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In the Mediterranean island of Sicily, excellent wine embodies the spirit of the sea and the hot sun. The wine
Donnafugata bears the label of a woman whose long hair flows in the wind. The story behind the image carries a
sense of familiarity, along with the wine’s notably deep flavor.

by 4xI4| Bang Jin-sik

© Donnafugata, Photos by Beatrice Pilotto, Fabio Gambina
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n the spring of 1990, owner Giacomo Rallo of Tenuta di Donnafugata an-

nounced that he had recruited top oenologist Giacomo Tachis. Tachis is a
legendary figure who pioneered the stellar Super Tuscan wine using the Sassicaia
that was developed from the grapes of the French Bordeaux region in 1968 while
he was working as a winemaker for Marchesi Antinori Ltd., a renowned winery in
Tuscany. Tachis’s revolutionary oenological methods became a standard for making
fine wine. After developing the world-class Solaia wine, he came to be known as the
“father of Super Tuscan wine.”

The Rallo family is native to Marsala, a port city located in the west of Sicily.
The family’s wine business began when Diego Rallo set up a wine company, Casa
Vinicola Diego Rallo & F., and started producing fortified Marsala wine in 1851. The
Marsala wine is made by adding alcohol to white wine, making the alcohol content
higher and stronger. This process was discovered when the British merchant John
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1 Mille e Una Notte 2 Grape harvest 3 View of Donnafugata winery
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Woodhouse was forced to land at Marsala in 1773.This
wine adopts the same method of the Solera system to
produce Spain’s representative fortified Sherry wine.
The method is called in perpetuum—a process where
wine is matured in oak barrels, which creates a high-
quality wine with bountiful aroma. It became well-known
after Woodhouse started distribution in Britain. In the

19" century, it was further exported to Europe and the
Americas and became known as the representative
Sicilian wine. However, when World War Il devastated
the vineyards, the Marsala wine faced a crisis.

At the time, Giacomo Rallo, who inherited the fam-

ily business, was a marketing expert. He saw that the
company needed to produce still wine. The demand for
still wine had been rapidly growing in the global market.
At the same time, his wife Gabriella inherited her family’s
vineyard Contessa Entellina, and the husband and wife
duo set out to improve their grapevine maintenance to
increase the quality of the native Sicilian grapes. In 1983,
the company changed the name to Donnafugata and
developed the white wine, Anthilia. Soon, the company
produced Vigna di Gabri, the first premium white wine
using Ansonica—the indigenous green grapes of Sicily.
Located between Sicily and Tunisia, the volcanic island
Pantelleria has snow and wind throughout the year, mak-
ing unfavorable conditions for Zibibbio grapes. The agri-
cultural practice, Alberello Pantesco, was developed to
protect the grapes and is now designated as a UNESCO
World Intangible Heritage of Humanity. This technique
shapes the Zibibbo vines. Donnafugata bought a vine-
yard on the island and developed the Ben Ryé, a sweet
white wine, using this vine-shaping system.

However, Giacomo Rallo saw the limits of improving
wine quality with local grapes and recruited winemaker
Giacomo Tachis. After surveying Contessa Entellina’s
vineyards, Tachis examined the Sicilian red Nero dAvola
grapes. He concluded that the Nero dAvalo grape was

of stellar quality and had the ability to produce premium
wine. His first wine was a red called Tancredi, which

was produced by mixing the Nero dAvola with Cabernet
Sauvignon. Critics praised it as a premium Sicilian wine.
Encouraged, Tachis chose the top-grade Nero dAvola to
produce wine. The wine matured for 24 months in an oak
barrel and kept for one year in a bottle-ageing process.
The red wine born of Tachis’s passion and hard work was

© Donnafugata, Photos by Anderson, Fabio Gambina
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Donnafugata is a rising Sicilian winery set up in 1983 by
Giacomo Rallo, the fourth generation of the Rallo family
that had produced Marsala wines. They harvest local and
imported varieties to produce 18 types of wines. The flag-
ship wine is the Mille e Una Notte; the dessert wine Ben
Ryé; while the popular wine is the Anthilia and Sedara.
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called Mille e Una Notte, named after the literary classic Arabian Nights. When it was
introduced, the critics were enraptured by its bold and elegant flavor, and labeled it a
world-class wine. The Mille e Una Notte rose to fame as the premium wine made with
indigenous Sicilian grapes and Donnafutaga saw its popularity grow as the repre-
sentative Sicilian winery. Sicily, which was once regarded as an island that produced
cheap wine, was now seen as a region where premium wines could be found.

Donnafugata knows how to use inspiration from classic literature or myths to
promote its wines. For example, the company’s name Donnafugata is the name of
Prince Salina’s estate that appears in Il Gattopardo (or The Leopard), written by Sicil-
ian novelist Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa. This estate appears in the novel as the
place where Queen Maria Carolina of Naples, wife of Ferdinand IV, took flight from
the advancing Napoleon forces. The name “Donnafugata” means “woman in flight”
and is represented by the logo of a woman whose hair is blowing in the wind.

The name of the wine came from literature as well. Tancredi is a nod to the male
protagonist in The Leopard, while Lumera is the female protagonist that appears in
a traditional Sicilian poem. Lighea is the name of the sea fairy that also appears in
The Leopard, and Sherazade is the queen in Arabian Nights. The company chose
names that people could easily recognize as characters from literary works.

In the early 1990s, Giacomo’s daughter José and his son Antonio joined the family
business. José was an amateur jazz musician who formed the Donnafugata Music &
Wine group where she was the vocalist. She took charge of selecting the music that
best fit with the wines and promoted them. Her notable stint was performing at New
York’s Blue Note Jazz Club in 2005, where she promoted her family wines. Antonio,
who studied oenology and viticulture at Palermo University, also studied under the
renowned professor Mario Fregoni at Universita di Piacenza in Emilia-Romagna.
Professor Fregoni believed that the vineyard was the best laboratory for students,
and it was one of the reasons why Antonio’s interest in indigenous grapes grew. After
graduating, he worked for a German wine importing company where his outlook on
the industry broadened. After returning to Sicily, he took part in developing the Mille e
Una Notte wine to add to his oenological skills.

Antonio succeeded as the company’s president when his father Giacomo passed
away last year. Standing by his convictions that quality indigenous grapes yield
premium wines, Antonio created an experimental vineyard where he is conducting
research on 19 indigenous varieties. “We aim to improve Donnafugata’s quality over
time and provide results that satisfy and please the consumers,” Antonio said. We
anticipate more unique wines produced by the Rallo family from Sicilian grapes.

Bang Jin-sik is Korean Air's consultant for in-flight wine.
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Donnafugata has been releasing colorful labels since 1994. The labeling work is done by
Gabriella Rallo. She comes up with the ideas, upon which Stefano Vitale sketches and the
label is decided in discussion with the designer. The company’s first artistic label was La
Fuga, the image of a woman whose hair is blowing in the wind, symbolizing Donnafugata.



