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France has several different climatic zones. The climate on its west 
coast is tempered by the Atlantic Ocean.  However, its Northern 
interior has a true continental climate with four distinct seasons 
and cold winters. The south of France has a reputation as a prime 
vacation spot for a reason. Winter there is an abstract concept, 
and the warm summers and mild seasons resemble those of 
Spain. This combined with mountain slopes, hills, and valleys and a 
myriad of soil types makes France able to grow such a wide array 
of grapes and produce so many different wine styles. 

Because of France’s long history, many vineyards and wineries can trace their roots back 
through the centuries, and many winemakers hail from winemaking families. Producing 
wine from one region for several generations gives French winemakers insights into 
their vineyards that New World producers simply do not have. This is one of the reasons 
France is the global benchmark for premium wine production and is emulated around 
the world. Several winemaking concepts and techniques, such as terroir (tear-wah), have 
been exported to every corner of the globe. Cuttings of French grape varieties have been 
smuggled in suitcases and gumboots by ambitious winemakers with the hope that they 
might be able to reproduce the magic of France in their home country. France’s influence 
over the global wine world cannot be understated, and while the country’s wine labels are 
often viewed as confusing, the wines themselves are not to be missed.

CLIMATE AND GEOGRAPHY 

HISTORY 

Guide to each wine variety’s intensity notes. 
KEY TO INTENSTIY SCALES 
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LOW ALCOHOL <12%

MEDIUM 12-13.5%

HIGH 13.5+%



CHAMPAGNE  - Grape Varieties: Chardonnay, and Pinot Noir

LOOK FOR

WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Champagne, Burgundy (Bourgogne), Alsace, and the Loire Valley

WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Alsace and the Rhône Valley
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SWEET 

TANNIN  

ACIDITY 

ALC

SPARKLING

AROMATIC WHITES

Green Apple 

Citrus

Flowers

Biscuit

Crémant is the French term for sparkling wine produced using 

the Champagne method, but not made within the region of 

Champagne, France. You can find delicious bubbles that don’t 

break the bank by seeking out Crémant d’ Alsace, Burgundy, or 

the Loire. They’re made using Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, but also 

Chenin Blanc, Pinot Gris, Pinot Blanc, and Riesling. 

Alsace has an interesting history. Located on the border between 

France and Germany, control over the region has flipped back and 

forth between German and French rule. Consequently, it has a 

culture unique to the rest of France and doesn’t always follow the 

wine rules governing the rest of the country. The grapes the wine 

is made from are listed on the label and are also grown across 

the border in Germany. Similar to how the Southern Alps protect 

the east coast of New Zealand from the rainstorms on the west 

coast, The Vosges mountains keep Alsace nice and dry.  Despite 

its proximity to Germany, it is a warm and sunny region that 

produces aromatic, fruity, full-bodied wines. 



PINOT GRIS  - Where to find it: Alsace

PINOT BLANC  - Where to find it: Alsace

GEWÜRZTRAMINER  - Where to find it: Alsace

LOOK FOR

LOOK FOR

LOOK FOR
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Apple 

Peach

Citrus

Quince

Apple 

Pear

Peach

Roses 

Peach

Lychee

White Flowers

Ginger

Honey

Orange Blossom

Honeysuckle

Mandarin

Lemon Zest

Honeysuckle

Candied Lemon

Beeswax

Spice

Honey



RIESLING  - Where to find it: Alsace

Unlike its German cousins, Riesling from Alsace is full bodied and 

bone dry. It pairs perfectly with choucroute (shoe-crewt) – a rich 

hearty Alsatian dish made of duck confit, sausage, cabbage, and 

potatoes.

VIOGNIER  - What you’ll see on the label: Condrieu or Rhône 

Valley

The Rhône Valley is mostly known for its powerful red wines but in 

the North, they produce textural, full–bodied, highly aromatic white 

variety called Viognier (vee-on-yay). Juicy and fragrant, this wine is 

sure to please any crowd!

