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  This guide covers the major wine-producing regions of Germany, focusing on Riesling in the Mosel, Rheingau, Nahe, Pfalz, and Rheinhessen, and Pinot Noir (Spätburgunder) in Baden and the Ahr. The first part discusses the German wine system and the regions, and explains the character and range of the wines. The second part profiles the producers, showing how each winemaker interprets the local character.


  In the first part, I address the nature of the wines made today and ask how this has changed, how it’s driven by tradition or competition, and how styles may evolve in the future. I show how the wines are related to the terroir and to the types of grape varieties that are grown, and I explain the classification system. For each region, I suggest reference wines that illustrate the character and variety of the area.


  In the second part, there’s no single definition for what constitutes a top producer. Leading producers range from those who are so prominent as to represent the common public face of an appellation to those who demonstrate an unexpected potential on a tiny scale. The producers profiled in the guide represent the best of both tradition and innovation in each region. In each profile, I have tried to give a sense of the producer’s aims for his wines, of the personality and philosophy behind them—to meet the person who makes the wine, as it were, as well as reviewing the wines themselves.


  Each profile gives contact information and details of production, followed by a description of the producer and the range of wines. For major producers (rated from 1 to 3 stars), I suggest reference wines that are a good starting point for understanding the style. Most of the producers welcome visits, although some require appointments: details are in the profiles. Profiles are organized geographically, and each group of profiles is preceded by maps showing the locations of producers to help plan itineraries.


  The guide is based on many visits to Germany over recent years. I owe an enormous debt to the many producers who cooperated in this venture by engaging in discussion and opening innumerable bottles for tasting. This guide would not have been possible without them.


  Benjamin Lewin
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          The “50” marker shows where the line of latitude passes through the vineyards of Schloss Johannisberg in the Rheingau.

        
      

    
  


  With the most northern vineyards in mainland Europe, winemaking in Germany was an extreme exercise in cool-climate viticulture until the recent trend of global warming. In fact, some vineyards are even north of the 50 ° latitude that is nominally the limit for producing fine wine. It is therefore all the more surprising that almost all German wine is classified as Qualitätswein (quality wine).


  Like the rest of Europe, Germany classifies its wines into a series of quality levels. The lowest level of Tafelwein (table wine; now called Deutscher Wein) must be made from one of five broad table wine regions (Weinbaugebiete). One step up, Landwein, the equivalent of the French IGP, can come from areas that mostly overlap with the regions for quality wine. It must be vinified as trocken (dry) or halbtrocken (half dry). The top level, Qualitätswein, is divided into 13 areas (Anbaugebiete).


  Little wine is classified at either Tafelwein or Landwein levels; 95% is Qualitätswein. You might leap to the conclusion that the vineyards are redolent with plantings of quality varieties. This is not exactly true, however. Riesling, the undoubted quality leader, and the glory of German wine, in all styles from completely dry to totally sweet, has been just under a quarter of all plantings since 1980.


  The other traditional white varieties are Müller-Thurgau and Sylvaner. Their attraction is the reliability of production in cool climates, rather than quality of the wine. Müller-Thurgau’s main attraction is its resistance to cold weather. It gives wine that is soft and pleasant without much character. During the past two decades, the biggest change in German vineyards has been a reduction of 10,000 ha in Müller-Thurgau, close to half of its plantings. About half of the lost Müller-Thurgau has been replaced with Pinot Gris or Pinot Blanc, which have some potential for quality. This is part of a move to better varieties.
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          Germany’s vineyards are in the southwest corner of the country. The individual areas are the Anbaugebiete (quality wine regions).

        
      

    
  


  Germany’s total planted area has been steady at around 100,000 hectares (about the same size as Bordeaux) since the mid nineties. Pushed by increasing consumption of red wine, and aided by generally warmer vintages, the proportion of vineyards devoted to black grape varieties has been increasing since 1980, with a dramatic change in the past decade.


  Germany’s reputation for quality rests largely on Rieslings from the northern part of the wine area, with the Rheingau and Mosel at the head of the list, but together they account for only about 10% of all production. In fact, Riesling is the majority grape only in the north.


  It’s more of a struggle to produce top wines in other regions. The Nahe is a bit of a mixed bag, but its best wines are Rieslings that can stand up to the Mosel and Rheingau in interest and their ability to represent terroir.


  In the Pfalz, here’s a fine strip of top vineyards along the edge of the Haardt Mountains, but the interest level is very much lower on the plain beyond. With a quarter of plantings, Riesling is the most important grape. As this is the warmest region in Germany, you might expect more of a move towards red wine production than has been the case, although there’s been some progress with Pinot Noir.
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          The most important wine regions are along the Mosel and Rheingau, south of the junction of the Mosel and Rhine at Koblenz. The Mosel is divided into three parts, but the Middle Mosel is the most important. The Ruwer and Saar are two small areas of high quality along rivers just south of the Mosel. The Rheingau is divided into two parts, with the main part to the west around Eltville.

        
      

    
  


  Rheinhessen is the largest wine-producing region in Germany, concentrating on bulk wine production. Most vineyards are on flat land, and it’s hard to define an identity for the region. The best vineyards are at the east, around Nierstein, and at the west, south of Bingen.
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          The wine regions in the south account for about half of production, while the north totals only about 13%.

        
      

    
  


  Red wines come from the extremes of the winemaking regions. The Ahr Valley in the far north is almost exclusively Pinot Noir. Baden, the most elongated region of the south, has always made a large proportion of red wine. Today it produces some of the top Pinot Noirs.


