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Bandol is an exception. In a Provençal wine landscape that has largely been built since the 1990s on the immediate appeal of pale rosés, this small

appellation in the Var has held its ground. It has retained an ungrateful and demanding grape variety, strict and precise specifications, and a relationship

with time that is radically at odds with contemporary consumer logic.

Red Bandol is not something you simply drink; it must be allowed to breathe before being savored almost religiously. It is not a wine for the bar, nor a wine

for a tasting, nor a wine you note in 20 seconds before moving on to the next. The appellation has taught me patience, wisdom, and introspection in the

face of its terroirs.

Bandol is also an appellation in flux, and that is precisely what fascinates me right now. After decades in which the official taste was one of power and a

certain tannic austerity touted as a virtue, the vineyards are undergoing a period of profound stylistic reinvention.

Legendary winemakers have reevaluated their extraction methods. New winemakers are crafting signature wines that challenge the appellation’s identity

without betraying it – more graceful, less firm, and ultimately, perhaps more attuned to the winding terraces and the kaleidoscope of Bandol’s soils.

What was impossible 20 years ago in a vineyard so closed off to the outside world is today one of its most compelling selling points. I am not trying to rank

everything here. My relationship with wine is first and foremost that of a curious and passionate drinker, of a man who thinks of wine at the table, with

food – Provençal par excellence, Asian by choice and out of a love for umami.

What moves me in a wine is, first and foremost, what it says about the place it comes from and the person who made it. This report aims to capture this

reality in all its complexity: the long history, the varied geology, the grape varieties, the vintages, the tastes that endure and those that evolve, the

disappointments as well – and this must be said because Bandol, like any great region, is not without its shortcomings – and the momentum that makes

one want to follow this appellation for the next thirty years.

The appellations that interest me most are those that know how to question themselves without losing their way. Châteauneuf-du-Pape is a prime example:

an appellation long caricatured as producing powerful, warm wines, yet today yielding some of the most precise and profound whites in the southern

vineyards, shaped by aging techniques of newfound finesse and a vision of grape varieties that had been lost. This spirit is increasingly evident in Bandol as

well – in reds that master their power, and in whites that are beginning to find their voice, whites full of vitality, length, and high salinity. This is precisely

what I aim to document.

THE HISTORY
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The earliest written records of the area mention Bendoroi around 1200 and Bendor in 1259, with toponymists suggesting a pre-Indo-European root *ben-d

meaning “rock.” This name, meaning “rock,” embodies the entire geology of the appellation: an immutable limestone and siliceous foundation that has

shaped the character of the wines produced here for centuries.

Long before official recognition, in the 6th century BCE, the Phocaeans landed on these shores, bringing with them in their amphorae the culture of the

vine and wine. Bandol is therefore not a recent appellation built on regional marketing: it is a winemaking identity rooted in over 25 centuries of vine

cultivation that we are still discovering it today.

As early as the 18th century, Bandol wines enjoyed a special reputation with the Royal and later Imperial Navy. Their natural alcohol content and tannic

structure allowed them to withstand long sea voyages to the ports of the Levant and Mediterranean trading posts, at a time when most wines from the

South of France quickly deteriorated at sea. Some historians of the Provençal vineyards report that barrels of Bandol shipped from Toulon were sought after

for their exceptional stability during long, hot crossings, long before the modern mastery of sulfiting. The wood acted as a protective antiseptic and

released aromas and textures.

The Recognition of the AOC

Bandol’s true recognition came in 1941, when the AOC was officially recognized, making it one of France’s very first wine appellations. It is impossible to

discuss this recognition without mentioning Lucien Peyraud, the founding figure of the modern appellation. Arriving at Domaine Tempier in 1936, he was

one of the key architects of this recognition and, above all, a staunch defender of Mourvèdre, at a time when many producers were considering uprooting

this difficult, late-ripening grape variety in favor of more productive ones. Peyraud championed the idea – revolutionary for the time in the Midi – that

Bandol should be conceived as a great wine for aging, not merely as a simple southern wine for everyday consumption.

Tempier’s intellectual influence extended far beyond wine. For decades, the family estate welcomed writers, chefs, and artists; Richard Olney wrote part of

his work on Provençal cuisine there, while Lulu Peyraud became a near-mythological figure of Mediterranean hospitality among American food

connoisseurs. Thanks to them, to the Rougiers of Château Simone, and to the renowned Clos Sainte Magdeleine, Provence’s wine-growing heritage was

established. Even today, we owe them our gratitude. Forever.

