Sommelier Spotlight on Juliette Pope
By Marisa D’Vari


In September of 2011, Eric Asimov of the New York Times praised Gramercy Tavern for having one of the best lists of note-worthy, well-chosen “under $50 dollar” wines. While this accolade is well-deserved, given the elegance of its dining room and caliber of its highly respected executive chef, the praise is also ironic because Gramercy Tavern also boasts one of the most extensive lists of fine and rare wines in Manhattan.

Responsible for building and maintaining this 500+ bottle wine list (winner of Wine Spectator Award of Excellence virtually every year since 1995) is beverage director Juliette Pope, a “recovering banker” who changed her life in 1994 with culinary school followed by stints as a line cook at both Zoe and Union Square Cafe before joining Gramercy Tavern first as a line cook, later becoming a server, then manager and finally wine director. “My boyfriend Ralf Kuettel (now husband) was my sous chef at Zoe and we wanted to open a restaurant of our own. We figured one of us had to learn what the front of the house was like, and that ended up being me!”


While Kuettel moved on to open his own Trestle on Tenth, where he is the chef and wine buyer, Pope moved down the sommelier path by staying at Gramercy Tavern and becoming a “cellar rat” under Paul Grieco (who later went on to launch Insieme, Hearth and Terroir), and then assistant wine director to Karen King. “Karen introduced me to wine tasting in my cooking days at Union Square and Paul stoked the fires at Gramercy from the first day I became a server,” says Pope, explaining that Paul’s very dynamic wine education program for the staff was an inspiration and that she has sought to perpetuate that tradition.    

Appealing to a Trio of Unique Dining Experiences
Pope is focused on discovering wines with acidity and minerality to better match the fresh, bright flavors of Chef Michael Anthony’s cuisine.  An added challenge is that she is buying wines for three very different dining “experiences” that consist of the casual, rustic Tavern room, the very popular bar, and the formal dining room which is open for weekday lunch and prix fixe dinner.  

Though logic suggests guests spending over a hundred dollars a person on dinner in the fine dining room might buy an expensive wine, while a patron grabbing a quick bite at the bar might order an inexpensive wine, Pope finds this is often not the case. “Sometimes guests will order a modest $43 Channing Daughters sauvignon blanc for their very expensive dinner in the dining room. In sharp contrast, other guests might order a $450 bottle of Pesquera Janus Gran Reserva to pair with their Kielbasa at the bar,” Pope says. “The formality, or informality, of a particular room seems to have no real influence on how our guests order wine.”  

Wines at Gramercy Tavern slowly evolve with the seasons. In summer, Pope may have as many as fifteen rosé wines on the list, yet these will shrink in fall as the menu changes. The list is organized by varietal, with clear distinctions between the Old and New world. Wines are available at many different price points, and guests can choose wine from many areas of the globe.

One of Pope’s personal passions is the Jura area of France. She loves the ‘deceptive nature’ of the reds in that they have a pale color and fruity aroma, yet are surprisingly firm in their tannin, acidity and minerality with a gamey kick as well. “The combination of purity, rusticity and expressiveness of the reds highlights food instead of overwhelming it. The whites have a beautiful richness, often made in an oxidative style that is reminiscent of aged white burgundy but goes further. It’s this sherry-like nuttiness that makes your mouth water. Their complexity is extraordinary.”
Wines by the Glass

A revolving, ever-changing assortment of wines by the glass are offered, including sparkling wines and dessert wines along with whites, reds, and rosé. What makes Gramercy Tavern different from many other restaurants is that guests have an option of ordering a full glass (6 ounces) or half glass (3 ounces). This allows guests to try new wines they may not be sure they will like, pair different wines with their dish to see which is the best match, or order that last half glass to finish off their dish. 

Dessert Wines

With over fifty sweet and fortified wines offered by the glass, Gramercy Tavern may have one of the most comprehensive sweet wine offerings in the world. Offerings include the usual Sauternes in addition to Vin Santo del Chianti Classico, Sagrantino di Montefalco Passito, Brachetto, and Gruner Veltliner Eiswein among many others.  Servers often suggest a dessert wine when taking orders for cheese or dessert and will recommend those more unusual alternatives. “Many of our guests automatically order a Sauternes, and in the spirit of adventure and education, their server might propose an aged Riesling or apple ice cider,” Pope says.   
Wine Service and Training

In 2002, Gramercy Tavern was recognized with the prestigious James Beard Outstanding Wine Service Award. Pope continues to focus on excellent service. In keeping with Gramercy Tavern owner Danny Meyer’s philosophy, Pope’s emphasis is on hospitality as much as on technical wine service. The restaurant hires friendly, curious, motivated servers, placing less emphasis on their starting wine knowledge and experience than you might expect at this level of restaurant. Pope and her team then train them in-house with daily wine, beer and spirits tastings and monthly seminars. When asked for wine recommendations, servers are encouraged to share their personal passions for and creativity with beverage selection. 
Pope’s Philosophy on Wine

Since its opening in 1994, this Bentel & Bentel designed restaurant, with its colorful murals by artist Robert Kushner, vivid floral arrangements by Roberta Bendavid, and early American antiques has set the standard for the culinary and wine world. Given Eric Asimov’s recent accolade, Gramercy Tavern is still a powerful driving force today. 
That said, does Pope respond to market trends in wine, or does she make the trends? Ever modest, Pope simply replies “Neither. I simply taste and buy what is interesting and delicious with an eye toward whether they will work with the food and be appealing to both our staff and our guests.” 
