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BARDOLINO 

Guess who’s 
coming to dinner?

Bardolino has finally stopped worrying about – or trying to emulate – its better-
known neighbours. Its return to authenticity is serving it well, says Kerin O’Keefe

graceful and approachable, many more are too 
brawny and structured to pair with everyday fare. 
Wine lovers craving Valpolicella’s cherry and spice 
sensations along with the sheer drinkability that 
used to be its trademark needn’t despair, however. 
Instead they would do well to discover Bardolino, a 
charming and exceedingly food-friendly wine that is 
fast usurping Valpolicella as the quintessential 
dinner companion. 

New priorities
Named after the eponymous town on the shores of 
Lake Garda, Bardolino is Veneto’s delicious and 
vibrant third red. Despite being made primarily 
with the same native grapes as its more famous 
neighbours, and the close proximity of the two 
growing zones, Bardolino remains almost unknown 
outside of Italy thanks to its lingering reputation as 
a mass-produced jug wine guzzled down by the 
throngs of tourists that descend each year on Lake 
Garda. But the quality revolution that has swept 
through Italy has finally reached Bardolino, 
spurring producers to replant vineyards once geared 
only towards quantity, and to modernise outdated 
cellars and improve winemaking practices. Thanks 
to its outstanding quality-to-price ratio, Bardolino is 
now one of the best-value Italian wines. 

According to producers, the new and improved 
Bardolino, unoaked and boasting succulent berry 
and spice notes along with crisp acidity and silky 
tannins, is actually the result of unsuccessful 
attempts a decade ago, to force the wine to meet 
consumer preferences for bombastic, high-alcohol 
and international-style wines, at a time when 
Bardolino’s inherent lightness was seen as a flaw. 

‘At the beginning of this century, consumers 
wanted wines resembling popular Australian 
bottlings; darkly coloured, high in alcohol and 
powerfully structured,’ explains Franco 
Cristoforetti of Villabella, the largest private 
Bardolino producer, from the heart of the Bardolino 
Classico zone in the denomination’s original 
growing area. ‘So in 2001, producers created the 
Superiore DOCG, that permitted international 
varieties, had lower yields and longer ageing 
requirements. We also changed Bardolino DOC’s 
production code to allow international grapes into 
the blend, namely Cabernet and Merlot, to add body 
and colour and to make Bardolino more appealing 
to international palates.’ 

Cristoforetti recalls how winemakers and 
growers began experimenting with other ways of 
concentrating Bardolino; harvesting late when 
grapes were overripe, and using longer maceration 
periods to extract more colour and tannins. ‘But we 
soon realised that these measures didn’t improve 
Bardolino, they only changed its typicity,’ he says.

FOR FANS OF Italian wines, the Veneto region is 
almost synonymous with Valpolicella. The light-to-
medium-bodied red was for decades the classic 
table companion to many meals in northern Italy. 
Yet when consumers moved to bigger, richer wines 
– notably Amarone, Valpolicella’s more muscular 
and celebrated sibling – many Veneto producers 
started reserving their best grapes for Amarone 
production. Others then tried to beef up 
Valpolicella – sometimes by adding semi-dried 
grapes normally reserved exclusively for the region’s 
flagship wine, or by refermenting Valpolicella on the 
lees of Amarone to add structure. As a result, 
Valpolicella, though well made, is now all over the 
place in terms of wine styles. And while some are 

Left: the town of Bardolino, on the 
shores of Lake Garda. For years the 
region’s wine had a reputation as a 
simple jug wine guzzled down by the 
throngs of tourists. Today it is vying 
with neighbouring Valpolicella as 
the classic food wine
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‘Thanks to its 
outstanding 
quality-to-
price ratio, 
Bardolino is 
now one of 
the best-value 
Italian wines’ ➢
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Although Bardolino Superiore, fuller-bodied and 
higher in alcohol than straight Bardolino, was 
meant to be a flagship wine, it never took off. 
Fruit-forward and often oak-driven, with loads of 
black pepper, many Superiores taste more like 
mass-produced Australian Shiraz than Bardolino, 
and the category has been basically rejected by 
most producers and consumers, accounting for only 
1% of Bardolino’s total production of 32m bottles. 
(It should be noted, however, that in just the last 
few vintages some estates making Superiore are 
taking a step back from new oak sensations and 
dried grapes; creating a more structured Bardolino 
that retains its own unique character without the 
excessive concentration. Two of the best Bardolino 
Superiores are from Villabella and artisanal estate 
Le Tende, both made in the Classico zone.)

