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Armagnac: putting quality first
Armagnac, Gascony’s finest liquid export,
is in rude health. Producers are confident that
their artisanal brandy is making its way on to
more and more bars and specialist shelves all
around the world, and substantial investment
is a clear sign of this confidence.

Like its more famous sibling, Cognac,
Armagnac is made in a small area of south-west
France, aged in oak barrels and expertly
blended; unlike Cognac, Armagnac is generally
produced on a small scale, single-distilled, mainly
by family firms, and there is a greater emphasis
on vintages. And while Cognac has long been
known and sought-after around the world,
Armagnac is less of a global phenomenon; but
producers are seeking out new markets and new
drinkers, and are adapting their products and
marketing in order to find them.

Volumes of Armagnac consumed around the
world declined steadily from a peak of 900,000
cases in 1989 to a low of 234,000 in 2009. The
bulk of the decline was in the domestic French
market as the consumer base aged and
younger drinkers moved to more international
categories of spirits – in particular Scotch.
Since then the category has managed to
stabilise and, while growth has only been
marginal in the last five years, the fact that
there has been growth at all against a
backdrop of a tough global economy is a
testament to a new generation of producers
and their efforts to seek out new consumers. 

Appreciated around the world
The principal export markets for Armagnac
historically have been the UK, the US,
Germany and Japan; these latter two have
declined to just a fraction of former volumes,
and declines continue, while the UK has
stabilised. The best of these older markets for
now is the US, which has seen continued
growth each year since 2010 as the economy
has improved.

The recent travails of Cognac in China are
well documented, and Armagnac has had to
face them too. Consumption of Armagnac in
China began in earnest in 2011 and volumes
rose to 8,000 cases in 2012, but the situation
changed in 2013 when Armagnac saw a 
slight drop as it was hit by the recent anti-
austerity drive. 

Benoit Hillion, director at Dartigalongue, says:
“Sales [to China] were complicated since the
start of 2013. We made good sales in 2013, but
our last large order was April 2013, which
arrived in September and we have only had
small orders since then. What amazes me is that
even at our very small scale we are affected as

much as the bigger player
[Cognac].” 

Pernod Ricard has long had
a presence in China and this
is one reason why its Marquis
de Montesquiou brand is the
market leader. The company’s
latest VSOP line, Bold, was
launched two years ago in
China, Hong Kong, and
Asia travel retail. Besides
the blend itself, the
packaging was created
especially to target
Asian markets, a
replica of a 1950s
Montesquiou carafe,
albeit slightly
modernised. “The
aim is to innovate,
to wake up
Armagnac,” says
CEO Bruno
Gazaniol. And while
their shipments to
China may have
slowed, stocks in
the trade are up. “It’s
easier to work in China

with a new line like Bold than with an XO,” says
Gazaniol. “XO is seen as ostentatious. Bold is
more aimed at sharing… That is why we have a
wooden top, not a gold top.” 

Ithier Bouchard at Domaine du Tariquet 
has his eyes on China too, but with a degree
of caution. “Two or three years ago there
were big shipments of Armagnac to 
China, but actually consumption is harder
to measure.” 

For Delord, China was the company’s
number three export market following
Russia and the US, but it was hard to
track exactly where the product was
being consumed. The market is a
complicated one to do business in too:
following a large order earlier in the
year, a client ordered again in
December 2012, but the product did
not clear Customs until September of
the following year.  

Having a presence on the ground in
China is especially important and, to this

end, the Bureau National
Interprofessionnel d’Armagnac (BNIA), the

producers’ body, has recently appointed an
Armagnac ambassador for the Chinese market.
Personal visits by producers are also essential. “I
went there in summer 2013 and again in August
this year,” continues Hillion. “We mustn’t drop
China just because it’s getting harder.” 

Some producers see another potential
downside to China at present. Bernard
Domecq, cellar master at Ryst-Dupeyron,
believes that Chinese consumers are moving
back to wine as an aperitif instead of spirits.

Another market which had been performing
well was Russia, where volumes grew steadily
between 2011 and 2013. The nature of
consumption is changing too; Bouchard at
Tariquet sees Russia as “a market that is
maturing quickly, it has changed a lot in the last
five years”. Consumers there now “buy more and
more for the content and not for the packaging”. 

For Delord, Russia is the number one export
market; the brand has been with the same
distributor there for around 10 years. Initially
sales were only of VS, VSOP and – especially –
XO, but vintages have begun to take off more
recently. The effect of the conflict in Ukraine
and resulting trade restrictions remains to be
seen, but 2013 is unlikely to be a bumper year
for exporters.
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Pernod Ricard’s Bold line, launched for
Asian markets. Below right: Ryst-
Dupeyron’s 1961 vintage Armagnac

“It’s easier to work
in China with a

new line like Bold
than with an XO”

– Bruno Gazaniol, CEO, Marquis de Montesquiou
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Finding space on cocktail menus
Armagnac may be the oldest French eau-de-vie (first mentioned in
1310) – and tradition is a key part of the appeal, along with associations
with the great cuisine of Gascony – but change has been in the air for
several years now and producers are not afraid to adapt their blends,
their packaging and their marketing to attract new consumers. 

With cocktails experiencing growing interest in many Western
markets, Armagnac producers are promoting their brands through
this channel; barmen are attracted by the range of Armagnacs
available and the different story each one tells, from the soil and
grapes to the blending and ageing. 

“Step by step more and more mixologists are discovering the interest
to use Armagnac,” says Florence Castarède from Armagnac Castarède,
who also highlights two new bars opening in Paris specialising in French
spirits. “Our expectation is also regarding the youth – they are
interested in genuine products from the ‘terroir’. Customers will look for
a product with a history. We are thrilled to share with our customers our
legacy and our culture.” Castarède regularly organises events with
mixologists in its showroom in Paris, alongside tastings, private views
and more – all aimed at putting Armagnac in front of an ever-wider
range of influential drinkers.

The BNIA hosted a meeting of its members in June 2014 with a
focus on cocktails. Influential barmen in London, such as Alex Kratena
at the Artesian bar at the Langham Hotel and Agostino Perrone at
The Connaught, are looking to Armagnac to give depth to their
cocktail lists. Perrone’s ‘Hidden Gem’ cocktail adds rosé Champagne,
orange curação and Bols honey liqueurs and a garnish of crystallised
ginger to 20yo Darroze Armagnac, for example. 

Looking to the future
Jérome Delord notes: “The strength of Armagnac is the history, the
people, the terroir. Nobody can take that away from us.” 

But eyes are also on the future: at Tariquet the cellar is being
renovated and the bottling area now has a
small automated bottling line, whereas before
it was bottled by hand. Castarède also
recently built a new
blending cellar; Delord has
a new cellar too, and is
now focusing investment on
vineyards. Meanwhile,
Janneau, the leading
brand in Europe, unveiled
all new packaging in
Singapore in May 2014. 

“Our motto,” says
Domecq of Ryst-
Dupeyron, “is quality
first, quality second.”
Jacques-Francois Ryst
goes further:
“Armagnac will always
be a niche market – it
has to be sold at a high
price because when the
product is good, it is
probably the best spirit
in the world.” ■
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