
 

"The film lovingly describes 
the creation of the 2011 vintage: 
a poignant vision of the heritage 
of family winemaking."

“The film’s triumph is to 
humanize everything 
it touches”

 

“A luxurious and quite 
beautifully shot chronicle 
of a single vintage”

“It’s tender and real. It shows the hard 
work, the travails and tribulations of 
working the soil for a living.”

Jancis Robinson gives 5 Stars

www.ayearinburgundy.com

“It’s a beautiful film. In fact, it may be the 
best wine movie I’ve ever seen”  



On Wine: Lettie Teague
December 13, 2013

A Wine Importer Who Turned Bottles Into Stars
Martine Saunier pioneered an import business that’s brought Americans some 
of the greatest wines of Burgundy and the Rhône

 THERE ARE MANY memorable moments in the new documentary “A Year in Burgundy,” but one of my 
favorites takes place early on. Wine importer Martine Saunier climbs into her Deux Chevaux, that quintessential 
French car, and snaps open a window. (Deux Chevaux windows are unfastened, not unrolled.) She is on her way 
to visit her winemakers, says the narrator. Ms. Saunier gives a cheery but brisk wave and departs.



“It’s a beautiful film. 
In fact, it may be the best wine movie I’ve ever seen”  

When I told Ms. Saunier that I thought this scene 
captured her perfectly, she seemed surprised. But the 
qualities that made her one of the most successful 
wine importers in the U.S.—decisiveness, determina-
tion and extreme efficiency (even if she did grind the 
gears a bit as she drove away)—were clear in those 
few frames.

According to Ms. Saunier, she was “the first woman 
in America to own a wine importing company” when 
she founded Martine’s Wines in 1979 with “$80,000 
and a second mortgage” on her house. She introduced 
Americans to many of the finest wines from France, 
not only from her native Burgundy but also from the 
Rhône and Loire Valleys, and less famous regions like 
Jurançon. She believes excellent wine can be found in 
any appellation—or country, for that matter. Her list 
of producers reads like a roll call of the greats: 
Château Rayas, Domaine Leroy, Domaine Denis 
Mortet and Domaine du Pegau, to name a few.

She’s had a hand in making them stars. When Ms. 
Saunier started out more than 30 years ago, 
Americans weren’t drinking many wines from the 
Loire, save perhaps for Pouilly-Fumé and Sancerre, 
and they certainly weren’t chasing after Châteauneuf-
du-Pape. That has all changed thanks to importers like 
Ms. Saunier, who visited the region over and over and 
brought back some of the very best names.

Ms. Saunier is also the first female wine importer to 
star in her own film. Currently, she is at work 
producing a third, entitled “A Year in Portugal.” 
(Her second documentary, “A Year in Champagne,” 
will debut at the Santa Barbara International Film 
Festival next month.) “A Year in Burgundy,” out this 
month on DVD and available on iTunes, follows 
some of Ms. Saunier’s producers through the year, 
from bud break to harvest.

In the film, Ms. Saunier tastes and talks with 
producers, including the famously intense and private 
Lalou Bize-Leroy, creator of some of the best wines 
in Burgundy. It’s a beautiful film. In fact, it may be 
the best wine movie I’ve ever seen; it’s certainly the 
only one I know of for which a winemaker provides 
part of the soundtrack (Thibault Morey playing Erik 
Satie on the piano).

I had arranged to meet Ms. Saunier at Lafayette, as it 
was one of the few French restaurants in New York 
that she had never visited—though her wines seem 
to be on every great list in the city and all over the 
States. Ms. Saunier was on her way to Portugal from 
her home in California and had a couple of days’ 
stopover in New York. “I have two weeks of filming 
to do in the Douro Valley,” she said.

  “ She introduced Americans to many 
of the finest wines from France. ”

When I arrived, Ms. Saunier was examining the 
Lafayette list. The only wine from her company was 
a sparkling Crémant by the glass, she pointed out, in 
a tone that was more disbelief than distress.

