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Regional profile

Etna, Sicily
An influx of growers and winemakers over recent 
decades has meant that the vinous potential of 

Etna’s unique volcanic terroir is finally being fully 
realised. Exciting times, says Simon Woolf

Etna at 
a glance
Vineyard surface

3,181ha (656ha DOC)

Annual production
78,500hl  

(12,572hl DOC) 

DOCs
Etna Rosso: min 80% 

Nerello Mascalese, max 
20% Nerello Cappuccio 

Etna Rosso Riserva  
4 years’ age (including 
at least 1 year in wood)
 Etna Bianco: min 60% 

Carricante 
Etna Bianco Superiore: 

min 80% Carricante, 
from Milo only

Etna Rosato
Etna Spumante

Grape varieties for 
DOC wines

Red grapes: Nerello 
Mascalese (2,454ha), 

Nerello Cappuccio 
(24ha)

White grapes: 
Carricante (140ha), 
Catarratto (22ha), 
Minella, Grecanico, 

Insolia

‘It’s the grapes, 
the soil and the 
volcano that are 
special here. 
Fashion can’t 
take that away’
Salvo Foti 

ETNA, 1988. TumblEDowN stone wineries 
punctuate the terraces of abandoned alberello 
vineyards. Cheap Nero d’Avola fills the tankers 
heading north. After enjoying a few rounds of golf 
near Rovitello, captain of industry Dr Giuseppe 
benanti repairs to a local restaurant with a friend. 
In a moment of pride benanti orders a bottle of the 
local rosso, but it’s disgusting: oxidised, thin and 
tannic. ‘Christ,’ he thinks. ‘Surely we can do better.’

The region has developed explosively since that 
lightbulb moment, expanding from a mere five 
quality estates to 110 today. benanti’s restrained 
wines have won international repute. As the buzz 
around Etna wine reaches fever pitch, new producers 
are crowding onto the market and most major 
Sicilian estates (Planeta, Cusamano, Tasca) have a 
stake on the mountain – but is the fuss deserved, or 
is Etna at risk of overheating?

The benefits of altitude
There’s no doubt that Etna’s volcanic soils and high 
elevations produce exciting wine. Nerello 
mascalese is the main protagonist, producing pale 
reds with good structure, perfumed berry fruit, and 
wild, gamey flavours. Comparisons with Nebbiolo 
are apt – there’s a similar tension between highly 
strung acids and assertive yet refined tannins. Etna 
is Sicily’s only cool-climate region, littered with 
ancient, ungrafted vineyards, making top wines 
that can be as regal, complex and ageworthy as 
anything further north. 

Etna’s whites sometimes outdo the reds when it 
comes to longevity. Carricante, the major white 
variety, possesses a Riesling-like ability to age, 
mutating from nervy saltiness to honeyed, smoky 
maturity, without any assistance from oak. Try 
barone de Villagrande or benanti’s bianco Superiore 
to appreciate this classic style. 

Etna bianco still suffers from a lack of definition, 
however – the DoC allows up to 40% of lesser white 

varieties, and the wines span the gamut from lean 
and angular, to aromatic and Sauvignon-like, or fat 
and fruity (see box). The superiore area around the 
village of milo retains more stylistic consistency – 
maybe the DoC area is just too broad?. Ciro biondi 
of C & S biondi feels it’s simply a matter of time.  
‘It will take another 40 years for producers to really 
understand our terroir,’ he says.

Prime movers
Andrea Franchetti (Passopisciaro) and marco de 
Grazia (Tenuta delle Terre Nerre) are the showmen 
who turned the world onto Etna. Arriving in the 
early 2000s, both were looking to replicate their 
respective successes in Tuscany and barolo. 
Franchetti initially had little interest in Nerello, 
admitting ‘It took me 10 years to learn that it’s a 
high-quality variety.’ Nerello isn’t easy – low yields 
are vital to avoid a mean, astringent mess, and new 
oak does it few favours – something most producers 
now thankfully seem to have learned.

