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A ROSSO
BY ANY OTHER NAME
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Monstrous tannins, 
alcohol levels reaching 
14.5% and made 
exclusively with 100% 

Sangiovese? Only one wine should fit 
this description: Brunello di Montalcino. 
But Rosso di Montalcino, often called 
Brunello’s fratellino (baby brother), and 
created as the denomination’s second wine 
to be consumed young, often shares many 
of the qualities once reserved for the hilltop 
town’s most illustrious bottling. 

While sibling rivalry is nothing new 
in the Italian wine world, it is perhaps 
the first time the term applies to two 
wines made with the same grape from 
the same denomination. So why are so 
many Rossos now powerhouses, with 
almost Brunello-like structures? 

Since its humble beginnings in 1967 
when Brunello producers began selling a 
straightforward table wine called Vino 
Rosso dai vigneti di Brunello made from 
Sangiovese grapes, to provide immediate 
income while Brunello brooded in the 
cellars, Montalcino’s second wine has 
stirred conflict and controversy. According 
to Franco Biondi  Santi, of the family 
officially credited with  inventing Brunello, 
it was the blatant exploitation of the lofty 
Brunello name for a quaffable table wine 
that caused the highly publicised friction 
between producers at the time. Franco’s 
father Tancredi, who suggested that the 
younger wine be called Rosso di 
Montalcino instead, refused to join the 
newly created Consorzio over the affair, 
despite having laid the foundation for 
Brunello’s production code. The rift 
lasted nearly 40 years until Franco joined 
the growers’ union in 2004.

In 1983, when the Italian government 
promoted Montalcino’s lesser bottling 
from a simple table wine to DOC status, 
the laws of the European Union sided 
with the late Tancredi. Forced to drop 
any mention of Brunello from the label, 
the wine was renamed Rosso di Montalcino. 
According to production regulations, 
Rosso di Montalcino, like Brunello, must 
be made only with Sangiovese grapes, 
but can be released on 1 September the 
year after the harvest (a far cry from the 
five years’ ageing required for the town’s 
flagship wine). Allowed more generous 
yields than Brunello and traditionally 
possessing a more delicate structure with 

vibrant fruit, Rosso di Montalcino was 
created to be enjoyed young. But over 
the past few years, Rosso’s leaner body has 
become noticeably enhanced. Although 
this is partly in a bid to please certain 
international critics who still crave full-
bodied, high-alcohol wines, others say 
the driving force behind Rosso’s 
transformation is the recent explosion in 
Brunello production.

‘Over the past few years, at the DOC 
panel tastings, more and more Rossos have 
shown up with decidedly higher alcohol, 
often 14.5%, with high, dry extract and 
big polyphenolic structures,’ says Franco 
Biondi Santi, who often participates in the 
blind panel tastings that ensure Tuscan 
DOC wines adhere to their production 
codes. ‘When I see these wines, I have to 
wonder, “If this is the Rosso, what is the 
winery’s Brunello like?”’

According to insiders, the fleshier, 
more potent Rossos are a direct result of 
trying to control the overproduction of 
Brunello now facing the denomination. 
Rather than purposely making a less-
structured wine, many producers simply 
downgrade wine originally destined to 
become Brunello after a year or two in 
the cellars, hence Rosso’s more ample 
body. Arguably, this also ensures that only 
the very top wine ends up as Brunello. 
Costing half the price of Brunello, Rosso 
may be one of the best bargains in Italian 
wine. However, consumers need to be 
aware that many of these baby Brunellos 
are not the refreshing, easy-drinking wines 
they were expecting. While some of the 
higher-octane Rossos will improve with 

modest ageing to tame bracing tannins, 
others are big and forward but lack the 
depth and complexity of Brunello, and no 
amount of laying down will stabilise them.

Unsurprisingly, many of the best Rossos 
start as a wine distinct from Brunello, 
thanks to scrupulous selection in the 
vineyards followed by separate vinification 
and ageing that lead to a complex Brunello 
meant for ageing, and a younger, lighter 
Rosso for immediate enjoyment. How 
Rosso is made remains a highly individual 
choice, and nearly all estates will demote 
some would-be Brunello to Rosso to 
maximise quality for their top bottling.

Franco Biondi Santi, for example, 
makes Rosso from his youngest vines, 
those under 10 years old, because 
‘younger vines yield less complex wines 
that won’t withstand lengthy ageing’. 
Older vines, on the other hand, are 
exclusively for the estate’s Brunello and 
Riservas. Released two years after the 
harvest, one of which is spent in large 
Slavonian casks, Biondi Santi’s Rossos 
show the finesse and polish the estate is 
famed for, but are highly drinkable upon 
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release. Guido Orzalesi, managing 
director of leading estate Altesino, agrees 
that vine age is crucial. ‘Our Rosso is 
selected primarily in the vineyards, from 
plants between seven and 15 years old. 
The reason is simply that we want the 
oldest vines for Brunello,’ he says. Lorenzo 
Sassetti of the artisanal Pertimali winery 
also chooses his grapes for Brunello and 
Rosso in the vineyards, but does so based 
on the vintage’s climatic conditions, 
meaning the vineyards for either wine 
vary every year. Sassetti also favours 
different ageing methods for his Rosso: 
‘Because Rosso should be an easy-drinking 
wine, I only age it in steel, no oak, to exalt 
the fresh fruit. Wood should be reserved 
for wines destined for lengthy ageing.’

Winemaker Cecilia Leoneschi, who 
works with consultant Nicolò D’Afflitto 
at the revamped Castiglion del Bosco 
estate, acquired in 2003 by Massimo 
Ferragamo and other investors, insists the 
two wines must be made with separate 
criteria from the outset. ‘All our vineyards 
are registered to Brunello production, so 
our Rosso is a form of declassamento. But 
the Rosso comes from those vineyards 
that have a higher composition of clay 
than the others, and so yield softer, more 
elegant wines,’ explains Leoneschi. 

Bel Poggio, a young firm based in 
Castelnuovo dell’Abate, is one of many 
estates that selects its Rosso in the cellar. 
‘After fermentation, the wines with best 
structures for ageing are destined for 
Brunello, while the more aromatic, 
lighter-bodied wines become Rosso,’ says 
winemaker Francesco Adami, who ages 
Rosso for nearly a year in large casks. 
Franco Pacenti of Canalicchio also feels 
that downgrading some portion of its 
Brunello to Rosso after fermentation is 
best for both wines, saying: ‘To get the 
best Brunello, I declassify wine that 
doesn’t reach the highest standards. This 
also raises the quality of my Rosso, since 
it is really just a young Brunello.’

With more than 200 estates in 
Montalcino, there are likely to be Rossos 
to suit every taste, from bright and
easy-drinking to muscular, high-
alcohol versions. Some are outstanding. 
But until winemakers reach a decision
on what type of wine Rosso di
Montalcino should be, it will remain a 
minefield for consumers. D
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