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Pontet-Canet reassessed

Was Alfred Tesseron's embrace of biodnamics justified? James Lawther MW finds out.

In 2005 Alfred Tesseron, owner of Ch Pontet-Canet, having succeeded his father Guy in
1994, made the decision to turn the 81-ha (200-acre) vineyard over to biodynamic
cultivation. It was a bold move at the time, especially for a classed growth, but made
after a period of some reflection with pesticides already abandoned in 2001 and
weedkiller in 2003 and a conclusive biodynamic trial on 14 ha in 2004. In the driving seat
was the committed technical director Jean-Michel Comme.

Official certification was a goal from the start but the process was delayed when in 2007
a decision was taken, and subsequently regretted, to spray for an attack of downy
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mildew. Back on the straight and narrow immediately afterwards, Pontet-Canet was
eventually certified organic by Ecocert and biodynamic by Biodyvin in 2010 (and then by
Demeter in 2014). The tasting described below, held at the château late last month,
presented the 11 wines produced since certification.

Apart from the hiccup in 2007 there has been no turning back from the biodynamic way
since. If anything, the move has been reinforced and methods improved with
sustainability also added to the equation. Vine trimming has been eliminated. Compost
prepared at the property is used on individual parcels where required. A group of ten
Percheron horses work about half the vineyard to minimise compaction of the soils. The
plants required for the herbal preparations (nettles for fertiliser, field horsetail to apply on
vine pruning wounds or to help fight mildew, etc) are sourced locally and stored and
prepared in a specifically appointed tisanerie (herbal store room), as are the biodynamic
preparations such as 500 (horn manure) and 501 (horn silica). Since another devastating
attack of downy mildew in 2018 the property is now equipped and organised to treat the
whole vineyard with the permitted copper and sulphur treatments in a day, tractors
employed rather than horses.

In the cellars the cuverie has been steadily improved, with 80-hl concrete vats replacing
larger stainless-steel ones in 2005, and in 2017 40-hl concrete vats added. These and the
building that houses them are biodynamically sanctioned, the insulation for the building
provided by natural hemp, gravel from the soils used in the construction of the walls and
vats and – apart from 12-volt LED lighting – no electricity is installed (the metallic
framework, however, is fully grounded).

In terms of production the grapes have been manually sorted and destemmed since
2017, indigenous yeasts are used for the alcoholic fermentation and since 2012 about
35% of the annual production is aged in concrete amphorae (with 50% in new oak barrels
and 15% in one-year-old barrels). A geothermal plant has supplied energy since 2017.

Apart from the philosophical viewpoint, the changes imposed have clearly had an effect
on the nature of the wine – as was originally planned. As Alfred Tesseron told me some
years ago, ‘The leitmotif is not the organics but making better wine.’ Pontet-Canet
suffered from a lack of investment in the 1970s and 1980s, so the vineyard was in poor
shape, but a programme of replanting was put in place which continued through the
1990s providing the solid base from which the cru has progressed in the new millennium.
It was perhaps a shame the tasting did not include a couple of vintages that preceded the
biodynamic certification in order to measure the transformation.



There were, however, points to be gleaned. Pontet-Canet is a naturally powerful wine but 
a greater emphasis on the quality and purity of the fruit came through, as did, generally 
speaking, a refinement in the tannins, while the typical characteristics of freshness and 
the aroma of blackcurrant were maintained. The flagbearer for this more refined style 
was clearly the 2019, a view endorsed by Alfred Tesseron and his daughter Justine, who 
joined the team in 2015. The wines also clearly referenced vintage conditions, as you 
would perhaps expect from a more ‘natural’ method of production. Hence, vintage 
variation was underscored.

The other change I thought noticeable was the moment Pontet-Canet changed from 
100% oak ageing with the introduction of a percentage of amphorae. It’s possible that the 
toasting of the new oak barrels has also been toned down (and extraction generally 
modified) but if a faint charry edge and some dryness was still evident in the 2011 and 
2010, and even the 2009 served from jeroboam at lunch, this was no longer the case 
from 2012 onwards, the year the amphorae came into use. Biodynamics clearly play a 
role at the property but it’s the detail that counts as well.

As an aside, the aperitif  and open-air lunch that followed the tasting allowed the 
participants the chance to have an informal sip of some other biodynamically produced 
wines. Highlights included a vibrant Meursault Les Narvaux 2007 from Dom Leroy, 
majestic Chambertin 2012 from Dom Trapet, rock-solid L’Ermite 2011 Ermitage (sic) from 
Chapoutier, and a slow-burning Pingus 2015. It’s always best to keep an eye on what’s 
going on elsewhere.
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