LOOK FOR

LOOK FOR
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Pear 

Lychee

Apricot

Pineapple

Peach

Lolly

Apricot

Mandarin

Mandarin

White Flowers

Beeswax

Honeysuckle

Orange Blossom

Mango

Banana

Pinot Gris



CHENIN BLANC  - What you’ll see on the label: Vouvray or Loire 

Valley

SAUVIGNON BLANC  - What you’ll see on the label: Sancerre or 

Loire Valley/Entre deux Mers, Graves, or Bordeaux

Vouvray is famous for its 

vibrant off-dry styles of Chenin 

Blanc. The sweetness level will 

be indicated on the label as 

follows:

Kiwi and French Sauv have many similarities. They are both crisp and refreshing with mouth-watering citrus 

and tropical flavours accompanied by a pleasant green character. However, French expressions tend to have 

tarter citrus notes and the tropical fruit is more subdued. French styles can also have a flinty struck match 

character depending on the region and vintage. In Bordeaux, Sauv is often blended with the white grape 

Semillon in Bordeaux to produce a rounder fleshier style. In Sauternes, a region in Bordeaux, Sauv and Semillon 

are used to make a dessert wine laden with notes of honey, orange marmalade, and spice. 

LOOK FOR

LOOK FOR

WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Loire Valley, Bordeaux
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SEC  = (DRY)

CLASSIC OR DEMI-SEC = (OFF DRY BUT BALANCED)

MOELLEUX  = (MEDIUM SWEET)

DOUX = (SWEET)  

FRESH UNOAKED WHITES

Apple 

Pineapple

Peach

Lime Zest

Mandarin

Grapefruit

Mango

Mandarin

Chamomile

Honeysuckle

Peach

Grass/Herbs

Lemon Blossom

White Flowers

The Loire Valley is a large region that follows the Loire River from 

the Atlantic Ocean into the heart of France. A wide variety of 

grapes are grown here, most of which are crisp whites. New oak 

is not typically used, allowing the fresh fruit and floral aromas to 

shine through.

Off-Dry Riesling



CHENIN BLANC  - What you’ll see on the label: Savennières or 

Loire Valley

MUSCADET  - What you’ll see on the label: Muscadet or Loire 

Valley

A lesser known grape variety, Muscadet is grown on the coast and 

pairs perfectly with freshly shucked oysters. Winemakers will often 

age this wine sur lie meaning that once fermentation is finished the 

wine is left to age on the spent yeast cells (lees). It is periodically 

stirred to give the wine a biscuity character. Depending on the 

length of aging the wine can also take on floral and spicy ginger 

notes. These wines seldom see the inside of a new oak barrel.

LOOK FOR

LOOK FOR

WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Loire Valley, Rhône Valley, and Burgundy (Bourgogne)
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EARTHY WHITES

Apple Cider 

Pineapple

Mandarin

Chamomile

Green Apple

Lemon/Lime 
Zest

White Flowers

Honey

Beeswax

Ginger

Mushroom

Sea Breeze

Biscuit
Dough

France is well known for its earthy whites. In fact, most French wines 

have undertones of wet earth or “minerality”. Chances are you probably 

haven’t licked a rock or tasted dirt reecntly. So what do these flavours 

taste like? If you’ve ever smelled a mushroom cap, gone on a bush walk 

after a good rain, or licked an oyster shell that will give you a good idea. 

These subtle earthy notes help balance out the wine’s fruit flavours and 

contribute to their complexity. 

Dry Riesling

Chardonnay



ROUSSANNE AND MARSANNE BLENDS  - What you’ll see on the 

label: Hermitage Blanc, St-Joseph Blanc, or Rhône Valley

Like their cousin, Viognier, Roussanne and Marsanne are grown in 

the Northern Rhône Valley. However, compared to their cousin, they 

make seriously powerful mouth-filling whites that would satisfy the 

staunchest red-wine drinker. Think of the fullest bodied Chardonnay 

you can but without the butter or caramel. 

CHARDONNAY  - What you’ll see on the label: Chablis or 

Bourgogne

It’s hard to imagine now, but the northern part of France was once 

covered by a vast ocean. The waters have long since receded, 

but the marine animals it held left a lasting legacy. Because of 

their presence, the soils of Champagne and Burgundy are made 

of limestone. Chablis is a region in Burgundy that is particularly 

revered for its dirt. Their unique chalky soils produce lean flinty 

Chardonnays. A small percentage of new oak is used to make their 

top-shelf Premier and Grand Cru wines. 