A Conscious and Proud Conservatism

Bandol is, along with Châteauneuf-du-Pape, one of the southern appellations most deeply rooted in its traditions. Château Pradeaux, one of the

appellation’s historic pillars, produces highly traditional wines with 95% Mourvèdre for the reds with extended aging and a high proportion of Mourvèdre

for the rosés. This conservatism is also evident in the estate’s commitment to traditional aging methods (large-capacity casks and concrete tanks) and in

its resistance to the excessive modernization that has transformed so many other appellations in the South.

Until the 1980s, several historic estates still practiced highly oxidative aging, sometimes in old casks that were never fully topped up, giving the older

Bandols notes of leather, cigar box, and dried blood orange reminiscent of certain traditional Riojas or Châteauneuf-du-Pape.

The historic decree already mandated a majority of Mourvèdre at a time when most southern appellations were advocating for earlier-ripening and more

productive grape varieties. This regulatory singularity largely explains why Bandol has retained such a strong, independent, and free identity when so

many other southern terroirs have undergone stylistic standardization.

GEOGRAPHY AND GEOLOGY



Bandol’s proximity to the Mediterranean © H. Fabre

An Amphitheater Facing The Sea

The Bandol appellation covers just over 1,500 hectares, spread across eight communes in the Var department: Bandol, Le Beausset, La Cadière-d’Azur, Le

Castellet, Évenos, Ollioules, Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer, and Sanary-sur-Mer. It is arranged in an amphitheater shape, stretching from the Sainte-Baume massif to

the Mediterranean, with vineyards planted on south-facing terraces.

The vineyards enjoy nearly 3,000 hours of sunshine per year and low rainfall of approximately 600 mm per year, balanced by the humidity of the sea air.

They are protected from cold northern winds by the Sainte-Baume massif and Mont Caume, regularly exposed to the mistral, and benefit from sea breezes

that temper summer heat waves.

Soil Diversity

The typical soil of Bandol is a skeletal soil consisting mainly of weathered calcareous sandstone and sandy marl, with a marked rendzina-like character.

Poor in fertility and well-drained, these soils force the root system to penetrate deeply to reach water reserves.

Historically, yields were among the lowest in French Mediterranean vineyards: some old Mourvèdre plots barely exceeded 20 hectoliters per hectare in the

poorest areas. Vintages from the 1950s to the 1970s still exhibit this deep black color and chocolate, musky, and truffle-like aromas today.

While the skeletal limestone soil is often presented as Bandol’s universal substrate, the appellation’s actual soil composition is significantly more complex.

The eight communes do not offer a monolithic terroir but rather a mosaic of geological formations that account, to a considerable extent, for the stylistic

diversity observed among the major estates.

Profiles by Village
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Beyond the general description of the substrate, each commune has a distinct soil composition. This portrait is not intended as a hierarchy but as a stylistic

map: each terroir has its own logic, strengths, and demands.

Le Castellet: Le Castellet rests primarily on Urgonian limestone and calcareous sandstone, a hard, fissured bedrock that constitutes the poorest and best-

draining substrate in the entire appellation.

Situated at altitudes ranging from 150 to 300 meters, this sector is also the most mineral-rich and demanding. Here, Mourvèdre roots sometimes plunge

more than six meters into rocky fissures in search of water, which limits yields with a rigor unmatched anywhere else in Bandol.

The wines produced here bear the direct imprint of this terroir: a very pronounced mineral tension, an austere tannic structure in their youth, and

exceptional aging potential, often spanning twenty to forty years for the top vintages.

Major estates: Château de Pibarnon (the region’s benchmark, with vineyards reaching 300 m in elevation), Domaine Tempier (La Tourtine cuvée), Domaine

de la Bégude.

La Cadière-d’Azur: The heart of La Cadière-d’Azur is built on Cretaceous limestone interspersed with reddish clays, giving the soil a dual character: the

mineral structure of the higher elevations and a slightly greater water-retention capacity than that of the pure terraces.



This sector constitutes the appellation’s central pedological transition. The wines here strike a remarkable balance between structural rigor and aromatic

generosity: the fruit opens up earlier than on the limestone heights, the tannins are present without excessive austerity, and the minerality remains

perceptible without ever dominating.

It is no coincidence that Tempier and Pradeaux, the appellation’s two most historic houses, have established their main vineyards here.