Ms. Saunier sold her company last year to Gregory 
Castells and Kate Laughlin, who have retained the 
name Martine’s Wines. But Ms. Saunier remains a 
consultant and continues to travel all over the U.S. 
on the company’s behalf. It was hard to believe she 
would soon turn 80—she had more energy than most 
40-year-olds. “Why do people always ask how old I 
am?” Ms. Saunier wanted to know. Probably because 
you look two decades younger, I replied. What was 
her secret?



Yoga, said Ms. Saunier. And wine, of course, every 
day. She had taken up yoga when she stopped fencing 
because she was traveling so much. As for the wine, 
she might have a glass with lunch and one or two 
with dinner. Needless to say, it is always good stuff.

Although Ms. Saunier grew up in a winemaking 
family, her first job after college was in marketing. 
She was the first woman ever to work in the Swiss 
Air press office in Paris. “And on my very first day at 
work there was a crash. What are the odds of that?” 
she asked.

She later moved to San Francisco, after marrying an 
American (they’ve long since divorced). Most people 
in San Francisco drank French wines in the 1960s and 
‘70s, recalled Ms. Saunier. There was not much wine 
made in Napa back then, nor many people visiting the 
region, though Ms. Saunier went there a few times 
and was even befriended by the legendary André Tch-
elistcheff, winemaker of Napa’s Beaulieu Vineyard.

Ms. Saunier left the airline industry to work for a 
San Francisco-based wine broker, and she traveled 
to France to scout producers. Though the business 
was dominated by men, she never felt discriminated 
against. Perhaps it was because she came from a 
winemaking background, or perhaps it was simply 
because she was French.

Her nationality helped secure the trust of notoriously 
shy producers like the late Louis Reynaud, of Château 
Rayas in Châteauneuf-du-Pape, who, legend has it, 
once hid in a ditch to avoid a wine critic. Ms. Saunier 
recalled their first meeting, in 1969, on her first 
buying trip. Mr. Reynaud was “having a siesta,” so 
Ms. Saunier waited outside until he woke up. 
Eventually he appeared and led her to a rather dirty 
cellar to taste the magical 1959 and 1961 wines. “It 
was a shock how good it was,” she recalled. “I bought 
25 cases of the 1959 and 25 cases of the 1961.”

She paid the unheard-of wholesale price of $2.50 a 
bottle—the standard retail for Châteauneuf-du-Pape 
at the time. The owner of the import company she 
was working for told her if she didn’t sell the wine 
she would have to buy it herself. Ms. Saunier sold it 
all and later decided to start her own business.

A great deal has changed since, in both wine produc-
tion and sales. The former has become much more 
sophisticated—there are now laboratories in even the 
most humble Burgundy domaine, and the vineyards 
are more meticulously maintained—and the latter has 
become more crowded. There are many more import-
ers scouting for producers in France. And the buyers 
have become much more sophisticated, too, noted 
Ms. Saunier. Now American retailers and sommeliers 
also travel to taste wines in Burgundy and other parts 
of the world.

Would it be possible to start a company like hers 
today? Is there another Rayas out there, another 
Bize-Leroy to be found? “You’d need a lot more 
money now,” said Ms. Saunier. But there is always 
someone new to discover—even within the same 
winery. She has worked with three and even four 
generations of winemakers at some of her Burgundy 
domaines.

As we were preparing to leave, Joshua Nadel, wine 
director of Lafayette, stopped by our table. “We can’t 
get enough of the Crémant,” he told Ms. Saunier, who 
nodded knowingly and pointed out that his cognac 
selection could benefit from the inclusion of her 
producer A. Edmond Audry.

I suspect the next time I visit Lafayette, there will be 
Audry Cognacs on its wine list.



By Stephanie Merry
December 4

You’ll need more than a passing interest in wine 
to appreciate “A Year in Burgundy.” While the 
documentary follows seven winemaking families, 
the movie isn’t about people. The grapes really are 
the star of the film.

As the title suggests, writer-director David Kennard 
spent four seasons in France, chronicling the process 
of planting and harvesting grapes, sorting, smashing 
and, finally, drinking the result (with all of the atten-
dant slurping noises).

The movie follows Martine Saunier, a French-born, 
San Francisco-based wine importer who specializes 
in Burgundy wines and makes several trips to France 
annually. Some of her associates include Lalou Bize-
Leroy, the persnickety “queen of Burgundy,” and a 
range of vintners who take varied approaches to 
winemaking, from academic to artistic.

