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A little guide to the culture and history of  
the wines of the Steiermark
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Wine from the hills, 
with hand & heart
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The wines of the Steiermark manifest them-
selves as the end result of a successful 
blend involving 50% handwork & 50% 
footwork. The daily tasks that must be ex-
ecuted in these frequently very steep vine-
yards are strenuous, involving a great deal 
of physical exertion, and then the harvest 
itself is almost entirely done by hand. But it 
is worth the effort.

Wines of the Steiermark are as varied as they 
are precious, the product of winegrowers 
who have maintained their individuality and 
pour their own heart’s blood into their work.

And this takes place in one of the loveliest 
winegrowing regions in the world, best experi-
enced personally for oneself: grower for grow-
er, parcel-by-parcel and tavern-by- tavern.

Because the wines of the Steiermark are like 
the people in the Steiermark: fresh and hon-
est, but with plenty of depth – and above all, 
each is a small individual world for him- or 
herself.

Styrian winegrowers  
are always going uphill, then 

downhill, then up again
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The Steiermark’s winegrowing regions are 
rather uniquely situated between the Med-
iterranean and the Alps. This climatic con-
fluence of warmth & coolness, an adequate 
volume of rainfall and the warmth of autumn 
all come together to support the labours of 
the winegrowers. And then there‘s the to-
pography. No vineyards lie on level ground, 

but rather sprawl across a landscape often 
articulated by extremely steep hills. This is 
certainly a distinctive viticultural landscape, 
but it also means a great deal of work in vine-
yards that verge upon the impassable. But all 
in all, pleasing to the friends of wine: there is 
hardly any other region where wines arrive 
in the glass in so many varied & vivid forms.

The setting is  
unique. The vineyards 

are unique as well.
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In fact, two-thirds of the wines in the Stei-
ermark fall into the category of ‘mountain 
wine’, because the grapes grow on steep 
slopes with at least a 26% incline. Working 
in a vineyard with a gradient of over 80% is 
by its essential nature anything but a walk 
in the park.  

A great deal of manual labour and many 
kilometres of footsteps – first uphill, then 
downhill, now back up – are necessary dur-
ing the course of the vegetation cycle, before 
the grapes begin their journey to the press at 
harvest time.  

But the steepness has its positive aspects at 
well. Because these steep slopes bring the 
vines and the clusters a great deal of sun-
shine, which is evenly distributed. Blazing 
heat prevails during the day, but at night, 
falling winds provide cooling and freshness.  

This hot & cold treatment of the berries yields 
wines that are not only complex & exciting, 
but also explosively juicy. Commenting on 
the salient characteristics, the Styrians say 
that these are ‘wines that drink with flow’.

Our K2  
is a  
vineyard

The flavour trail that the Styrian wine re-
gions, Weststeiermark, Südsteiermark & 
Vulkanland Steiermark leave on the palate 
is blazed by the varieties Welschriesling & 
Sauvignon Blanc.  

The first of these can be experienced here in 
a wide variety of styles, perhaps as a fresh & 
juicy, fragrant midday wine, the ideal com-
panion to a snack in a tavern – but then again 
as a fascinating single-vineyard bottling, 
which can keep up with the most famous 
white wines in the world.  

Rather like the Styrian Sauvignon Blancs, 
which are some of the world’s absolute fin-
est. Depending on the area where it is grown, 
this wine will sometimes project the scent of 
fresh herbs, or perhaps show itself deep and 
complex with exotic highlights and appreci-
able dynamic tension. There is no doubt that 
Styrian Sauvignons play in the champions’ 
league of the wine world, thanks to their 
marvellous diversity.  

And so does the Morillon, as the Styrians 
lovingly christened their Chardonnay, which 
can keep company with any of its French 
models, even if Morillon growers in the Stei-
ermark haven’t set out to prove this. And the 
Steiermark has much more to offer.

12% Alcohol, 90% Incline, 
100% Flavour

There is the autochthonous grape variety 
Blauer Wildbacher: not necessarily a red 
wine, and a grape that has now made a quite 
career as Schilcher – even outside of the Stei-
ermark and outside of Austria. Schilcher, 
that’s 100% rosé. And 100% Steiermark. 
Many wine lovers associate the Steiermark 
with this terroir-typical rosé, which, thanks 
to its famous & lively acidity, is perfectly suit-
ed to the hearty cuisine of the area.  

