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Sicily: The Challenge of Turning Great Potential Into Great Wines
by lan d’Agata

At about 25,700 square kilometers (17,100 miles), Sicily is the largest island in the Mediterranean Sea, a
veritable country in its own right and blessed with ideal winemaking conditions, such as myriad exposures,
altitudes, soils and grape varieties, plenty of sunlight and low rainfall. Not surprisingly, Sicily produces a lot
of wine: about 12% of all Italian wine (including roughly 9% of Italy’s reds and 10% of Italy’s rosati). More
precisely, the island accounts for roughly five million hectoliters of wine per year from what is Italy’s largest
regional vineyard area—about 103,000 hectares, of which close to 90% are located in western Sicily. To put
that in perspective, Sicily alone produces more wine than all of New Zealand or Greece.

Sicily boasts 24 different appellations; one of them, Cerasuolo di Vittoria, is a Denominazione d’Origine Con-
trollata e Garantita (DOCG) while the other 23 are Denominazione d’Origine Controllata (DOC). Many of the
latter are virtually unknown even to Italians (for example, Riesi, Sambuca di Sicilia, Sciacca) and a few may
ring bells (Alcamo, Contea Sclafani, Contessa Entellina, Eloro, Faro), but only a handful are actually well
known (Etna, Malvasia di Lipari, Marsala, Moscato di Noto, Moscato and Passito di Pantelleria). Encourag-
ingly, the percentage of DOC and DOCG wines is increasing. Less than 5% in the mid-1980s, these wines
now account for 18% of the island’s total wine production.

A view towards Etna and the sea from nearby vineyards

The Good and the Bad in Sicilian Wine

VINOUS.COM 1


http://www.vinous.com/articles/sicily-the-challenge-of-turning-great-potential-into-great-wines-dec-2015
http://www.vinous.com/articles/sicily-the-challenge-of-turning-great-potential-into-great-wines-dec-2015

There is much to like about Sicily’s wines. For example, prices are generally not high, even for famous, high-
quality reds and exciting dry and sweet whites. The island is also home to many native grapes whose con-
siderable quality potential has only recently become clear. It's not surprising that the likes of Nero d’Avola
and Nerello Mascalese have rightly gained fans the world over. Carricante, a white grape, is now rightly
viewed as one of Italy’s three or four best native white varieties, capable of giving highly mineral and very
ageworthy wines. Furthermore, the great potential of other cultivars such as the Catarrattos, Perricone and
Grillo has not yet been fully tapped, so it is likely that there are many new and exciting wines to come from
Sicily in the near future.

Moreover, a young generation of talented and passionate producers is bent on making quality wines—and
not the plonk that was once routinely used as a blending agent for anemic reds made in more famous parts
of Italy and other well-known wine-producing countries. And strangely enough, many different regional Sicili-
an governments also did fine jobs over the years in looking out for the island’s agriculture, for example by
allocating considerable funding for the Istituto Regionale del Vino e dell’Olio (IRVO), although that situation
may change, unfortunately. Long a model in scientific research, the institute has worked with some of Italy’s
greatest wine minds (among others, Giacomo Tachis and Attilio Scienza) and it has helped in matters like
developing new clones and identifying ideal production methodologies.

Etna has been the single most exciting development in Italian wine in the last decade, with Etha Rosso be-
coming ltaly’s single hottest red wine. Unsurprisingly, the Etna DOC has grown at an impressive rate in re-
cent years, reaching a production of 22,000 hectoliters of wine, and land under vine of roughly 650 hectares,
compared to only 442 in 2007.

Other Sicilian wines have improved dramatically over the last decade. For example, an ever-increasing
number of dedicated producers are now making truly outstanding Passito di Pantelleria and Malvasia di
Lipari, the latter wine is now being made on the island of Vulcano as well, which was not the case just a few
years ago. And a good argument can be made that Nero d’Avolas have also never been better, especially
now that the grape is being blended less and less frequently with international varieties like Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon and Syrah. In other words, Nero d’Avola is being allowed to shine like never before.

