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VINTAGE REPORT: BAROLO 2008

Vintage report

Barolo 2008
Difficult weather led to variable quality, but the one 

common thread is firm tannins. While in the best 
examples this promises classic, ageworthy wines 
like 1978, Tom Maresca recommends the basic 

wines over the crus for more immediate enjoyment

THIS YEAR’S EDITION of Nebbiolo Prima, the 
annual preview of Barolo and Barbaresco new 
releases, highlighted 189 Barolos from the 2008 
vintage. Over the tasting, the vintage showed quite 
unevenly. The best wines were lovely, even if years 
away from maturity, reminiscent – in respect of 
their very firm tannins and big fruit – of the 
wonderful, now almost historic 1978s. Of the 
appellation’s many sub-zones, La Morra performed 
by far the best, successfully capturing the 
freshness and vivacity of the vintage.

Serralunga d’Alba and Barolo township also 
showed well, but other communes – and many 
individual producers within the best communes 
– succumbed to the lure of barriques and overlaid 
the vintage’s already firm and abundant tannins 
with a coating of (usually toasted) oak. In the 
worst cases, the wines didn’t taste like Barolo at 
all: they smelled like toast and coffee. It doesn’t 
seem likely that wines of this sort will ever tame 
that much tannin and evolve into what the 
discipline’s descriptions say Barolo should smell 
and taste like. By contrast, the best of 2008’s 
wines, in La Morra and elsewhere, displayed the 
textbook Barolo aromas of dried roses and tar as 
well as the classic black cherry and mineral taste.

Vintage divides opinion
Most of the wines fell into the middle ground, with 
2008’s strong tannins (at least for now) obscuring 
the vintage’s equally forceful fruit – but long 
experience says that most Barolos like this will ➢

Tom Maresca’s top 
Barolos of 2008
Wines are listed by commune. Those from multiple 
communes are listed at the end.  
NB: some prices are still to be confirmed

Verduno
Alario Claudio, Riva Rocca 
17.5pts/20 (91/100pts)
POA The Wine Treasury

Dried roses and tar nose; 
vanilla over good Nebbiolo 
fruit; long finish. Drink 
2014–2025 Alcohol 14.5%

Paolo Scavino, Monvigliero 17.5 (91)
£35 (in bond)–£48.48 Fine & Rare, Justerini & Brooks

Dried roses and tar aroma; good black cherry and 
earth flavours, with a black cherry/leather finish. 
Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Comm GB Burlotto, Acclivi 16.5 (88)
POA Laytons, Passione Vino, The Wine Society, Wine Raks

Good Nebbiolo fruit enlivened by bright acidity; long 
juicy finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

La Morra
Renato Ratti, Conca 18.5 
(95)
N/A UK www.renatoratti.com

Dried rose, liquorice and 
earth nose. Smooth, round 
palate with giving tannins 
and live acidity supporting 

black cherry and minerals. Drink 2014–2030 Alc 14.5%

Veglio Alessandro 18.5 (95)
N/A UK www.risveglioinlanga.it/uk/vini.htm

Intense berry/cherry flavours, with very soft tannins 
and good acidity. A lovely wine though not as big as 
many of this vintage. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Aurelio Settimo 18 (93)
POA Plowden Fine Wine

Fresh and vigorous in the mouth, with classic black 
cherry and mineral notes; long, stemmy finish. Should 
age very well. Drink 2015–2030 Alc 14.7%

Cordero di Montezemolo, 
Bricco Gattera 18 (93)
£69 Eurowines

Aroma of tobacco and dried 
roses. Elegant palate with 
nuanced Nebbiolo fruit 
marked by soft tannins and 
lively acidity. The wine is 

already knitting. Drink 2013–2025 Alc 15%

Grimaldi Luigino, San Biagio 17 (90)
POA Barwell Jones

Very soft tannins: an exceptionally accessible and 
welcoming wine. Dark fruits on the finish. 
Drink 2013–2022 Alc 14.5%➢

‘The best wines 
displayed the 
textbook 
aromas of 
dried roses and 
tar and the 
classic black 
cherry and 
mineral taste’
Tom Maresca
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➢