  

  

  
    
      
        	
          Grape Varieties in Capsule
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          Riesling is the great grape of Germany, grown everywhere, but reaching its peak in Mosel or Rheingau. It can be vinified in all styles from bone dry to botrytized dessert wines.


          Müller-Thurgau comes from a cross made in 1882 between Riesling and Madeleine Royale (an undistinguished nineteenth century table grape cultivar). It grows well in cool climates, giving a slightly aromatic bland wine with little character. It’s a mainstay of the lower-level wines.


          Sylvaner probably originated in Austria. It retains good acidity, but tends to become slightly sour unless it is really ripe. It is grown in Alsace as well as in Germany.


          Kerner is a cross of Schiava Grossa x Riesling made in 1929 and has a less refined character than its Riesling parent. It is grown mostly in Rheinhessen and Pfalz as an alternative to Müller-Thurgau.


          Grauburgunder (Pinot Gris) is grown in Baden, Rheinhessen, and Pfalz, often for making sweet wines along the same lines as Pinot Gris in Alsace.


          Weissburgunder (Pinot Blanc) is mostly planted in Pfalz and Rheinhessen, and often treated as a sort of wannabe Chardonnay.

        
      


      
        	
          Black Varieties

        
      


      
        	
          Spätburgunder is Pinot Noir and has become Germany’s quality red wine grape, especially notable in the Ahr Valley and Rheingau in the north, and Baden in the south.


          Frühburgunder is an early-ripening variant of Pinot Noir, almost always vinified in a much simpler style for immediate consumption.


          Dornfelder is a recent cross made in Baden in 1956. It’s very vigorous, but deeply colored, with indeterminate fruit flavors.


          Lemberger is the local name for Blaufränkisch (an old Austro-Hungarian variety). The wine is solid, but rather rustic.
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  By far the dominant variety in quality wine in Germany, Riesling is a very old variety, dating from the 14th or 15th centuries.Germany has almost half of the world’s Riesling. It’s also grown in other cool climate areas in Europe, most notably Austria and Alsace. Historically it has mostly been dry, except in Germany, where a tradition for sweet wines arose after the second world war, but today it is mostly dry in Germany also. (The Rieslings of the New World have more forceful fruits making the wines more aggressive.)


  Riesling makes the most racy and elegant of wines, marked by good acidity, with light almost perfumed fruit, showing a range of flavors from green apples to minerality. It is amazingly versatile, and can be vinified in styles from bone dry, to varying levels of sweetness, up to intensely botrytized dessert wines. Its characteristic purity of fruit comes through all styles.


  At levels of dry to off-dry, Riesling is the perfect illustration of the playoff between sugar and acidity. When its high acidity has been softened by a little residual sugar, it’s an education to taste a series of off-dry Rieslings and try to guess sugar and acidity levels: the interplay is so subtle that it’s extremely difficult to place the wines in order of ascending residual sugar. This is part of the argument that whether Riesling is dry should be classified on its taste rather than on conforming to a rigid cut-off for sugar levels.


  Riesling has a tendency to develop aromas of petrol. Historically it used to be the case that petrol aromas developed in Riesling only after some years. Now this often shows much earlier. It results from formation of TDN (trimethyl-dihydronaphthalene), which is rarely found in grapes but develops in the bottle by slow chemical actions. The warming climate is the most likely reason for wines displaying petrol notes earlier than they used to.


  When young, Riesling can be deceptively superficial; the characteristic steely, mineral, citrus fruits develop slowly in the bottle. When TDN develops over the same time frame, the result is a dry, perfumed finish perfectly complementing the fruit spectrum. Petrol developing with age increases the sense of minerality, but if it develops early, the impression can be a little raw.


  Does a whiff of petrol identify the essential character of Riesling or is it a flaw? My view is that it’s part of the DNA of the variety. There’s a project to develop Riesling clones that will not form TDN: I think this is a terrible mistake that would destroy the character of the variety.
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          Riesling grows best on slate.

        
      

    
  


  Riesling is considered to be a “terroir grape,” one that particularly reflects its place of origin. Its best terroir is slate. Is it the world’s most undervalued grape? Its versatility is extraordinary, from completely dry wines, all precision and delicacy, to fully sweet dessert wines, rich and honeyed with botrytis. The development of complex aromas and flavors over time places it high in the group of wines that become increasingly interesting with age, and it is a perfect match for a surprisingly wide range of foods. Riesling gets my vote for the world’s most versatile white grape.
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  Most countries classify wine according to the source of the grapes, but the historic system defined by the German wine laws of 1930 and 1971 uses sugar levels at harvest as the criterion for classification. Reflecting the difficulty of getting grapes to ripeness in this period, different quality levels were defined by increasing minimal sugar levels.


  Qualitätswein is divided into two general levels. The lowest level of quality wine is QbA. The higher level is QmP, which stands for Qualitätswein mit Prädikat. QbA and QmP were abbreviated in 2007 simply to Qualitätswein and Prädikatswein. In 2009, a further change required both categories to come from restricted areas.


  Most QbA wine comes from a wide geographical area and may or may not have a varietal identity. Chaptalization (adding sugar before fermentation) is allowed. Putting it right up front, “quality” is an optimistic term to use in describing this category, which represents about half of all wine production: the wines can be serviceable, even pleasant, but rarely show much character. The infamous Liebfraumilch is a QbA. Usually made from Müller-Thurgau, it has little character, and the fact that it is included as a QbA damages the concept that the category of Qualitätswein counts for anything.


