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Montalcino: time  
to get in the zone 

Forget blending scandals and infighting over the make-up of Rosso – the 
biggest issue facing Brunello di Montalcino is the creation of subzones.  

Kerin O’Keefe argues that consumers need better guidance around  
what is a vast region of hugely variable styles – and quality

If Brunello dI MontalcIno’s 2008 grape 
blending scandal proved anything, it was that the 
region’s native Sangiovese excels only in certain 
areas of the vast growing zone. Why else would 
producers be tempted to adulterate it with other 
varieties? It is surely no coincidence that since the 
scandal, which was effectively swept under the rug 
in 2009, there has been an attempt to change 
Brunello’s rigid production code to allow other 
grapes, as well as two efforts to modify rosso di 
Montalcino – reportedly launched by some of the 
denomination’s largest firms. the efforts failed. 
now a number of producers are arguing that, 
rather than allowing other grapes to bolster wines 
hailing from inferior vineyards, it is instead time to 
recognise quality by creating official subzones.

Summertime temperatures can vary by up to 
7°c between Montalcino’s northern and southern 
extremes, and a dizzying array of altitudes range 
from just above sea level to more than 500m. 
Montalcino also boasts one of the most complex 
and diverse soil profiles in Italy, and all of these 
factors have a marked effect on the performance of 
the temperamental Sangiovese. despite such 

obvious differences, or perhaps because of them, the 
powers that be in Montalcino continue to ignore 
pleas from a growing number of parties to officially 
acknowledge Montalcino’s varied subzones. 

according to many of Montalcino’s smaller 
estates, which account for most of the docG’s 250 
growers and producers, commercial interests are 
to blame. ‘I’d love to see Montalcino divided into 
subzones,’ says Giulio Salvioni, whose tiny annual 
production totals 15,000 bottles. ‘But this should 
have been done in 1966 when Brunello became 
regulated under the doc (denominazione di 
origine controllata) and there were only 12 
producers. now, with all the commercial interests 
in Montalcino, it’s probably too late. 

‘Sangiovese mass-produced by large firms in 
Montalcino’s hot plains in the extreme south, or 
from the dense clay to the east, is very different from 
Sangiovese grown by the smaller wineries at higher 
altitude. While I can recognise Sangiovese in these 
wines, I don’t recognise them as Brunello,’ asserts 
Salvioni, whose hillside vines are on average 420m 
above sea level. ‘Subzones would guide consumers, 
and would also dictate prices, which should be very 

brunello di montalcino

Below: with a growing 
zone of more than 2,000ha 
that spans huge soil, 
temperature and altitude 
differences, lovers of 
Brunello di Montalcino 
could benefit from greater 
geographic descriptors to 
help guide them through 
the various styles of wine
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different for the complex, ageworthy Brunellos from 
the steep hillsides and the forward wines from New 
World-styled vineyards in the far south.’

Andrea Costanti agrees: ‘Montalcino needs to 
start working on subzones because Sangiovese is a 
terroir-driven grape, and is very site sensitive. It 
needs higher altitudes to do well.’ Others in the 
denomination, though, refuse to consider zoning. 
‘We agree there are numerous subzones – so many 
in fact that recognising them all would only create 
confusion,’ says Stefano Campatelli, director of 
Brunello’s consorzio. Ezio Rivella, previously Banfi’s 
estate manager and now president of the consorzio, 
states that ‘subzones aren’t applicable in Montalcino 
because every year, depending on the climatic 
conditions, different areas do better than others’.

While some subzones are clearly superior, the 
final choice of which Brunello to buy depends on 
individual tastes. Wine lovers looking for ageworthy 
Brunellos that will develop complexity should focus 
on the original growing area just southeast of 
Montalcino. For immediate, muscular Brunellos, look 
at bottlings from Sant’Angelo, while for combined 
elegance and power, try Castelnuovo dell’Abate. 
Though unofficial, the following regional breakdown 
is widely regarded as the most sensible zoning. 

l Northwest and Torrenieri
Only two sprawling estates – Tenute Silvio Nardi and 
Ferragamo’s Castiglion del Bosco – are located in the 
north-western quadrant, where protected woods 
prohibit expansion. Vineyards are often prey to fog 
and spring frosts and the cooler climate hinders 
ripening, further discouraging new wineries. To 
combat these risks, Silvio Nardi blends its northern 
Sangiovese with its Manachiara vineyards from 
Castelnuovo dell’Abate for its basic Brunello. 