Mauro Molino, Vigna Gancia 17 (90) 
POA Champagnes & Châteaux

Classic Barolo nose of dried roses and black fruits. 
Slightly closed on the palate, with excellent acidity and 
soft tannins and a long, liquorice-leather finish. Will 
develop slowly and long. Drink 2015–2030 Alc 15%

Renato Ratti, Marcenasco 17 (90)
POA Buckingham Schenk, Marks & Spencer

Aroma of dried mushrooms and roses, tar; slightly 
closed, but juicy, black fruity, with a fine tar-and fruit 
finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14%

Ceretto, Bricco Rocche 
Brunate 16.5 (88)
£107 Ehrmanns, Fine & Rare 
Toast and tar on the nose, 
more apparent fruit on 
palate, tannins beginning to 
soften, a good fruit-and-
leather finish. The wood 

should integrate in a while. Drink 2015–2025 Alc 15%

Negretti, Mirau 16.5 (88)
£39.95 Profumo di Vino

A less intense version of the Mauro Molino wine (top), 
with all the classic Barolo hallmarks and an intriguing 
anise and leather finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

          
Vietti, Brunate 16.5 (88)
POA Bibendum, Fine & Rare

Dried rose, black pepper, tar 
aroma and cherry fruit 
palate emerging from the 
wood veil. Good structure. 
Drink 2014-2025. Alc 14.4%

Serralunga d’Alba
Gemma, Gemma 17.5 (91)
POA Folly Wines 

Dried roses and dried mushrooms on the nose, black 
cherries and mushroom in the mouth, dried mushroom 
and earth notes on the finish: a little austere but very 
good. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Luisin, Leon 17.5 (91)
N/A UK www.luisin.altervista.org

Classic Nebbiolo black fruit scents and flavours, the 
latter dark and fresh (excellent acidity). Pleasing finish 
of liquorice and cherry. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.7%

Fontanafredda, La Rosa 
17 (90)
£49 Enotria

Aromas of porcini 
mushrooms and dried roses. 
Still a little closed, but it has 
fine structure and a long, 
juicy finish of liquorice and 

dried fruit. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.7%

Vajra, Baudana 17 (90)
£30 Thorman Hunt

Aroma of tar and dried roses; palate slightly closed, 

but the strong Nebbiolo-fruit finish promises very well 
indeed. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Massolino, Margheria 
16.5 (88)
£65–£70 Liberty Wines, Slurp

Dried roses and some oak 
on the nose; on the palate, 
Nebbiolo black cherry is 
already emerging from the 
wood. Rich black cherry and 

leather finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Pio Cesare, Ornato 16.5 (88)
£56–£75 Jeroboams, Maisons Marques & Domaines, Slurp

Roasted coffee notes on the aroma, and a light 
wood veil on the palate partially covers excellent 
Nebbiolo character. The wine should integrate soon. 
Drink 2014–2025 Alc 15%

Rivetto, Del Commune di Serralunga d’Alba 
16.5 (88)
N/A UK www.rivetto.it

Aromas of tar and dried roses; palate fresh-feeling but 
closed. The very long, juicy finish promises very well. 
Drink 2015-2025. Alc: 14.5%

Roddi
Negretti, Bricco Ambrogio 
16.5 (88)
£35 Profumo di Vino

A little vanilla spice over 
correct Barolo aromas; 
slightly closed now but 
with abundant firm tannins 

and good acidity; long leather-and-nut finish. 
Drink 2015–2030 Alc 15%

Castiglione Falletto
Franco Conterno, Pugnane 18 (93)
POA Winery Classic 

Classic aromas of tar, dried roses and non-specific 
dark fruits. Nice Nebbiolo character – black cherry 
and mineral notes – on the palate. Quite enjoyable. 
Drink 2014–2025. Alc 14.5%

Paolo Scavino, Bric del Fiasc 18 (93)
£60 (in bond) Fine & Rare, Justerini & Brooks

Smoke and dried roses on the nose, good fruit and 
acidity, lovely dried cherry finish. A wine that should 
evolve very well. Drink 2014–2030 Alc 14.5%

Roccheviberti, Rocche di Castiglione 18 (93)
N/A UK www.roccheviberti.it 
An elegant, 'feminine' Barolo, as Castiglione Faletto is 
known for, from a small, very traditional producer. This 
is beautifully structured for ageing. Drink 2014–2030 
Alc 14.5%

Boroli 17 (90)
£35 Profumo di Vino

Aroma of black cherry and dried roses. Palate slightly 
muffled but characteristic Barolo flavours, with 
enlivening acidity. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

evolve in the normal way into well-structured, 
long-lasting wines of a fairly classic pattern. Despite 
that, 2008 overall still makes a very mixed line-up.