  Quality wine in Germany today really falls into two categories. The Prädikat system is used to describe the traditional sweet wines. Trocken (dry) wines are described by a different classification system based on vineyard sources. There’s a major difference in where the dry and sweet wines are sold. The domestic market is close to exclusively Trocken, to the point at which Katherina Mauritz at Domdechant Werner says, “If we had only the domestic market, there would be no point in making sweet wines.” Exports, especially to Britain and the United States, still reflect the view that German wines are sweet.
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  Prädikat wine is classified into five levels. The first three, Kabinett, Spätlese, and Auslese, are increasingly rich in the same style. Alcohol is low (8-10%), because fermentation stops before completion. Kabinett is named for the idea that the wines were special enough to be stored in a wine cabinet. Spätlese literally means late-picked, and originated in a regulation that berries must be picked at least one week after the start of the harvest, but today it is necessary only for the grapes to reach a specified higher sugar level. Auslese means that berries have been individually selected in the vineyard.


  The description of Prädikat categories nominally refers to sugar levels in the grapes at harvest and not to sweetness in the wine, but typically vinification is performed to leave more residual sugar as the grade increases. Associating increasing sweetness with increasing Prädikat was not necessarily the intention of the classification. As Ernie Loosen says, “The problem is that we’ve been going away from the idea that Prädikat is the ripeness, there is a view that it must be sweeter. You could easily ferment them both dry; it is not necessarily true that Auslese should be sweeter than Spätlese.”


  It’s really a matter of balance. One problem is that sugar sometimes runs ahead of complexity. As Christoph Shaefer at Weingut Willi Schaefer says, “When you go from Kabinett to Spätlese to Auslese, they should get more complex, and you need more sugar for balance, but it should be in proportion with the minerality.”


  Egon Müller, famous for his sweet wines from the Scharzhofberg vineyard in the Saar, says, “Forget the German wine law. Kabinett comes from ripe grapes, even some with fresh notes, Spätlese comes from over-ripe grapes, but with no botrytis, not shriveled, Auslese begins to be shriveled.” That is not a bad way to look at it, although producers differ on their attitudes to botrytis. Most exclude it from all levels up to Auslese, but some will allow small amounts of botrytized grapes. Some produce two levels of Auslese, one without (showcasing purity of fruits), and one with some botrytized grapes (dominated by flavors introduced by botrytis—figs, orange peel, marmalade, honey, and nuts).
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          Trocken is dry, but not necessarily bone dry, as it can have up to 9 g/l residual sugar if acidity is high enough to hide the sweetness.


          Halbtrocken is half dry, meaning up to 18 g/l residual sugar.


          Feinherb is not precisely defined, but means off-dry, and has now mostly replaced halbtrocken, because it does not have the same legal restrictions.


          Kabinett is the first category of Prädikat and usually has 30-40 g/l residual sugar with alcohol of 7-10%.


          Spätlese is sweeter than Kabinett with typical sugar levels of 60-70 g/l.


          Auslese reaches the level of dessert wine, usually with 90-100 g/l residual sugar.


          Beerenauslese (BA) must have 17.5% potential alcohol at harvest, which translates to more than 110 g/l residual sugar after fermentation.


          TBA (Trockenbeerenauslese) comes from botrytized grapes, and must have at least 21.5% potential alcohol at harvest, which means 150-200 g/l sugar in the wine.


          Eiswein comes from grapes that have frozen on the vine and is as sweet as TBA, but not botrytized.

        
      


      
        	
          Prädikat categories are defined in terms of sugar concentration in the grapes, but because the definitions preceded climate change, they are rather out of date with the reality of warmer vintages.

        
      

    
  


  Some producers have traditionally made distinctions within a grade by using different colored capsules—blue for Kabinett, for example, but blue with a gold band to indicate a higher grade within Kabinett. Some use stars to indicate gradations within a level, 1 star, 2 star, and 3-star meaning increasing ripeness at harvest, for example. Goldkapsel is often used to indicate a higher level within the classification; some producers use it to distinguish an Auslese with botrytized berries from an Auslese with no botrytis. A Long Goldkapsel usually has more botrytis than a Goldkapsel, and can begin to approach Beerenauslese.


  Beerenauslese and Trockenbeerenauslese (TBA) are the highest two categories of Prädikat wines. They are very sweet. The grapes are picked individually; for TBA they must be botrytized (comparable to Sauternes from Bordeaux or SGN from Alsace). (Trocken in TBA refers to the berries—dried out by the botrytis—not to the style of the wine.) Eiswein is a specialty where the grapes are picked so late that they have frozen, becoming concentrated because water has been lost when it formed ice crystals. An Eiswein is as rich as a TBA, but is not botrytized. Whereas TBA shows a spectrum of honey, figs, marmalade in a concentrated, oxidative style, an Eiswein should show the piercing purity of the grape variety, seen through the prism of sweetness. Eiswein has now become even rarer, because climate change has made the start of winter too warm.
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          The number of top vineyard sites named “Sonnenuhr” (sundial) emphasizes the importance of catching the sun in Germany’s northern climate. Wehlener Sonnenuhr has a famous sundial in the center of the vineyard.

        
      

    
  


  Prädikat wines are no longer as important as they used to be, because of a move away from sweet wines to dry wines, but the system is still a good starting point for understanding the history of wine production in Germany. It reflects the view that reaching ripeness is the all-important factor. The basis of the system is that in principle any vineyard can produce quality wine—all that is required is to reach a certain level of ripeness.


  The concept originated when Germany was a marginal area for wine production, and it was a triumph to reach ripeness for harvest; quality was felt to be intrinsic, measured by the sugar level the grapes could reach by harvest. This is a great contrast with the system in most other European countries, where only specified vineyards can produce quality wine.