While the Weststeiermark is characterised by 
the freshness of the Schilcher, further south-
east in the Vulkanland there are entire vari-
etal islands – as they are called – dedicated 
to cultivation of the Traminer. And Gelber 
Muskateller is not to be overlooked and cer-
tainly not to be underestimated; frequently 
misunderstood as a light summer wine, but in 
truth a grape variety to which the Steiermark 
owes much of its reputation and popularity.
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The labours of the Styrian winegrowers 
have not gone unnoticed, but are rather fre-
quently appreciated and rewarded. Their 
wines can be found in the Michelin-starred 
and highly lauded restaurants not only 
around the corner, but also in Vienna, Lon-
don & New York.  

Styrian Sauvignon Blancs are repeatedly 
showered with praise and prizes in tastings 

throughout the world. Yes – not only at home, 
but internationally as well, where they com-
pete quite handily with the best and the 
brightest.  

There are three DAC regions within a radi-
us of ninety minutes by car. DAC (Districtus 
Austriae Controllatus) stands for reliability, 
origin, quality and, of course official exam-
ination and certification of the wines.

Mountains of 
awards

The Steiermark’s DAC regulations are the most  
comprehensive in all of Austria. Here, DAC is not just 

a label, but rather a clear designation of origins.
Stephan Reinhardt, The Wine Advocate
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The regions of origin are in turn subdivid-
ed into Ortswein districts. There are be-
tween four and nine in each DAC region. 
Here again a distinction is made, between 
Gebiets wein (regional wine), Ortswein 
(villages wine) and Riedenwein (single vine-
yard wine).  

Even at the regional wine level, the Steier-
mark clearly demonstrates the level of crafts-
manship that is common to its wines. Here the 
expanse of flavours, fruit and varietal typici-
ty is remarkable.  

It is the Ortswein whose astonishingly high 
quality at wallet-friendly prices reflects the 
considerable quality standard that Styrian 
viticulture has achieved. They are compara-
ble to the «villages» wines from Burgundy & 
Beaujolais, and are perfect for exploring the 
flavours of a town, a terroir, or a winegrower.  

Finally, the single vineyard wines – Rieden-
weine – perch atop the quality pyramid at 
each estate. These are famous names that 
have earned an excellent reputation in the 
international wine world – wines that require 
time to display their enormous potential and 
suitability for cellaring.

From region to village to  
individual vineyard

Although their wines fly all over the world,  
the Steiermark’s winegrowers remain with both 

feet firmly planted on the ground.

9 traditional grape varieties permitted: 
Sauvignon Blanc, Weissburgunder, Grauburgunder, Morillon, Welschriesling, 

Riesling, Muskateller, Traminer & Schilcher (Weststeiermark only)

GEBIETSWEINE*

ORTSWEINE*

RIEDEN-
WEINE*

QUALITÄTSWEIN* STEIERMARK

The expression of the best sites.

Ambassadors of local character.

The diversity of the Steiermark.

SüdsteiermarkDAC  Vulkanland SteiermarkDAC  WeststeiermarkDAC

Terroir – a concept, and nothing works in 
the modern wine world without it. The word 
comes from the French language where it 
was derived from the Latin terra, mean-
ing earth. Books have already been written 
about it. But we will make it short: you want 
to drink wine and not read about wine. But 
you must know: the Steiermark is special 

for its terroir as are only a narrow few wine 
regions in the entire world. The Steiermark 
owes this model of presence to its detailed 
landscapes, the climates that embrace the 
landscape and the diversity of soils.  

The term terroir does not just mean the soil 
and rock upon which a vine grows. Terroir 

is everything that defines a region. This 
includes the weather, the microclimate of a 
vineyard, the situation and exposition of the 
vineyard, and finally the grape varieties – as 
well as the work of the grower, in his/her tra-
dition & experience, as well as the pursuit of 
individuality.

Hand harvesting 
required by law

*Riedenwein = single-vineyard wine  |  *Ortswein = ‘villages’ wine  |  *Gebietswein = regional wine  |  * Qualitätswein = quality wine
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The soils of the Styrian wine regions are 
particularly fascinating for geologists, as 
well as for winegrowers and connoisseurs of 
wine. Here you will find weathered volcan-
ic rock surfaces (tuff, basalt), slate, schist & 
gneiss, limestone, gravel, sand & sandstone 
as well as »Opok«.  

The name Opok is used only in the Steier-
mark and refers to solidified, sometimes 
slatey, predominantly fine-grained sedi-
mentary rocks (marl, clay & silt), marine de-
posits, which include layers of sand, gravel, 
limestone and schistous clay. Opok is very 
densely structured, and so difficult to cul-
tivate. And the vines need strong roots to 
break through this soil.  