Above: only in the last few decades have winemakers 
begun to master the soils bestowed upon this corner of 
Sicily by the continuoulsly active Mount Etna (right)
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Franchetti’s former oenologist, Australian Anna 
martens, suggested vinifying the single-vineyard 
sites separately, and the five Passopisciaro ‘contrada’ 
wines (see recommendations, overleaf) demonstrate 
Nerello’s brilliance at transmitting terroir. martens 
moved on to set up Vino di Anna, where she 
produces ultra-natural field blends and 
experiments with qvevri (clay amphorae). Her rustic 
but likeable wines are almost the polar opposite of 
Franchetti’s slick, polished bottlings.

Contradas are ancient estates, usually coinciding 
with specific lava flows. Each has variations in soil, 
aspect and nuance, not unlike burgundy’s climats. 
Franchetti feels they are crucial to Etna’s future: 
‘we’re lucky to have the contradas – they’re far 
better defined than burgundy’s old feudal system.’ 
while de Grazia is fond of pushing the burgundian 
metaphor, this frustrates Giuseppe benanti’s son, 
Antonio, who took over running the estate with his 
twin brother, Salvino in 2012. ‘we shouldn’t be 
trying to imitate burgundy or barolo – Etna stands 
perfectly well on its own,’ he insists.

Frank Cornelissen and local expert Salvo Foti 
paved a different way for the new wave of producers, 
focusing on authenticity and tradition. Foti has ➢
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lived and breathed Etna longer than anyone. His  
I Vigneri collective spreads the gospel of alberello 
(bush) training methods, while making a range of 
quirky and often delicious wines.

Giuseppe benanti calls the new producer gold 
rush ‘the Etna spectacle’, citing ‘the many wealthy 
types who came to have a go’, but the return of 
Etna’s younger generation to old family vineyards is 
bearing fruit. Estates like Pietradolce, Girolamo 
Russo and Scirto are producing impressive wines 
focused on typicity rather than flamboyance. There 
is increased emphasis on organic agriculture and 
sensitivity in the winery.

Franchetti is positive when asked whether the 
boom could bust: ‘It’s the grapes, the soil and the 

C & S Biondi 
This small estate near easterly Trecastagni 
seems to raise the bar every year. Architect 
Ciro rebuilt his family’s abandoned vineyards 
in 1999, initially with Salvo Foti as consultant 
winemaker. Of their three contradas, San Nicolò 
is the jewel in the crown. Ciro and wife 
Stephanie have successfully innovated in 
recent vintages, adding a voluptuous oak-
fermented white (Chianta) and two 
characterful single-vineyard Nerellos to their 
established Outis label. www.ibiondi.com

Constantino
Fabio and father Dino work in construction, 
but their passion clearly stretches further. Dino 
purchased a few hectares of vines in 1970, 
initially vinified for home consumption, or sold 
as sfuso (bulk wine). They started bottling in 
2012, and now own 10ha in Viagrande, spread 
around a stone winery built in 1698. The 
vineyards are a treasure – ungrafted, up to 150 
years old and farmed biodynamically. The 
wines are joyful and uncomplicated. 
www.aziendagricolacostantino.it

Cornelissen
Belgian Frank Cornelissen is legendary for his 
no-compromise approach, eschewing any 
vineyard treatments or sulphur in the winery. 
Cornelissen’s purism has brought him both a 
cult following and controversy. Arriving in 
2000, he now has 17ha spread across several 
northern contradas. His recent vintages show 
increasingly focused, terroir-driven wines. 
Magma, vinified from contrada Barbabecchi at 
1,000m, is sensational if expensive. 
www.frankcornelissen.it

Six of Etna’s new wave of wineries

Etna: know your vintages

2014  The combination of a warm, 
dry autumn following a wet summer 
promises outstanding quality for both 
whites and reds.

