
The (late) Notes 
Rhone Tasting - January 19, 2016

After completing this session you should 
know:
1. the principal grapes in the Rhone
2. the geography/history of the Rhone
3. recent Rhone statistics

Many thanks to Sharon Bierd for her help 
and the websites she provided. I have 
attached the link to Decanter Magazine 
which was also very informative.
http://www.auzieres.fr/data/documents/
JUL14-Rhone-Special-Decanter.pdf

In trying to have a couple of homemade 
wines as well as represent the diversity of 
this category there are 10 wines but I am 
pleased with the selections from around the 
world.

My idea was to show that the traditions of an 
area, Côtes du Rhone, can be found in other 
countries. That tradition is important and that 
new world influences tradition as is the case 
with one of the Côtes du Rhone wines 
selected with regards to the alcohol level.

The general notes have simply been copied 
from notes provided by Rachel Holmes in October 2009. They are indicated by italics. 
The map is from Decanter magazine as indicated below the map.

Can you fill in the blanks in the next paragraph? The answers are to the right in the 
shaded box. If no, the very detailed notes Rachel provided below. They are 
exceptional.

The Rhone river runs through the Rhone Valley for _____ km with wine growing 
regions on both sides. The general philosphy for wines from Northern Rhone is 
_____ varietal wines while the Southern Rhone is know for _____. The main 
grape for red wines of the Northern Rhone is _____, for white wines it is _____. 
As you move south blends rule and the three most important grapes are _____.

Class C6. Rhone Style Dry Red
A dry red table wine made from at least 85% of 
one or more of the following grape varieties: 
Syrah(Shiraz), Grenache, Mourvedre, Carignan, 
Cinsault, Alicante Bouschet, Petite Sirah (Durif). 
Blends may also contain any other variety 
permitted in Chateauneuf-du-Pape (more than 20 
varieties by AC law in France). The remaining 
15% may be any ingredient.

Wine Characteristics:
Syrah(Shiraz) - Blackberry, pepper, plum, dry 
pepper, spice, black cherry, tar, leather, and 
roasted nut flavours, a full-bodied, smooth, supple 
texture and smooth tannins.
Grenache - Light to medium-bodied red wines that 
have lots of red fruit flavours (e.g. raspberry, 
cherry, etc) and soft tannins.
Mourvedre - Medium weight, spicy cherry and 
berry flavours and moderate tannins.
Petite Syrah - Black pepper, blackberry jam, 
blackberries, oranges, plums, boysenberries, 
vanilla, red meat, black tea, dried sage and clove. 
Deep color.
Technical Characteristics - Ingredients: grapes, 

• 200 km

• single

• blends

• Syrah

• Viognier

• Syrah, 
Grenache & 
Mourvedre
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The climate for both regions is _____ with the Southern Rhone being much 
warmer and drier than the Northern Rhone. The river provides a moderating 
influence and thus the best growing regions are closer to the water source.  A 
noteworthy weather force, a wind called the _____, acts upon the whole region 
with both negative and positive consequences _____. As a result, vineyard 
managers protect their grapes with low styles of pruning and using windbreaks 
to help protect the wines.

Northern Rhone wineries are principally _____ while Southern Rhone wineries 
are often _____. There a

____ million bottles of Rhone Valley AOC wines were sold around the world in 
2012-13 representing _____ percent of the market share, Rhone Valley wines, 
within the French AOC.

• continental

• Mistral

• wind strips 
vines of 
shoots, leaves 
and fruit but 
also decreases 
risk of mildew 
and rot

• estate bottled

• collectives

• 400

• 20



Rhone 

Map credit (c) Decanter – digital Zinio Edition; April 2015



Rhone Red Seminar 
BC Guild of Wine Judges 

Original Notes, October 2009 Prepared by Rachel Holmes (italic font)
 

The Objectives 
After this session you have a better understanding of: 
• The ʻmeaningʼ and ʻpurposeʼ of the appellation system 

• Key appellations in the Rhône wine region 

• Characteristic differences between the north Rhône and south Rhône 

• The Rhône classification system 

• Varietals grown in the region for the production of red wine 
 
The History 
The Rhône wine region in Southern France is located in the Rhone River Valley and 
produces numerous wines under various Appellation dʼorigine controlee (AOC) 
designations. You may be most familiar with the region's major appellation Côtes du 
Rhône AOC.  
 
