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FATTORIA DI FELSINA
Fontalloro 1985

Massively concentrated
violet, plum and raspberry
aromas and flavors compete
with tannin and oak, a tough
wine that needs four or five
years in the cellar to tame

the roughness. $24
POLIZIANO

Vino Nobile di Montepul-
ciano 1985

Ripe, plummy and rich,
with lots of supple flavor
packed into a frame of vel-
vety tannins. With its excel-
lent concentration, it should
be wonderful when it
smooths out in a couple

of years. $13
38
CASTELLO DEI RAMPOLLA

Sammarco 1983

Expansive, mellow flavors
of plum and black cherry
mingle with chocolate and to-
bacco in a warm envelope of
velvety tannins in this ripe,
elegant blend of Cabernet

and Sangiovese. $28
IL POGGIONE
Brunello di Montalcino 1982

Rich, ripe and velvety,
with lots of ripe cherry and
plum aromas and flavors and
a hint of anise on the finish,
supple, concentrated, long
and elegant. First bottle
tasted scored lower.  $3(

86

CASTELLO DI VOLPAIA
Coltassala 1983

Tarry, tough and dryingly
tannic, yet there is a sup-
pleness underneath that gives
hope that the wine will
develop smoothness in five
years. Flavors hint at tobacco
and chocolate, with a faint
raisiny core and a hint
of cherry. $22

33

BADIA A COLTIBUONO
Sangioveto 1982

Ripe, full-bodied and tan-
nic, plum and cherry flavors
with overtones of chocolate,
toast and tobacco, plus a hint
of lime to keep the finish
crisp. Very impressive, but a
bit awkward. It's years away
from showing everything
it has.—HS $21

32

TORRE GAIA

1l Dugentino 1986
Impressively balanced,

medium-weight red with

cedar and berry aromas and

flavors, firm structure, good

concentration and

length.—HS $5
92
DEI ROSETI

Rosso di Montalcino 1985
Firm and slightly tannic
burt assertively flavorful, with

more tobacco and toast
character than fruit.—HS $9

75

VILLA NICOLA
Brunello di Montalcino
Riserva 1981

Lee Iacocca’s wine is
mature from the color to the
finish, tasting strongly of cof-
fee with a tinge of ripe rasp-
berry, but it still has life in it.
An unusual wine, but
oddly fascinating. $14
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MONTESIERRA
Somontano 1987

Loaded with ripe fruit.
Plum, cherry and spice fla-
vors unfold on the palate, It's
soft and lush, very
palatable.—JL $5.50

78

TORRES
Gran Sangre de Toro
Penedés 1984

The distinct black currant
and anise flavors stand out.
It’s also tannic and can stand
time to soften.—JL $9

68

GRAN CAUS
Cabernet Sauvignon-
Cabernet Franc-Merlot
Penedés 1984

Its meaty and plummy
flavors clash, creating an
unusual taste combination.

Not for everyone.—J/L $12
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§ 1 Sauvignon Napa
Valley 1985

Supple, rich and elegant,
with good extract and ripe
cherry and plum flavors that
unfold on the palate. The
structure is firm and well bal-
anced, with a hint of
oak on the nose and

finish. $16.50
HESS
Cabernet Sauvignon Napa

Valley Reserve 1983

Ripe cherry, spice, anise
and plum flavors in a lean,
concentrated package. The
fruit is well defined and nice-
ly balanced. Has the
structure for aging. $23

88

GIRARD
Cabernet Sauvignon Napa
Valley 1985

Sleek and elegant, with
spicy cedar and cigar box aro-
mas, ripe plum and black
cherry flavors and firm, mouth-
drying tannins on the finish. -
Has room to grow. $15
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hey used to laugh at the idea of
Iralian Chardonnay. They're not
laughing anymore. They're in
shock — art the prices.

Angelo Gaja makes a Chardonnay in
Barbaresco, where no one even thought
about growing it before. He gives it the
full treatment — barrel fermentation,
barrel aging on the lees, fancy bottling.
Last time I checked it was $37. Does
having a Chardonnay from Gaja mean
enough to collectors to warrant such
a price?

