
 

Note that the whites (all of them 
sweet wines) are only firsts and 
seconds. There are no third, fourth 
or fifth growths. Also, Yquem has a 
superlative on it’s ranking 
(“superieur”) that none of the reds 
have, essentially putting it in a class 
by itself. This is why we sometimes 
read that there are six levels in the 
1855 ranking, and sometimes five. 
Six appears to be more accurate. 

Classe Action 
 

Perhaps the most puzzling terms on French wine labels are premier cru (or 1er cru, same thing) and grand 
cru. These have slightly different meanings in different parts of France, but in general they refer to a specific 
vineyard that has come to be appreciated as producing better fruit than neighboring vineyards. This is the 
case in Champagne, Alsace and Burgundy. 
In Bordeaux the term refers not to a specific vineyard, but to a chateau, an important distinction because a 
vineyard is immutable, whereas a chateau can buy and sell vineyards and may be an entirely different entity 
than it was 150 years ago. The chateaux* have been ranked, or classed (classé) and this ranking appears on 
the label. The oldest of these rankings (the 1855 list of Medoc, Graves and Sauternes) have historically been 
of interest only to the wine trade, but came into more widespread use as new markets opened up in 1950’s 
America and eventually Japan. 
Their use as a sales tool inspired other Bordeaux regions to try their hand, and classifications now exist for 
the Graves and St Emilion regions. 
These lists are shamelessly scanned from Tom Stevenson’s Sotheby’s Encyclopedia of Wine a well written 
and very readable book that I think every wine enthusiast should own. I especially like the historical 
information he attaches to the modern names of the chateaux, and his explanation of the St Emilion 
classification. Sorry if the scans are not totally readable…feel free to support Tom and buy his book! 
 
*often stately homes of the aristocracy, but not necessarily. There is no requirement for an actual building, 
and some modern “chateaux” are simply garages, leading to a new term for small production winemakers in 
the region “garagistes” 



 
The 1855 classification was put together 
by the wine brokers of Bordeaux. It was 
meant to accompany a map of the region 
which was to be presented at the Paris 
Exposition. 
The brokers based their list on the prices 
that the wines were sold for, and in a few 
days had a list of 57 wines. All the red 
wines were from the Medoc (with one 
exception) because the right bank wines 
and the wines from Graves were much 
less in demand and much lower in price. 
The wines were divided into 5 groups, 
with a large price difference between the 
firsts and the seconds, a smaller gap 
between the seconds and the thirds, and 
then a more or less even drop off in 
pricing, with somewhat arbitrary lines 
between the groups. 
The only white wines classified at that 
time were the sweet whites of Barsac and 
Sauternes, in the south of the region. 
This price based system has been a self-
fulfilling prophecy. With the top wines 
able to afford better equipment and more 
skilled labor they have mostly been able 
to stay at the top of the pile. 
 

3rd growth Marquis D’Alesme 
Becker has recently (2009) 
changed hands. The new owners 
are merging their existing 
vineyards with their new 
purchase to make an expanded 
property, and dropping the word 
Becker. If the 1855 ranking were 
dome today this chateau’s 
current pricing would drop it 
from the list altogether. 



Liam
Callout
I think Tom means that St Emilion Grand Cru is analagous to Bordeaux Superieur...even the experts are confused!



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Couhins was split into Couhins 
and Couhins –Lurton. Both 
properties are now Cru Classe for 
white wines, but Couhins is 
missing from this list. It should be 
there.Also Couhins-Lurtons has 
acres and hectares 
confused…maybe a late change to 
the manuscript?  
Chevalier is generally regarded 
(along with the rarely seen white 
Haut-Brion) as the best of these. 

 




