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AMARONE, northern Italy’s fl agship red, 
shines with harmonious examples based 

on a rich tradition By Alison Napjus

History
In the Making
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Sabrina, Riccardo and Antonietta Tedeschi 
oversee the estate founded by their father, 
where Monte Olmi vineyard marks the site 
that first yielded a single-vineyard Amarone.
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Today’s vintners know this storied past, but they 
are not looking backward when it comes to quality. 
Amarone is now more exciting than ever, with a 
bright future ahead, as the top-tier estates refine 
the details of production from the vine to the bar-
rel. The resulting wines show greater harmony and 
more consistency from year to year, shaking off 
Amarone’s outmoded style of ripe, powerful, Port-
like versions in good vintages, and lean, herba-
ceous, highly alcoholic examples in poor ones.

“[It’s about] dynamism,” says Allegrini CEO 
Marilisa Allegrini of the approach to Amarone 
production she shares with her winemaker brother 
Franco, with whom she co-owns their family win-
ery. “It’s about understanding what is the tradition 
and what you can change, to match climate change 
and other challenges.”

Over the past year, I’ve reviewed 60 Amarones 
in official blind tastings, focusing on the Valpoli-
cella region’s leading estates and most notable 
names, and I’ve also met and tasted with several of 

these producers. This might seem like a small sam-
pling of the nearly 2,200 growers, bottlers and win-
eries associated with the larger Valpolicella Con-
sortium (many of whom produce Amarone), but 
the wines under review exemplify the drive toward 
quality among the echelon of producers that are 
grounded in tradition yet open to change.

Leading this group is a classic example from Ro-
mano Dal Forno, the dark and brooding Amarone 
della Valpolicella 2013 (95 points, $425). The es-
tate was founded in 1983 by Romano Dal Forno 
and his wife, Loretta, with their sons, Luca, Michele 
and Marco continuing their parents’ work today. 
Romano designed and implemented much of the 
technology found inside the modern winery, includ-
ing computer-monitored systems at various points 
of the winemaking process, from grape drying 
through vinification, that help maintain ideal con-
ditions for Amarone production. Fermentation and 
aging for the 2013—based on Corvina (60%), with 
Rondinella, Oseleta and Croatina—took place in 

marone della Valpolicella has deep roots in northern Italy’s Veneto 
region, where the wine is notable for its signature production process, 
appassimento. Amarone was one of the great Italian reds that helped 
Americans develop a palate for the country’s wines in the 1970s and 
1980s, when it was the wine to order at a fine dining Italian restaurant. 
Yet the introduction of other wines and regions from Italy saw Ama-
rone lose its preeminent position over time, and since then it has often 
been overshadowed.

Cut and Dried
Appassimento is a distinctive 
grape-drying process applied 
in the production of Amarone.

1Farming The region’s Cor-
vina, Corvinone and Ron-

dinella varieties, along with 
Oseleta, Croatina and other 
approved grapes, are grown 
and harvested, with harvest 
typically occurring in October.

2Appassimento Over 
the course of up to 

four months after harvest, 
the grape bunches are air-
dried in cool, windy locations 
or climate-controlled facilities, 
dramatically transforming 
their physical and chemical 
makeup.

3Winemaking After app-
assimento, the grapes 

are pressed and fermented 
as red wine. Pressing can 
legally take place as early 
as Dec. 1, but many top pro-
ducers wait until late January 
or early February.

4Maturation The finished 
wine is aged for at least 

two years prior to release, or 
four years if labeled as riserva. 
Many quality producers age 
their Amarone even longer, 
from five to 10 years in total.

Marco Dal Forno unloads the grape harvest in the modern 
cellars of his family winery, Romano Dal Forno.

Air-drying grapes
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new oak barriques for 24 months, with an additional 
36 months of aging in bottle before release. 

Dal Forno’s use of technology to eliminate oxi-
dative character and to turn up the dial on flavor, 
tannic structure, saturated oak character and over-
all power (all in equal measure) marked the winery 
as a forerunner of the modern Amarone style in 
the 1990s and 2000s. The winery’s ability to achieve 
that precision balance and intensity continues to 
earn its Amarone top ratings today. Yet despite its 
high quality and renown, at this point Dal Forno’s 
opulently flavored, full-bodied version is somewhat 
of a stylistic outlier to the more accessible examples 
made by other leading producers in the area.

“Amarone has become a sexy wine, a charming 
wine,” says Pierangelo Tommasi, executive direc-
tor of Tommasi Family Estates. “We don’t want 
Amarone to be scary, we want everyone to feel that 
you can drink Amarone [in many settings], it is not 
only a wine for every once in a while.” Tommasi 
explains that the family philosophy has always been 
for more approachability, but in the past 15 years 
there’s been a “clear winemaking decision toward 
greater control,” which includes regulating the 
grape-drying process, limiting alcohol levels and 
lowering residual sugar. For the latter, this has 
meant a reduction in the estate’s classic Amarone 
from 9.5 to 10 grams per liter in the early 1990s to 
4.5 grams per liter in the current release. At 91 
points, Tommasi’s 2017 Amarone della Valpolicella 
is a lively version, round and balanced.