Dense, compact clay in the northeast can yield 
excruciatingly tannic wines and once deterred the 
widespread Sangiovese planting that has recently 
taken root around Torrenieri. Growers must 
carefully choose rootstocks and select clones to 
combat the hostile conditions. The best wines hail 
from a limited section of hilltop vineyards with 
better soil, like those made by Sasso di Sole.

l Montalcino
Many of Brunello’s 250 producers are to the 
immediate north and south of Montalcino’s town 
centre, and almost all estates are very small. Here 
Montalcino’s highest vineyards, 400m to 500m 
above sea level, yield the longest-lived and most 
elegant Brunellos. Complex with rich bouquets, 
these wines often need years to reach their prime 
thanks to naturally high acidity and bracing 
tannins that mellow with time. The area’s infertile, 
calcareous soil encourages roots to penetrate deep to 

underlying minerals that add to the depth of flavour 
and complexity, while marked diurnal temperature 
variations generate intense aromas. Most of the 
DOCG’s top producers, such as Franco Biondi Santi 
(who has fought to create subzones for years) as 
well as Costanti and Barbi, are just south of town. 
Rising stars include Gianni Brunelli and Le Potazzine.

Directly north of Montalcino, artisanal estates 
make enticingly aromatic Brunellos from vineyards 
between 300m and 400m, dominated by limestone 
and clay soil. The best are very complex, like those 
from Il Marroneto, Il Paradiso di Manfredi, Altesino 
and Baricci. This is also home to Montalcino’s most 
famous cru, Montosoli, which boasts the subzone’s 
heady aromas and elegance with the ripe fruit and 
muscle from more southern vineyards.

l Tavernelle and Camigliano
In the hamlet of Tavernelle, southwest of Montalcino, 
warmer temperatures and mid-hill altitudes of 
300m to 350m offer ideal conditions that promote 
even ripeness. Top Brunellos, such as those made by 
Caprili, boast structure, ripe fruit and depth. Other 
top estates include Gianfranco Soldera’s Case Basse 
and Angelo Gaja’s Pieve Santa Restituta. 

Right: nestled below the 
hamlet of Sant’Angelo, in 
the hottest, driest part of 
Montalcino, lies a vineyard 
belonging to Il Poggione, 
one of the region’s larger 
producers

➢

‘Sangiovese mass-produced from 
hot plains is very different from 
that grown at high altitude by 
smaller wineries’ Giulio Salvioni

‘The differences between the 
Brunellos from Sant’Angelo and 

those from around the town of 
Montalcino are extreme’P

ho
to

gr
ap

h:
 T

om
 H

yl
an

d/
C

ep
ha

s.
 M

ap
: M

ag
gi

e 
N

el
so

n



D E C A N T E R  •  A p r i l  2 0 1 2  |  3 7

brunello di montalcino

Tasting through the unofficial subzones

Further southwest, the hot, arid region of 
Camigliano yields wines that easily take on overripe 
characteristics thanks to low vineyard altitudes of 
130m in much of the subzone (although Folonari’s 
La Fuga and Frescobaldi’s Castelgiocondo have 
vineyards between 250m and 400m). Castelgiocondo 
and Antinori’s Pian delle Vigna (the latter adjacent 
to now defunct railroad tracks) are two of the very 
large firms in this subzone. Smaller wineries 
include Marchesato degli Aleramici, whose vines 
benefit from cooling breezes generated by the 
Ombrone river just below the property. 

l Castelnuovo dell’Abate
Ten kilometres southeast of Montalcino town, in 
the hamlet of Castelnuovo dell’Abate, powerful yet 
graceful Brunellos produced by Mastrojanni and 
Poggio di Sotto spurred massive investments in the 
1990s. Castelnuovo’s eclectic combination of soils 
hail from different geological epochs and impart 
layers of complexity and flavour. While the area 
benefits from warmer temperatures that stimulate 
ripening, Montalcino’s ridge protects vines from 
scorching maritime breezes. Castelnuovo Brunellos 
have round, fine tannins and age well thanks to 
moderate acidity generated by vineyard altitudes of 
250m to 450m. Other notable estates here include 
Ciacci Piccolomini and Uccellieria. 