Le Beausset: The soils of Le Beausset are the deepest in the appellation, blending clay loam, sand, and gravel in varying proportions depending on the plot.

This depth results in a water-retention capacity significantly greater than that of the limestone sectors, leading to faster ripening and wines with a fuller,

rounder texture.

Aging potential remains significant – ten to twenty years for the best vintages – but the style is more approachable and less austere than that of the higher

elevations. The significant variability within individual plots makes winemaking a major challenge: blending lots from very different soil types requires a

level of mastery that the best producers transform into their signature style.

Major estates: Château Vannières, Moulin des Costes (Bunan), Château Val d’Arenc.

Bandol and Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer: The coastal areas of Bandol and Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer rest on sandy marl of a reddish-ochre color and sedimentary clay,

substrates with high water retention that contrast sharply with the limestone of the higher elevations.

Mourvèdre reaches phenolic maturity earlier here, yielding wines with a full-bodied texture, generous fruitiness, and that salty finish characteristic of the

proximity to the sea. It is here that the appellation’s great rosés find their most accomplished expression: salmon-pink color, fruity and floral aromas, and

tension on the palate.

For reds, yield control is critical: if yields are too high, these terroirs can dilute the grape variety’s power. It is in this sector that I found the greatest

disparity in taste in this report.

Major estates: Château Romassan (Domaines Ott), Château La Rouvière (Bunan)

Sanary-sur-Mer: Sanary-sur-Mer is the part of the appellation most directly influenced by the sea.

Its coastal clay-sand soils, mixed with ancient alluvial deposits, form a light, permeable substrate, very different from the limestone soils of the interior.

Mediterranean breezes moderate summer temperatures here and preserve a remarkable aromatic freshness, particularly evident in the rosés and whites.

The wines display a floral character and a saline note on the finish that is immediately recognizable to those familiar with the appellation. The reds are

approachable and fruity, rarely intended for very long aging but often highly appealing during their first decade.

Major estates: Château Ste-Anne, Domaine Ray-Jane

Évenos and Ollioules: Évenos and Ollioules constitute the only sector of the appellation with significant volcanic substrate.

Basaltic intrusions interrupt the continuity of the Jurassic limestone here, endowing the soils with a richness in iron minerals that is quite unusual for

Bandol.

This geological singularity is directly reflected in the wines: graphite and slightly blood-like notes, a deep minerality of a different nature than that of

limestone, and a powerful tannic structure. These wines are among the most distinctive in the appellation, identifiable in a blind tasting.

The geological complexity is high, with plots that are often small and intermingled. The wines have significant aging potential, ranging from 15 to 30 years

for the finest expressions.

Major estates: Domaine La Suffèrne, Domaine de Terrebrune, Domaine La Bastide Blanche.

Ollioules (northern slopes): The northern slopes of Ollioules benefit from slightly less direct sun exposure than the rest of the vineyard, which promotes a

build-up of natural acidity that is rare in the appellation.

The soil here combines fissured limestone with green clay that retains winter moisture but dries out quickly in summer, subjecting the Mourvèdre to

moderate rather than severe water stress.

The wines have a lighter, more refined profile, leaning toward elegance rather than power.



This is an area still underrepresented in the literature on the appellation, but whose stylistic uniqueness deserves increasing attention as climate change

makes natural freshness more valuable.

La Cadière-d’Azur (eastern hills): The eastern slope of La Cadière-d’Azur is geologically distinct from the village center due to the predominance of reddish

sandstone and ochre marl with a high content of ferric silica.

This substrate gives the wines a very characteristic earthy and spicy profile: black pepper, dry garrigue, tanned leather, and a long finish of dried fruit and

tobacco.

The style is more austere than that of central La Cadière, with tighter tannins and a slower-to-develop appeal.

These wines require time and patience but reward the wait with a recognizable character. They have serious aging potential, between 12 and 25 years.

Major estates: Mas de la Rouvière (Bunan), Domaine Castell Reynoard, and Julien Castell

GRAPE VARIETIES AND WINEMAKING

Mourvèdre

Mourvèdre (Monastrell in Spain, Matarò in Catalonia) is the absolute cornerstone of the appellation. It is also one of the oldest and most genetically complex

grape varieties in the Mediterranean basin. It boasts over 150 identified clones and mutations, an exceptional intravarietal diversity that partly explains

why its expressions differ so profoundly from one plot to another, from one terroir to another, and from one winemaker to another.