Pio Cesare has a new Chardonnay.
Known for its excellent Barolo and fine
Dolcetto, the winery dipped a toe into
Chardonnay with the 1986 vintage. I liked
the wine a lot when I tasted it in Italy,
finding it rich and harmonious. It’s $29.

At Ca’ del Bosco, best known for its
dry spumanti and a Bordeaux-style red
closer in taste to the Libourne than Lom-
bardia, they’ve been working on a Chat-
- donnay, too. I tasted the 1985 several

times in Italy Very impressive. It has
deep, rich flavors — and a $38 price tag.

Who do these guys think they are
kidding?

There is no justification for prices like
these. These are experimental wines, un-
tested for aging potential, unproven for
consistency. Gaja at least has a few vin-
tages on the record, and it's a record of
constantly increasing quality. For a while
he was the only Italian making quality
Chardonnay in the international style, with
the distinctive character derived from oak
barrels. At least Gaja was a rarity.

ut for Pio Cesare and Ca’ del
Bosco, these are the first commer-
cial vintages. And the field is
getting crowded. In Tuscany I tasted ex-
cellent Chardonnays from Avignonesi (Il
Marzocco, $16), Villa Banfi (Fontanelle,
$14), Capezzana ($14) and Ruffino (Ca-
breo, $17). In Umbria, Lungarotti makes
a lovely Chardonnay Riserva ($15). None

of them is cheap, but they are priced com-
petitively with California Chardonnays.

To justify a fancy price tag, a wine
must have something unique to offer. By
all righes, it ought to be evident in tast-
ing, but pedigree and a long track record
of celebrity are also important factors.

If high-priced wines are not distinc-
tive, they’re not worth it. Why pay a lot
of money for a wine no better than
another a fraction of its price? And the
hard truth is that, for all their qualities,
Italian Chardonnays offer nothing
unique, except that they come from Italy.

Compared with California, France,
Australia and, lately, New Zealand, Italy
has little to add to the Chardonnay dis-
cussion. Make no mistake; these are
good wines. There is simply nothing
uniquely Italian about the way they taste.

This price spiral is not limited to
Chardonnay. Cabernet-based wines such
as Gaja's Darmagi (now $51), Ca’ del
Bosco's Maurizio Zanella Signature wine
($38) and Castello dei Rampolla’s Sam-
marco ($28) are testing the limits of
credibility. Of the three, only Sammar-
co could be readily identified as Italian.
Otherwise it's the same story — very
fine wines, but not unique.

Proud of his wines, Maurizio
Zanella of Ca’ del Bosco likes to pour
them blind for knowledgeable tasters
against certified champions. On a recent
visit, he paired his "81 Brut against an
'81 Moét & Chandon Brut, his '85 Pi-
nero (Pinot Noir) against a Comte de
Vogiié "85 Musigny and his '85 Char-
donnay against a Marquis de Laguiche
"85 Montrachet. He wanted to demon-
strate that his wines compared favorably.

The strategy is familiac A number of
California wineries have made their
reputations in similar tastings against
French benchmarks. And, tasting blind
I liked Ca’ del Bosco's bubbly slightly bet-
ter than the Champagne and the Pinero
better than an obviously flawed bottle of
Musigny. But the Chardonnay wasn't even
in the same league as the Montrachet. If
the Chardonnay was a stand-up double,
the Montrachet was a home run into the
upper deck.

fences with their great red wines,

more often with their own grape
varieties than the international types, if
truth be known. At least the experimen-
tal reds are exciting and often unique.

But white wine is a different story.
Good to excellent wines are made from
more traditional Italian varieties, in-
cluding Cortese, Arneis, Pinot Grigio
and Grechetto. These wines are distinc-
tively Italian, but they don't have the
finesse, the elegance or the international
appeal of the best Chardonnays.

At these prices, it seems clear that
these wines are destined for restaurant
wine lists, where the markup won’t look
so bad after a page or two of even
higher-priced white Burgundies called
Meursault or Montrachet.

My advice to value-conscious con-
sumers is to flip through the wine list
to the pages with California and Aus-
tralia on them. Even though these prices
are also going up, at least they retain a
semblance of sanity. B

Italian winegrowers easily clear the

Harvey Steiman is the editor at-large of '~
The Wine Spectator. i