  In most vintages, about two thirds of the must that qualifies as Prädikat by its sugar level is used to make Prädikat wine; the rest is downgraded to QbA. One side effect of the change in climate due to global warming has been that producers have sometimes found themselves with more wine than they can easily sell at the higher grades, so they have declassified the wines by a level, with wine that could have been an Auslese selling as a Spätlese, for example.


  On the one hand, this can be a bargain for the consumer; but on the other, if you’re looking for a traditional wine in a certain style, you may be surprised to find it somewhat sweeter than you expected. “There should be a maximum as well as a minimum level because of the difficulties created by declassification of categories,” says Ernie Loosen. For dry wines, of course, the warming trend has been a terrific bonus.


  During the run of warmer vintages, a tendency to grade inflation has seen wines at all Prädikat levels getting richer. As Manfred Prüm at famed sweet wine producer J. J. Prüm says, “With the warming trend, you can make more Spätlese and Auslese, but what are you going to do about Kabinett—if we talk about the real Kabinett, with around 30-35 g residual sugar.” It has become something of a general theme that Kabinett has become too rich, and now there is a trend to back off. Many Kabinetts in the Mosel moved to a sugar level up to 50 g/l during the 1980s. “The same thing happened with Kabinett as red wines around the world, bigger is better,” Georg Rump says at Kruger-Rumpf in the Nahe. “We decided to take down the sweetness level because we realized that over the past ten years it had gone up and become more like Spätlese,” Saskia Prüm says at S. A. Prüm. “Kabinett should be moderate in alcohol, light and fresh.”
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          Botrytis happens when the skin of the grape is infected by the fungus Botrytis cinerea. This extracts water and concentrates everything inside. It consumes tartaric and malic acids, but generates acetic acid, giving a delicious piquancy to the wine. Botrytis also increases the level of glycerol. The characteristic honeyed taste of botrytized wine is due to fungal production of a compound called sotolon The combination of high sugar concentration, increased acetic acid, glycerol, and sotolon give botrytized wines a common sweet, piquant, viscous, honeyed impression, with figs and marmalade on the palate, and sometimes a touch of butterscotch.


          Botrytis infection is called Noble Rot. It’s crucial that the fungus stays on the surface and does not get inside the grape, which results in Gray Rot, making the wine undrinkable. The key condition for Noble Rot is high humidity to support infection, alternating with warm, dry spells so that it does not turn to Gray Rot.
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          The botrytis fungus infects the surface of the grape.

        
      

    
  


  There has also been something of a move to produce Kabinett Feinherb (off-dry), as an alternative to today’s full-blown Kabinett; usually it has a sugar level of 20-30 g/l residual sugar, but the range is very variable between producers. “We’re going back to the sugar levels Kabinett used to have 30 years ago,” says Constantin Richter. Of course, the alcohol level goes up correspondingly. Actually, I think Feinherb tends to be the least successful category at the Kabinett level, as you don’t really get either the minerality of wines that are dry, or the delicious character of wines that are sweet.


  Whether Germany is still a marginal climate in the era of global warming might be debated given the unprecedented run of good vintages since 2001. Historically the proportion of grapes reaching Prädikat levels of ripeness varied widely, from as low as 10% in the worst vintages to around 50% in the best vintages. With the warming trend of the past couple of decades, however, it is now most often between 40% and 50%. Given the worldwide movement away from sweet wine, under the old system that would probably have produced more sweet wine than the market could absorb, but today much of that wine is vinified dry.
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  For the past fifty years, the system for geographical classification has been based on the rationalization of the wine law of 1971. The 13 Anbaugebieten that describe where quality wine can be produced were subdivided into Bereichs (districts). Bereichs were divided into Einzellagen (vineyards), which are equivalent to the French concept of the Cru, that is, a subdivision within a village.


  Before 1971, t here was an excessive number of vineyard names, but the reclassification threw out the baby with the bath water. 30,000 named vineyards were crunched into 2,600 Einzellagen, often enough by incorporating lesser vineyards into the great names. Grosslagen were introduced to describe groups of Einzellagen, essentially a collection of vineyards across many villages, but the hierarchy deceived rather than informed.


  Villages were important as part of the label for describing vineyards, but there was no concept of village wines as such. The traditional description carries the village name followed by a specific Einzellage. So Bernkasteler Doctor is a wine from the famous Doctor vineyard (probably the best Einzellage in the Mosel). “Bernkasteler” means “coming from Bernkastel,” and then “Doctor” identifies the vineyard.


  The problem is that the same system is used to describe wines coming from the large areas of Grosslagen and the small areas of Einzellagen — but in terms of quality, it’s only when a wine comes from an Einzellage that the origin means much. Grosslagen range from 60 ha to 2,000 ha; Einzellagen vary from a minimum of 5 ha to 60 ha. Examples of infamous classifications that mislead the consumer are Niersteiner Gutes Domtal and Piesporter Michelsberg (a whopping 1,300 ha, larger than the Ahr and Mittelrhein regions combined.


  The extreme of confusion is that a wine labeled Bernkasteler Kurfürstlay comes only from the Grosslage of Kurfürstlay, which covers a wide swatch of the Bereich Bernkastel, extending through the neighboring villages. One problem here is that the name Bernkastel is used both for the Bereich covering several villages and for the top village. So the difference in quality level between Bernkasteler Kurfürstlay and Bernkasteler Doctor is not at all obvious from the label. (This is only one of many examples in the category of ‘you couldn’t make this up.’)