As the primary grape variety for reds, Mourvèdre must account for at least 50% of the blend, and in great age-worthy vintages, it often reaches 80 to 95%. It

is complemented by Grenache and Cinsault as primary varieties and may include Carignan and Syrah as secondary varieties in proportions specified by the

appellation regulations. It is a late-ripening variety that particularly thrives in hot, dry days tempered by sea breezes. It develops long roots during periods

of water stress and gives Bandol reds their intensity, tannic power, and notes of spice and black fruit.

Mourvèdre is capricious even in its physiology: its stomata close early under severe water stress, rapidly halting photosynthesis. This characteristic

explains why the old Mourvèdre vines of Bandol, deeply rooted in the limestone terraces, withstand extreme summers better than the younger, shallower

plantings. Cinsault and Grenache complete the red wine blend, adding roundness and fruity aromas within the permitted limits.

Rosés And Whites

For rosés, the primary grape variety is Mourvèdre, comprising at least 20%, supplemented by Grenache and Cinsault. The authorized secondary grape

varieties are Carignan, Syrah, Clairette, Bourboulenc, and Ugni Blanc. Vinification generally involves direct pressing followed by low-temperature

fermentation.

For white Bandol, the blend is based on three primary grape varieties, each comprising at least 30%: Clairette, Ugni blanc, and Bourboulenc. The authorized

secondary grape varieties are Rolle (Vermentino), Marsanne, Sémillon, and Sauvignon Blanc. This blend offers a true diversity of aromatic profiles: Rolle

brings roundness and exotic notes, Marsanne adds texture and a waxy complexity, and Sémillon provides structure and aging potential. But it is Clairette,

as we have said, that remains the soul of white Bandol when treated with the ambition it deserves. It is a truly great grape variety here.

The Winemaking Process

The minimum legal aging period for red wines is 18 months, but the top vintages often exceed 24 to 36 months.

Two approaches coexist: the use of large oak casks, a tradition of the Tempier and Pradeaux estates, which yields gentle oxidation and tannins of surprising

refinement over the long term; and the use of barriques, employed with discernment by newer estates, which imparts a different tannic character without

necessarily compromising the grape variety. Concrete and enamel tanks are gaining popularity for initial aging, preserving the purity of the fruit before the

wine is transferred to wood.

Yields are legally capped at 40 hectoliters per hectare, but the average for the major estates is significantly lower, often between 25 and 32 hectoliters per

hectare.

In 2025, the appellation covered 1,591 hectares of vineyards with an average yield of 31 hectoliters per hectare, producing a total of 49,182 hectoliters. It

comprised 68 independent estates, three cooperative wineries, and 290 cooperative members. The breakdown of production is as follows: 74% rosé, 19%

red, and 7% white. This volume hierarchy illustrates a deep structural tension: the reds – prestigious, age-worthy wines that embody the appellation’s

image – account for less than one-fifth of total production, economically undermined by the commercial dominance of rosé, whose global demand is

driven by immediate consumption trends far removed from Bandol’s DNA.



VINTAGES THROUGH TIME

The Hierarchy Of Great Vintages

The hierarchy of vintages in Bandol is measured in decades, not years. Mourvèdre acts as a slow-acting indicator here, merciless in bad years, sublime in

good ones. Before discussing contemporary vintages, it is important to recall that the appellation produced remarkable wines long before its international

reputation was established in the 1980s. These old vintages, extremely rare on the market, are now as much collector’s items as they are objects of tasting.

1947 and 1952 are the first two great vintages of the Peyraud era at Tempier, born in the immediate postwar period just as the appellation had obtained its

official recognition. The exceptionally hot and dry summers of those two years allowed the Mourvèdre to reach a level of phenolic ripeness that the cooler

vintages of the time had not foreshadowed. The few surviving bottles, found mainly in private cellars in Provence, demonstrate an aging potential that

exceeded all expectations: leather, undergrowth, pine resin, and sweet spices, with a formidable tannic structure even after half a century.

1961 was the most exceptional meteorological year of the postwar era in the Var. An early spring, a dry summer without extremes, and a slow, concentrated

harvest. In Bandol, as in Châteauneuf-du-Pape, this vintage produced wines of extraordinary depth. The 1961 Tempiers I had the chance to open in the

2010s still revealed dark fruit, a full-bodied palate, and tannins embedded in a seemingly inexhaustible mass of wine. A legendary benchmark for gauging

the appellation’s full potential.

