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MOSCATO D’ASTI

FOR MANY WINE lovers, it may come as a shock 
that the latest wine to take the world by storm is 
Moscato, a sweet, slightly sparkling dessert wine 
that has never enjoyed the respect it deserves from 
most connoisseurs. Yet Moscato Mania is currently 
a global phenomenon, and producers around the 
world can barely keep up with demand as sales 
continue to skyrocket. 

According to Nielsen data, in 2011 retail sales of 
Moscato in the US were up 73% in terms of volume 
and revenue, on top of a surge of 100% in 2010 over 
the previous year. And sales have soared in other 
key markets around the world, including Australia 
and the UK. So why, after decades of languishing 
behind the world’s most popular wines, is Moscato 
now at the top of the charts? Surprisingly, pop 
culture has apparently spurred the phenomenon, 
and in particular, hip-hop.

Hip-hop singers have been lauding Moscato ever 
since superstar Kanye West poured Paolo Saracco’s 
Moscato d’Asti instead of the usual Champagne at 
one of his legendary parties in 2005. That same 
year, West mentioned his new favourite in a 
remixed version of Teairra Mari’s hit, Make Her Feel 
Good. Soon, other celebrity rappers including 
Lil’Kim and Drake were waxing poetically about the 
wine. By 2007, the Moscato boom had taken off. 

Yet what started as a trend among a new 
generation of wine drinkers – the so-called 
Millennials who, new to wine, are choosing the 
sweet, low-alcohol Moscato to drink at clubs and 
parties instead of beer or cocktails – has spread to 
diehard wine and food lovers everywhere. 
Connoisseurs and food lovers are realising that the 
best Moscatos, those that aren’t too sweet and offer 
energising minerality and freshness, not only make 
a flexible dessert wine but also a refreshing aperitif. 

 Although Moscato, the white Muscat grape 
which imparts its intensely aromatic fragrance 
directly to the wine, is grown throughout the 
southern Mediterranean, producers in Asti, a 
corner of Piedmont, have been the experts for 
centuries. However, the intense worldwide demand 
has now created a virtual tidalwave of new Moscato 
products from other countries trying to cash in on 
the craze, most notably California, which began 
making Moscato on a large scale in the last five 
years, and Australia. Styles range from vibrant and 
refreshing to flat, flabby and sticky sweet. The 
challenge for consumers bombarded by ever more 
Moscatos, is finding the best ones. And the best 
undoubtedly come from the rolling hills of Asti.

Asti – once the most shameful four-letter word 
in Italian wine thanks to its links with industrial 
quantities of cheap, generally insipid Asti Spumante 
– is now an indicator of top quality when it comes 
to Moscato. Moscato d’Asti is an artisanal wine that 
used to be made only by small estates. Gently 
sparkling and naturally sweet, its intense peach, 

sage and orange blossom aromas are balanced by 
vibrant acidity and energising mineral notes. 

In contrast, most New World Moscatos, grown in 
massive amounts on flat, hot plains, lack Moscato’s 
enticing aromas, and are noticeably sweeter than 
their Asti counterparts. In general, they also lack 
crisp acidity, which further exalts their sweet 
palates. And while many New World Moscatos 
average between 7% to 10% alcohol, Moscato d’Asti 
normally possesses only between 5% and 5.5%. 

Long heritage
Part of the secret to Moscato d’Asti’s success is that 
the grape has adapted over many centuries to this 
part of Piedmont. Researchers say it is the oldest 
grape cultivated in the region, most likely 
introduced by the Romans, who brought it from 
Greece. ‘If you plant Moscato in Napa or in Oregon, 
it could be a good wine, but it will never be like our 
Moscato d’Asti which has thrived here for more 
than 1,000 years,’ says producer Paolo Saracco. 

Saracco, who modestly smiles and shrugs off any 
mention that his wine may have helped spark the 
Moscato craze, is located in Castiglione Tinella in 
the Langhe hills that border on Monferrato. 
Castiglione Tinella, along with Strevi near Acqui, 
are among the best areas for producing the most 
fragrant Moscato d’Asti (see map on p13). 

These prized aromas are preserved thanks to 
painstaking attention during the harvest and 
vinification. ‘Making good Moscato is even more 
demanding than making good Barbaresco,’ says 
Valter Bera, who makes both at the family winery. 
Grapes are handpicked, to ensure the skins don’t 

‘Hip hop singers have 
been lauding Moscato 
ever since Kanye West 
poured it instead of 
Champagne in 2005’

Above: hip hop star  Lil’Kim 
joined the Moscato fan 
club, begun by Kanye West 
(above right), when she 
mentioned the bubbly in 
her song Lighters Up
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Food 
pairing 
Moscato d’Asti is 
incredibly versatile 
and, like all sparkling 
wine, is best served 
chilled. Though 
regarded by many as 
a dessert wine, it 
makes a lovely 
aperitif, and in the US 
many enjoy it with 
pizza. Classic pairings 
include cakes, 
pastries and fresh 
peaches. It also 
makes an ideal  
palate refresher 
between courses.

Rappers’ 
delight

Moscato’s rapid accession to the drink of 
choice for the hip hop crowd has propelled 
this delicate light sparkler into the spotlight. 