Yielding to temptation
The 2001 modifications were an obvious attempt  
at emulating the success of Valpolicella and its 
more concentrated Ripasso version. It is easy to 
understand why Bardolino makers found 
themselves tempted to imitate their neighbours: 
not only are Bardolino, Valpolicella and Amarone 
all made predominantly with Corvina and 
Rondinella grapes, but the two growing areas lie 
side by side, separated only by the Adige River.

However, it is Lake Garda that is responsible for 
Bardolino’s more elegant structure. As well as the 
lake’s mild microclimate and frequent breezes, 
which ensure even ripening, soil plays a major role. 
‘Bardolino’s well-draining, calcareous and pebbly 
soil consists of morainic deposits from the glacier 
that created Lake Garda, and is one of the main 
reasons behind Bardolino’s elegant structure and 
refined tannins,’ explains Luciano Piona of the 
family-run Cavalchina estate. Valpolicella, on the 
other hand, has a more continental climate and its 
primarily clay soil yields more aggressive tannins 
and fuller body.

While it can be argued that Valpolicella can 
better withstand efforts to create more robust 

Above: visitors to the Palio 
del Chiaretto wine festival 
get a taste of Bardolino 
Chiaretto – one of Italy’s 
top rosatos

Chiaretto: Italy’s best rosé?
One cannot talk about Bardolino 
without mentioning Chiaretto, a rosato 
made from the white vinification of 
Bardolino’s red grapes and often made 
by bleeding the must from Bardolino, 
thereby also enhancing the latter’s 
concentration without resorting to 
more invasive measures. 

With its exquisite floral aromas and 
spicy character, Bardolino Chiaretto, 
first made at the end of the 19th 
century, is perhaps the best rosato in 
Italy and its popularity has soared 
domestically and abroad. ‘The 

Bardolino zone is particularly suited to 
making rosatos thanks to the mild lake 
climate,’ says Contessa Maria Cristina 
Rizzardi of the historic Veneto 
producer Guerrieri Rizzardi, whose 
cellars are located in the heart of 
Bardolino in the family’s stunning 
14th-century palace. ‘Chiaretto retains 
Bardolino’s intense savoury flavours 
and spicy freshness.’ In so doing, the 
wine, as food friendly as its red sibling, 
has become an ideal calling card by 
which to discover the newly 
transformed Bardolino denomination.
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wines, similar efforts to man up Bardolino nearly 
killed the wine. Even loyal consumers turned away. 

Back to the drawing board
Wine drinkers who had enjoyed Bardolino’s 
drinkability and food flexibility didn’t like the 
bigger, more anonymous styles. Even consumers 
who appreciate more structured wines remained 
unimpressed, due to the lack of complexity. Most 
Bardolino producers have since reduced the 
percentage of Cabernet and Merlot, concentrating 
instead on native varieties, and harvesting when 
grapes reach perfect ripeness rather than when they 
are over mature or semi-dried. Reflecting this 
return to a more authentic style, starting with the 
2011 harvest, Bardolino’s production code was 
again changed to allow an even higher percentage of 
Corvina – the backbone of all the Veneto reds – from 
a maximum of 65% to a maximum of 80%, along 
with a wider choice of the region’s native grapes. 
And Molinara, a grape that doesn’t reach maturity 
everywhere in Bardolino, is no longer obligatory.  