Tommasi’s refrain is echoed by producers 
throughout the region. Detailed attention 
to winemaking is a big part of the overall 

Rows of Corvina grapes line the high-elevation 
vineyards of Prà, which the estate sources for 
its oustanding Morandina bottling.

In the Mix
Recent changes to production 

requirements for Amarone 

recognized the local grape 

Corvinone as a more impor-

tant component of the wine. 

Previously, appellation regula-

tions required that Corvina 

make up 45% to 95% of the 

blend; today, either Corvina 

and/or Corvinone may consti-

tute the base. “Now any pro-

ducer can use either Corvina 

or Corvinone,” says Marilisa 

Allegrini. “Corvinone brings 

more elegance, more subtlety 

to the blend.”
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theme, beginning with greater control during the 
grape-drying process. Though there are still hold-
outs utilizing natural conditions in well-ventilated, 
hillside drying huts, most Amarone producers to-
day rely on climate-controlled environments for 
this crucial part of production.

Oak-aging regimens represent another important 
shift in the cellar among today’s Amarones. Ama-
rone della Valpolicellas are legally required to age 
for a minimum of two years; riservas for at least four 
years. Though there is not a clear majority in one 
camp or the other, many producers have replaced 
the new oak barriques that were commonplace at 
the turn of the century. This is particularly true for 
introductory Amarone bottlings (as opposed to spe-
cial cuvées or single-vineyard versions), where 
larger, neutral vessels, such as Slavonian oak casks 
or Valpolicella’s traditional, large botti, find favor.

Other decisions in the cellar involve more subtle 
choices that vary from producer to producer, but 

Along with Corvina and/or 

Corvinone, Rondinella must 

account for anywhere from 

5% to 30% of the blend. As 

much as an additional 25% 

can also comprise a range 

of other varieties: up to 5% 

to 10% of local grapes and/or 

10% to 15% of international 

and other approved varieties. 

This laundry list of grapes, 

from Croatina to Cabernet, 

represents a departure from 

the historic blend, which re-

lied mainly on local varieties.  

Corvina
and/or Corvinone

45% to 95%
Rondinella
5% to 30%

Other
up to 25%

What’s in Amarone
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they are nonetheless impactful. “We pay very care-
ful attention to limiting oxygen [throughout vinifi-
cation],” says Diego Corradi, export manager for 
Prà, a historic producer of Soave. Prà is owned by 
winemaker Graziano Prà, who bought land for red 
wine production in 2001 and bottled his first Ama-
rone in 2006. The fresh, elegant Amarone della 
Valpolicella Morandina 2015 (92, $75) offers pure 
raspberry and cherry fruit. “There’s never a long 
maceration,” Corradi adds. “That’s for freshness. We 
don’t want too much extraction from the skins.”

Another leader from Soave, Leonildo Pieropan, 
decided to try red wine production at about the same 
time, purchasing land in Valpolicella in 1999. “At 
the beginning, at that time, it was difficult to find 
our style,” says Andrea Pieropan, who runs the win-
ery with his brother Dario. “But after 15 to 20 years, 
this project made total sense.” Pieropan explains 
that in terms of vinification, they took a white wine 
approach, making the unusual decision to eschew 
malolactic fermentation for their red wines. “We 
wanted to preserve, as much as possible, the char-
acter of the fruit from the grapes. A risk of malolac-
tic’s buttery notes is to cover the variety and the 
true fruit and spice character of Amarone.”

“Over time, we’ve seen different approaches to 
vinification,” explains Mario Menozzi, commercial 

director for Cesari. “For example, more or less oak. 
And now there are other trends—for example, with 
global warming [we look for] more acidity, more 
freshness. But the most important thing is to main-
tain the true identity of Amarone.”

Amarone’s producers would all agree that the 
wine’s true identity lies in its vineyards. “Amarone 
is a wine based on methodology,” says winemaker 
Andrea Lonardi, director of operations for Bertani, 
referring to the appassimento production method. 
“But what makes a difference is the place where 
you make the wine—the soil, the climate. Each 
producer develops their own style, their own brand 
style, but all the producers are still connected.”

