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RIESLING 
To many wine enthusiasts Riesling is the noblest of all white varieties, with a capacity to age and gather complexity that can 
outstrip the dry whites of Burgundy and sweet whites of Bordeaux. Thanks to the name of this wonderful grape being bor-
rowed and applied to inferior wines (and grapes) from elsewhere throughout the 60s and 70s, Riesling’s reputation took a 
serious blow in the UK and US markets. Welschriesling (or Italian Riesling) was one of the worst immitators - a grape that 
bears no relation to Riesling whatsoever in either lineage, quality or character. In addition to this, many wines that were made 
in a dry, mineral style were labelled as ‘Riesling’ all over the world (Australia and the USA were particularly bad offenders).
These days appear to be behind us and the European Union is still working with governements throughout the wine world to 
ensure that the sanctity of the name is kept in tact. Thanks to all this, it is only recently that Riesling’s lustre has been restored 
and it has returned to being the darling of many in the wine trade while remaining wonderful value for savvy customers.

There are references to Riesling dating back to the early 15th century and the variety is thought to be a native of the Rhine 
Valley in the south of Germany. The first mention of the grape (1435) is from the inventory list of an estate in the Rheingau 
owned by a Count John. It is also in the Rheingau (at Schloss Johannisberg) that the most highly prized of Riesling clones 
was born and is still known as Johannisberg Riesling. Today there are more than 60 permitted clones in Germany alone, with 
different features and benefits for the viticulturist.

Riesling is renowned for being a very hardy grape variety, thanks largely to its relatively thick skins and tough wood. These 
protect the vines from cold and frost damage, allowing the fruit to get to full ripeness (and beyond) in some of the wine 
world’s harshest climates. This robust nature allows the grape to enjoy an unusually long growing season (at least in its na-
tive Germany) which has led to production spanning a whole range of different styles, from sparkling through bone dry and 
off dry to lusciously sweet dessert wines.
Another characteristic that sets Riesling apart is its ability to hold quality and varietal character at relatively high yields. It is 
not unusual for many vineyards to be harvested at around 100 hl/ha without suffering a significant dip in the quality of the 
resultant wines, although the best vineyard sites will rarely be harvested at over 70 hl/ha.

As aromatic grape varieties go, Riesling may not have the tropical nature of Sauvignon Blanc or the pungency of Gewur-
ztraminer, but it still produces wines that are infused with haunting scents of citrus, minerals and an inimitable kerosene 
character that develops with age. The unmistakable perfume is (almost) never joined by the scent of oak, as Riesling is one 
of the few noble varieties that will seldom be barrel aged. It will invariably be aged in stainless steel tanks in order to pre-
serve the freshness and highlight its ability to communicate the nuances of terroir - as we will see, Riesling manages to give 
a unique interpretation of itself when it is grown in different areas, while retaining the key elements of its varietal character.



ALSACE
Nestled in the north-eastern corner of France between the Vosges Mountains and the River 
Rhine is Alsace. Despite its northerly position it is actually the second driest wine region in 
the country (after Roussillon) thanks to the unique microclimate that the geography provides. 
The conditions often yield ripe fruit that result in wines that are quite full-bodied compared 
to their German cousins.
Since the classification of Grand Cru vineyards in 1985 Riesling has become the most widely 
planted variety in the region and a range of styles is produced. The classic Alsacian Riesling 
is dry and steely with sweet wines made in certain vintages, the best of which are labelled as 
‘Vendange Tardive’ or ‘Selection de Grains Noble’.

AUSTRIA
Austria has come a long way since the 1980s and the dark days of the Anti-freeze scandal - yes, 
they really were adulterating their bulk wine with diethylene glycol. The last two decades 
have seen a shift towards quality that has allowed Austria’s finest winemakers to develop a 
fully justified reputation for white wines of the highest order. The steely dry wines made from 
the indigenous Gruner Veltliner and range of styles from dry to sweet Riesling have firmly 
established regions like Kamptal, Wachau and Burgenland.
Riesling is widely planted in the north east of the country and the majority of the wines 
that come out of Kamptal, Kremstal and Wachau are dry wines with crisp acidity and steely 
minerality. The climate in Austria is warmer than the majority of Germany and the wines can 
often combine the fullness on the palate of Alsace, with the racy character found in many of 
Germany’s best regions.
Noble rot is a feature of the Riesling grown in Burgenland, where the Neusiedler See (actually 
a lake) provides an ideal climate for making unctuously sweet wines. 