The Rhône is generally divided into two sub-regions 
with distinct vinicultural traditions, the Northern Rhône 
(referred to in French as Rhône septentrienal) and the 
Southern Rhône (in French Rhône méridional).  
 
The Rhône Valley has always been an ideal route 
between the Mediterranean and northern Europe and 
the Atlantic. The Ancient Greeks used the Rhône to 
travel into the heart of Gaul to carry out trade.  
 
In the 14th century, the Avignon Popes were supplied 
by the local wine producers. John XXII, the second of 
the seven Popes to be based in Avignon, had a castle built at Châteauneuf du Pape. 
The 17th and 18th centuries saw rapid progress in Rhône Valley wine production. In the 
17th century, "Côte du Rhône" was the name of an administrative district in the Gard, 
where the wines were particularly renowned. Regulations were introduced in 1650 to 
guarantee their origin and their quality. 
 
By an Edict of the King in 1737, all the casks that were to be used for sale had to be 
branded with the letters "C.D.R.". It was only in the middle of the 19th century that Côte 
du Rhône became Côtes du Rhône, by including the vineyards on the left bank of the 
Rhone. The creation in of the Appellation dʼOrigine Controlée (AOC) - Côtes du Rhône 
came about in 1937.  
The Regions
 
The North   
The northern Rhône is characterized by harsh winters but warm summers. Its climate is 
influenced by the mistral wind, which brings colder air from the Massif Central.  Northern 

The northern sub-region produces red wines 

from the Syrah grape, sometimes blended 

with white wine grapes, and white wines 

from Viognier grapes.  

 

The southern sub-region produces an array 

of red, white and rosé wines, often blends of 

several grapes such as in Châteauneuf-du-

Pape.  The vineyards of the Rhone Valley 

are among the oldest in France, boasting 

m o r e t h a n 2 0 0 y e a r s o f h i s t o r y.  

Approximately 91% of the regionʼs wines are 

red.  



Rhône is therefore cooler than southern Rhône, which means that the mix of planted 
grape varieties and wine styles are slightly different. Syrah is the only red grape variety 
permitted in red AOC wines from this sub-region. The grape, which is believed to have 
originated in or close to the Rhône region, is also widely known as Shiraz.  
 
The South  
The southern Rhône has a more Mediterranean climate with milder winters and hot 
summers. Drought can be a problem in the area, 
but limited irrigation is permitted. The area is 
known for its microclimates, which result in a 
wide diversity of wines. A feature of the 
cultivation of the region is the use of large 
pebbles around the bases of the vines to absorb 
the heatof the sun during the day to keep the 
vines warm at night when, due to the cloudless 
skies, there is often a significant drop in 
temperature. 
 
The southern Rhône's most famous red wine is Châteauneuf-du-Pape, a blend 
containing up to 19 varieties of wine grapes, both red (10) and white (9), as permitted by 
the Châteauneuf-du-Pape AOC rules. Other nearby AOC regions including the well 
known Côtes du Ventoux AOC, may contain even more varieties in the blend. 
Depending on the specific AOC rules, grapes blended into southern Rhône reds may 
include Grenache, Syrah, Mouvedre, Carignan and Cinsault. The reds from the left bank 
are full bodied, rich in tannins while young, and are characterized by their aromas of 
prune, undergrowth, chocolate and ripe black fruit. The right bank reds are slightly 
lighter and fruitier.
 
The Grapes
 
Syrah 
While some argue that the Greeks were responsible for bringing the Syrah grape from 
the Persian city of Shiraz, others say the grape came from the Sicilian city of Syracuse. 
Alternatively, others believe that the grape simply originated in the northern Rhône. It 
seems that it is this latter theory that experts believe to be correct. Until the 1970s, the 
Syrah vineyards of the northern Rhône were struggling for survival. Vines had been 
replanted after phyloxera, but the wine they produced was being sold for a pittance. In 
fact, most of the wine that was distributed was sold in local bars. Following decades 
however, saw rapid improvements in winemaking and further expansion of the 
vineyards, which increased consumption.  
 
