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Embryonic Nebbiolo in its Barolo form is notoriously difficult to taste. This fickle grape is hard to 

get right in both the vineyard and the cellar, and is equipped with masses of tannins and acidity 

when young. It shows its more elegant, complex and less tumultuous tannic form only after many 

years in bottle. This is why I have always been very critical of Nebbiolo Prima, the annual en 

primeur tasting of the latest vintages of Barolo and Barbaresco, held each May in Alba, where one 

is faced with tasting almost 500 samples spread over five consecutive mornings. My gripe is that 

this unique tasting has become impossible to handle due to the ever-growing number of wines. Such 

is the assault on palate as well as mind that a proper assessment of every wine is bound to be 

compromised at some stage. Just imagine the difference between tasting the first wine and number 

500 on the last day.  

 

This year I decided on a different and more credible approach and asked the Enoteca del Barolo to 

help me set up a more manageable blind tasting of up to 200 wines on three mornings. Federico 

Scarzello, the Enoteca's president and well known to attendees of our annual Barolo Night, and 

Cristiana Grimaldi, who is responsible for the daily running of the Enoteca in the Castello di 

Barolo, immediately agreed and duly organised the samples. 



 

  

 

Anticipating the excellent preparation of Cristiana and her team, Marianna and Marco, I came 

prepared. Well, sort of. The week prior to this en primeur tasting I had a chance to taste around 25 

samples of Barolo 2013s at a tasting organised by Vinexus, run by Nicolas Belfrage MW and his 

partner Nick Bielak (see Tuesday's report on their equally precocious tasting of Brunello 2012). In 

the past few years I have had the chance to taste the 2013 from cask from several producers and my 

expectations were high. The wines tasted at Vinexus did not disappoint and the same wines poured 

in the Enoteca proved this. This is why there are some duplicates in the reviews below (where there 

are two notes on the same wine, one was tasted blind and one sighted, as shown at the start of the 

descriptions below). 

 

The 2013 Barolo has turned out to be a classic in the making. Loaded with firm but tactile and 

wonderfully textured tannins and at times super fresh due to the high acidity, the wines have an 

elegance that defies their estimated 14.5% alcohol. Some are a triumph for a vintage that initially 

got off to a less than ideal start. 

 

A not-too-cold winter with many days on which a little snow fell was followed by an unusually cold 

March with temperatures much lower than average. At the beginning the abundance of rain that 

accompanied it was more than welcomed, replenishing the water tables that had been exhausted 

after a very hot 2012 growing cycle. Warm spring weather set in at the beginning of April 



 
promoting a slightly earlier budbreak, but the end of April and the beginning of May came with lots 

of rain and low temperatures. The weather in May proved to be very irregular too, warm days 

alternating with cold ones and with double the amount of rain than has been the case in the last 30 

years. 

 

Between the end of May and the beginning of June, continuing abundant rains forced growers to 

spray many times in order to keep peronospora (downy mildew) at bay. Some had to do this on foot 

as the soils in some vineyards were so water logged that they could no longer be entered by tractor. 

By mid June warm weather set in while flowering took place. Things started to look up with 

continuing warm and dry weather throughout July, while August was hot but without any abnormal 

heat spikes. 

 

From the beginning of September the weather remained picture perfect with warm but not hot days 

and cool nights allowing for a slow and regular ripening of the Nebbiolo grapes. From mid October 

the weather turned too cool to allow for continuous ripening and this was the moment when harvest 

could no longer be delayed. The cold October slowed alcoholic fermentation. Alberto Cordero di 

Montezemolo, for instance, reported that it took 10 days in total, much longer than normal at his 

estate in La Morra. 

 

Inevitably the question of which past vintage 2013 most resembles was raised. Valter Fissore of the 

Elvio Cogno estate in Novello told me his 2013s remind him of the exceptional 1999s. According to 

him, 2013 is much fresher than 2011 on the whole, while the growing cycle was a little warmer than 

that of the magical 2010s. I found some firm tannins in many of the 2013s but he thinks their tannic 

structure is less austere than those of the 2010s. He also remembers doing much less bunch thinning 

in 2013 than this year - something I will report on shortly in a forthcoming 2016 vintage report on 

Italy. 

