- low-fat cheeses: obtained from skimmed milk; fat content below 20% on dry matter. 
 
It is noteworthy that for many P.D.O. cheeses obtained from partly skimmed milk (e.g. Grana Padano, 
Parmigiano-Reggiano, Asiago, Castelmagno, Raschera, etc.) the Product Specification only indicates a 
minimum fat content on dry matter. Therefore, many of these cheeses, originally classified as “semi-
fat”, nowadays fall into the category of full-fat cheeses. This is a consequence of (1) the decrease of the 
legal minimum fat content in full-fat cheeses (from 42% to 35%) and (2) the tendency to produce 
cheeses with higher fat content in order to increase yield and thus the economic benefit. 
 
►On the basis of consistency, which depends on moisture content, cheeses are classified as follows:  
 
- soft cheeses: moisture content over 45% (e.g. Robiola, Quartirolo, Stracchino, Crescenza, 

Mozzarella, Burrata, Gorgonzola, Caprini,  Casatella, Squacquerone, …). These cheeses may have 
a rind (like Taleggio) or not have one (like Pannerone) 
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- semi-hard cheeses: moisture content varying between 35 and 45% (e.g. Ragusano, Asiago, Bitto, 

Fontina, Bra, Castelmagno, Italico,…)  
 
- hard cheeses: moisture content below 35% ( e.g. Grana Padano, Parmigiano-Reggiano, Pecorino 

Romano, Montasio, Pecorino Sardo, Fiore Sardo,….) 
 
Generally, moisture content for cheeses is not legally defined, and only in a few cases the Product 
Specification of P.D.O. cheeses states a minimum moisture content. 
Cheese consistency depends not only on moisture, but also on other parameters, such as fat content and 
the duration of ripening.  
 
► On the basis of processing technology and the temperature at which the curd is cooked, cheeses are 
classified as follows: 
      
- raw cheeses: obtained without applying any heat-treatment to the curd after coagulation (e.g. 

Robiola, Mozzarella, Crescenza,  Gorgonzola,…) 
 
- semi-cooked cheeses: curd is cooked at temperatures up to 48°C (e.g. Asiago, Fontina, Italico,…)  
 

cooked cheeses: curd is cooked at temperatures over 48°C (e.g. Grana Padano, 
Parmigiano-Reggiano, Montasio, Bitto,…) 
   

- “pasta filata” cheeses: characterized by a treatment of the curd with water at 70-90°C 
(e.g. Mozzarella, Fiordilatte, Caciocavallo, Provolone, Ragusano,…) 

 
- molded (or “blue”) cheeses: obtained from milk intentionally inoculated with mold spores which, 

growing inside the cheese body, contribute to ripening through specific enzymatic activities (e.g. 
Gorgonzola, Castelmagno, …) 

 
►On the basis of  duration of ripening,  cheeses are classified as follows: 
  
- fresh cheeses: no ripening occurs; cheeses with no rind nor superficial microflora, which must be 

consumed within few days after production (e.g. Mozzarella, Fiordilatte, Crescenza, Casatella, …) 
 
- short-ripened cheeses: ripening period up to 30 days (e.g. Taleggio, Murazzano, Bra, Quartirolo 

Lombardo, Asiago, Monte Veronese, Casciotta d’Urbino,…) 
 
- medium-ripened cheeses: ripening period up to 6 months (e.g. Fontina, Castelmagno, Raschera, 

Toma Piemontese, Valtellina Casera, Provolone Valpadana, Caciocavallo Silano, Canestrato 
Pugliese, Pecorino Siciliano, Pecorino Sardo, Bitto,..). 

 
- long-ripened cheeses: ripened over 6 months (e.g. Grana Padano, Parmigiano-Reggiano, Fiore 

Sardo, …) 
 
►On the basis of denomination, cheeses are classified as follows:   
 
- Protected Denomination of Origin cheeses (P.D.O.): “cheeses produced in well defined 

geographical areas, employing local, loyal and constant practices, which derive their distinctive 
characteristics principally from the particular conditions of the production environment” (Com. I, 
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art. 2. L. 10.4.54 n. 125 ). At present, this type of denomination is regulated and protected at 
European Community level (Council Regulation (EC) N. 510/2006). 
Examples of this type of cheeses are: Asiago P.D.O., Bitto P.D.O., Bra P.D.O., Caciocavallo Silano 
P.D.O., Canestrato Pugliese P.D.O., Casciotta d'Urbino P.D.O., Castelmagno P.D.O.,Fiore Sardo 
P.D.O.,Fontina P.D.O., Formai de Mut dell'Alta Val Brembana P.D.O., Gorgonzola P.D.O., Grana 
Padano P.D.O., Montasio P.D.O., Monte Veronese P.D.O., Mozzarella di Bufala Campana P.D.O., 
Murazzano P.D.O., Parmigiano-Reggiano P.D.O., Pecorino Romano P.D.O., Pecorino Sardo 
P.D.O., Pecorino Siciliano P.D.O., Pecorino Toscano P.D.O., Provolone Valpadana P.D.O., 
Quartirolo Lombardo P.D.O., Ragusano P.D.O., Raschera P.D.O., Robiola di Roccaverano P.D.O., 
Spressa delle Giudicarie P.D.O., Taleggio P.D.O., Toma Piemontese P.D.O., Valle d'Aosta 
Fromadzo P.D.O., Valtellina Casera P.D.O.,… 
 

- Cheeses with Protected Geographical Indication (P.G.I.): “cheeses produced on the national 
territory, employing loyal and constant practices, which derive their distinctive characteristics  from 
peculiar characteristics of the raw materials and of the processing technology” (Com. I, art. 2. L. 
10.4.54 n. 125 ). Also this type of denomination is regulated and protected at European Community 
level (Council Regulation (EC) N. 510/2006). At present no Italian cheese is registered with this 
type of denomination. 

-  “Guaranteed Traditional Specialty” cheeses (G.T.S.): “cheeses produced according to a detailed 
traditional processing technology, without  any link existing with geographical area: these cheeses 
may therefore be produced on the whole national territory. Protected by Council Regulation (EC) 
N. 509/2006. Only one cheese with this type of de nomination is produced in Italy:   Mozzarella 
STG. 

- Traditional cheeses: over 450 ‘regional’ cheeses, e.g.: Piave,  Squacquerone, Formaggio di Fossa, 
Puzzone di Moena, Burrata delle Murge, Cacio Marcetto, Bagòss, Piacentinu di Enna, Casieddu di 
Moliterno, Casolet Val Camonica, Dobbiaco, Paglierina Rifreddo, Tosèla del Primiero, Formaio 
Embriago, Morlacco del Grappa,….. 

References:  

Prof. Pierpaolo Resmini, Notes of Agricultural Industries, Clesav Editions, Milan 

Complete lists of these cheese categories can be viewed at the website of the Italian Ministry for Agriculture, Food and 
Forestry: http://www.politicheagricole.it/SicurezzaAlimentare/ConoscereGliAlimenti/020_Formaggi.htm#E  

 

Translation from Italian: Dr. John A. Hogenboom - Dept. Food Science and Technology - State University of  Milan. 