To highlight the importance of place, the 
emergence of single-vineyard Amarone 
bottlings is an ongoing trend, including 

several of this report’s most highly rated wines. Te-
deschi was way ahead of the curve in the early 1960s 
when then-owner and winemaker Lorenzo Tedes-
chi decided to separately vinify grapes from the ter-
raced, 6-acre Monte Olmi vineyard, releasing an 
Amarone with the name of the vineyard on the 
label for the first time with the 1964 vintage. “It 
was very unusual at the time,” says Sabrina Tedes-
chi, who runs the winery today with her siblings 

A New Wrinkle
During appassimento, the 

grapes undergo a dramatic 

transformation, losing 30% to 

40% of their weight via water 

evaporation, which changes 

the ratio of skin, seed and 

pulp. Chemically, acidity de-

creases and sugar increases, 

making the resulting wine 

drier and richer in taste, darker 

in color and silkier in texture.

Traditionally, grapes for 

Amarone were placed on 

straw mats in fruttaios, drying 

buildings located on windy 

hillsides. Today, most produc-

ers have replaced the mats 

with more sanitary plastic 

crates, using technology to 

maintain peak conditions. 

In 1998, Allegrini partnered 

with other leading producers 

to open Terre di Fumane, a 

state-of-the-art drying facility. 

The goal was to eliminate the 

development of botrytis, the 

source of oxidative flavors. 

Producers in the region rent 

space at Terre di Fumane (and 

at Terre di Fumane 2, opened 

in 2018), which can each dry 

up to 600 tons of grapes.

The brother-and-sister team of Marilisa  
and Franco Allegrini continue their family 
winemaking tradition from their hilltop  
vineyard in the Valpolicella Classico region.

Before

After
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Antonietta and winemaker Riccardo. “It was a new 
beginning for the family, [because] dad then focused 
on cru-style wines.”

Over the course of two years, starting in 2010, 
the Tedeschis conducted an in-depth zoning of their 
vineyards to better understand the specific soils and 
the character of the finished wines. Today, the win-
ery produces three single-vineyard bottlings: the 
Amarone della Valpolicella Classico Capitel Monte 
Olmi Riserva (2015: 94, $99), Amarone della Val-
policella Classico La Fabriseria Riserva (2015: 94, 
$360) and Amarone della Valpolicella Maternigo 
Riserva (not rated). 

“When we talk about Amarone, we talk about it 
as a wine [produced by a] technique, and then the 
brand name, and then a wine from a specific area,” 
says Tedeschi. “But every parcel of Valpolicella can 
give a different character, a different personality.”

Beyond exploring terroir, changes in the vineyard 
are impacting the style of current Amarone releases. 
Many producers are again embracing the Veneto 
region’s traditional pergola vine-training system, 
which still dominates the Valpolicella appellation, 
accounting for 75% of all vineyards. The pergola 
system was previously considered the choice of vol-
ume-seeking growers, due to the higher yields pro-
duced, but it is now appreciated by a growing num-
ber of wineries, including leading estates, for its 
ability to protect the grapes from sunburn and other 
conditions associated with climate change.

Work in the vineyard was recently impacted 
when the legal discipline that all Amarone produc-
ers are required to follow was amended in 2019. A 
major change was the makeup of grapes authorized 
in the Amarone blend, allowing the well-regarded 
Corvinone grape to play a larger role in the blend 
if desired. Vineyard yields are also under annual 
adjustment. The legal limit is a maximum of 12 
tons per hectare, but for 2020 that figure was low-
ered to 10 tons and it is set at 10.5 tons for 2021. 
Partnered with limits to the percentage of harvested 
grapes per hectare that can be used for Amarone, 
these are measures to help maintain the quality and 
character of the wine while controlling volume.

In the past, controversy around changes to Ama-
rone’s legal discipline frequently received more 
attention than the wines themselves. The often 
contentious arguments did more to create uncer-
tainty about what to expect from a bottle of Ama-
rone than to clarify it. Today, the discussions around 
such changes can still be heated, but the region’s 
producers seem determined to put strife behind 
them and present a unified message to consumers. 
Their detailed attention to every aspect of the pro-
duction process bodes well for the future, turning 
the page on the next chapter in the history of Am-
arone. Their efforts should recommend these reds 
to a new generation of wine lovers and collectors.

Senior editor Alison Napjus is Wine Spectator’s lead 
taster on the wines of northeastern Italy.

The Bertani winery in Valpantena 
dates back to the 19th century.

PERGOLA

GUYOT

Basic Training
Only a decade ago, the Guyot 

vine-training system was 

nearly ubiquitous among 

quality-minded producers in 

Valpolicella, and many today 

still use it. The Guyot system 

is a cane-pruning method 

that mandates cutting back 

the previous year’s growth to 

select one spur for production 

in the upcoming season. This 

reduces yields, potentially 

limits the development of 

disease and protects against 

frost in cool-climate regions.