Overlaying the movie’s brilliant images of natural 
splendor is a nearly constant narrator, which gives the 
movie a peculiar feel, like that of a nature documenta-
ry. Early on, the disembodied voice feels necessary, as 
the speaker explains the history of wine in the region. 
But later, it seems as if the cast of impressive 
professionals could fill in the blanks.

Even so, there is something strangely fascinating 
about watching winemakers scrutinize each grape 
even as their business rests precariously on the 
whims of Mother Nature. If nothing else, “A Year in 
Burgundy” will give wine fans a fresh appreciation 
of how much work it takes to make that glass of pinot 
noir so deliciously complex. -- S.M.

Unrated. Contains nothing objectionable. 91 minutes. 
In English and French with subtitles. Available via 
Amazon Instant, iTunes and Vudu.

A YEAR IN BURGUNDY

The Post’s critics highlight original movies that are being streamed 
and made available on demand. Here are this week’s picks.



Condé Nast Travler asked the food and wine experts for their holiday 
gift guide ideas. 

Andy Chabot, Director of Food & Beverage and Head Sommelier at 
Blackberry Farm, Tennessee recommended A Year in Burgundy:

Great idea for food lovers: The book “The Wines of Burgundy” by 
Sylvain Pitiot and Charles Servant is great for those travelling to 
Burgundy (which I believe everyone should do). The film A Year 
in Burgundy is a perfect accompaniment.

Stop Buying Fruitcakes. 
These Culinary Experts Have the Best Foodie Gift Ideas

December 2013

Not sure what to get the traveling foodie on your list this year? 
We’ve called in chefs, artisanal shop owners, and sommeliers to help you find the 
ultimate gift guide for the food-lover in your life.



I’m a movie buff and can churn through two or three 
movies a week, but it still takes time to get to every-
thing I want to see (I’m one of those Netflix people 
with 400 movies in their queue). So, apologies for the 
lack of timeliness here, but I finally got to sit down 
and watch A Year in Burgundy, which has been 
available on pre-release DVD for a while but won’t 
be in theaters until December. Director David 
Kennard has already shot his second movie in the 
series, A Year in Champagne, set for release in early 
2014, and he’s currently shooting footage for A Year 
in Port.

A Year in Burgundy hasn’t gotten much attention yet. 
That’s a shame, because it’s actually a wine movie 
worth watching. 

You can get a copy at www.ayearinburgundy.com.

Wine movies of course are a fickle lot. There’s the 
character-driven Sideways, easily the best-known 
wine movie, and it certainly had an impact. Bottle 
Shock is entertaining, but only because Alan 
Rickman’s facial expressions are brilliant. A Good 
Year is a miserable sap fest, but hey, at least it’s got 
Marion Cotillard and Albert Finney in it. And then 
there’s the current movie darling of winos, Somm 
(more on this later).

A Year In Burgundy was produced by longtime 
U.S.-based importer Martine Saunier (who recently 
retired). As she drives her Citroën deux chevaux 
around to visit with her growers, you figure the cliché 
machine is about to kick in. But then the movie turns 
genuinely interesting. Basically a documentary, the 
movie covers the travails of several domaines,
 including Dominique Cornin, Michel Gay, 
Morey-Coffinet, Bruno Clavelier and Christophe 

A Wine Movie Worth Watching
A Year in Burgundy documents the joys and hardships of several Burgundy domaines 
during the 2011 harvest
September 18, 2013



“It’s tender and real. It shows the hard work, the 
travails and tribulations of working the soil for a living.”

Perrot-Minot, during the 2011 growing season and 
harvest, a tricky year marked by rain, hail, heat and 
more.

There’s a nod to Burgundy’s history, and the 
cinematography captures the charm and feel of the 
region. Several aerial shots are impressively rendered, 
while closer shots within the vineyards and cellars put 
you right there. When a vigneron scoops up the soil 
with his hands, or strikes a flinty rock against another 
to create a spark and aroma for Saunier, it feels 
genuine despite it basically being a set piece.

The scenes shot around the Sunday lunch table at 
chez Morey-Coffinet are enchanting, as two sides of 
the family relax over their own wines and the narrator 
notes, “It’s quite something to drink a wine you made 
yourself 35 years ago.”