2013  Cool, with changeable 
weather during the harvest. Nerello 
wines are fresh, perfumed and elegant.

2012  Scorchingly hot, with no 
let-up in the autumn. Reds often rather 
monolithic, masculine and high in alcohol 
(up to 16%). Whites lack refinement.

2011 Good year which produced 
concentrated fruit. Excellent typicity in 
reds and some outstanding whites.

2010  Good but rarely great. Dry 
summer and cool autumn.

2009  Cold and rainy autumn; 
difficult vintage but still some good 
wines.

2008 Outstanding, long-lived 
Nerellos.

‘We shouldn’t be trying to imitate Burgundy, or 
Barolo – Etna stands perfectly well on its own’ 
Antonio Benanti

volcano that are special here,’ he says. ‘Fashion 
can’t take that away’. The volcano could though, 
despite Foti’s assertion ‘we don’t fear Etna – it’s 
part of life for us’.

Reminders of Etna’s primeval power are all 
around: Fattorie Romeo del Castello’s vineyard near 
Randazzo ends abruptly next to a 10m wall of spoil 
from the 1981 eruption. This destroyed half the 
estate, yet after 30 years, wild vines are pushing up 
through the lava, just as Etna’s sons and daughters 
seek to remaster the wines. D

A specialist in organic, biodynamic and natural wine, 
Simon Woolf is an award-winning wine writer based in 
Amsterdam, blogging at www.themorningclaret.com

Above: signs of Etna’s 
power are never far away, 
as this wall of spoil from 
the 1981 eruption in Romeo 
del Castello’s vineyard 
near Randazzo illustrates

Many thanks to the Etna 
Wine School for its 
invaluable assistance in 
researching this article
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Woolf’s top 10 buys from the slopes of Etna

Benanti, Pietramarina, 
Etna, Bianco 
Superiore 2010  
18/20pts (93/100pts)
£30-£35 Exel Wines, 

Les Caves de Pyrène, 

Smiling Grape Co

Benanti’s white ‘grand 
cru’ continues to shine. 
The 2010 is barely 
getting into its stride, 

still taut and bright, with some 
Riesling-like waxiness and 
haunting florality. Drink 
2015-2020 Alcohol 12.5%

Filippo Grasso, Mari di Ripiddu, 
Etna Bianco 2011 18 (93)
N/A UK www.filippograssi.it

There’s a nervy steeliness to this 
subtly oaked Carricante, 
beautifully offsetting the 
honeysuckle and candied pear 
fruit. Unusually, a blend of grapes 
from Milo and the northern 
slopes. Drink 2015-2019 Alc 12.5%

Planeta, Eruzione 1614, 
Carricante, Castiglione di 
Sicilia 2013 
17.75 (92)
£16.99-£19.14 AG Wines, Bacco 

Wine, Blanco & Gomez, Exel Wines, 

Great Western Wines, Hic Wine 

Merchants, Noel Young

The addition of a small amount 

of Riesling seems to lift the 
aromatics in this superbly 
focused, pin-sharp Carricante 
from a large but quality-focused 
producer. The fruit is generous, 
the finish long and mineral. 
Drink 2015-2016 Alc 13%

Nicosia, Fondo Filara, Etna 
Bianco 2012 17 (90)
£11.50 The Wine Society

Etna has few bargains, but this 
might just be one of them – fruit-
driven, with Carricante’s signature 
salty finish, and a nutty dryness. 
A good introduction to Etna 
Bianco wines. Drink 2015-2015 
Alc 13%

Tenuta di Fessina, 
Il Musmeci, Etna 
Rosso Riserva 2008 
19 (96)
£30-£35 A Moveable 

Feast, Christopher 

Keiller, Forty-five 10, 

Huntsworth Wines, 

Handford, Petersham 

Cellars, 

The pretty, floral 
nose gives barely a clue of the 
strength and heft of this wine. 
Superbly poised, dark fruit, 
refined and mineral on the finish. 
Many years of life ahead. Drink 
2015-2023 Alc 14%