Despite the appearance of numerous 
me-too imitations, Kerin O’Keefe finds 

the original is still the best as she 
heads to the hills of Asti
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MOSCATO D’ASTI

Talk of the town: O’Keefe’s favourite Moscato d’Astis

break, before being rushed to the cellar where they 
are immediately softly pressed. The juice is 
promptly pumped into steel tanks and cooled to 
0°C to ensure that fermentation does not start. This 
means that cellars work around the clock during 
the Moscato harvest until all the grapes are 
crushed and the juice is cooled and stored in tanks. 

The perfect balance 
At intervals during the year, producers ferment 
portions of their Moscato juice supply so that the 
wine is always fresh when it hits the market. 
Fermentation is stopped before all the natural 
sugars in the grape are turned into alcohol, usually 
when the wine reaches about 5%. ‘Stopping 
fermentation when there is the correct balance 
between sweetness and acidity is the key,’ says Bera. 
Even though producers agree that vintage variation 
can affect Moscato d’Asti in terms of richness of 
flavours, consumers don’t need to worry about good 
or bad years since the wine is destined to be 
consumed within a few years of bottling. 

Sales of this niche product have exploded. ‘If 
four years ago annual sales of Moscato d’Asti were 
11 million bottles, this number is now 26m,’ states 
Giorgio Bosticco, director of the Asti consorzio. The 
UK has also seen strong growth. According to David 
Gleave, founder of Liberty Wines, ‘We have more 
than doubled our sales of Moscato d’Asti in the past 
13 months. Customers now view Moscato d’Asti in a 
positive light and are no longer suspicious of its 
frothing, grapey nature.’ 

Yet as demand has increased for Asti’s elegant 
dessert wine, many of the enormous Asti firms 

Above: the world may only 
have cottoned onto the 
magic of Moscato recently, 
yet in Asti they say it’s been 
growing since Roman times

Contero 2011 17.5/20pts (91/100pts) 
£13.99 Ake & Humphris, Fine Wine Co, Highbury 
Vintners, Secret Cellar, Shills of Station Street, 
The Wine Reserve, Vagabond
Enticing perfume of sage, mint, peach and 
meringue, all of which carry over onto the 
palate balanced by fresh acidity and lovely, 
soft bubbles. Drink 2013 Alc 5.5%

La Morandina 2011 17.5 (91)
£12–£12.28 Bowland Forest, Butlers Wine Cellar, 
Duncan Murray Wines, Justerini & Brooks, Old 
Chapel Cellars, Roberts & Speight, Taurus Wines, 
Uncorked, Wadebridge 
Very fragrant with orange blossom, rose and 

herbs. Creamy peach and banana 
flavours with crushed grape and 
sage. Gorgeous. Silky mouthfeel. 
Drink 2013 Alc 5.5% 

Michele Chiarlo, Nivole 2011 17.5 (91)
£8.49–£9.99/375ml Averys, 
Wimbledon Wine Cellars, Cheers Wine 
Store, Woodbridge Wine
Concentrated aromas of peach, 
apricot and pastry cream with sage 

hints. Mouthwatering apricot and mineral 
flavours. Weightless, silky texture. Clean, 
crisp. Drink 2013 Alc 5.5%

Paolo Saracco, Saracco 2011 17.5 (91)
£11.99–£17 Astrum Wine Cellars, AG Wines, 
Corks of Cotham, Field & Fawcett, Planet of the 
Grapes, Selfridges, Whole Foods Market, Vini 
Italiani
Heady perfume of apricot and elderflower 
with rich yet silky layers of white peach, herbs 
and mineral flavours. Gentle bubbles and 
steely acidity. Delicious. Drink 2013 Alc 5.5%

Bava, Bass Tuba 2011 17 (90)
£8.60/375ml Press Wine Services
Lush apricot, sage and yellow peach notes 
with ripe peach and grapefruit flavours. 
Delicious. Drink 2013 Alc. 4.5%

Bera 2011 17 (90)
N/A UK www.bera.it
Quintessential white peach, apricot, honey 
and lemon blossom notes. Very elegant and 
fresh with rich flavours and vibrant acidity. 
Drink 2013 Alc. 5%

Vietti, Cascinetta Vietti 2011 17 (90)
£16.99 Bibendum
Peach and ginger aromas on the nose, with 
hints of white rose. Richly flavoured on the 
palate, with sweet apricot and spice uplifted 
by a fine perlage. Drink 2013 Alc. 5.5%

Oddero, Cascina Fiore 2011 17 
(90)
POA Pipai
Enticing aromas of peach and 
sage on the nose with intense 
apricot and grapefruit flavours 
on the palate. Lovely silky texture 
and fine perlage.  
Drink 2013 Alc. 5%

Cantina Sociale Canelli, Vignaoli di Canelli 
2011 16.5 (88)
N/A UK www.cantinacanelli.it
Delicate floral aromas of orange blossom and 
rose on the nose, with ripe peach and lychee 
flavours on the palate. This is both refined 
and refreshing. Drink 2013 Alc 5%

For full details of UK stockists, see p80

– which specialised in spumante – have also begun 
to make Moscato. Although this means more choice 
than ever before, the best Moscato d’Asti is still 
made by the area’s smaller firms that have been 
crafting this delicious specialty for generations. 
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Kerin O’Keefe’s latest book is Brunello di Montalcino 
– Understanding and Appreciating One of Italy’s 
Greatest Wines (University of California Press)