But the effort is rewarded: wines that grow 
on Styrian soil bring with them the special 
saltiness that is perceptible to the nose and 
palate, commonly referred to as ‘minerality’. 
And which wine lovers are totally excited 
about, all around the world. 

One essential element that  makes the Styri-
an winegrowing areas fascinating and gives 
the wines their distinctive character is the di-
versity of the soils. These often flow into one 
another like streams of air over the sea or the 
patterns in a slab of marble. 

One doesn’t need to be a  
geologist to find slate, volcanic stone 

or calcareous marl fascinating

SLATE, SCHIST & GNEISS
SüdsteiermarkDAC

WeststeiermarkDAC 

 
VOLCANIC STONE  
(TUFF, BASALT) 
Vulkanland SteiermarkDAC 

LIMESTONE
SüdsteiermarkDAC 

OPOK
SüdsteiermarkDAC 

GRAVEL/SAND
SüdsteiermarkDAC

Vulkanland SteiermarkDAC 

SAND/SANDSTONE
SüdsteiermarkDAC 
Vulkanland SteiermarkDAC 
WeststeiermarkDAC 

You can look at most Styrian winegrow-
ers and their families and see that they are 
kept fit by the exertions of their daily work 
in the vineyards. The food here is good and 
plentiful, and the opportunities for physical 

exertion in the vineyard likewise. Here the 
fitness training takes place in vineyards with 
gradients of over 80%, from the pruning in 
spring to the last harvest day in early No-
vember. Then it’s upstairs/downstairs – and 

once more again – to the wine cellar. Wine is 
good for the heart, also because it is a matter 
of the heart for most winegrowers in Styria. 
They put all their passion and experience 
into the wines that they bottle.

Styrian wine is good 
 for the heart 

The most prevalent soils that determine the  
character of Styrian wines are:
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The great detail and diversity of the differ-
ent Styrian terroirs provides the basic rea-
son why the Styrian wines do not ever taste 
the same. Let us take Sauvignon Blanc, for 
example.  

The filigree-factor can be just as elegant 
as German Riesling when it grows on slate 
soils. If it grows on heavy Opok, it becomes a 

multi-layered, densely woven wine full of min-
erality and exotic appeal. Styrian Sauvignon 
Blancs are just as much appreciated and served 
in the local taverns as they are in the best res-
taurants in New York, London or Berlin. 

Harvesting these wines in the rough, steep 
vineyards is hard work, which of course ap-
plies to all other Styrian wines. After work, 

there is a nice reward waiting for winegrow-
ers and harvest workers: not a complex and 
matured Sauvignon Blanc from best vine-
yard sites, but rather a fresh and refreshing 
G‘Spritzter (or ‘mixture’ as they call it local-
ly), prepared with soda water.

Anybody who has  
harvested such a fine 
Sauvignon Blanc has 

earned a spritzer
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You drive up the next hill and get out of the 
car. The probability is very great that you 
will be standing in front of the entrance to 
a tavern. Because while the telephone net-
work in the Styrian wine country – thanks 
to the many hills, small mountains & valleys 
– can be a bit spotty, the network of Styrian 
wine taverns remains absolutely intact.  

Yes, behind almost every incline, behind every 
hill you can count on finding such a tavern, 
where the visitor (whether on foot, by bike or 
by car) can ask directions, or even better order 
a Styrian »Jause« as the natives affectionately 
call their casual meal. And no question: there 
is wine. The institution of the Buschenschank 
– the Steiermark’s traditional tavern – dates 

back to the 18th century. It was Emperor Jo-
seph II who issued the Buschenschank Patent 
in 1784, and with it gave hundreds of small 
winegrowers who practiced viticulture as a 
sideline the opportunity to earn money at 
the bar – an economically sensible measure, 
which also promoted a sense of community in 
the villages and other municipalities.

What do you do when nav-assist stops 
working in the Styrian hill country?

The character of the Buschenschank is still 
moulded by the fact that along with the 
house’s own wine, no warm food, but only 
cold dishes may be served. But what delica-
cies there are, awaiting the guests!  

As varied as the differing soil, climate and 
thus also the wines in the Styrian wine regions 
can be, this is also true for the original form 
of Styrian hospitality, the Buschenschank. 
Often founded as a small and traditional fam-
ily business, these have now arrived in the  21st 
century in terms of ambience and hospitality. 
But the charm and individuality of the fam-
ily establishment has been preserved. The 
family stands with its name for the level of 
cuisine & service. So, guests often encoun-
ter  top-quality delights in the glass and on 
the platters. Creativity is manifested above 
all in the wide range of dishes. Vegetarian se-
lections (keyword: bean & potato salad with 
pumpkin seed oil) have long since become 
obligatory. Supporting players such as home-
baked bread are sometimes surprising for 
their excellent quality.