LOOK FOR

LOOK FOR
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Peach 

Quince

Almonds

Honeycomb

Apple

Lemon Curd

Mandarin

White Flowers

Mandarin

Lemon Curd

Biscuit

Honeysuckle

Flint/Match

Oyster Shell

Biscuit

Gizzy Chardonnay



CHARDONNAY  - What you’ll see on the label: Côte de Beaune, 

Côte Challonnaise, Macônnais, Bourgogne, or Languedoc 

Fun Fact: When tasted blind, top sommeliers and wine pros 

regularly confuse Kumeu River’s Chardonnay for some of the best 

Chardonnays Burgundy has to offer. 

LOOK FOR

WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Burgundy (Bourgogne), Languedoc-Roussillon

WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Burgundy (Bourgogne), Beaujolais, Rhône Valley, Languedoc-Roussillon
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RICH OAKY WHITES

SOFT FRUITY REDS 

Apple

Mandarin

Peach

Melon

Honeysuckle

Buttered Toast

Brown Spice

It’s rumoured that Napa winemakers visiting the Côte de Beaune in the 

1970s loved the Chardonnay there so much they decided to go home 

and replicate it. But like everything in America, they turned the volume 

up to 11. Known for using healthy doses of oak and putting their 

wines through malolactic fermentation, Burgundian producers know 

how make balanced, full-bodied, and textural Chardonnays. However, 

they’re more restrained than your typical California Chardonnay or 

what you find in Gizzy.

Beaujolais is a small region between Burgundy and the Rhône 

Valley. Winemakers here produce juicy fruit forward reds that 

are approachable and ready to drink earlier than those made in 

Burgundy, but with the peppery spice that Northern Rhône is known 

for. They accomplish this using carbonic maceration, a process 

where whole clusters are left intact and chucked into a tank. The 

grapes on the bottom are crushed by the weight of those on top 

of them. This kicks of fermentation on the bottom layer, and the 

top layer is blanketed in carbon dioxide gas produced by this 

fermentation. Then a strange phenomenon begins: the grapes on the 

top layer begin the fermentation process inside the berry itself! 



PINOT NOIR  - What you’ll see on the label: Bourgogne or XYZ-

Villages

There are entire books written on the vineyards in Burgundy, but 

considering they make some of the greatest wines in the world, 

it’s easy to see why. The red grape the region is known for is Pinot 

Noir. You’d think that’d mean that the wines are straightforward, but 

much like in Central Otago, the Pinots of Burgundy are stylistically 

varied and complex.

GRENACHE DOMINANT BLENDS  - Friends include: Syrah and 

Mouvèdre.

Sun-loving Grenache thrives in the Southern Rhône Valley’s warm 

Mediterranean climate. Unlike the Northern Rhône, the soil in this 

region is made from old river stones that absorb heat during the 

day and release it at night. So, it’s no wonder the Southern Rhône 

never has difficulty with ripening their grapes. In fact, they can pack 

quite a punch and ABVs over 14% are the norm. A lot of different 

varieties are grown here and up to thirteen other red and white 

grapes can be blended in with Grenache giving the final wine better 

balance and complexity. 

GAMAY  - What you’ll see on the label: Beaujolais
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Cherry

Pomegranate

Raspberry

Strawberry

Raspberry

Black Cherry

Cherry

Strawberry

Raspberry

Violets

Lavender

Spice

Wet Earth

Leather

Violets

Lavender

Pepper 

Bubblegum

Candy Floss

Malbec



PINOT NOIR  - What you’ll see on the label: Bourgogne, Côte d’Or, 

Côte d’ Nuits

SYRAH  - What you’ll see on the label: Hermitage, St-Joseph, 

Cornas, Côte-Rôtie, Rhône Valley

The steep granite slopes and cooler climate are two reasons Syrah 

from the Northern Rhône is so distinctive form its New World 

cousins. Here the wines are packed with fresher fruit characters 

than their jammy Shiraz counterparts. Instead of chocolatey 

mocha flavours, these wines are full of savoury spices and meaty 

in character. Some producers co-ferment Syrah with Viognier to 

up the floral notes. Counterintuitively, this process also helps give 

these wines their deep inky colour.