The winemakers themselves seem divided about 
the vintage. For some, it was a normal-to-good year, 
as it was for Valter Fissore of Elvio Cogno: ‘2008 
for me is a very typical, fresh Barolo. I like it because 
it already has good complexity and delicious red 
fruits. I think it has a very Burgundian quality, 
softer and more accessible than ’06 or ’07.’ 

For some, the year produced excellent wine. 
Pietro Ratti describes it as ‘a precise vintage, with 
very apparent taste differences from place to place. 
2007 was more exuberant; 2008 is more narrow, 
but deeper, with more focus. It’s more interesting. 
2006 was more classic, more fruity, while 2008 
has greater acidity; but is in the same family.’ For 
others, 2008 did not offer much. Boroli, for 
instance, because of vineyard problems caused by 
the weather, will not make a cru in 2008 but will 
blend those wines into its generic Barolo. 

Challenging weather
What lies behind those differences of opinion 
appears to be – as you might expect – the weather. 
As the official Barolo/Barbaresco Consortium 
report bluntly puts it, ‘2008 was a difficult year for 
agriculture in general, and viticulture in 
particular… Variability was the most striking 
feature of the vintage.’ A cool, wet spring created 
serious problems of downy mildew and oidium 
that lasted well into August, when hail and 

VINTAGE REPORT: BAROLO 2008

Right: autumn 
colours tint 
the Barolo 
vines in front 
of the village of 
La Morra 

What the 
producers say
'A very classical 
vintage, with 
mostly red fruit, 
not black, more 
floral than 
concentrated, 
less forward than 
2007, and spicier, 
with a mineral 
hint. Purity is a 
good descriptive’ 
Pio Boffa of Pio Cesare

‘2008 saw 
severe damage 
from parasites, 
fortunately affecting 
quantity not 
quality. In the end 
we had a great 
vintage, with a 
very good balance 
of alcohol, tannins, 
total acidity and 
dry extract’ 
Tiziana Settimo 
of Aurelio Settimo

extremely strong winds began doing, in some 
cases, major damage to a swathe of vineyards. 
Location and exposure made a major difference in 
the quality of the grapes harvested. 

Nebbiolo benefited a bit from its long growing 
season, insofar as the weather improved in 
September, but for many producers the damage 
had already been done, necessitating extreme care 
in harvesting the grapes and some important 
decisions once they were in the cellar. To my 
palate, that is where some of the major problems 
arose. 2008 Nebbiolo is marked by very firm – not 
to say tough – tannins. In this respect, I was 
repeatedly reminded in my tastings of 1978, 
another vintage distinguished by exceptionally 
hard tannins. 1978 was slow to evolve, but 
eventually developed magnificently and has lasted 
very long – a classic old-style Barolo. If the ➢P
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VINTAGE REPORT: BAROLO 2008

Barolo
Bartolo Mascarello 17.5 (91)
POA Berry Bros & Rudd, Passione Vino

Traditional Barolo of the highest order: a little firm yet 
will mature beautifully. Drink 2015–2030 Alc 14.7%

Borgogno Fratelli, 
Cannubi 17 (90)
POA Friarwood

A little oak, a lot of 
Nebbiolo; good acidity, soft 
tannins; liquorice-and-
tobacco finish. Drink 
2015–2030. Alc 14.5%

Brezza, Cannubi 17 (90)
£35–£45 Cockburn & Campbell, Monforte Wines, 

Winemakers Club

Dried roses and earth scents; black cherry and mineral 
palate; long, juicy, leathery finish. Very enjoyable. 
Drink 2014–2025 Alc 15%