1970 marks a turning point in the appellation’s history. It is the first vintage in which Tempier marketed its single-vineyard cuvées under distinct names,

inaugurating a terroir-driven approach that the Provençal wine industry would take a long time to adopt. The growing season was fine and balanced, with

even ripening of the Mourvèdre. The 1970 wines earned a reputation for great aromatic serenity, favoring finesse over raw power, and opening up relatively

early for an appellation that is usually so closed in its youth.

1975 is the vintage of pure, almost intimidating structure. A dry, sustained heat throughout the season pushed the Mourvèdre toward extreme tannic

concentration that only long aging could tame. Les Pradeaux 1975, which subjected these grapes to very long aging in large casks, produced architectural

wines, almost intimidating in their youth, but which have developed over the years a considerable aromatic depth: tapenade, Havana, tan leather, black

licorice. This is a vintage for connoisseurs who truly know how to wait.

1979 is often cited by the appellation’s veterans as the most elegant vintage of the 1970s. A cool, long autumn allowed for a slow and gradual ripening of the

Mourvèdre, preserving a natural acidity rare for the grape variety in this climatic context. The 1979 Tempier and Pibarnon wines have been described as

possessing remarkable aromatic clarity: delicate red fruits, herbes de Provence, a refined and long finish – very different from the robust profile the

appellation is known for. They are a foretaste of what the cooler vintages of the 21st century reveal today.

1982 serves as a bridge between two eras. It is the last great vintage before Bandol began to emerge on the international scene, and the first in which a

collective awareness of the appellation’s aging potential began to take hold. A hot, consistent summer and a healthy harvest

1985 is an absolute benchmark. It alone allows us to gauge what Bandol is truly capable of becoming over time, and to understand how Mourvèdre evolves

over several decades while always retaining something to say.

1989 is considered by many to be the most accomplished vintage of the second half of the 20th century in Bandol. The 1989 Pibarnon develops a classic

Mourvèdre nose: red berries, spiced strawberry, cigar, truffle, musk, black tea. The palate is strikingly fresh, with perfectly integrated tannins that blend to

create a smooth, sensual body, lingering endlessly in a harmony that is the hallmark of a great wine.

1990 is the sunny counterpart to 1989. The 1990 Pibarnon is powerful and aromatic, with notes of bay leaf, mellow and round on the palate, warm; it reached

its peak 20 years after its release. The Tempier and Pradeaux are absolutely exquisite.

1998 is a vintage of great finesse, often cited as a benchmark, with an impressive youthfulness many years after its release, and still today.

2001 is a vintage that embodies the exuberance of the South. These are full-bodied wines with a unique character.

2005 is unanimously cited as one of the most balanced vintages of the early 21st century in Bandol, combining concentration and freshness in a rare

balance.

Recent Vintages

2019 is unanimously hailed as a sunny and concentrated vintage, producing dense, structured reds with exceptional aging potential, though still very

young at this stage.

2020 offers balanced wines, with beautiful phenolic ripeness and freshness preserved thanks to cool nights at the end of the season. A consistent vintage,

more accessible earlier than 2019.



2021 stands out for its more pronounced acidity, tighter tannins, and a more subdued aromatic expression in its youth, but with interesting aging potential.

2022 was a hot, dry vintage. Harvesting had to be done early to prevent the grapes from shriveling. The best producers have crafted generous, full-bodied

wines that express a ripe, sun-kissed Mourvèdre.

2023 and 2024 are the latest vintages available for sale at the time of this report’s publication, and as such deserve special attention. This is not a simple

vintage. It is a winemaker’s vintage, in the most demanding sense of the term. To understand it, one must go back to winter, something tasters rarely

consider. Winter rainfall was abundant, leaving soil moisture reserves in exceptional condition at the start of the growing season. For Bandol, accustomed

to structural drought that profoundly shapes Mourvèdre’s behavior, this starting point is almost unusually favorable. The vines began budbreak under

water conditions rarely seen in this vineyard. A promising start, on the surface. Spring brought its complications. About 60 mm of sporadic rain punctuated

the spring season, maintaining a cool, damp atmosphere conducive to fungal pressure that organic vineyards had to manage with vigilance. But it was the

late frost from April 19 to 23 that truly defined the year. Striking when the vines were already well advanced, it caused leaf burn on several grape varieties

and disrupted flowering. Fruit set was uneven depending on the plots and exposures. From this stage on, the vintage carried within it the seeds of the

heterogeneity that would define it.

