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Nebbiolo 

Of the dozens of grape varieties used in the production of wine in Piemonte, the 
most important without question is Nebbiolo. Barbera is more widely planted; 
this alone accounts for the economic survival of hundreds of farmers, but it is 
Nebbiolo that has brought fame and fortune to the region’s wine industry. 
 



Nebbiolo is named for the Italian word nebbia, meaning fog; this is certainly an 
apt descriptor, as this is a late-ripening variety that must battle foggy conditions 
in September and October. As this is a variety that needs a great deal of 
sunshine to ripen, Nebbiolo vineyards are planted above the fog line – generally 
from 300 to 500 meters (1000 to 1600 feet) - to ensure capturing the sun’s rays. 
 
Nebbiolo is also one of the most tannic varieties in Italy and throughout the 
world. This is one reason why some of the best examples of a Nebbiolo-based 
wine can drink well for decades. Balance and depth of fruit – how powerful was a 
vintage – will also determine the aging potential of a wine made from Nebbiolo; 
2006 was a year that resulted in Barolos of uncommon concentration and 
intensity, so look for the finest examples from that year to drink well for anywhere 
from 30-45, perhaps even 50 years. Meanwhile a year that yielded wines of 
average depth of fruit, such as 2009, is not a vintage for the ages; one would be 
best advised to consume these wines within 10-15 years of the vintage date on 
the label. 
 
There are actually fourteen different classified wines (DOC/DOCG) in Piemonte 
that are either primarily or solely produced from Nebbiolo; a few, such as Barolo 
and Barbaresco are world famous, while others, such as Carema, Lessona and 
Sizzano are found outside their immediate zones only in tiny quantities, if at all. 
Some of the wines, such as Boca and Bramaterra are unique because they are 
usually blended with one or two other varieties, Vespolina and Bonarda. These 
varieties have good to high acidity, giving these wines structure as well as 
maintaning freshness, yet even with the addition of these other grapes, these 
wines are still easily recognizable as Nebbiolo. 
 
One of the paradoxes about Nebbiolo is the fact that despite it being a variety 
that is responsible for some of the richest, longest-lived red wines on earth, it has 
a rather delicate garnet color; in fact some examples of Barolo from traditional 
producers that age the wine in large casks can have a pale garnet appearance, 
not much deeper than a rosé. It surely comes as a surprise to many wine drinkers 
who are used to the purple tinges of Cabernet Sauvignon or Syrah when they 
encounter a Nebbiolo-based wine for the first time; they can’t believe such a 
lightly colored wine could be so powerful. (These days, some producers age their 
Barolo or other Nebbiolo-based wine in barriques, which tend to deepen the 
color, yet even here, you don’t encounter an inky wine that will stain your glass.) 
 



The color of Nebbiolo is not overly saturated nor are the aromas as 
demonstrative as that of many red varieties. Instead of the blackcurrant and 
cassis of Cabernet Sauvignon or the zesty blackberry and plum of Barbera, the 
aromas of Nebbiolo are a bit more ethereal. In general terms, the aromas of a 
young Nebbiolo are that of red cherry, currant or even wild strawberry with a hint 
of orange peel or persimmon (this last found often in the wines of Barbaresco). 
Brown spices such as sage, oregano or even numteg can sometimes be found 
along with a touch of clove or tar (a classic aromatic descriptor of a young Barolo) 
and of course, there are the red and orange rose perfumes, fresh or dried. These 
aromatics often depend on terroir as the wines of Nebbiolo, especially from 
Barolo, are among the most site-specific in the world; this will be discussed in 
greater detail in the sections on the various wines. 
 

 
 

 
 
Giovanna Rizzolio and her husband Italo Sobrino, Cascina delle Rose 
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As for wood aging, the producers of Nebbiolo are often divided on which casks 
they will employ. Interestingly for Barolo and Barbaresco, the regulations still 
allow the use of chestnut for aging, although virtually every producer uses wood. 
Some enologists work with smaller barrels known as barriques; these are 
commonplace in cellars throughout much of the world, especially in Bordeaux 
and California. In the section on Barolo, I will deal with this issue in great detail, 
but for now, let me share the thoughts of Giovanna Rizzolio, proprietor of the 
remarkable Cascina delle Rose estate in Barbaresco. Along with her husband 
Italo Sobrino, she opts for the traditional aging method of large casks known as 
botti, in her case made from Slavonian oak. “I strongly believe that these large 
barrels are much more elegant and fine and respect the character of our region’s 
wines and terroirs. Aging for me is not a process to change the taste of the wines 
to what I desire, but helping them with slow transpiration of the big botti to 
reach the best balance and development, sort of a slow sleeping. The wine, as 
the vineyard, must be respected over time.” 
 
 
I love Rizzolio’s notion of ‘slow sleeping’ as I find this a perfect descriptor for 
Nebbiolo. This variety has been planted in Piemonte for more than six hundred 
years and while there have been many recent changes in production methods, 
especially in the larger and more famous zones such as Barolo and Barbaresco, it 
is the history and heritage of wines made from this variety that define how 
today’s producers work in the vineyards and cellars.  
 
Wines made from this grape, even examples that are relatively approachable at 
an early age (three to five years in lighter types and vintages) are not what you 
would describe as being “flash-in-a-pan”, showy wines meant for high scores 
from wine gurus that love spice and sizzle in their red wines. Rather, these are 
understated wines that take time to reveal their charms that are often hidden 
upon release. For a group of wines that can age for decades and can often be 
decribed as powerful and brawny, many of these wines have a femininity to them, 
as they display finesse amidst their muscle. In this way, Nebbiolo is sometimes 
compared to Pinot Noir and the Nebbiolo-based wines of Piemonte likened to 
the most typical offerings of Burgundy.  
 
This is an argument for perhaps another day, but indeed, this notion only 
reinforces the complexities and distinctiveness of Nebbiolo. Change is inevitable 
over the course of centuries, thanks to climate as well as human whim, but the 
purity of Nebbiolo has never been argued in Piemonte. 



 
 
 
 

 
Pietro Ratti,  Az. Agr. Renato Ratti,   

A leading producer of Nebbiolo both as Nebbiolo d’Alba and Barolo 
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