Bardolino’s fleeting loss of identity caused a 
much-needed shake up within the denomination, 
and producers are now making better wine than 
ever. One of the most significant improvements has 
occurred in the vineyards, starting with the 
elimination of the antiquated pergola Veronese 
training system for all new plantings. Most 
producers have replanted, using the guyot system 
that allows better grape maturation, and at higher 
densities to naturally improve concentration. Top 
producers also keep yields far below the very 
generous limit of 130 quintals (approximately 70 
hectolitres) per hectare permitted under the 

Kerin O’Keefe is a freelance wine writer and author of 
a forthcoming book on Brunello di Montalcino 
(University of California Press)

production code. Dedicating separate vineyards for 
the individual grapes in Bardolino’s blend has also 
been key to the wine’s recent success. ‘Before I 
began replanting, the different grape varieties were 
planted in the same vineyards and harvested at the 
same time, even if some varieties ripened before the 
others. Now I have separate vineyards for each 
variety and harvest them separately when they 
reach perfect maturation,’ explains Matilde Poggi  
of top boutique estate Le Fraghe. 

Other measures, such as temperature-controlled 
fermentation and malolactic fermentation (to tame 
Bardolino’s nervous acidity) have also greatly 
improved quality in the last decade. Today’s 
quintessential Bardolino, usually between 12.5% 
and 13% alcohol, is dry but juicy, with intense 
cherry, raspberry and black pepper sensations, and 
a tart, almond finish. Best drunk young, Bardolino 
pairs wonderfully with a wide variety of dishes, 
from pasta and fish to grilled white meats, and is 
perfect slightly chilled in the summer. D

‘Bardolino’s 
f leeting loss of 
identity 
caused a 
much-needed 
shake up, and 
producers are 
now making 
better wine 
than ever’ 

O’Keefe’s top Bardolinos for the table
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Guerrieri Rizzardi, 
Tacchetto, Classico 2010 
HHHH 18pts/20 
£14.50 Fortnum & Mason 

Intense aromas of black 
cherry and pepper. 
Concentrated fruit and spice 
flavours punctuated with 
hints of mineral. Supple, 
vibrant and delicious.  
Drink: 2012. Alcohol: 13%

Le Fraghe 2010 HHHH 18 
£8.95 The Wine Society 
Extremely elegant, with floral aromas 
and ripe cherry-berry, spice and 
pepper flavours plus a hint of almond. 
Smooth tannins and crisp acidity cry 
out for food. Drink: 2012. Alc: 12.5%

Le Tende, Classico 2010 HHHH 18
N/A UK; www.letende.it

Heady cherry and black pepper 
aromas. Ripe, juicy fruit and spice with 
silky smooth tannins. Delicious.  
Drink: 2012–2013. Alc: 12.5%

Villabella, Vigna Morlongo,  
Classico 2010 HHHH 18
£12.25 Slurp

Lovely aromas of cherry and 
strawberry that carry over to the  
palate with delicate spice notes. Silky 
and elegant with smooth tannins. 
Drink: 2012–2013. Alc: 12.5%

Corte Gardoni, Le Fontane 2010 
HHHH 17.5 
N/A UK; www.cortegardoni.it

Enticing aromas of earth, spice,  
peach blossom and mineral. Cherry, 
raspberry, white pepper and tobacco 
flavours, with refreshing acidity and 
good length. Drink: 2012. Alc: 12.5%

Monte del Frà 2010 HHHH 
17.5
£9.80 Grape & Grind, Quaff, 

Secret Cellar, Upton Wines

Loaded with cherry, 
raspberry and cinnamon, 
with delicate mineral notes. 
Lovely balance and texture. 
Drink: 2012. Alc. 12.5%

Cavalchina 2010 HHHH 17
£8.85–£10 Booths, Stone Vine & Sun, 

Penistone Court Cellars

Intense spice with hints of pepperoni. 
Juicy cherry and pepper flavours, with 
fine acidity and tannins. Ideal with food 
or as an aperitif. Drink: 2012. Alc: 12%

Cantina di Castelnuovo del Garda 
2010 HHH 15 
N/A UK; www.cantinacastelnuovo.com

Traditionally crafted with no selected 
yeasts. Zesty with edgy acidity and tart 
fruit. Drink: 2012. Alc: 12.5%

For full details of UK stockists, see p89

Above: Bardolino suffered a fleeting loss of identity as 
styles diverged, but today producers are showing a far 
more united front in crafting an elegant, food-friendly style