l Sant’Angelo
Sant’Angelo, in the far south and southwest, is the 
hottest, driest part of the growing zone. Boutique 
wineries Lisini and Sesti make gripping Brunellos 

Torrenieri
Compact clay produces massive 
tannins, although a few estates have 
higher vineyards with better soil.
One to try: Sasso di Sole 2006 HHH 
16pts/20
£36.75 Club Vini Italiani, Vini Vivi, Soho 

Wine Supply

Pretty incense and underbrush aromas. 
Succulent black and red fruit flavours 
with aggressive teeth-coating tannins 
that need some time to tame. 
Drink: 2014–2021. Alcohol: 14%

Montalcino
The highest vineyards in the 
denomination produce the most 
complex and long-lived Brunellos of 
extreme elegance and rich bouquets.
One to try: Gianni Brunelli 2006 
HHHHH 19
£29 The Wine Society 

Gorgeous Sangiovese fragrance of rose, 
violet and leather. Succulent wild cherry 
flavours and minerals. Impeccably 
balanced. Needs time to fully develop. 
Drink: 2014–2026. Alc: 14%

Tavernelle
Sangiovese achieves ideal 
ripeness, producing rich, 
succulent wines with 
impressive depth.
One to try: Caprili 2006 
HHHHH 18.5
£35 Philippe Alexander

Classic earth, leather and 
violet aromas. Concentrated 
fruit, spice and liquorice 
flavours. Great depth and 

structure, wonderful length. 
Drink: 2014–2026. Alc: 14.5%

Camigliano
Very hot and arid subzone producing 
muscular if not always complex wines. 
One to try: Marchesato degli 
Aleramici 2006 HHH 16
£ 18.50 Winery Classic

Bright floral and forest aromas. Silky, 
elegant palate with cherry, herbs, 
tobacco and mineral notes. Vibrant and 
long. Drink: 2013–2021. Alc: 14%

Castelnuovo dell’Abate
Complex soils create 
structured Brunellos with 
firm but ripe tannins and 
delicious fruit and minerality.
One to try: Poggio di Sotto 
2006 HHHHH 18.5
£93.37 Fine & Rare

Loaded with succulent dark 
cherry and spice, hints of 
leather, eucalyptus and 
liquorice. Brooding tannins 

need time, but a very compelling wine. 
Drink: 2015–2030. Alc: 14%

Sant’Angelo
Scorching, dry summers. While higher 
vineyards yield intense Brunellos of 
power and grace, it also produces 
industrial quantities of anodyne wines 
from the denomination’s lowest vines. 
One to try: Sesti 2006 HHHHH 19
£39.17 Goedhuis

Heady, earthy aromas of dried cherry, 
violet, leather and balsamic notes. Ripe 
berry flavours, with firm, round tannins 
and lovely freshness. Bright, with great 
depth of flavours. Fantastic length. 
Drink: 2016–2030. Alc: 13.5%

For full details of UK stockists, see p97

Above: Le Potazzine is a rising star based just outside the 
town of Montalcino, home to the highest vines in the region

with muscle and finesse from the highest vineyards 
(300m to 350m) just by the hamlet of Sant’Angelo 
in Colle, as does Col d’Orcia from its superb Poggio 
al Vento vineyard. Yet much of the vast output here 
(the area produces 40% of the DOCG’s entire Brunello) 
comes from the plains in Sant’Angelo Scalo just above 
the Orcia river. Large wineries include Col d’Orcia 
and Il Poggione and the industrial-sized Banfi.

The differences between Brunellos from this 
area and from around Montalcino are extreme. 
Broiling summertime temperatures in low-lying 
vineyards where soils are a combination of pliocene 
clay and alluvial deposits produce darker Brunellos 
higher in alcohol. These brawny, Mediterranean 
wines are approachable on release but their lower 
acidity does not encourage ageing. ➢P
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Don’t lose Brunello’s unique magic
by Ian d’Agata

Over the past 50 years, Brunello and 
Montalcino have become victims of 
their own success. The consequence is 
a proliferation of new estates and an 
over-inflation of the production zone. 
In the mid-20th century, there were 
only 46.6 hectares devoted to 
viticulture in Montalcino. Even in 1975, 
there were only about 25 producers. 
Today there are 10 times as many, 
spread across the 2,000ha from which 
Brunello can be made (plus another 
250ha for Rosso di Montalcino). 