There are a few talking-head shots, such as of 
Lalou Bize-Leroy thumping her chest over her 
draconian pruning practices while lambasting her 
supposedly slipshod neighbors. But overall, the 
camera follows its subjects more than stays put, 
which gives the movie a calm, steady energy while 
keeping it balanced.

The movie also pulls in other aspects of the wine 
world, from the pomp and circumstance of 
conspicuous consumption at a Chevalier de Tastevin 
dinner in Clos de Vougeot to a high-end collector 
dinner at Tennessee’s Blackberry Farm. There’s also a 
nod to how wine gets to and moves through the 
market. But these are minor parts, which keep thing
s just grounded enough while letting us still relish 

in the romance of the subject matter. There’s a good 
dose of reality too, as when the French police show 
up right at harvest time to inspect all the pickers’ 
paperwork, whose official forms must be filled out 
fivefold.

No, A Year in Burgundy is not a great movie in the 
big scheme of things. It’s a simple, direct bit of work. 
There are a few hiccups, such as an opening scene 
where the narrator talks about a Burgundy tasting 
going on while Paul Amsellem and Christine Vernay 
of the Rhône Valley’s Domaine Georges Vernay are 
in the shot. Or the claim that Saunier knows some 
domaines through five generations.

But the movie is lovingly shot. It’s tender and real. It 
shows the hard work, the travails and tribulations of 
working the soil for a living. It captures the romance 
and allure of the wine business without an 
overabundance of schmaltz.

Which left me wondering if A Year in Burgundy 
will receive the same amount of attention that has 
been lavished on Somm, a much-hyped wine film 
that glorifies a newly popular segment of the 
business, but fails to delve deep. A Year in Burgundy 
actually curates the long-standing reality, difficulties 
and romance of the type of small, family-fueled 
businesses that collectively form the backbone of the 
wine industry. For me, Somm is a movie that does a 
good job of showing inflated egos and the superficial 
sizzle of the wine business. A Year In Burgundy is a 
quiet movie that actually delivers the steak. I know 
which one makes me want to drink more wine.



Excerpt

A Year in Burgundy is a little more rustic, but then so is Burgundy. And there is nothing naive 

about its star, Martine Saunier, who has been importing some of her native land’s finest wines 

into California for decades. But what appealed to me about this film is that it includes some of 

the less obvious people and places in Burgundy, and Martine has an attractively straightforward, 

no-nonsense manner.

Vintage Cinema 
Why are there so many new films about wine? 
Jancis Robinson reviews five in the Financial Times Weekend Magazine, 
including A Year in Burgundy — awarding the film a Five Star rating.



The International Pinot Noir Celebration: 
300 Wines, 75 Producers, 700 Participants + A Movie

August 2, 2012 
By Patrick Comiskey 

While most of the city’s denizens of drink were in NOLA celebrating Tales of the Cocktail and learning 
indelible lessons on what to drink when, and where, and in what century, I was in Oregon’s Willamette 
Valley at the International Pinot Noir Celebration, an annual event now 26 years strong, which does as 
advertised, celebrating the vicissitudes of the world’s most peripatetic and beguiling grape variety. This year 
more than 300 wines, from about 75 producers, were poured for 700 participants. Cocktail, schmocktail: 
When it comes to a party, Oregon’s wine producers know how to bring the bacchanal.

The event, held at Linfield College in McMinnville, Ore., gathers pinot noir enthusiasts from all over the world 
to taste, learn, compare. But one of its unstated goals is to get participants to appreciate the Willamette Valley -- 
one of the more beautiful wine regions in the country, vineyards set in perfect serried repose upon gently 
rolling hills, demarcated by swaths of old pine and framed by the Cascades just to the east. On good days, as 
you dip your nose into the glass, you can stare dreamily out upon Mount Hood and Mount Jefferson looming on 
the horizon like great dripping snow-capped mounds of custard.