The early summer remained cool and slow until mid-July, prolonging ripening with great finesse. Then came the shift: stable heat, total drought, and

sustained sunshine. A classic Mediterranean end-of-season, almost ideal for bringing the Mourvèdre to full maturity. And it was here that this grape variety

demonstrated, once again, its unique character: despite the total absence of rain during the second half of the season, the Mourvèdre showed no significant

signs of water or heat stress. The soil’s winter reserves, preserved deep underground by the clay and fissured limestone, acted as a buffer. The deep roots of

the old vines reached for them where the surface drought could not touch them. Physiological ripeness developed steadily, without any sudden changes.

This phenomenon confirms that Mourvèdre, on the great limestone terroirs of Bandol, is a vine of extraordinary resilience – provided it is planted in the

right location and managed with the rigor it demands. The first harvests began around August 19, as in 2022 and 2023, confirming the trend toward early

ripening seen in recent years across the appellation. A few subsequent rainstorms allowed for a more even ripening profile, giving the most patient

winemakers an additional window to refine their harvesting decisions. But this window was not without risk. In such a heterogeneous vintage, every extra

day could be a day gained on some plots and a day lost on others. Discernment on a plot-by-plot basis was an absolute necessity.

Ultimately, 2024 is a vintage I would describe as heterogeneous, both in terms of the quality and the ripeness of the grapes, depending on the plots and

estates. The finest bottles display remarkable tension, preserved freshness, and a clarity of fruit that make these Bandols accessible relatively early on yet

endowed with true depth. The consistency of Mourvèdre’s physiological ripeness is evident in the best cuvées through aromatic precision and an absence of

overripeness that stand in stark contrast to sunnier vintages. The less successful wines suffer from irregularities in fruit set and variations in ripeness

between blocks of plots: less integrated tannins, less defined fruit, and a shorter finish. This is a great vintage for sorting, for high standards, and for

winemakers.

As is often the case in complex years, it will reward those who made the right choices in the vineyard and the cellar, and will punish shortcuts without

mercy. In its own way, it is one of the vintages that most clearly reveals what Bandol demands of those who make it: not luck, not mechanics, but

intelligence and conviction.

AGING POTENTIAL



Bandol red wines have an aging window of 10 to 15 years, or even longer for the top vintages. Rosés and whites are best enjoyed within one to three years of

harvest. The length of aging for the reds – a minimum of 18 months by regulation – is crucial in taming the Mourvèdre’s tannins, which are naturally

austere upon completion of fermentation.

Great Bandol reds possess a unique sense of time: they never seek immediate appeal. In their youth, they may even seem unyielding, closed off. Then,

slowly, the Mourvèdre sheds its raw power to enter a realm of infinite nuances. With aging, they develop this very distinctive tertiary profile blending black

tapenade, venison, cade, dried fig, toasted pine resin, cigar box, dried seaweed, and sometimes an almost iron-like, blood-like nuance. Few French wines

convey the passage of time with such force.

There is a comparison that lovers of great aging wines rarely make, perhaps because it brings together two appellations that seem geographically opposed:

Bandol and Hermitage. Yet something essential unites them. These are two wines that are silent in their youth, almost hostile to those who approach them

too soon. Two wines that demand patience not as a constraint but as a prerequisite for understanding them. Two wines that traverse time without seeking

to evade it: they do not age; they unfold. And when they finally open up, they do so with a serene authority that belongs only to great terroir wines.

The connection goes beyond character. The geology of the two appellations shares the same fundamental complexity, the same reality that simplified

descriptions all too often obscure. Hermitage is not uniformly granitic: the hillside is a patchwork of distinct formations, from the weathered granites of

Bessards to the loess and sands of Méal, and from the siliceous clays of Greffieux to the limestones and gravel of Murets. Each vineyard site produces a

different expression of Syrah, and the great blends of Chave or Jaboulet draw their depth from this ability to bring together plots with often contrasting

profiles. Bandol operates on the same principle: beneath the apparent uniformity of Mediterranean limestone lie the iron-rich basalts of Évenos, the

reddish clays of La Cadière, the coastal sands of Sanary, and the deep silts of Le Beausset. Mourvèdre, like Syrah on the Hermitage hill, expresses itself

differently depending on the rock that bears it.



Finally, in both cases, there is that same sense of isolation on the global market: two appellations that are objectively as worthy as the greatest French

names but that are traded at prices that still seem to ignore what they truly represent. Hermitage has begun to catch up. Bandol, however, remains one of

the most undervalued regions in the French wine world: an exceptional hunting ground for the patient connoisseur, precisely because its greatness is still

the preserve of those in the know.

