Old World Wine Regions: The Foundation of Global Winemaking
The term “Old World” in wine refers to more than just geography—it’s about history, tradition, and a philosophy of winemaking that has shaped the way we understand wine today. The vineyards of Europe, cultivated for centuries (and in some cases, millennia), have established the benchmarks of style, quality, and terroir-driven expression. These are the wines that have defined grape varieties, influenced global viticulture, and inspired generations of winemakers around the world.
Old World wines are deeply tied to place. Unlike the more varietal-focused approach of the New World, European wine regions emphasize terroir—the unique combination of climate, soil, and tradition that gives a wine its identity. Regulations are strict, classification systems are deeply ingrained, and historical continuity is paramount. Whether it’s the limestone-rich soils of Burgundy, the volcanic slopes of Sicily, or the wind-swept plains of La Mancha, Old World wines tell the story of the land they come from.
This section will explore the most influential Old World wine regions, each with its own signature styles, indigenous grape varieties, and centuries-old traditions. While France, Italy, Spain, and Portugal are among the most recognized, the Old World extends beyond them. The wine cultures of Central and Eastern Europe, as well as the Mediterranean, have long histories that deserve just as much attention.
The Old World regions covered in the following chapters include:
· France – The birthplace of many of the world’s most revered wines, from the refined elegance of Burgundy to the structured power of Bordeaux.
· Italy – A country with unparalleled grape diversity, where regional traditions shape wines as varied as Barolo, Chianti, and Amarone.
· Spain – Home to bold, age-worthy reds, crisp whites, and the legendary fortified wines of Jerez.
· Portugal – A land of indigenous grapes and unique styles, from the rich reds of the Douro Valley to the refreshing whites of Vinho Verde.
· Germany – A country where precision and terroir define world-class Rieslings, as well as elegant Pinot Noir and sparkling Sekt.
Lesser Known Old World Wine Regions:
· Austria – Known for its structured Grüner Veltliner and refined Rieslings, Austria blends Old World tradition with modern precision.
· Hungary – A country with a winemaking history dating back over a thousand years, best known for Tokaji, the “wine of kings.”
· Greece – One of the world’s oldest wine cultures, producing distinctive wines from native grapes like Assyrtiko and Xinomavro.
· Georgia – Often called the cradle of winemaking, Georgia’s ancient qvevri (clay amphora) method continues to influence modern natural wine movements.
· Switzerland – A hidden gem of European winemaking, where cool-climate whites and elegant reds thrive in Alpine conditions.
· Slovenia – A rising star in Old World winemaking, producing refined, terroir-driven wines from native and international varieties.
· Croatia – A country with diverse wine regions, from coastal Dalmatian reds to crisp, mineral-rich whites of the interior.
· Lebanon – Though often overlooked, Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley has a winemaking tradition dating back to Phoenician times.
Old World wines are more than just a category—they are the foundation of everything we know about wine today. Their deep-rooted traditions continue to evolve, adapting to modern techniques while maintaining a respect for history and terroir. Understanding these regions is essential for any sommelier or wine lover, as they provide the reference points for winemaking styles across the world.
The next five chapters will take a closer look at the major players—France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Germany—before diving into the lesser-known but equally fascinating wine cultures that complete the Old World’s legacy.