Barbabecchi's Quota 1000 vines, positioned on the northeastern slopes of Etna a thousand meters above
sea level
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Clearly, the Sicilian wine scene has problems too. For example, most of Sicily’s dry white wines are well
made but rather simple and not especially ageworthy (Carricante excluded). And while local native grapes
are all the rage now, with producers both big and small producing wines from once-forgotten native cultivars,
there remain large plantings of Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon on the is-
land. These international varieties can certainly give palatable wines in Sicily, but making truly great wines
with them on the island is another matter. Foreign grapes were mostly planted in the 1980s when many
producers hoped to cash in on wines that would be easily understood by international consumers. Unfortu-
nately, the last thing the world needs is yet more Chardonnay and Cabernet Sauvignon wines, especially
when these are quite often neither cheap nor especially good—despite some ridiculous awards and high
scores from ltalian wine critics over the years.

Even worse, despite some cool-climate pockets (such as Etna, where a number of producers are trying their
hand at Pinot Noir), the majority of Sicily is just too hot for the likes of Merlot and Sauvignon Blanc, and the
likelihood of ever producing truly world-class wines in Sicily from such varieties is next to nil. The problem is
that those vines have now been planted but the need to start uprooting or regrafting isn’t as obvious to all as
it ought to be. In fact, although matters have improved greatly over the last ten years, Sicily still produces too
many red wines that are big, chocolatey, low in acidity and high in alcohol. These wines might please some
international palates, but modern wine lovers are increasingly turning away from such obvious caricatures.
In fact, climate change has led many quality-minded Sicilian estates looking to make perfumed and less
alcoholic wines to begin searching for different grape sources for their top wines. For example, the famous
Duca di Salaparuta estate started making its Duca Enrico wine from Nero d’Avola grapes grown in different
vineyards than the historic ones at the beginning of the new century; the new sites were located at higher
altitudes and cooler microclimates than those that had been used up until then.

Of the island’s new international arrivals, at least Syrah is giving signs of having potential. Alas, the same
cannot be said for another Rhéne variety, Viognier. Misguided EU funding didn’t help matters: meant to spur
a rationalization of local agriculture, it led instead to the uprooting of thousands of hectares of low-yielding,
difficult-to-cultivate but often high-quality, very old vines that had the potential, if properly tended, to make
great wines. Consequently, many of Sicily’s wines are now being made from relatively young vines, but ad-
mittedly planted in a more rational manner and, hopefully, from disease-free vines. Last but not least, there
are persistent rumors that pressure is high on local politicians to expand the production areas of currently
hot wines, such as Etna Rosso. Clearly, Sicilian lawmakers must resist the temptation to turn Etna into an-
other mega-wine production area, as true site specificity can’t be maintained over, say, 1,500 hectares. That
said, the vineyards of Passopisciaro, one of Etna’s greatest estates, are just outside the current DOC pro-
duction area (because they sit at a higher elevation than the limit of the appellation), and yet that estate’s
wines are some of Etna’s greatest (though they are technically wines from the Terre Siciliane appellation),
so perhaps a small strategic enlargement of the production area may not be such a bad thing after all.

A young Carricante vineyard on Etna
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Recent Vintages

Given the island’s size, it is hard to make general statements about vintage conditions. What happens
weather-wise in Pachino in the island’s southeastern corner, for example, is likely to be very different from
what growers have to face on Etna, and producers in Marsala in the western half of the island are also likely
to face different weather patterns.

For the most part, 2014 is an outstanding vintage in Sicily. In fact, 2014 is one of the very best years for
Sicilian wines in memory. The growing season moved along regularly and uneventfully, with no excessive
temperatures, heatwaves, rain activity (for example, from October 1, 2013 to August 2014 roughly 621mm of
rain fell in the Contessa Entellina area, or slightly below the 656mm annual average of the previous decade;
on Pantelleria, rainfall was also slightly below the previous decade’s average) or scirocco winds that are
both dry and hot and tend to air-dry grapes directly on the vine. Furthermore, there were noteworthy diurnal
temperature variations that helped the 2014s retain freshness. The vintage was also outstanding on
the Etna, where graceful, ageworthy wines were made. The Etna 2014s showcase an uncanny combination
of structure and fragrance that will make them fascinating to follow.

