
With their impressive wines, Emmanuel (above centre) and Charles Fourny (right) have 
made Champagne history over the past 30 years. Barbara Schroeder met them for an exci-
ting discussion.

B.S.: We have known each other for almost 30 
years. You have hardly changed. You still look 
like two nice boys next door who you wouldn’t 
quite trust to run a market stall. But when you 
taste your wines, that image is swiftly replaced 
by another: that of two absolute experts, two 
masterful Champagne creators whose wines 
have long been among the best bubbles in the 
world.
Charles: If I understand your point correctly, we 
need to look grim to be taken seriously!
B.S.: That or confess that you are holding a 
wine-making pixie hostage in the cellar.
Emmanuel: Do you mean me? But seriously: 
We’re not performing magic, and certainly not in 
the cellar. Our parents left us first-class vineyards. 
The innovation, 20 or 30 years ago, was that 
we realised what we had and communicated 
it, taking early opportunities to talk about sites, 
crus, style and terroir influence.
Charles: «Traditional» wine merchants 
didn’t understand that. Champagne was an 
assemblage, a brand style. Expressions such 
as «unique character» or «small lot» carried 
negative connotations. «Winey» Champagnes 
were deemed to be a hallmark and weakness 
of the winemaker. This philosophy dictated 
that only big producers could bring stylistically 
identical sparkling wines to market in large 
quantities year after year.
B.S.: That’s a thing of the past these days. Small-
lot cuvées and speciality bottlings are in, even 
among the biggest brands, and they all talk 
about terroir!
Emmanuel: There is a paradox in Champagne 
that perhaps explains its very success. Take 

Bordeaux, for example. There are Grands Crus 
that are doing well, that have worldwide success 
with their exclusive, expensive wines. But the 
other 90 percent of Bordeaux winegrowers are 
on the breadline. Today, both producers who 
offer simple, festive Champagnes accessible to 
all, and producers who create true terroir wines, 
whether they are winemakers, cooperatives or 
big brands, are successful here. The latter in 
particular often supply both. 
Charles: On the other hand, we are clearly 
targeting connoisseurs seeking out the wine in 
Champagne. Because we both like the wine in 
Champagne.
Emmanuel: We started to produce Champagnes 
the way we like them. Only then did we try to 
find customers to whom they appealed.
Charles: Our family’s world-class vineyards here 
in Vertus have definitely helped.
B.S.: Vertus is a Premier Cru for historical 
reasons, but with vineyards at Grand Cru level...
Charles: That’s right. There are great 
Chardonnay sites here, as there are in the rest 
of Côte des Blancs, but also great Pinot Noir 
terroirs. But our Pinots have a more pronounced 
character, more bite than the Pinots of Montagne 
de Reims. Some people love it and others don’t 
like it at all.
Emmanuel: You have the choice: You leave the 
terroir character in your wine, you suppress it 
any way you can, or you leave the character in 
and make wines for connoisseurs. In the first 
case, the wine becomes more engaging, more 
pleasing, and so perhaps works for a larger 
audience. We clearly chose the second option.
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Charles: For example, we do not put our base 
wines through mechanical filtration. They 
are «clarified», that’s all. We dose as little as 
possible, but by contrast we have expanded the 
stock of our so-called reserve wines, which age 
longer and thus give more polish and zing to 
a blend, but not at the expense of consistency, 
vinosity, expression or minerality.
Emmanuel: Our rosés are a good example. 
When we started our work here, Chardonnay 
and red wine had long since gone their separate 
ways. They did not play together at all. Then we 
spent a long time fine-tuning our rosés. Today we 
use Blanc de Noirs (from Vertus-Pinot-Noir) as 
a base complemented by matured Chardonnay 
reserve wines, which blend much better with 
the red wine.
B.S.: Now I understand even better why Fourny 
rosés are among the best in Champagne! But 
tell us how it all started.
Charles: We started our work here at the worst 
time, in the 1990s, when Champagne was in 
crisis. It was clear to us that we would only 
succeed if we could offer products that were 
unlike any other. Instead of struggling with our 
weaknesses (small family business, located only 
in a Premier Cru) -...
Emmanuel: ...I should just point out that no 
one spoke of Premiers Crus at that time or even 
mentioned it on the label. Only the Grand Cru 
villages counted -...
Charles: ...we took a blank sheet of paper and 
wrote down our strengths step by step. The 
catalyst was the Clos here just outside the house 
(Clos du Faubourg Notre-Dame).
Emmanuel: It turned out that our parents used 
the base wines from this plot year after year for 
Millesimé Champagne. We wanted to know why 

and so we had the soil and subsoil analysed. 
That led to us digging more and more holes 
and thus knowing our soils better and better. 
We were able to prove that there were chalk 
layers here that were an exact match for the 
ones in Le Mesnil. Of course, the fact that I had 
previously worked in other regions, where the 
terroir expression was more firmly anchored 
in the mentality than here, also played a role. 
Here, at most, people sometimes talked about 
«village style».

B.S.: But Vertus in particular proves how 
nonsensical that is! Emmanuel: Soil analysis 
and knowledge of terroirs is one thing. But 
it’s of little use if, on the day of harvest, all the 
grapes end up in the same large tank anyway. It 
wasn’t until we treated ourselves to what was 
then a luxury cellar full of small tanks that we 
were able to turn theory into practice. Suddenly, 
much like the big vineyards, we had elements 
at hand to play around with to compose our 
cuvées.
Charles: Yes, before that we were considered 
small producers who could do nothing but 
produce «small Champagnes».
B.S.: You have not only proven that small 
producers can also make great Champagne, 
you’ve also forced the big players to 
acknowledge it. For this you deserve a virtual 
medal!

« Knowledge of terroirs is one thing. 
But it’s of little use if, on the day of 
harvest, all the grapes end up in the 
same large tank anyway. »
Emmanuel Fourny
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