LOOK FOR

LOOK FOR

WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Rhône Valley, Loire Valley, Burgundy (Bourgogne), Languedoc-Roussillon
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SPICY REDS

Cherry

Pomegranate

Raspberry

Lavender

Blackberry

Blueberry

Plum

Lavender

Spice

Wet Earth

Mushroom

Dried Herbs

Green Herbs

Leather

Black Pepper

Jerky/Biltong

The humble monks who started growing wine in Burgundy likely had 

no idea how famous it’d eventually become. The savoury Pinot Noirs 

from this region are considered global benchmarks with the most 

prestigious hailing from the Côte d’Or (coat – de- or), which refers 

to the region’s “east-facing” slopes. Within the Côte d’Or are two 

sub-regions the Côte de Beaune (coat-de-bone) and Côte d’Nuits 

(coat – de – knew-we).  In general, Pinot Noirs from Côte de Beaune 

are supple and plush and those from the Côte d’Nuits have far more 

structure and tannin.



WHERE TO FIND THEM:  
Bordeaux (bore-dough), Languedoc-Roussillon

POWERFUL REDS

Bordeaux is a world-renowned wine region that makes some of the 

most expensive wines in the world. However, Bordeaux’s emphasis on 

quality means that its less expensive every day quaffers are excellent 

value. Set on the coast of the Atlantic, Bordeaux has a maritime climate 

moderated by the sea and specialises in red and white blends. The 

Garonne river splits the region in half.  On the left-bank of the river, 

Cabernet Sauvignon dominates and Merlot is king on the right. The 

difference is due to soil. Cabernet hates having wet feet and thrives in 

the gravelly soils on the left-bank, while Merlot isn’t as fussy and is quite 

happy with the clay soils on the right. Both wines see healthy doses of 

new oak and are full-bodied with firm chewy tannins. 

CABERNET FRANC  - What you’ll see on the label: Chinon, 

Bourgueil, Loire Valley 

Cabernet Franc is almost always in the shadow of its partner, 

Sauvignon Blanc, and child, Cabernet Sauvignon. Despite the name 

similarity, these two Cabernets couldn’t be more different. Cabernet 

Franc is lighter in body and full of bright red fruit flavours. In 

Bordeaux, it’s often blended with Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot. 

However, in the Loire Valley, it’s allowed to shine and show what it 

can do on its own. 

LOOK FOR

BODY 

SWEET 

TANNIN  

ACIDITY 

ALC

Raspberry

Strawberry

Plum

Lavender

Violets

Green Herbs

Ash

Capsicum

Cabernet Merlot 
Blends

Oak barrels are used in winemaking to add layers of flavour to 

wines and soften tannins. Baking spices, brown sugar, toast, 

vanilla, tobacco, coconut, and dill are all classic oak flavours. 

How intensely these flavours show up in wine depends on 

how long the wine is aged in barrel and how new the barrel is. 

Every time an oak barrel is filled with wine, it loses a little bit 

of its character. Eventually, it becomes completely neutral and 

imparts no additional flavours to the wine inside it. Powerful 

reds can handle a lot more new oak than Softer red wines, 

which is why you will see a lot more oak characters in bolder 

wines such as Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot. 



MERLOT DOMINANT BLENDS  -  

Friends include: Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Petit Verdot, 

Petite Syrah, and Malbec.  