One can enjoy salads with pumpkinseed oil 
and Käfer beans, fine Sulzen made from vege-
tables and meats, regionally-produced chees-
es, wild game, countless variations of spreads, 
homegrown salads, and hams in abundance. 
And here the spaghetti donuts are classic.  

From the gourmet grandpa to the hungry 
grandson – there is something for every palate 

in a Styrian Buschenschank. No wonder these 
are popular destinations for families on week-
ends! Explorers will find an opportunity to 
spend a few days in the winegrowers’ accom-
modations, and explore the diversity of the 
Styrian landscape.  

The overnight lodging offered by the estates 
presents definite possibilities for those who 
value a family atmosphere or a few days’ 
holiday with friends. These guest rooms 
make it possible to enjoy a casual meal in the 
tavern with great wines. And then, the ques-
tion of who gets behind the wheel has been 
taken care of.

These Styrian taverns are envied 
throughout the world
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The Styrian wine regions are located south 
of the Alps, which is another reason why 
they are also very popular with weekend 
tourists. When it is grimly cold in the north, 
the sunny terrace – or sometimes even a 
heated outdoor swimming pool – of a wine 
hotel welcomes the traveller. The climate is 
warm and moist, the so-called Illyrian cli-
mate, which makes its way from the Medi-
terranean up the continent.  

Further east the Pannonian weather sys-
tems blend in with it. This climate is dryer 
in nature and becoming hotter. But one pe-
culiarity of the climate in the Styrian wine 
regions is its spontaneity. Thunderstorms, 
hail and weather-changes of this kind make 
gruelling work for the Styrian winegrowers 
– although some simply call it exciting. No-
body needs to complain about lack of wa-
ter here. And if tomorrow or the day after, 

climate change will bring more drought and 
less rainfall – for the time being, the Styrian 
grapevines will not complain to the Almighty 
about  a dearth of precipitation.

There is no bad  
weather, only wearing 

the wrong clothing
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It is certain that Archduke Johann – alias 
Johann of Austria and half a Spaniard, who 
arrived in the Steiermark during the turmoil 
of the Napoleonic wars – quickly and totally 
succumbed to the charms and allure of the 
region. Was it the city of Graz, or the at-
tractive women, or was it the beautiful land-
scapes, or ultimately even the wine? Arch-
duke Johann loved the land and the people. 
And they loved him back. The Archduke 
was a generous ruler who was attracted to 
the vision of varietal purity in wine. The de-
tail-obsessed Johann had a research winery 
established, dedicated to experimentation 
with a wide variety of different grape vines.  

This was the year 1854 and Styrian viticul-
ture, although recognised for its importance 
throughout Europe, was dominated by the 
Gemischter Satz. Whatever grew, grew to-
gether and was harvested. Together. Many 
of the experimental varieties later fell into 
oblivion. Thanks to their inherent virtues, 
Welschriesling and Sauvignon Blanc pre-
vailed, but left enough room for Weissbur-
gunder, Traminer, Gelber Muskateller & 
Morillon. The Blauer Wildbacher, as the 
grape variety from which the Schilcher is 
vinified, had always been part of the picture.

Archduke Johann 
brought much to  

Styrian culture, and  
to viticulture
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Styrian Backhendl could very well be the 
world’s finest fried chicken; international 
guests and gourmet critics in Austria agree 
on this. It is the fowl, and it is the carving 
technique – and there are other secrets, why 
the fried chicken may well be considered 
a Styrian culinary landmark. It is almost 
always served with a piece of baked liver, 
while alongside there is potato & lamb’s let-
tuce salad – with dandelions when in season 
if you’d like, but certainly with the excellent 
pumpkin seed oil, pressed from pumpkin 
seeds of true Styrian origin.  

Which wine is best suited for Styrian poul-
try? Ask the hosts of the local taverns where 
you are staying. Because there are as many 
answers to that question as there are wines 
in the Steiermark.

Renowned not only for wine, but 
for the Backhendl as well
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WEIN STEIERMARK
Hamerlinggasse 3 
8010 Graz

Österreich / Austria

Tel. +43 316 80 50 14 35
Fax +43 316 80 50 19 97 
info@steiermark.wine
www.steiermark.wine 
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The winegrowers of the  
Steiermark will be happy to see 

you when you come visit.
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