AUSTRALIA
Silesian immigrants to South Australia brought a fondness for Riesling and the variety 
has found a highly effective new home in the high hills of the Eden and Clare Valleys. 
In fact, the success of Riesling here has been such that Australia has been able to forge 
a clear identity for its Riesling, making juicy yet fresh and citrusy wines that have a 
personality distinct from their old world cousins.
The weather is often very cool in the higher reaches of the two valleys, particularly 
in Clare (which perhaps makes the finer wines) where some vintages will require 
de-acidification. Clare is also unusual in the sense that, unlike most other Australian 
regions, it is not dominated by the large corporations. Small producers proliferate, 
with wineries like Grosset, Petaluma and Jim Barry flying the flag for quality.

NEW ZEALAND
While many Kiwi wineries have focused their attention on benefitting from the 
world-wide thirst for their Sauvignon Blanc, some more enlightened producers 
have spotted the immense potential for Riesling, particularly in parts of the south-
ern island.
The climate here is far more European than in Australia and the wines manage to 
reflect this while maintaining a certain new world exuberance. A range of styles is 
produced, although the top producers (like Pegasus Bay, Rippon and Felton Road) 
seem to have settled on an elegant off-dry style with racy acidity and excellent fruit.
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GERMANY
The home of Riesling, both in terms of the birthplace of the grape variety and the best examples of the wines, is undoubtedly Germany. 
It is here that Riesling offers the drinker a window onto the fabulous terroir of regions like Rheingau, Mosel, Nahe, Pfalz and many more. 
The potential for ageing Rieslings is substantial, with the high levels of acidity (and usually sugar) promising that the wines will develop 
for many years, further revealing to the drinker the secrets of the vineyards from which they come.
German wines fell out of favour for many years and are only now beginning their long awaited renaissance. For many years they were 
seen as the height of sophistication, with specialist importers bringing Rieslings of all styles from the most prestigious and well es-
tablished producers. Things started to take a turn for the worse during the 60s, 70s and  80s, when bulk wine of dubious quality was 
shipped to the UK to sate the demand for light, bland and sugary white wine. Fashions changed in the 90s and consumers turned to the 
‘big’ wines of the new world such as oaky Chardonnays or fruity Sauvignon Blancs. The light, crisp Rieslings of Germany couldn’t stand 
up to the body and alchohol in the constant stream of new world wines that transformed the international market and it is only recently 
that lighter, more delicate wines have become en vogue once again.
The German regions each instill their own character into Riesling wines and the vineyards within them offer some of the best examples 
of terroir definition anywhere in the world.
The vineyards of the Mosel Valley in the north of Germany feature the slate soils that provide the optimum conditions for growing Ries-
ling. The insanely steep vineyards that rise up from the Mosel river create wines of unbelievable minerality and a racy quality that has 
bewitched connoisseurs for hundreds of years. The Saar and Ruwer valleys make up the rest of the Mosel region and the wines exhibit 
similar qualities.
The south facing vineyards of the Rheingau are the birthplace of Johannisberg Riesling, the clone that originates from the Schloss of the 
same name and has been used to propagate vines all over the old and new worlds. The region is perfectly situated on the north bank of
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the river Rhine and has been at the vanguard of a stylistic shift 
towards dryer wines at the lower reaches of the prädikat sys-
tem. While this is, to an extent, a modern development (by 
2005 85% of Rheingau Riesling was dry), it is also a return to 
the status quo of 100 years ago.
The wines of Nahe are as you would expect from a region that 
is slotted in between the Mosel, Rheingau and Rheinhessen. A 
combination of intense fruit and minerality, with a nervosity 
that imbues them with elegance and makes them wonderfully 
refreshing.
Towards the border with France is the Pfalz region - similar to 
Alsace in climate and geography, not to mention the fullness of 
its Rieslings.
Many of the country’s best vineyard sites have been unofficially 
classified in the last few years with the terms ‘Erstes Gewächs’ 
(first growth), ‘Grosses Gewächs’ (great growth) and ‘Erste 
Lage’ (first class site) becoming more and more frequantly seen 
on labels.
Riesling constitues just over 20% of total plantings in Germany 
and with all of the country’s top sites planted to the variety, it 
continues to produce the nation’s best wines.
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KABINETT
The first of the six ‘Prädikats’ is Kabinett. The origins of the name date back to the early 1700s, when the Cisterian monks would name 
their best wine Kabinett (from the English word cabinet) in the same way that the word ‘Reserve’ is used today. Kabinett wines were 
destined to be stored in a special part of the cellar for prolongued ageing in bottle. Since the German Wine Law was introduced in 1971, 
Kabinett has denoted the lightest of  the Qmp levels and will typically be a dry or off-dry wine of light body.

