Episode 32: Viognier – The Full-Bodied White That’s Not Chardonnay
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Last time, we explored Malbec—France’s gritty grape turned Argentine icon. Today, we’re sticking with the theme of reinvention. 
This time, though, it’s a white wine that almost didn’t make it. Meet Viognier, a grape that came to the brink of extinction in the 1960s and then staged one of the great comebacks in modern wine.
For many drinkers, Viognier is confusing. Is it Chardonnay? Is it Chenin Blanc? Nope. Viognier is its own thing—floral, full-bodied, lush, and dry. It’s one of the rare whites that can be both rich and refreshing. 
If you’ve ever lifted a glass and thought, “Apricot and flowers? Really?” you may have stumbled across Viognier without realizing it.

What Is Viognier?
Viognier (vee-OWN-yay) was born in France’s Northern Rhône Valley, where it still defines the small appellation of Condrieu. It thrives in warm climates, producing wines that are highly aromatic, low in acidity, and often silky or even slightly oily in feel. Unlike so many whites that prefer subtlety, Viognier insists on being noticed.

Typical Flavors and Aromas
Expect stone fruit first—apricot and peach are almost signatures. Add mango or melon in warmer regions, then layer in a bouquet of orange blossom, honeysuckle, and sometimes ginger. 
When oak is in the picture, vanilla or baking spice may join in, but the core identity is always floral, fruity, and head-turning.
In the glass, Viognier is usually medium to full in body. Alcohol often climbs into the fourteen percent range, acidity stays soft, and the mouthfeel can be round and creamy, sometimes with a faintly oily richness.

Why You Should Care
Viognier fills a role few whites dare attempt. It’s aromatic and tropical without being sweet. It’s full-bodied but doesn’t rely on oak for weight. It has the muscle to stand up to bold dishes—curries, Moroccan tagines, roasted chicken—yet it’s flexible enough to keep things fresh.
And maybe best of all, it isn’t everywhere. Ordering Viognier still feels like stepping off the beaten path, which makes it perfect for drinkers who want a white with character rather than another glass of Chardonnay or Sauvignon Blanc.

Where It’s Grown and What to Expect
In France, Viognier’s heart is Condrieu, where the wines are elegant, mineral-driven, and floral—apricot and orange blossom lifted by freshness. These bottles are rare and pricey, but they show Viognier at its most refined. In Côte-Rôtie, a little Viognier sometimes sneaks into Syrah, softening the tannins and boosting the aromatics.
California brought Viognier into the New World, particularly along the Central Coast and in the Sierra Foothills. Here, the wines are richer, tropical, and sometimes creamy, with ripe peach, melon, and a round texture.
Australia offers another twist. In Eden Valley and McLaren Vale, Viognier often shows spice, ginger, and even a slightly wild edge. It’s bold, sometimes funky, and often perfect with spicy food.

What to Eat With Viognier
Viognier is a food wine that thrives where others stumble. Roast chicken with herbs, creamy pastas, lobster in butter sauce, or spicy glazed pork all find harmony in its weight and perfume. It loves bold flavors: Thai curry, Moroccan spice, even butternut squash ravioli.
Because acidity is soft, it shines with creamy, fatty, or spiced dishes. Light raw seafood or sharp, acidic sauces tend to clash. Think richness and spice when you reach for Viognier.

Common Misconceptions
People often assume Viognier is sweet. It isn’t—most are dry, though the aromas may trick you into thinking otherwise. Others dismiss it as “too perfumed,” but good bottles balance fragrance with freshness. And while it sometimes gets mistaken for Chardonnay, it’s really nothing like it—less acidic, more floral, and naturally lush without relying on oak.

Viognier at a Glance
Here’s the shorthand: Viognier is apricot, peach, and flowers, wrapped in a lush, sometimes oily texture. It’s full-bodied, low in acidity, and usually higher in alcohol. Its best expressions come from Condrieu in France, the Central Coast of California, and select regions of Australia. Pair it with dishes that have spice, cream, or richness. If you need a memory trick, think: Viognier equals flowers and stone fruit, with the weight to carry bold food.

For the Enthusiast
By the 1960s, Viognier had almost vanished from France, with fewer than twenty hectares left in the Northern Rhône. It came frighteningly close to disappearing altogether. The fact that it’s on your wine shelf today is thanks to a handful of growers who kept the tradition alive and winemakers abroad who adopted it later.
Unlike many other whites, Viognier doesn’t need malolactic fermentation—its soft texture is natural. Oak can work, but too much risks smothering its delicate perfume. And while a few bottles can age gracefully, most Viognier is best drunk young, before those aromatics fade.

Try This: Compare Rich Whites
For a quick perspective, pour a California Viognier next to an unoaked California Chardonnay. Both can be full-bodied, but they tell completely different stories. The Chardonnay is all citrus and restraint, while the Viognier bursts with apricot, peach, and flowers. One whispers; the other sings.

On the Next Sip…
We’re heading to Hungary for Episode 33: Furmint – From Sweet to Serious. You’ve heard of Tokaji? Furmint is the grape behind it, and it has far more range than most people realize.
Until then, if you’re after a white with fragrance, texture, and individuality, Viognier deserves a spot in your glass. 
Once nearly forgotten, it’s proof that great grapes, like great stories, don’t fade away—they just wait for their revival. Cheers.