Syrah in the northern Rhône tends to be peppery at lower ripeness levels (10-11 per 
cent potential alcohol), and fruity and perfumed at 12.5-13.5 per cent potential alcohol). 
As Oz Clarke notes in Grapes and Wines ʻthere is a much-quoted difference between 
the smaller- berried, finer Petite Syrah and the larger-berried Grosse Syrah…the clonal 

Northern Rhône reds are often identified by 

their signature aromas of green olive and 

smoky bacon. 

 

Southern Rhône reds  from the left bank are 

often identified by their aromas of prune, 

undergrowth, chocolate and black fruit. Reds 

from the right back are slightly lighter and 

fruitier. 



variation of Syrah in the northern Rhône is very great, and the two types, rather than 
constituting separate sub- species, have evolved by selection over the years.  
 
In the Southern Rhône, Syrah no longer dominate. Because the south can be too hot for 
Syrah (which speeds the grape quickly to over-ripeness), producers will often grow 
Syrah on north-facing sites.  
 
Grenache 
The Spanish are given full credit for cultivating the original Grenache, or Garnacha. 
When France annexed Roussilon in 1659, Grenache was already well established and 
was soon dominated some of the best-suited terroir in the Rhône. Grenache is one of 
the key varietals in Châteauneuf-du-Pape and is known for its ability to achieve high 
alcohol (12.5 per cent or higher), resulting in rich flavours of honey, gingerbread, 
blackcurrants, and even tar and black olives. However, there is also some carbonic 
maceration done alongside more traditional vinification, which produces wines that are 
lighter and fruiter. Grenache is traditionally aged in large, old wooden barrels.  
 
Mouvedre 
Mouvedre originated in Spain, where it is known as Monastrell, but is best known by its 
French name. It is very much a Southern Rhône grape – it fact, it wonʼt ripen north of 
Châteauneuf-du-Pape. It is a reputedly finicky grape to produce as it needs the 
warmest, south-facing sites, but cool, shallow, clay soil to thrive.  
 
Most is blended with other grapes, such as Grenache and Syrah, but independently, it is 
known for its high alcohol, and tannin. Flavours include farmyard and blackberries. 
 

The Key Appellations: 
 
North 
 
Château-Grillet. The other important white-wine appellation of the Côtes du Rhône, 
Château-Grillet is the smallest appellation in France, measuring only 8.6 acres. 
Produces full-flavored, dry Viognier wines. 
 
Condrieu. Some of the finest white wines in the Côtes du Rhône are to be found in 
thistiny, stony appellation to the south of Côte-Rôtie. And all are generated from one 
grape: Viognier. 
 
Cornas. Tiny Cornas sits at the southern tip of the northern Rhône and produces only 
red wines from Syrah. 
 
Côte-Rôtie. The northernmost Rhône appellation, Côte-Rôtie is renowned for its 
superior Syrah wines, considered by many experts to be the best in the region. 
 



Crozes-Hermitage. Like Hermitage, Crozes-
Hermitage produces mostly Syrah reds. 
Somewhat lighter than Hermitage Syrahs, they 
are characterized by their spicy, fruity flavors 
and aromas of black currant and cinnamon. 
 
Hermitage. Hermitage vineyards date to the 
tenth century and these wines have been a 
favorite of the aristocracy for many years. 
Though 15% of Hermitage wines are white, 
blended from Marsanne and Roussanne 
grapes, it is the red wines from the Syrah 
grape that 
have earned the region its reputation. 
 
St-Joseph. Located across the river from 
Hermitage, St-Joseph produces both fruity Syrah red wines and fleshy Marsanne/
Roussane white-wine blends with aromas of apricots and pears. 
 
Saint-Peray. Located in the southernmost part of Northern Rhône, the appellation is 
very small and not very well known. The appellation produces mainly sparkling and still 
whites of only Marsanne and Roussanne 

Appellation Diois. An isolated region about 30 miles east of the Rhone river. Itʼs notable 
in that it has the highest vineyards in France (2800 feet). Most of the production is in 
sparkling wine; Crement de Die, but is now sanctioned for still wines of red, white and 
rose.
 
South 
 
Beaumes de Venise. The fortified sweet wine Muscat de Beaumes de Venise is made in 
this village from the Muscat grape. 
 
Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Probably the most famous appellation in all the Rhône Valley, 
Châteauneuf-du-Pape takes its name from the 14th century, when Avignon was the seat 
of the Catholic Church and the popes claimed this lovely landscape for their summer 
residence. Only one percent of the appellationʼs production is devoted to white wine. 
The remainder is red wine. 
 