Prädikat   Minimum must weight  Minimum alcohol %
Kabinett    67-82°Oe    7%
Spätlese    76-90°Oe    7%
Auslese    83-100°Oe   7%
Beerenauslese, Eiswein  110-128°Oe   5.5%
Trockenbeerenauslese  150-154°Oe   5.5%

While each country and region (and in some cases vineyard) exerts a certain influence on the style of the Riesling grown there, the Ger-
man system has classified wine into different and very specific categories since the wine law of 1971. To most people this has created an 
incomprehensible web of complex names and categories, rather than make things easier to understand.
The first categories are Tafelwein and Landwein, broadly equivilent to Vin de Table and Vin de Pays in France. These are followed by 
Qualitätswein bestimmter Anbaugebiete (QbA), which is broadly equivilant to France’s regional AOCs and refers to wines made in one 
of 13 designated regions.
Finally, there is Qualitätswein mit Prädikat (QmP), which features a number of quality levels that are related to the sugar content in 
the grape must before fermentation. This translates into an reading on a hydrometer called the Oechsle Scale, and the subsequent rating 
will place the wine into one of the following sub-categories.

SPÄTLESE
Spätlese (something else that was invented at Schloss Johannisberg) means ‘late harvest’, and refers to grapes that have been left on the 
vine to accrue additional ripeness before they are harvested. While many spätlese wines will be off dry, they should still demostrate the 
crisp acidity and finesse that would be expected from a quality vineyard site. Increasingly, spätlese wines are being fermented to dryness 
and it is common to see the word ‘Trocken’ (dry) on the label of a spätlese, especially from the Rheingau.

AUSLESE
Auslese means ‘select harvest’ and is used to describe wines made from specially chosen sites where the fruit is very ripe. Some of these 
may have been effected by Botrytis and while the wines will invariably be sweet, it is also possible to find Auslese trocken wines and 
sweet wines ranging from off-dry right through to unctuously sweet.
Often the fruit that makes Auslese wines will not be picked until December, allowing the grapes to concentrate their sugars.

BEERENAUSLESE
The individual grapes for beerenauslese wines will be hand picked (the term means ‘selected harvest of berries’) from very ripe bunches, 
with the harvest usually taking place long after the end of the regular growing season is over.
BAs are always very sweet dessert style wines that are broadly comparable to the ‘Selections de Grains Noble’ wines of Alsace. They are 
expensive and very labour intensive to produce, with the potential to age and dvelop for many years in the cellar.

EISWEIN
Eiswein, or Ice Wine in Canada, must reach the same must weight as Beerenauslese but the fruit has literally been frozen on the vine, 
allowing for the separation of sugar and water and the further concentration of the flavours and sweetness. This practice can be dated 
back to Roman times, although the modern era of Eiswein production really got going after the 1960s. Before that, Eiswein harvests 
were a rare occurance, contributing to the prestige and value attached to the resulting wines.

TROCKENBEERENAUSLESE
Meaning ‘selected harvest of dried berries’, TBA takes the hand selecting process even further by insisting that the berries chosen are 
shrivelled and dehydrated completely by Botrytis. These rare wines can only be made in the most ideal vintages and from the very best 
vineyard sites. The TBAs of top producers will often sell for many thousands of pounds and can last for literally hundreds of years thanks 
to their unbelievable sugar and acidity levels, which are akin to those of Tokaji Essenczia.