Yet over the past decade, 

the impact of climate change 

has motivated several produc-

ers to return to the pergola 

system, once considered 

a relic of the industrialized 

period of Italy’s bulk wine 

production. The pergola sys-

tem’s overhead vine-training 

creates a horizontal screen 

of shade for grape bunches 

below. It’s good protection 

against the warmer, sunnier 

seasons that are increasingly 

the norm in the region, pro-

moting a longer, slower devel-

opment. But its use requires 

dedicated pruning and green 

harvesting to limit yields, 

while increasing the chance 

that disease will spread in 

cooler or rainier conditions.
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Alison Napjus’ Recommended Amarones
Sixty wines were reviewed for this report. A free alphabetical list is available at WineSpectator.com/AmaroneAlpha103121.  

WineSpectator.com members can access complete reviews for all wines tasted using the online Wine Ratings search.

ROMANO DAL FORNO Amarone della Valpolicella 2013 95 $425
A richly pungent red, with smoke and forest floor notes on the nose 
transitioning to a well-knit range of baked black cherry, bay leaf and 
dried fig flavors, with a touch of espresso. Full-bodied and dense.

ALLEGRINI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico  94 $325 
Fieramonte Riserva 2013
A rich red that dances across the palate, effortlessly marrying fine, 
chalky tannins with an intricate range of plumped cherry, roasted fig 
and espresso flavors, with a subtle vein of minerality.

TOMMASO BUSSOLA Amarone della Valpolicella Classico 94 $140 
Riserva TB 2011
Rich, with saturated fruit notes of baked boysenberry and blackberry 
coulis that show accents of herb and espresso cream, this velvety red 
is a full-throttle expression of Amarone, set in a harmonious frame.

MASI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico Mazzano 2012 94 $150
A polished red, this is rich yet fresh and harmonious throughout, with 
a finely meshed range of macerated black cherry, medicinal herb, 
loamy earth and minerally iron notes slowly expanding on the palate.

TEDESCHI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico  94 $99 
Capitel Monte Olmi Riserva 2015
A beam of minerally iron and tarry smoke pierces the rich flavors of 
steeped blackberry, ripe black cherry, candied violet and espresso 
crema, adding depth and range to this racy red.

TEDESCHI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico  94 $360 
La Fabriseria Riserva 2015
A pure beam of crème de cassis and baked black cherry fruit flavors is 
accented by enticing notes of sandalwood, licorice and Earl Grey tea 
leaf in this finely meshed red, which is long and mouthwatering.

ZENATO Amarone della Valpolicella Classico  94 $122 
Sergio Zenato Riserva 2015
Full-bodied yet bright and graceful, offering a rich range of baked 
black cherry, fragrant herb, dried fig and smoky mineral flavors, with 
lively acidity and sleek tannins providing a well-defined frame.

ALLEGRINI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico 2017 93 $93
A rich hint of tarry smoke on the nose is more subtle on the palate in 
this harmonious red, underscoring an expressive range of black cherry, 
dried fig and espresso notes, with loamy earth and herb aromatics.

MONTE FAUSTINO Amarone della Valpolicella Classico 2014 93 $70
An elegant red, offering creamed cherry, candied violet, dried thyme 
and white pepper flavors layered on the creamy palate and framed by 
supple tannins. Ends with a juicy, lingering finish.

MONTE DEL FRÀ Amarone della Valpolicella Classico  92 $55 
Lena di Mezzo 2016
An appealing thread of cured tobacco winds through flavors of dried 
cranberry, pomegranate, fig cake and tarry mineral in this lightly 
mouthwatering red. Medium-bodied and balanced.

SPERI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico Sant’Urbano 2016 92 $89
A well-knit, medium- to full-bodied red, with light, taut tannins  
married to bright flavors of wild cherry, tangerine peel, star anise  
and brambly herb and underbrush, ending with a racy finish.

BERTANI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico 2009 91 $130
Elegant and mineral-driven, offering hints of tar-tinged smoke and 
cured tobacco as a savory foil for the wild cherry and singed orange 
peel flavors. Fresh and well-knit, with fine-grained tannins.

TOMMASI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico 2017 91 $83
A lively, medium- to full-bodied red, round and well-balanced, with an 
enticing range of steeped cherry and fig cake flavors, showing accents 
of dried thyme, pomegranate and espresso.

MICHELE CASTELLANI Amarone della Valpolicella Classico 90 $35 
Rengo 2016
A forward style, this is rich and creamy, with date, Earl Grey tea and 
warm baking spice flavors layered on sinewy tannins in a juicy frame.

TENUTA SANTA MARIA Amarone della Valpolicella Classico 90 $57 
Classico Riserva 2015
Subtle, with supple tannins providing gentle definition for baked 
cherry and date flavors, with accents of spiced orange peel and herbs.

WINE SCORE PRICE WINE SCORE PRICE

The vineyards that produce Amarone spread  
out across the valleys of Valpolicella.
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