The vineyards of Spadafora

— —— o = The 2013 vintage was also quite good
' : s : B in Sicily, with timely rainfall, mild tempera-
tures and noteworthy diurnal temperature
variations. A slightly windy start to the season
disrupted flowering and lowered yields natu-
rally. In central and south-eastern sections of
the island, frequent mid-summer rain activity
was a cause of concern for many growers,
but for the most part white and red wines are
fresh and lively, not dilute. Wines are less

. » intensely colored than those of the previous
vintages such as 2012 and 2011, and are characterized by greater freshness and precision, but less suc-
cessful efforts are marked by overly herbaceous notes. This is especially true of Etna, where | find the vin-
tage is not up to what many have cracked it up to be, with many wines marred by green streaks. By contrast,
on Pantelleria it rained slightly more than in other parts of Sicily, especially when compared to 2011 and
2012, two of the dryest years on record, but grapes ripened slowly and fully. The Zibibbo wines are especial-
ly perfumed.

Two thousand twelve was a hot year, with a warm drier than usual summer (for example, 470 mm of rainfall
vs the 660 mm yearly average in central Sicily) and with very little disease pressure. In fact, due to quickly
ripening grapes, even Etna saw a much earlier harvest (it occurred roughly two weeks earlier than usual);
but despite growers pulling the trigger early, 2012 Sicilian wines tend to be highish in alcohol and not espe-
cially vibrant.

The 2011s are relatively high in alcohol; the whites will need to be drunk up quickly, while the gritty tannins
of many reds do not bode well for especially memorable wines. Save for Etna, and to a lesser degree
Pantelleria, the 2011 vintage will not be remembered as particularly good. Throughout most of Sicily, spring
was rainy and characterized by strong attacks of downy and powdery mildew, while the summer was hot
and very dry, with the high temperatures that kicked in during the second half of August. Though wines may
be fleshy and showy, for the most part they are aromatically compressed, lack complexity and
ageworthiness. On Etna, summer was less marked by the strong heat, while autumn’s moderate tempera-
tures and essentially rain-free days allowed for long hang time. For this reason, 2011 is viewed as an out-
standing year for Etna wines, that are generally more graceful and fresh than the wines of other great Etna
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vintages (such as 2006 and 2014), all of which tend to be more massive. Pantelleria also enjoyed a good
vintage in 2011, with many ripe, luscious Passitos.

There is no doubt that Sicily has all it takes to make world-class wines. And although not every wine current-
ly made is a world-beater, there are many positive signs. This is especially true now that Sicily’s producers,
for the most part, are finally no longer blending international varieties into their Nero d’Avola, Catarratto and
Carricante wines. These distinctive native grapes can now shine as never before.

| tasted all of the wines in this article in October and November in Sicily or in Rome.
DONNAFUGATA
Anthilia 2014 89/100 pts.

(a mainly Catarratto blend): Pale straw. Pure, high-pitched aromas of stone fruits, tangerine and white flow-
ers. Juicy apricot and peach flavors show insidious sweetness, with a complicating note of honeysuckle.
Finishes clean and persistent, with riper tropical fruit nuances. This lovely wine offers easy accessibility and
uncomplicated drinking pleasure at a relatively low price point. Made without oak.

Prio 2014 89/100 pts.

Pale, bright yellow. Aromas of orchard fruits, grapefruit and fresh herbs are complicated by a faint candied
note. Boasts good intensity and lovely balance to its fruit-driven flavors of green apricot, pineapple and lem-
on candy. Finishes fresh and persistent. This varietally accurate Catarratto is unoaked, uncomplicated and
juicy.