Passopisciaro, Contrada R, 
Rampante, Sicilia IGP 2012 
18.5 (95)
£40-£50 Corney & Barrow, Harvey 

Nichols

Franchetti has achieved an 
admirable balancing act with this 
late-harvested Rampante from a 
hot year. Violets and fresh 
cranberry sing on top of chewy 
tannins, sage and underbrush. 
Focused and elegant. Drink 
2015-2017 Alc 15.5%

Destro, Sciarakè, 
Etna Rosso 2008 
18.5 (95)
N/A UK www.

destrovini.com

Almost a ‘Left bank’ 
style of Nerello – 
brooding and savoury, 
but superbly refined 
with it. Maturing 
nicely, with spicy wild 

berries and noticeable grip on 
the finish. A great expression of 
the northern slopes and the 
vintage. Organically certified. 
Drink 2015-2020 Alc 13.5%

Fattorie Romeo del Castello, 
Allegracore, Etna Rosso 2012 
18.25 (94)
N/A UK www.romeodelcastello.it

A panoply of dried herbs, 

woodsmoke, cassis and bitter 
chocolate. Seriously structured, 
but the vibrant, generous fruit 
keeps the tannins in check. Ciara 
Vigo’s best effort yet. Drink 
2015-2020 Alc 14.5%

C & S Biondi, San Nicolò, Etna 
Rosso 2012 18 (93)
N/A UK www.ibiondi.com

First vintage for this expressive, 
perfumed Nerello, notably more 
poised than the other Biondi 
contradas. Lifted fruit, orange 
zest and black cherry. Very fine 
tannins. Drink 2015-2020 Alc 13.5%

Pietradolce, 
Archineri, Etna 
Rosso 2011 18 (93)
£25-£28 Armit Wines, 

Christopher Keiller, 

Exel, Four Walls, Hic 

Wine, The Secret Cellar

Thrilling, rather wild 
Nerello Mascalese 
from Michele Faro’s 
promising estate, 

high on the northern slopes in 
Rampante. Spicy, structured and 
delicious. Feisty, bordering on 
volatile, but gets away with it. 
Drink 2015-2017 Alc 15%

For full details of UK stockists, 
see p88

Graci
One of Etna’s prodigal sons, Alberto Graci 
returned in 2004 and traded his grandfather’s 
central vineyards for high-altitude parcels on 
Etna’s northern slopes, including part of 
contrada Barbabecchi. For Graci, ‘sense of 
place’  is vital – everyone here has wine culture 
in their blood’. With hands-off winemaking 
(wild yeasts, little temperature control), the 
results are vivid and accessible. At local 
enoteca Cave Ox, order the Pizza Graci, 
Alberto’s lemon-zested creation. www.graci.eu

Girolamo Russo
Like Graci, Giuseppe Russo returned to his 
roots in 2004, abandoning a career as a 
concert pianist to tend the family’s vineyards. 
The organically certified estate comprises 15ha 
spread across four contradas around Randazzo. 
The Nerellos show real typicity and focus. The 
Etna Bianco is painstakingly harvested from a 
few white grapevines co-planted with the reds. 
The wines don’t make concessions to any kind 
of international styling, and are all the better 
for it. www.girolamorusso.it 

Tenuta di Fessina
Given that Tuscan Silvia Maestrelli only 
established this estate in 2007, the wines, 
made by Piedmontese winemaker Federico 
Curtaz (above) are remarkably assured. 
Maestrelli says the finer volcanic sand around 
Rovitello is key for freshness and refinement. 
Curtaz brings elegance and tension to both 
reds and whites, the latter including a standout 
Etna Bianco Superiore. The Erse wines, for 
earlier drinking, and lighter wallets, are a true 
delight. www.tenutadifessina.com