This year there were several highlights: The 2010 and 2011 Oregon vintages, both very cool and attenuated, 
were stars, but so were the extraordinary retinue of Burgundy producers in attendance, including winemakers 
from Maison Ambroise, Domaine Pavelot, Domaine Henri Gouges and Domaine Charles Audoin. It was an 
occasion to celebrate the career of the great Jacques Lardière, winemaker at the negociant house Maison Louis 
Jadot, who will be retiring at the end of the year. He brought with him some of the domaine’s more graceful 
Premier Cru and Grand Cru bottlings from vintages going back to 1991.

Indeed, more than usual, Burgundy was a persistent theme at this year’s IPNC. The award-winning 
documentary film director David Kennard was on hand to debut a working cut of A Year in Burgundy, which is 
just that, a luxurious and quite beautifully shot chronicle of a single vintage, 2011. It follows six producers as 
they tend to their vineyards, from bud break to harvest, encountering many hair-raising events -- make-or-break 
pruning decisions, harrowing weather events, narrow logistical windows -- many uneasy moments through 
which they winnow on their way to harvest. Short of growing the stuff yourself, it was a good occasion to 
experience firsthand the growth cycle, in its entirety, of one of the world’s great wines, in one of the most 
marginal regions on Earth -- coming soon to a PBS station near you.



A Year in Burgundy: film review
September 14, 2012 

I have to confess I didn’t expect great things of A Year in Burgundy, chiefly because the director, David 
Kennard, told me the title was a deliberate nod to Peter Mayle’s notorious A Year in Provence, that benchmark 
for patronising the French – garlic, berets and all.

So my worries seemed well-founded when Martine Saunier, the California-based importer who is the co-star 
of this rather sweet film (alongside Lalou Bize-Leroy, and more of her in a minute), rattled off in her 2CV to 
her first visit of the day. It seemed we were in for a comfortable, if ramshackle, ride through every cliché in the 
manual.

But then something happened. From the glorious aerial shots of the Côtes de Nuit to the extreme close-ups of 
American vinophiles chewing away at their wine, A Year in Burgundy is made with such genuine affection for – 
and knowledge of – its subject that all its foibles are forgotten.

The film follows the fortunes of seven winemaking families through the year’s cycle, from bud-break in spring 
to pruning in autumn. There are two things that make it: the brilliant camerawork (Kennard himself is no slouch 
apparently, alongside his chief cameraman Jamie LeJeune), and the access.

As Kennard told the preview audience at Bafta in London last night, getting five minutes with Lalou Bize-Le-
roy, the formidable owner of Domaine Leroy and co-owner of Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, ‘is like 
watching the Pope brushing his teeth.’ And clipping his toenails, and hanging out the washing: Bize-Leroy, with 
her splendid aquiline features and hands as gnarled as the vines she adores, is hardly off the screen.



Kennard has Saunier to thank (and he did), as it was her contact book which got him and his crew not only into 
Bize-Leroy’s chai (the old black vats marked in chalk: Richebourg, Romanée-Saint-Vivant, Chambertin) but 
into Sunday lunch with the Morey-Coffinets and a 500-seat Chevalier du Tastevin dinner at Clos de Vougeot, 
pickers’ lunches and anarchic end-of-harvest horseplay

The film’s triumph is to humanise everything it touches. When Michel Morey is staring in frustration at the 
computerised controls of the wine press, the Chardonnay heating up behind him, his son Thibault’s expression 
is fathomless: respect and love and a hint of something which says, when I’m in charge things will be smoother.

But you know they won’t be, and that’s the beauty of it. The four generations sit down together for lunch and 
you can see how it all just goes on, the same yet different, decade after decade.

I’ve got cavils: the voiceover is inconsistent, gloopily sentimental one minute and uninformative the next. So 
we’re told these are ‘picture postcard communities full of real charm’ as the helicopter shot swoops over the 
villages, then ‘these grapes are grown for the ancient Hospices de Beaune’, which will leave most audiences 
none the wiser.

But then you have Lalou rubbishing her neighbours (‘it took them one hour to prune that vineyard. It takes me 
one day to do just one row’), and Christophe Perrot-Minot haranguing his pickers for putting rotted bunches in 
the buckets, and you feel you’ve had a glimpse behind the curtain.

Kennard had the good fortune to be in Burgundy during the nail-biting 2011 vintage, with its spring heatwaves 
and harvest storms, and when he films lowering black clouds just as the six rows of Bâtard vines are due to be 
picked, we’re on the edge of our seats.