Like a great Barolo, Pibarnon is an ageless wine, gaining in elegance and suppleness with age. Red Bandol is one of the few wines in France capable of aging

for 30, 40, or even 50 years in great vintages – a rarity that, paradoxically, remains undervalued on the global market.

Bandol is an appellation little known to the general public but highly prized by discerning connoisseurs.

A CRITICAL LOOK: TRADITIONS, DISAPPOINTMENTS, AND RENEWAL

The Appellation’s Traditional Style: Density As A Cliché

For decades, red Bandol has been associated with a nearly formulaic stylistic profile: dense, deep black wines with massive tannic structures, sometimes

overpowering oak, oxidative aging pushed to the limit, and austerity touted as a virtue. This was the taste of a generation of winemakers convinced that

power was synonymous with quality, and that time would take care of the rest.

It has often been said: Bandol is the wine for those who know how to wait. It’s true, and it’s even one of the fundamental reasons why this appellation is

worth the detour. But waiting is no excuse. All too often, the necessary austerity of Mourvèdre has been confused with a lack of precision in the cellar, and

the wine’s true longevity with a retroactive validation of questionable practices.

Too many Bandols from the 1980s and 1990s were subjected to this exercise in tannic purity, sometimes far beyond what the fruit could bear, producing

wines whose longevity on paper was real but whose drinking pleasure was problematic: dried-out tannins, unintegrated oak, fruit dissolved before it even

had time to blossom. At the table, these wines offered nothing, neither in their youth nor, at times, ever. This is not a criticism of the winemakers: it is the

honest observation that power without precision does not always translate into complexity.

My Great Love: The Salinity Of The Whites

There is one thing in Bandol that I love deeply and which remains, in my opinion, the appellation’s great misunderstood treasure: the whites.

And at the heart of the whites, Clairette. Not the neutral, generic Clairette used elsewhere to pad out blends; not the soft Clairette harvested early to avoid

high alcohol. The Clairette harvested at full ripeness, tended with care, aged with ambition. This is a grape variety of a discreet, almost secret nobility,

which does not reveal itself immediately but which, when the conditions are right, produces whites of striking originality.

The proximity to the sea, the limestone soils, and the heat tempered by the breezes give it a mineral salinity on the finish that is unique to this appellation.

It is not the chalky, vertical salinity of a top-tier Chablis. It is a soft, Mediterranean salinity that stems as much from the terroir as from the grape variety.

Clairette de Bandol has a distinctive texture, slightly oily on the mid-palate, with notes of candied citrus, dried white flowers, beeswax, and fresh almond. In

great vintages, with age, it gains in depth and tension what it loses in primary fruit: the notes evolve toward anise, hazelnut, candied lemon, and that salty

finish I never tire of.

It is a gastronomic white in the fullest sense of the term, a white that holds its own at the table, pairing well with seafood, shellfish, and saffron-based

dishes of Provençal cuisine. Bourboulenc and Ugni Blanc round out the blend depending on the estate, adding volume and freshness, but it is the Clairette

that defines the wine’s identity when handled properly.

It demands aging that matches its ambitions, and this is where my disappointment sometimes lies: too many whites from the appellation are still vinified

with too little depth, reduced to their immediate fruit expression, when Clairette deserves to be magnified by more ambitious, longer aging, carried out

with the majesty reserved for great red vintages.

The terroir is there. The grape variety is there. What is sometimes missing is the conviction that this white is worth truly dedicating oneself to. Two estates

prove that this conviction is justified and today carry the best of Bandol white on their shoulders: the Rove cuvée from Château Val d’Arenc, with remarkable

precision and mineral tension, and the whites from Julien Castell, a winemaker-artist who works with Clairette with a freedom and finesse that make his

cuvées benchmarks in their own right within the appellation.

Rosés: A Willing Admission Of Disappointment

When it comes to rosés, I take a less forgiving stance, and I fully own it.

Because Bandol rosé, when made with care, is a rare and precious thing.



It is not a patio rosé; it is a table rosé, a kitchen rosé, a rosé with memory and character.