Marcarini, Brunate 17 (90)
£31.99 Richards Walford

Dried roses and some oak on the nose, slightly muffled 
Nebbiolo black cherry and mineral on the palate, long 
liquorice finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.7%

Rinaldi Giuseppe, Cannubi S.Lorenzo-Ravera 17 (90)
N/A UK +39 0173 56156

Quite a classic Barolo, with dark Nebbiolo fruit and 
sustaining acidity. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 15%

Vajra, Bricco delle Viole 17 (90)
£47.20–£61.99 Liberty Wines, Slurp

A little oak over the Nebbiolo fruit, and sill firm 
tannins; long tobacco finish. Needs lots of time but 
worth the wait. Drink 2015–2030 Alc 15%

Poderi Einaudi, Costa 
Grimaldi 16.5 (88)
£43 Lea & Sandeman, 

Trywines

Dried fruit, tar and rose. 
Closed but good minerality; 
long fruit-leather finish. 
Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Monforte d’Alba
Josetta Saffirio, Millenovecento48 18 (93)
N/A UK www.josettasaffirio.com

Very fresh, youthful aroma and palate – black cherry 
and pepper, with fine acidity, soft tannins, and a long 
liquorice-and-cherry finish. Drink 2014–2030 Alc 14.7% 

Seghesio, Vigneto La Villa 17.5 (91)
POA Theatre of Wine, Philglas & Swiggot, Vini Italiani

A very structured and characteristic Barolo, with all 
the dried roses and tar and black cherry in their proper 
places. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 15%

Poderi Colla, Dardi Le Rose Bussia 17 (90)
£30 Boutinot

Already enjoyable, with sharply delineated Barolo 

comparison is accurate, it promises very well for 
even the most closed of 2008’s Barolos – if they 
have not been too severely oaked.

The major differences between 2008 and 1978 
come down to barriques and technology. In 1978, 
there were precious few barriques to be found in 
the whole Langhe zone, and there wasn’t much in 
the way of stainless steel or temperature control 
for fermentation either. Today, all three are 
ubiquitous – so much so that, in the past 20 years, 
I venture to say that barriques have destroyed as 
much Barolo and Barbaresco as stainless steel and 
temperature-controlled fermentation have saved.

Keep it simple
Barolo producers have been saying for years that 
they are reducing their use of barriques, and that 
may be true. But the change takes several years to 
show up in the wines, and it’s been four years 
since the wines I tasted this May were made. Also, 
many producers still believe that an oak finish 
makes a wine ‘important’, so they use barriques 
not on their basic Barolo but on their cru wines 
and their riserva. In addition, because of 2008’s 
weather problems, many producers did not make a 
cru or a riserva but blended those premium 
sources into their basic wine.

All that adds up to a year in which the lover of 
classic Barolo will be much better advised to buy 
the ‘simple’ Barolos, which, by and large, are quite 
sound, will be drinkable sooner, and will last as 
long as any of the cru wines – and usually at a 
considerably lower price. D

US-based author and blogger Tom Maresca specialises 
in the wines of Italy: http://ubriaco.wordpress.com. For 
his verdict on 2007 and 2009 Barbaresco, see overleaf

What the 
merchants say
‘Great minerality 
and vibrant acidity. 
Most are elegant, 
rather than robust’ 
Simone Semprini,  
Vini Italiani

‘2008 is very 
promising – fresh, 
fleshy elegance 
and slightly lower 
alcohols. A cross 
between the 
sturdier 2006 
& sunnier 2007 
vintages perhaps?’ 
David Berry Green,  
Berry Bros & Rudd

‘Akin to the 1998, 
which means the 
wines should age 
seamlessly’  
Patrick Sandeman,  
Lea & Sandeman

‘The best producers 
took full advantage 
of the ripe, silky 
tannins and bright 
acidity, balance 
and elegance. Less 
skilled winemakers 
have pushed to 
make bigger wines 
than the vintage 
warranted’  
Gregory del Piaz, Snooth

‘The wines from 
La Morra were 
most promising, 
open and silky yet 
maintaining an 
elegance across the 
board’ Michael Klinger, 
Chapel Hill Wine Co, 
North Carolina