  The basic problem was that the system was designed to indicate source without any implication about quality; quality was defined by the Prädikat. A new wine law in 2021 introduced a system of classification by origin that exists in parallel with the Prädikat system for quality. It’s based on the old geographical assignments, but carries implications of quality. The first two levels effectively remain unchanged: wine without a geographical description is Deutscher Wein (a return to an old term that replaces Tafelwein). Landwein remains wine with a PGI (protected geographical indication, equivalent to IGP in France or IGT in Italy). The new category is wine with a protected designation of origin (PDO), equivalent to the appellation (AOP) in France. This will usually be Qualitätswein. The system becomes mandatory in 2026.
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          The wine law of 2021 created a five-stage hierarchy for wines with a specific origin. 

        
      

    
  


  The PDO is divided into a hierarchy of increasingly small units, usually represented as a pyramid. The starting point remains the 13 specified areas (Anbaugebiete), the best-known of which are the Rheingau and Mosel. Whereas Anbaugebiete were previously divided into Bereich (districts), which in turn were divided into Grosslagen, now these get the same designation of Region on the label. In the new system, ‘Region’ has to appear on the label as well as the name, which should make things much clearer.


  Regions are divided into Villages (Gemeinde), which are divided into Vineyards (Einzellage). The Village is a new focus in the system. Einzellagen may be classified as premier cru (Erstes Gewächs) or grand cru (Grosses Gewächs). Parcels within the crus are called Gewann and their names can be used on the label.


  It was a partial reversal of the reform of 1971 when Gewann were allowed again in 2015. The equivalents of the French lieu-dits, they are mostly within individual Einzellagen, but some cross over Einzellage boundaries. While no one should want to go back to 30,000 lieu-dits, it is certainly better for wines from individual plots to carry an identification of origin than for a fantasy name to be used. The key here is whether the two are distinguished on labels.


  The issue is compounded by a recent change to use the vineyard name without the village name. There have always been a few exceptions, such as Schloss Johannisberg, Schloss Vollrads, or Scharzhofberg, representing vineyards that have been entitled for historical reasons to stand alone without the village name. But extending this more generally can create confusion.
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          Bernkasteler Doctor comes only from a tiny area of 3.2. Covered in slate, this steep site is one of the top vineyards on the Mosel (inset). But Bernkasteler Kurfürstlay can come from anywhere in the outlined region of 1,354 ha.

        
      

    
  


  A wine labeled as Nonnenberg (Rheingau) is in fact the old Rauenthaler Nonnenberg (as stated on the back label). The problem for the consumer is that it isn’t apparent from the front label whether Nonnenberg is a vineyard name or a brand name, or where it is in the Rheingau if it’s a vineyard name. The new system requires more rather than less knowledge from the consumer. In fact, a single word description on the front label may be a brand name, a Grosslage, a village, a single vineyard, or a lieu-dit within a vineyard.


  The change does make the label look much less intimidating. But it’s ironic that it removes the single piece of description that is most informative for a consumer: the village. For most people, unfamiliar with the long list of Einzellagen, the village name was probably the most recognizable part of the label. You might, for example, decide to try a Wehlener Something because you have enjoyed other wines from Wehlen, even if you do not recognize the particular Einzellage. However, if you ignore the front label, the full two-part description is on the back label.
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          The old style of label has the advantage of providing more information, but can be a bit of a mouthful.

        
      

    
  


  The driving force is the idea that the top vineyards are worthy of standing alone (like Grand Crus in Burgundy). But the parallel is forced: there are too many Einzellagen, and many are not well enough known. Imagine the confusion if all the premier crus as well as grand crus in Burgundy left off the village name. The villages would lose their identity; and isn’t that identity the starting point for most people? It may make sense for a producer who has a large holding in a cru to build the name as a brand, but does it make sense for the village as a whole?
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          The new style of label is simpler but gives less information.

        
      

    
  


  

  
    
      
        	
          The Trocken Revolution

        
      

    
  


  Before the second world war, wines were sweet only if fermentation stuck before completion. Germany’s reputation for producing sweet wines dates from the postwar years. “After the war, sweet was absolutely big, everybody wanted sweetness. I remember people drinking only Auslese. The demand for dry wines shrank so dramatically there was no market,” recollects Ernie Loosen. And after the Prädikat classification system was introduced in 1971, German wines came to be viewed in the context of associating greater sweetness with higher quality. For the rest of century, quality German wines were regarded as being sweet.


  But the fashion for sweet wines has run its course. A sea change in German wines has occurred since the mid nineties as production has shifted from the traditional Prädikat wines to dry styles. Until then, two thirds of wine produced in Germany was sweet, but today the proportions have reversed, with trocken (dry) and halbtrocken (half-dry) now accounting for two thirds of all production. Kabinett and Spätlese have each halved, from roughly 10% to 5% of all production in the past decade, while the top grades of Auslese, Beerenauslese, and TBA amount to only about 1%.


  The transition is not simply a matter of letting fermentation go to completion where previously it would have stopped short. “Over the past 20 years we’ve refined our understanding of which parcels are better suited to make dry wines, and which are better for sweet wines,” says Florian Lauer at Weingut Peter Lauer in the Saar. “We’ve switched our view and one of the warmest sites now makes dry wine not Spätlese.” Another difference is that grapes used to be picked in strict order for the increasing grades of the Prädikat system, but now often enough the grapes for making dry wine are picked towards the end of the harvest.


  A major problem with the system is that wines can be called Trocken with up to 9 g/l of residual sugar. Most people can taste sweetness at levels over 4 g/l, but perception of sweetness depends on acidity: high acidity levels can mask sweetness and make a wine appear dry even when it has more than 4 g/l of residual sugar. Because Rieslings from cool climates can have very high acidity levels, they certainly taste much drier than would be suggested by the nominal level of residual sugar. But not tasting sweet is not the same as tasting completely dry!