The greatest examples display a color intensity and depth that immediately speaks to their nature: the rosés from Château Pradeaux, with their deep,

almost pale ruby hue, driven by a high proportion of Mourvèdre, possess an aromatic density and a subtle tannic structure that are uniquely their own. The

Pibarnon rosé is exquisite in a different vein: more elegant, more airy, with that Mediterranean salinity on the finish and a floral and spicy aromatic finesse

that make it immediately recognizable.

I still remember a 1987 Pibarnon rosé that left a deep impression on me. 1987 is a so-called light, difficult vintage, which many dismissed before even

opening it. And yet this rosé, tasted with the benefit of hindsight, expressed surprising elegance, intact freshness, and an aromatic persistence that rivaled

even the greatest vintages.

This is the lesson that the appellation’s great rosés embody: when crafted with true artistry, even so-called “secondary” vintages stand the test of time with

unexpected grace. Julien Castell, for his part, produces rosés sold under the “Vin de France” label that rank among the finest I have tasted in this category in

recent years. The freedom afforded by the label allows him to break free from the appellation’s specifications and explore blends and aging methods that

the AOC would not permit; the result is strikingly original and precise.

These rosés possess a depth, texture, and longevity that perfectly embody what one has every right to expect from the terroir. They prove that Bandol rosé

has something to say that no other can say in its place. Yet it must be acknowledged that these examples remain the exception. Too many rosés from the

appellation have drifted toward a purely technical approach: uniform pale hues leaning toward a light salmon color that resembles that of a hundred other

Provençal appellations, an aromatic profile of white peach and acacia flower lacking depth or tension, and low-temperature vinification carried out with

flawless technological mastery but no soul. The result: clean, decent, pleasant wines that are completely interchangeable with the average output of

contemporary Provence.

The commercial argument is clear – rosé accounts for 72% of production, and the global market demands pale salmon. But when a Bandol rosé can no

longer be distinguished from any random Côtes de Provence rosé in a blind tasting, when the Mourvèdre in the blend becomes invisible, when the

characteristic salinity of the coastal terroir disappears behind notes of sour candy, something has indeed been lost.

The Shift Among The Big Names, The Legendary Winemakers

The good news is that the legendary estates have evolved, and their evolution deserves to be highlighted.

Tempier, whose wines from the 1990s and early 2000s sometimes had an extraction that seemed punishing (they were admired more than enjoyed) has

significantly softened its approach over the past decade. The Migoua and Cabassaou cuvées from recent vintages are more precise, more nuanced in their

aromatic expression, and less marked by harsh tannins. They have lost none of their fundamental energy or their remarkable aging potential; they have

simply chosen to reveal their fruit a little sooner. This is a considerable benefit for the taster without compromising the wine’s aging potential.

Château Pradeaux remains the estate most faithful to its identity: 95% Mourvèdre, long aging, and a refusal to compromise on style. But here too,

something has been refined: the tannins are worked with greater precision, the structure is better defined, and the recent vintages of Pradeaux

demonstrate that one can be conservative in one’s convictions and exacting in one’s execution.

Finally, Pibarnon is the estate that has never had to make corrections, because it has never truly succumbed to over-extraction. Its model – lightness

within power, precision within density – was spot-on from the start, and recent vintages confirm, year after year, the consistency of a vision.

This shift is not a betrayal: it is a maturity – that of age, taste, and wisdom. And what if it were also the maturity of consumers? Less of everything: less

alcohol by volume, less alcohol, and less concentration.

Winemakers have realized that density only makes sense if it is underpinned by precision, that the austerity of Mourvèdre does not need to be emphasized

to be respected, and that a dense wine that pairs well with grilled lobster or a Provençal stew is better than an intimidating wine that ends up never being

opened.

The movement echoes what has happened in Châteauneuf-du-Pape over the past decade: an appellation that had been confined to an image of power and

overripeness and which, gradually, has regained precision in its aging, tenderness in its reds, and a quality of whites that no one would have imagined

twenty years ago. The appellation hasn’t denied its nature: it has learned to master it. Bandol is following the same path, with the same king of grape

varieties, the same pride in the terroir, and the same conviction that greatness doesn’t preclude drinkability. Bravo and thank you for that.



Vines near La Cadière d’Azur ©J. Nicolas

CONCLUSION

This report has sought to capture Bandol in all its complexity. The tasting notes that follow should be read in this context: they do not claim to define what

constitutes a “proper” Bandol, but rather to convey what each wine says about its terroir, its vintage, and the man or woman who crafted it. In an

appellation so rich in energy and so full of conflicting convictions, this is the only valid framework for understanding it.

By Antoine Pétrus
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