What you’ll see on the label: Saint-Émilion, Pomerol, Bordeaux 

LOOK FOR

BODY 

SWEET 

TANNIN  

ACIDITY 

ALC
Black Cherry

Red Currants

Plum

Chocolate

Vanilla

Brown Spice

Lavender

CABERNET SAUVIGNON DOMINANT BLENDS  -  

Friends include: Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Petit Verdot, Petite Syrah, 

and Malbec  

What you’ll see on the label: Haut-Médoc, Medoc, Bordeaux

LOOK FOR

BODY 
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ACIDITY 

ALC Blackberry

Currants

Plum

Toast

Brown Spice

Vanilla

Cedar

Cigar



FRANCEDiscover

LANGUEDOC
ROUSSILLON PROVENCE

CORSE

MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Grenache & Carignan Blends

MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Rosé Blends

MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Red & Rosé Blends

ALSACE
MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Riesling
Pinot Gris
Gewürztraminer

BOURGOGNE
MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Pinot Noir
Chardonnay

CHAMPAGNE
MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Sparkling Wine

BEAUJOLAIS
MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Gamay

BORDEAUX
MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Cabernet Sauvignon &
Merlot Blends, 
Sauvignon Blanc
Dessert Wines

LOIRE
MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Sauvignon Blanc
Muscadet & Chenin Blanc
Cabernet Franc

RHÔNE
MOST FAMOUS FOR:
Syrah & Grenache Blends



HOW TO DECIPHER A FRENCH WINE LABEL

NOIR - Red Wine

BLANC - White Wine

CRÉMANT - Sparkling 

Label Tip: Many Bordeaux producers will 

refer to themselves as “Château XYZ” and 

often have an image of the château, or 

castle, on the label itself. Many Burgundy 

producers will often use the term Domaine.

DOMAINE: WINERY NAME/ESTATE
VINTAGE

VILLAGE

APPELLATION TITLE

GRAPE VARIETIES

DOMAINE-BOTTLED

VIGNERON: PRODUCER NAME & LOCATION

Négociant: Someone who buys grapes from 
vineyards to make their own wine OR buys 
finished wines and blends them together 
to make their own wine. Often found in 
Burgundy

Coopérative: A group of winemakers or 
growers who come together to make their 
own wine

Mis en bouteille au domaine: Estate Bottled

Millésime: Vintage 

Vieilles Vignes: Old Vines

Vignoble: Vineyards
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Domaine de Dionyses

Mis en bouteille 
au Domaine

Label Credit: www.wine-searcher.com/wine-label-france



TERROIR - Most winemakers believe that the soil 
the vines are grown in, the climate, and winemaking 
practices all go into influencing a bottle of wine. This 
belief comes from the French who call it terroir (tear-
wah), which loosely translates to “a sense of place”. 
Because of this, most wine labels refer to the place 
a wine was produced rather than the grapes used to 
make the wine. In theory once you know where the 
wine is from, you will already have an idea of how it 
will taste. Unless you’re a Francophile, this is likely not 
the case. Some producers recognise this challenge and 
have started listing the grape varieties on their labels, 
but others have been slower to demystify their bottles. 

REGIONAL NESTING DOLL - Because such emphasis 
is placed on where a wine is from, producers will only 
list the most specific region they can on the bottle. 
So, if a wine is from AOC Vosne-Romanée, it won’t say 
AOC Côte de Nuits or even AOC Bourgogne. It’d be 
like if you bought a bottle of Central Pinot and it just 
said Bannockburn without any reference to Central 
Otago whatsoever. This can make French wine labels 
challenging at first, but once you get a few regional 
names under your belt, they become a lot easier to 
navigate. 

Appellation d'origine contrôlée / Appellation 
d'origine protégée (AOC/AOP) indicates the Region a 
wine originated from. In an NZ Context, you’d could say 
AOP Marlborough. However, unlike New Zealand, these 
regions often have legally binding restrictions and 
requirements for which grapes can be grown and how 
they are grown, harvested, and turned into wine. 

Indication géographique protégée (IGP) allows 
winemakers more flexibility in the grapes and methods 
they use to make wine. You’ll find this on the label 
when a wine is made from grapes coming from one or 
more AOC/AOP regions or when a wine does not 100% 
adhere to strict regional requirements an AOC/AOP 
designation requires. In a New Zealand context, you’d 
say IGP South Island if you were blending wines Sauv 
from Marlborough with Pinot Gris from Central Otago. 
These wines tend to be great values.  

Vin de Pays (VDP) literally translates as country wine 
and is a category currently being phased out and 
replaced with the IGP designation. That said, you may 
still find it on a label here and there. It gave winemakers 
the same flexibility of IGP. These wines also tend to be 
great values.
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