  Producers say they make better wine by leaving a little sugar to counteract the high acidity. “Our interpretation of Trocken is balanced dry, not bone dry,” says Simon Batarseh at August Kesseler. “We don’t produce any completely fermented wines because they would be too sharp,” explained Christian Vogt at Karthäuserhof in the Mosel. At Dr. Loosen, Ernie says that, “The usual rule for Trocken wines is 1:1 sugar to acid, so a wine with 7 g/l acidity will have 7 g/l sugar.” It’s a common view that meeting the international standard of 4 g/l would make the wines too aggressive. “People come here and ask for really, really dry Riesling, but it would be unbalanced. We do not make wine with less than 4 g,” says Anne Juchen at Pauly-Bergweiler.


  Germany has had a hard time deciding what dry means. Let’s admit that it is certainly arguable that the wines are better balanced with a little sugar and stick to the question of how to give an accurate description to the consumer, for whom the problem is knowing what sort of wine you are getting before opening the bottle. The old definition for Trocken was “must taste dry,” but once there’s more than 4 g/l of residual sugar, perception of sweetness becomes subjective. I have had Trocken wines that taste bone dry, but I have had many more with a palpably sweet touch.


  Calling wines “dry” when they have up to 9 g/l residual sugar may be more a reflection of the marketing view that consumers expect to choose a wine that is dry to go with food than a good description of the palate. It would be much better if the limit was 4 g/l, or if there were two categories, such as Absolut Trocken for wines below 4 g/l and Pratisch Trocken for wines above 4 g/l but below 9 g/l. As Armin Diehl, of Schlossgut Diehl, former editor of the Gault-Millau guide to German wines, said, “The concept of Trocken above 4 g/l is a nonsense: internationally dry is less than 4 g/l.”


  The situation shows even more variability in the description of off-dry wine. Halbtrocken (half-dry) can have up to 18 g/l residual sugar, but this is felt to be too restrictive by many producers, who instead use the term Feinherb. “Halbtrocken—half dry—what is that?” asks Wilhelm Haag. “Feinherb—you cannot translate it, that’s why we use it,” he adds. “Feinherb is the only category that is not regulated, it’s in a grey zone. It has a growing market in Germany, when people like a style that is not too sweet,” is how Johannes Selbach of Selbach-Oster explains its popularity. Basically a Feinherb is any wine that a producer thinks tastes off-dry; but use is inconsistent, varying from close to dry to Kabinett-like sweetness.


  
    
      
        	
          The New “Dry” Style

        
      

    
  


  It used to be the case that the dry wines could be appreciated only after long aging: acidity was simply too aggressive when they were young. That has changed with global warming. “The move to dry wine correlates with the warmer climate that produces less acidity, so we can make dry wines that are pleasurable—not like before,” says Stefan Doctor at Schloss Johannisberg. The effect extends further. “To get full ripeness you had to accept some botrytis. The difference today is that we can achieve good ripeness with healthy grapes, for dry wine. In the eighties, the top parcels were reserved for fruity styles. The change is that today we make dry wines from the top parcels,” says Helmut Dönnhoff in the Nahe.


  Although the dry wines can be enjoyable when young, this may be missing the point, as they really show their full potential with age. When producers are asked when they think the wine will reach its peak, the answer is usually: after ten years. “The international market is crazy, people keep demanding the wine before it is ready,” says Wilhelm Haag at Weingut Fritz Haag. Riesling has a fantastic capacity to age; but while this is generally acknowledged for the top sweet styles, it’s less well appreciated for dry wines.


  Global warming has dramatically changed assessment of vintages in Germany. “We call the recent years, climate change vintages—we were able to make all quality levels up to various TBAs,” says Christian Vogt. Effects of climate change to date have generally been beneficial. “Historically we used to say you would get full ripeness and make great wines only twice each decade. Today the challenge is not to get ripeness, it is to have long enough hang time to harvest,” says Wilhelm Weil at Weingut Robert Weil. Indeed hang times become a problem when harvest occurs in the first week of August, as in 2018, which set a record. From 2001, Germany had a run of vintages that previously would have been called exceptional; the only disappointing years were 2014 and 2013.


  “We don’t have poor vintages any more,” says Thomas Haag at Schloss Lieser. “Making wine is still a challenge today, but the challenge is different. With weather extremes we’re having much earlier seasons. We try to keep alcohol down by selecting grapes at the perfect point. With 12.5% max we combine elegance and purity. An advantage for Mosel is that we can play both games, dry and sweet.”


  Yet vintages tend to be rated on the basis of Prädikat wines. Ernie Loosen captures the issue: “I have often wondered why it is that German vintages are rated primarily on the über-sweet dessert wines. These labor-intensive, extremely limited wines typically account for less than one percent of our total production, yet they seem to have a disproportionate influence on those who declare vintage ratings. In some ways it’s understandable, because these wines are truly amazing. But for producers, it’s the more normal wines like classic dry and off-dry that really determine the value of a vintage. These are the wines people actually drink, which means they are the wines that keep us in business. In fact, when a German vintage is hailed as ‘great,’ it often means that it was a financial disaster for the growers, who end up with a lot of expensive botrytized wines that very few people buy any more.”
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          Production of dry wine has been increasing steadily in Germany and became the predominant style in 2007. Trocken has increased from less than 20% in the 1980s to more than 40% today; off-dry has been steady at about 20-25%.