I believe it is impossible to make 
truly great wine from such a large area. 
Consider this – the whole of the 
Musigny grand cru in Burgundy adds 
up to only 10.7ha, and even the 24 
premier cru vineyards of Chambolle-
Musigny amount to just 60ha. 
Furthermore, too many new Montalcino 
sites have clay-rich soils, unsuitable for 
the production of great Sangiovese 
(but good for Merlot). Zoning would 
allow for different styles of Brunello, 
much as in Bordeaux the wines of 
Margaux are different to those of 
Pauillac. A careful study of the 
production area would allow for such 
differences in Brunello to become 
apparent. Unfortunately, too many 
producers worry about their wines 
being stuck with a ‘lighter’ image.

Due to the difficulty of producing 
truly good Sangiovese wines in many 
subzones of Montalcino, there has been 
a not-so-secret push to ‘improve’ wines 

by adding international grapes such as 
Cabernet Sauvignon or Merlot. 
Realising that trying to change the 
100% Sangiovese requirement for 
Brunello was a lost cause, some 
producers pushed to change the Rosso 
legislation, but were defeated in a vote 
last year. As Rosso has trouble selling 
(it is pricey for a wine seen as Brunello’s 
lesser half) changing its varietal 
make-up to include international 
varieties is not without logic, but too 
many producers fear that allowing this 
would then set the stage for a Brunello 
makeover. And of course, there are 
producers who can make great Rosso 
and sell it without problems. Again, the 
main problem in Montalcino is that 
production boundaries were allowed to 
expand without taking into account 
that great Sangiovese simply cannot 
be made just anywhere.

In the ultimate analysis, much as the 
Côte d’Or is linked to Pinot Noir and the 
Mosel to Riesling, Montalcino is tied to 
Sangiovese. It is only one of two areas 
in the world (the other being Chianti) 
where Sangiovese reaches qualitative 
heights unattainable, and unimaginable, 
elsewhere. Brunello di Montalcino can 
be outstanding and unique – a specific 
terroir and a specific variety weaving 
magic. I’m not the only one who thinks 
losing that would be beyond stupid.

Kerin O’Keefe is the author of Brunello di Montalcino 
(University of California Press)

Ian d’Agata is a Regional co-Chair for 
Italy at the Decanter World Wine Awards

Above: Banfi, in the Sant’Angelo ‘subzone’, is Montalcino’s biggest producer, making 10 million bottles a year including one million of Brunello

Cristina Mariani-May, proprietor of Banfi – 
whose total production of 10 million bottles, 
including 1 million of Brunello, dwarfs that of all 
other Montalcino estates – insists she is all for 
subzones. ‘We’ve even designated two Brunello 
bottlings, Poggio alle Mura and Poggio all’Oro 
Riserva, based on a cru classification system, or on 
a single-vineyard concept,’ she explains, referring 
to Banfi’s limited production from its highest 
vineyards around Poggio alle Mura. 

While nearly all producers are on the record as 
favouring the creation of subzones, the issue 
continues to be ignored in consorzio assemblies, 
where the largest producers wield more voting 
power than their boutique counterparts. Insiders 
say some of the biggest firms are rallying to have 
their voting power based solely on bottle numbers, 
which would give them even more power. Francesco 
Marone Cinzano, a supporter of subzones and owner 
of Col d’Orcia, the third largest winery, is wary. 
‘Most small producers have been able to protect 
Montalcino from several attempts to change the 
production code for Rosso di Montalcino and in my 
opinion, have saved the denomination from ruin. 
So I’m hesitant to give more influence to the larger 
estates, even though it would give my firm more 
voting power.’ 

Until subzones become official, the best strategy 
is to find your preferred style, buy from estates with 
proven track records, and to keep an open mind 
when trying new labels. d

‘I’m hesitant to give more power 
to larger estates, even though it 
would also give me more power’ 
Francesco Marone Cinzano