Sedara 2013 88/100 pts.

Medium-deep red. Subdued aromas of black cherry, dark plum, leather and mint. Ripe and smooth in the
mouth, this easygoing, lighter-style wine offers straightforward, immediately accessible dark fruit and deli-
cate spice flavors. Finishes with soft tannins and decent length but lacks the vibrancy and focus of past vin-
tages of Sedara.

Lighea 2014 90/100 pts

Bright straw with gold highlights. Expressive aromas of grapefruit, lemon, raisin and sweet botanical herbs.
Juicy and firmly built, offering outstanding intensity and precision to its classic Zibibbo flavors of ripe citrus
fruit, raisin and sweet spices. This fresh, vibrant wine finishes with an attractive light touch and lingering
mineral nuances. An outstanding dry Zibibbo, which is hardly surprising as the folks at Donnafugata are
recognized masters of the variety.

Vigna di Gabri 2014 90/100 pts.

Gold-tinged yellow. Showy nose combines passion fruit, peach, mint and nut oil. More peach and a slowly
building floral quality in the mouth, along with a complicating element of exotic herbs and a mounting lemony
presence. This big, rich wine benefits from ripe acidity that contributes to an impression of backbone, but still
comes across as much lighter in style than other recent vintages of this wine.

Kabir 2014 Moscato di Pantelleria 90/100 pts.

Bright straw. Fresh, lively aromas of orange oil, ripe peach and honeyed mango. Rich, dense and frankly
sweet, offering concentrated flavors of grapefruit jelly, yellow plum and sweet spices. Finishes creamy and
long, with a strong honeyed quality. A lovely wine but much sweeter than some past versions of Kabir.
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Tancredi 2011 90/100 pts.

(mainly Cabernet Sauvignon and Nero d’Avola, plus Tannat and other varieties): Inky ruby. Deep aromas of
dark berries, mocha and minerals. Multilayered and deep, with bright harmonious acidity giving focus to the
dark fruit, herb and mineral elements on the long, minerally back end. This strikes me as a more refined
version of Tancredi; for my taste, too many past vintages were excessively savory and herbal, with little if
any of the refinement and nobility that distinguish the better Cabernet Sauvignon blends from around the
world.

Mille e Una Notte 2010 91+?/100 pts.

Deep opaque ruby. Sweet chocolatey oak currently dominates dark plum, cassis and graphite aromas. Then
fresher and leaner in the mouth than the rather opulent nose suggests, offering lively dark berry and under-
brush flavors. Finishes long and rich, but with slightly aggressive tannins. Forget about this in your cellar for
another five years in the hope that the wine's tannins will smooth out somewhat.

Passito di Pantelleria Ben Ryé Edizione Limitata 2008 94/100 pts.

Bright amber color. Rich aromas of crystallized apricot, mango nectar, saffron, dates, dried nuts and sesame
oil. Round and multilayered, showing serious sweetness (203 g/l) to the rich apricot jam, date and fig flavors;
peppery acidity (7.2 g/l) gives clarity and cut to the middle palate. Finishes clean and long, with a trace of
alcoholic heat. Only 6,465 bottles of this Limited Edition were released, as the wine was kept longer in the
estate’s cool cellars to allow it to develop further complexity prior to commercial release. Made from grapes
grown anywhere from 20 to 400 meters above sea level in ten different island contrade.

Passito di Pantelleria Ben Ryé 2013 95/100 pts.

Golden yellow. Very intense, deep aromas of orange marmalade, dried mango, apricot jelly and honeyed
dried figs. Bright, harmonious acidity gives noteworthy clarity and cut to the rich date, fig and orange oil fla-
vors. This strikingly delicious, refined wine manages the neat trick of being superconcentrated but also light
on its feet; thanks to its vibrant acidity it seems much less sweet than it actually is. Finishes bright and ex-
tremely long. This strikes me as one of the best vintages of Ben Ryé in memory.
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