        
      

    
  


  The move to dry wines is somewhat of a two-edged sword. At entry level, many wines do not really have enough fruit to carry the dry style. It is a classic demonstration of why many producers had reservations at the outset of the Trocken Revolution; a little sugar really softens that aggressive acidity (not to mention hiding the absence of fruit). There is not much evidence of regional specificity at this level; it is hidden by the common citric acidity which often becomes too tart. The exception seems to be Saar and Ruwer where lightness and elegance continue to show through.


  You really need to go to the better villages or single vineyards to get enough fruit to balance that tart finish. As a rough approximation, tasting along the hierarchy, regional dry wines are likely to show a bitter grapefruit finish, it softens to bitter lemon at the village level, and then integrates much better with fruits at single vineyard level. It’s when you go from Trocken wine at the Kabinett level to Trocken from Spätlese-level grapes that you begin to appreciate what dry Riesling is all about.


  In fact, Riesling does not make a very interesting wine at entry-level whether it is dry, off-dry, or sweet. A least until you get to village level, you could probably make a better wine with a less demanding grape variety. Riesling’s special quality—showing the character of different terroirs—requires lower yields and more concentration than is found at entry level.


  Riesling is like a thermometer for measuring vintage variation in the regions. Climate change has greatly softened what used to be aggressive acidity, especially in the Saar-Ruwer and Mosel, and in the Nahe. But when a cooler vintage returns — such as 2021 — the old hierarchy asserts itself: Saar-Ruwer acidity is piercing, Mosel is strong, Nahe is evident, and Pfalz and Rheinhessen seem almost muddy by comparison.


  
    
      
        	
          Grosses Gewächs Classification 

        
      

    
  


  An increase in quality came when trocken wines started to be produced from Prädikat grapes. Under the Prädikat system, these would be described as Kabinett Trocken, Spätlese Trocken, or Auslese Trocken, but there was a move away from this terminology, because the Prädikat terms were associated with levels of sweetness.


  Somewhat in despair at the failure of regulations to ensure the consumer gets a wine that is consistent in either quality or style, a private organization of producers, the VDP, made several attempts starting in the 1980s to introduce a classification scheme for dry wines. (The VDP has about 200 members, who have about 5% of the total vineyard area; but they produce only about 2% of the total wine, indicating their focus on low yields.) Producers can’t apply to become members of the VDP, but have to be invited to join. In most regions, most of the top producers are members of the VDP, but the Mosel is an exception, where many top producers belong instead to another organization, the Bernkasteler Ring.


  The classification system has changed several times, and has been complicated by using different terminologies in different wine regions—infighting between the regions has been quite disruptive—but finally an (almost) uniform system was introduced in 2012. This is basically the system that has been incorporated into the wine law of 2021. Until now, it has been used only for dry wines, but the new law allows it to be used for all wines.


  Most producers now classify their dry wines into three levels: regional wines (called Gutswein by the VDP), village wines (Ortswein), and single vineyard wines. Most regions divided the single vineyards into Erste Lage (premier cru) and Grosse Lage (grand cru), but the Mosel and Ahr have used only Grosse Lage. (Grosse Lage, sounds similar to Grosslage, the term for a large group of vineyards, but the two are completely different.)
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          The VDP classification system is a pyramid.

        
      

    
  


  The classification of vineyards (at least in the Mosel and Rheingau) follows maps produced by the Prussian authorities in 1868, in which vineyards were classified into three levels for tax purposes. The classification was well done, and Grosse Lage corresponds to the old top level. The VDP describes its classification system as a pyramid, but it’s a little top heavy, as there are actually more Grosse Lage than Erste Lage. They often compare the system to Burgundy, but my opinion is that it would be more appropriate to consider the Grosse Lage to have a range corresponding to a mix of grand and premier crus in Burgundy. The system would be more convincing if many of the Grosse Lage had been classified as Erste Lage.


  Many producers refer to their wine at Gutswein level as the estate wine (oddly as the name really means the opposite, i.e. regional), and it has become common for the producer’s name to feature more prominently than the regional description. When you are offered a wine that is just described as Producer Riesling, it’s almost always a generic regional wine. Source becomes the predominant descriptor only when you reach the village (Ortswein) level, which producers may describe as their ‘local’ wines.


  Grosses Gewächs is the top classification, and means that the wine must come from a single vineyard that is classified as a Grosse Lage. In terms of character, it must be dry enough to classify as Trocken, and the grapes must reach at least Spätlese level of ripeness. In effect, wines classified as Grosses Gewächs correspond to the old categories of Spätlese Trocken or Auslese Trocken. Most of Germany’s best dry wines carry this description on the label, although there are still a few top producers who use the old system. (Grosses Gewächs was introduced in 2002, but the Rheingau used Erstes Gewächs instead until 2012.) Grosses Gewächs has been a private classification, but under the new wine law, the terms Grosses Gewächs and Erstes Gewächs can be used nationally. Yields are restricted to 50 hl/ha for Grosses Gewächs and to 60 hl/ha for Erstes Gewächs.


  The term Grand Cru is often used casually in preference to Grosses Gewächs. In fact, most producers hardly ever refer to Grosse Lage or Grosses Gewächs, but talk about their grand crus. The label usually just has “GG” rather than spelling out Grosses Gewächs. Bottles are embossed with GG.