Above: 'Purity is a good descriptive', says Pio Cesare's 
Pio Boffa of the 2008 Barolo vintage
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character and the first hints of depth and complexity. 
Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Abbona Marziano, Pressenda 16.5 (88)
POA For The Love Of Wine

Tobacco, roses and tar. Nice acidity to back the fruit. 
Long tobacco/cherry finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.7%

Novello
Elvio Cogno, Ravera 18.5 (95)
POA Flint Wines, Passione Vino

Beautiful black fruit and earth nose and a dark cherry 
palate. Fine leather finish. Drink 2014–2030 Alc 15%

Elvio Cogno, Cascina Nuova 17.5 (91)
POA Flint Wines, Passione Vino

Soft tannins, excellent black cherry fruit, long finish 
with tobacco overtones. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 15%

Abbona Marziano, Terlo Ravera 17 (90)
POA For The Love Of Wine

Black fruit and earth notes, fine acid/tannin balance 
and a long chestnut finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.5%

Mixed communes
Pio Cesare 18 (93)
£48 Jeroboams, Maisons Marques & Domaines

Some coffee over scents of dried roses and tar. Lovely 
dark fruits, nice acidity, already softening tannins. 
Nut-and-leather finish. Drink 2014–2025. Alc 14.5%

Prunotto 17.5 (91)
POA Berkmann, The Vine King

Dried rose, black cherries and tar with bright acidity 
and a good, juicy finish. Drink 2014–2025 Alc 14.7%

For full details of UK stockists, see p92
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Barbaresco 2009 & 2007: good promise

The 2012 Nebbiolo Prima tastings (right) 
showcased 74 Barbarescos from 2009, 
plus 16 Riservas from 2007. Like Barolo, 
Barbaresco is a 100% Nebbiolo wine, 
grown on similar soils northeast of Alba 
(Barolo lies southwest). Barbaresco 
receives a year less ageing before release, 
but in all other important respects 
resembles its sibling. Depending on the 
vintage and maker, the two wines can 
be almost impossible to distinguish – to 
the consumer’s benefit, since 
Barbaresco is almost always less 
expensive than a similar-quality Barolo.

2009 was tricky in Alba. Heavy 
winter snows and rain in early spring 
proved a boon later on, when summer 
broiled the vineyards with intense heat. 
The prolonged warmth produced full 
maturation, with good sugar levels and 
no green tannins. Producers who 
waited too long may have had 
over-ripeness issues, but on the whole, 
the grapes were sound going into the 
cellars, with good potential for ageing.

In the blind tastings, I found many 
impressive wines. The 2009s from the 
communes of Barbaresco and Treiso 
were charming and accessible with lots 
of Nebbiolo character. Stand-out wines 
came from Albino Rocca, Angelo 
Negro, Cá du Rabajà, Cascina delle Rose, 
Castello di Verduno, Giuseppe Cortese, 
La Spinona, Marchesi di Gresy, Oddero, 
Moccagatta, Poderi Colla, Produttori 
del Barbaresco and Prunotto.

But the large Neive commune once 
again – this makes four consecutive 
years – distorted the whole vintage by 
over-use of oak, particularly toasted 
oak. This is not true for every wine from 
Neive, but overall there was little to get 
excited about from this township.

Conversely, in 2007 there was a mild 
winter and summer, little rain and an 
early, low-volume harvest, with quality 
far better than the growers had hoped. 
These are accessible, well-fruited 
wines with (for Nebbiolo) an unusual 
delicacy, which did not take well to 
new-oak. Hence the 2007 Riservas 
varied in quality. The best wines came 
from Castello di Neive, Dante Rivetti, 
Elvio Cogno, Giuseppe Nada, Massimo 
Rivetti and Produttori del Barbaresco.

A quarter of Barbaresco made goes 
to the US, while less than 0.5% is 
shipped to the UK, so UK wine lovers 
are missing out on some excellent 
wines, at quite reasonable prices.
Tom Maresca

Above: Ceretto's Bricco Rocche winery – and striking glass cube, built in 2000 – yielded one of Maresca's Highly Recommended Barolos of 2008