Gigondas. Its red wines can be affordable alternatives to Châteauneuf-du-Pape: chewy, 
well- balanced blends of Grenache, Syrah and Mourvèdre grapes, with aromas of 
licorice, red fruits, leather and spices. 
 
Tavel. Alone in the region, Tavel produces rosé wines exclusively. Tavel rosés, crafted 
from a blend of up to nine grapes dominated by Grenache, are bone dry, spicy and 
edgy. 

The appellation system is intended to 

guarantee that the wine comes from the 

place (appellation) that is identified. It seeks 

to establish an expectation of a certain 

quality, and sets specific requirements.  

 

A primary requirement is that only permitted 

grape varietals may be used in a wine that 

bears the name of an appellation (e.g., 

Cabernet Sauvignon is not permitted in a 

Burgundy, and Pinot Noir is not permitted in 

Bordeaux).  

 

The appellation system imposes other 

requirements intended to foster quality, such 

as vineyard yields, alcohol levels, irrigation 

(or lack thereof) practices, harvesting 

methods, etc. 



 
Vacqueyras. This region is best known for its red wines, which tend to have more Syrah 
in the blend than do those of Gigondas. 

Vinsobres Higher altitudes and variety of soil types result in red wines that are dark and 
inky with black cherry, jammy fruit and lots of tannin. Only reds are produced here, from 
Grenache and Syrah or Mourvedre.

Rasteau Another region famous for its sweet ʻVin Douxʼ Rasteau has been producting 
its famous Grenache-based fortified wine for hundreds of years.
 
Lirac. This appellation is located in the department of Gard situated in the low hills along 
the right bank of the Rhone river. It borders the neighbouring Tavel. 

Côtes du Rhone basic AOC wines of the Rhone dominated by the Grenache grape.

Côtes due Rhone Villages produces red, white and rose. A step up from Côtes du 
Rhone AOC.

Costieres de Nimes

Coteaux du Tricistan/Grignan-Les Adhemar northern most area of the Southern Rhone 
appellations.

Côte du Luberon, Côte de Ventoux, Côte de Vivarais.
 
 
Classification 
 
Rhône does not have an official classification using "Grand Cru" or similar terms, in 
difference to Bordeaux or Burgundy. There is however a difference between the Rhône 
AOCs as to the geographical delineation and naming practices of the various AOCs, 
which provide a classification into four categories of AOCs: 

• Côtes du Rhône only displays the region, and may be used in the entire wine region, 

in 171 communes. For some communes, this is the only allowed AOC. It is therefore the 
lowest classification for Rhône AOC wine. Accounting for 50% of the Rhone Valley 
production, ʻentry levelʼ classification. Minimum 11% alcohol and made from 21 
sanctioned grape varieties.

• Côtes du Rhône-Villages is an AOC allowed for 95 communes, with a higher minimum 

requirement for grape maturity than basic Côtes du Rhône. It is therefore a higher 
classification. In general, the appellation does not allow the village name to be 
displayed. 

• Côtes du Rhône (named) Villages is allowed for 18 communes. 



• Cru are the 18 (8 in the north and 10 in the south) named appellations which display 

only the name of the Cru, and not Côtes du Rhône. These include the most famous 
Rhône wines, such as Hermitage, Côte-Rôtie and Châteuneuf-du-Pape. There is no 
official classification differentiating between different Crus, but the market prices some 
AOCs much higher than others. Sometimes, individual vineyard names (such as La 
Landonne within the Côte-Rôtie appellation) are displayed on the labels. Most 
producers will only do this for top wines, but vineyard- labelled wines enjoy no different 
official status from other Cru wines. These wines account for 20% of Rhone production.
 
 
Rhone by the Numbers 
 
 
• 9 045 hectares and 6000 wine growing properties (1837 private wineries and 103 

cooperatives
 
• 2nd largest French A.O.C. wine region in terms of surface area and production 

 
• 4 million hectolitres of wine produced each year 

 

• 400 million bottles sold around the world in 2012/13

• 2013 was the first year that Rhone valley AOC wine exports exceeded the 1 million 
hecoliter level.
 

• 159 countries in the world drank Rhône Valley wines in 2012/13