Gripping stuff, but will it make any money? It’s bankrolled by Todd Ruppert, a Gatsbyish figure with 
‘diversified interests globally in the arts, film, clothing, luxury services, real estate, and private equity’, as the 
film’s website says. He’s given the green light to A Year in Champagne and they’re looking for a TV deal now, 
but I was told by a TV executive that there was ‘no way’ a terrestrial company would pick up on it.

More fool them. This is the sort of film they used to show in cinemas in the 1970s, before the main feature. It’s 
a paean to an ancient craft without a hint of bombast or polemic, gentle and old-fashioned and at some 
moments, like the closing scenes of autumn smoke rising from the pruners’ fires, it’s lyrical.

Information about screenings and and availability of DVDs can be found at ayearinburgundy.com.

“This film is a paean to an ancient craft 
without a hint of bombast or polemic, gentle 
and old-fashioned and at some moments, like 
the closing scenes of autumn smoke rising 
from the pruners’ fires, it’s lyrical.”



“It’s a treat for 
wine experts and 
neophytes alike.” 

A Year in Burgundy

SBIFF2013 >> Filmmaker Interviews 
“Meet the Makers” with Director David Kennard
Friday, January 25, 2013
By Matt Kettmann

Unfolding with the steady, seasonal pacing 
and down-to-earth descriptions of a wildlife 
documentary, this year-in-the-life of France’s 
renowned wine region — to which pinot noir 
and chardonnay are believed to be native 
grapes — follows legendary importer Martine 
Saunier during her visits to vintners, reveal-
ing the faces and places behind some of the 
world’s most expensive wines. It’s a treat for 
wine experts and neophytes alike.

Filmmaker David Kennard recently answered 
some questions via email.

The pacing and narrative telling of the film is 
very much like a wildlife documentary, where 
you follow a lion family through the seasons. 
Was that intentional?

You’re the first person to see that. Actually, it’s a 
classic structure for artists: think of Verdi’s “Four 
Seasons.” It allows the audience to experience people 



over time, making it possible to reveal more of their 
characters, till they become like friends, and you don’t 
want to say goodbye at the end of the film.

My experience in France’s wine country is that 
access to wineries and winemakers is tougher 
than here. Did you find it hard to get in touch 
anyone or were all open to the process?

We got in touch with them through Martine Saunier, 
who has known some of them for 30 or 40 years. 
That’s why they were so open to us. Lalou Bize Leroy 
never normally agrees to filming at all. French critics 
were astonished that she agreed.

Martine is a legend. Was it hard to convince 
here to be the subject of a documentary?

No. She understood the idea behind the film imme-
diately. She loves showing the humanity behind the 
winemaking: These are her people!

There is a continual rise of science in the world 
of winemaking. Does that threaten the artistry, 
or can the two live hand-in-hand?

They absolutely must go hand-in-hand. Christophe 
Perrot-Minot, featured in our film, is a classic example 
of someone who does both: indeed, during the film, 
we learn from him how he developed his artistic side.

Won’t a more formulaic process at some point 
reduce the romance and drive down the price 
of Burgundy?

Yes, it would! That’s why there has to be both. Plus 
all sorts of secret “heritage” tricks of the trade that are 
passed on from generation to generation.

The grape pickers seems to range from stu-
dents and tourists to what appear to be immi-
grant day laborers. That must make for a very 
engaging talk around the dinner table, yes?

No tourists. No day laborers. People compete for these 
jobs in Burgundy, because the perks (the wine!) are so 
good. And they are very loyal and come back to fam-
ily winemakers year after year.

And I hear there is more on the horizon?

This is the first of three films. We have shot A Year in 
Champagne and are editing it now. And we start shoot-
ing a Port Wine film in Portugal in March. We hope to 
bring #2 & #3 to SBIFF later.

A Year in Burgundy screens on Sat., Jan. 26, 1 p.m., 
at the Museum of Art, Sun., Jan. 27, 4:30 p.m., at the 
Lobero Theater, and Fri., Feb. 1, 7 p.m., at the Mu-
seum of Art. See ayearinburgundy.com.