 

Alberto Cordero's assessment of the 2013 vintage makes it sound like an awkward, badly behaved 

teenager. The vintage reminded him of the 2008s, which in their youth changed on a daily basis, 

just like the 2013s now: 'One day you taste them and you love them, the next they are awful. You 

feel the 2013s are great, but they will need a lot of time to settle.' 

 

I must have been tasting the 2013s on a particularly favourable day because that was not exactly my 

impression. Yet there are notable differences between communes and with quite a few surprises. 

Verduno, once thought to produce wines that are rather light, is fast becoming everybody's darling. 

Once it was thought to be too cool and its wines used to be blended with other Barolos to make 



 
them fresher. Now Verduno has come to stand for elegance and fine tannins, perhaps due to climate 

change as well as to a shifting taste in the international market away from concentrated, rich wines 

to supposedly more burgundian wines. I am a little doubtful of this current infatuation with 

anything that is Pinot Noir, but in the case of Verduno it has certainly helped to understand the 

greatness and finesse of its wines. 

 

A huge surprise turned out to be La Morra. This is the largest of all Barolo communes with many 

different elevations and exposures resulting in myriad styles. In the recent past, La Morra seemed to 

stand apart from the other communes owing to its general style of rich and oaky wines. This now 

seems a thing of the past with, in 2013, wonderfully balanced wines that didn't show any of the 

zealous use of barriques I had grown used to. When I shared my impressions with a producer, he 

suggested that more than any other of the Barolo communes, La Morra is more cohesive and 

therefore, he speculated, quicker to respond to market demands. Whatever the case, La Morra's are 

some of the most consistent of all the wines in this vintage, with elegance running through them 

like a communal thread. 

 

Novello showed a little fuller and firmly tannic, giving them plenty of ageing potential but also 

requiring patience - patience that I expect will be rewarded in years to come. The village of Barolo 

showed lighter overall, more elegant and with less palate weight, as some wines clearly 

demonstrated. Sarmassa, presumably the hottest site in Barolo, excelled, with firm structure and 

plenty of gorgeous fruit. Some of the wines of this commune seem pretty ready now in spite of their 

considerable tannic charge, but no grape variety is more unpredictable than Nebbiolo and hence 

only time will tell. 

 

Some of the wines of Monforte d'Alba seemed quite astringent and lacking a little flesh on the 

bones. Others seemed to be the result of prolonged hang time, and the attempt to get tannins ripe 

can lead to a certain lack of complexity. The commune's best-known crus, notably Ginestra, do not 

disappoint, however, and are hedonistic as well as powerful. Castiglione Falletto, its immediate 

neighbour, showed consistently throughout. 

 

Serralunga d'Alba confirmed its reputation as one of the most exciting communes in Barolo, with 

elegance paired with power and perfume. The notable exception were the wines of Giovanni Rosso, 

which showed enormous concentration tempered only by a hefty dose of, it must be said, gorgeous 

tannins, while the wines from the cru of Lazzarito were nothing less than stunning and, in many 

cases, slumbering giants. 

 



 
The 2013 Baroli are all about tannins and acidity, Nebbiolo's hallmark and difficult to get right. I 

expect many palates will find them a little too austere to please right now. Yet their complex 

perfumes combined with a persistent, long finish indicate that cellaring is a prerequisite which will 

no doubt pay off. This vintage really gives the Barolo lover something to chew on, with tannins 

playing up right now, but the wines certainly has a complex core. I would invest in this vintage, 

especially now that many actual and rumoured estate sales will have a considerable impact on the 

region as well as on its social fabric, good or bad - a phenomenon I will report on shortly. 

 

The 198 tasting notes below are grouped by commune, with subgroups for individual crus within 

each commune. Within each group, the wines are presented in the order tasted but you can change 

this using the menu below. 

 

 



 

 

 

  