  The level between village wine and grand cru was somewhat neglected until 2021 when the VDP introduced 1G as an additional term allowed on the label for dry wines from Erste Lage. Until then, the only sign that a wine came from a premier cru (Erste Lage) was a discrete caption of Erste Lage on the capsule. It’s unclear how much impact this will have as few producers are using it so far. Some are concerned that consumers might think 1G is a level above GG. Lagenwein is a generic term for single vineyard wines coming from either Erste Lage or Grosse Lage.
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          A map of 1868 produced for tax purposes distinguished three classes of vineyards, shown by dark, medium, and light coloring

        
      

    
  


  One of the best results of the VDP’s classification system has been to improve the quality of village wines. Introducing Ortswein to describe wines that come from a specified village seems to have lifted up the quality. In the past, I’ve never felt there was much interest in wines below the level of the single vineyard, but this has changed. The improvement is partly due to the law of unexpected consequences: because the VDP requires a Grosses Gewächs to be the only dry wine produced from a named vineyard, producers who don’t want to put all their production into one category are declassifying some grapes to village wine. This can be a great bargain, but once again, unless you look at the back label, you have no idea whether a wine described as a village wine is really that or is in fact a single vineyard wine. The increase in quality is especially evident when a wine of Kabinett Trocken quality from a Grosse Lage is declassified to a village Ortswein.


  Riesling is included in the system everywhere, but individual regions can decide which other varieties they want to allow for Grosses Gewächs. Riesling remains the only variety allowed in the Mosel, Nahe, and Mittelrhein. In other regions, Pinot Noir is allowed as well as Riesling: fair enough. Baden allows all the Pinots, and most recently added Chardonnay. Franconia also allows Sylvaner and Würtumberg allows Lemberger (Blaufränkisch).


  
    
      
        	
          Interesting Dry Village Wines that Come from Single Vineyards

        
      


      
        	
          Village on Label

        

        	
          Vineyard it Actually Comes From

        

        	
          Producer

        
      


      
        	
          Ayl (Fass 2)

        

        	
          Kupp

        

        	
          Peter Lauer

        
      


      
        	
          Brauneberg (“J”)

        

        	
          Juffer

        

        	
          Fritz Haag

        
      


      
        	
          Dhron

        

        	
          Hofberg

        

        	
          A. J. Adam

        
      


      
        	
          Leiwen (Alte Reben)

        

        	
          Laurentiuslay

        

        	
          Grans Fassian

        
      


      
        	
          Mosel Spätlese Trocken

        

        	
          Niederberg Helden

        

        	
          Sybille Kuntz

        
      


      
        	
          Wehlen

        

        	
          Sonnenuhr

        

        	
          S. A. Prüm

        
      


      
        	
          Winkel

        

        	
          Hasensprung

        

        	
          August Eser

        
      

    
  


  Limits on yield are not part of the old classification in Germany. Historically it was assumed that reaching the level of ripeness required for a certain level of Prädikat would bring an appropriate level of flavor. There may have been some truth to this in the historically cool climates, but it is less true today. The only significant limit is for Grosses or Erstes Gewächs: although these seem on the high side if analogies are drawn with grand crus in, say, Burgundy, there is a general belief among Riesling producers (shared by those in Alsace, for example) that Riesling can make great wines at higher yields than other noble varieties. Of course, top producers usually have significantly lower yields than the limit.


  
    
      
        	
          The Style of Grosses Gewächs

        
      

    
  


  Grosses Gewächs are supposed to taste dry, but many have some perceptible sweetness. This can vary from a suspicion, where it’s hard to decide if the wine is bone dry or not, to wines that are palpably sweet. I would say that a touch of sweetness is common, and that it is an exceptional Grosses Gewächs that is bone dry. The sense of sweetness has been accentuated by a run of warm vintages that have pushed up sugar levels.


  Uncertainty as to whether the wine will be really dry really makes it difficult for the category to become an unqualified success. This may result from a rather curious view in Germany that sweet wines can be described as having a dry finish; saying a wine is sweet but finishes dry seems like being a little bit pregnant. Grosses Gewächs has to make up its mind if it is going to be fruity-style wine that is vinified (more or less) dry, or whether it is really going to have dry character.


  One advantage of Grosses Gewächs Rieslings is that alcohol is usually moderate, often around 12.5%. While recent warm vintages have pushed some wines to 13% or even 13.5%, in most vintages you can find wines that are perfectly ripe at 12.5%. Of course, this is helped by leaving a little sugar unfermented (generally the equivalent of about 0.3% alcohol).


  Most Grosses Gewächs Rieslings are drunk far too young. It really is missing the point to drink them on release or within the first year or so. In fact, they can seem deceptively simple, and even disappointing, in the first couple of years. The best are like a coiled spring waiting to release, and it can be hard to penetrate the steely acidity in the first two or three years. Because the perception of sweetness declines with age, a wine with a suspicion of sweetness on release may taste bone dry ten years later.


  Sweet Rieslings have a reputation for very long aging: at levels above Auslese they may age for decades, protected by the sugar. What about dry wines? My experience with Grosses Gewächs is that they can seem quite dumb on release, flavor variety begins to develop after 3-4 years, and they peak at about ten years. The best will last quite a bit longer, but it’s a very personal judgment whether you like an increasing sense of petrol. There’s no fixed policy on botrytis, but most producers exclude it from Trocken wines. When a producer talks about “healthy” grapes, it means there’s no botrytis.


  The VDP rule that a Grosses Gewächs must be the only wine that a producer makes from a named vineyard creates a problem for some producers, because as a practical matter, they cannot sell the entire production from the vineyard as Grosses Gewächs. It also prevents them from having additional cuvées, for example, from old vines. “We’re not happy with this rule of the VDP. Everyone is using fantasy names. In Burgundy, the terroir is the terroir. But in Germany you can make wines at different quality levels from the same vineyard (even at trocken level),” says Katherina Mauritz
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          The Saar and the Ruwer
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          The Middle Mosel
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          The Rheingau
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