
Chapter Thirty-Two

Dolcetto

The "little sweet one" from Piedmont
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Fundamentals

Dolcetto, a versatile red grape from Italy's Piedmont region, is often overshadowed by Nebbiolo and Barbera, but it has 
earned its place in the local viticultural landscape. Known for producing approachable, fruit-driven wines, Dolcetto offers 
a range of styles from light and fresh to more structured and complex, particularly in the prestigious DOCG zones of 
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Dogliani, Diano d’Alba, and Ovada. While not as globally recognized as other Piedmontese varieties, Dolcetto is beloved 
locally for its vibrant fruit flavors and ability to deliver enjoyable wines in their youth.

Bud Break and Ripening Behavior: Dolcetto is an early-budding and early-ripening variety, which thrives in cooler 
to moderate climates like Piedmont. Its early ripening is particularly advantageous in the region's climate, allowing the 
grape to achieve optimal phenolic maturity while maintaining moderate acidity. This characteristic makes Dolcetto one 
of the first red wines of the season to be enjoyed, delivering bright, youthful fruit flavors. Its ability to ripen early also 
reduces the risk of damage from late-season weather, ensuring consistency in production.

Yield and Quality: Dolcetto is a vigorous variety with a tendency for high yields if not managed carefully. In regions 
like Dolcetto di Dogliani, Dolcetto di Diano d'Alba, and Dolcetto di Ovada, high-quality wine production is achieved 
by controlling yields through meticulous vineyard practices such as green harvesting and canopy management. The 
best expressions of Dolcetto come from low-yielding vineyards, which produce grapes with greater concentration and 
complexity. When yields are not managed, wines may lack the depth and structure that define the finest examples, making 
vineyard management critical for achieving the best results.

Clonal Selection: Though less prominent than for varieties like Nebbiolo, clonal selection in Dolcetto cultivation 
remains important. Specific clones are chosen based on local terroir conditions and winemaking objectives, with some 
prioritizing higher yields and others enhancing flavor concentration and complexity. Selecting clones adapted to specific 
soils and climates is crucial for achieving high-quality Dolcetto wines that express their unique origins. The right clonal 
selection can significantly impact the wine's character and quality.

Acidity and Structure: Dolcetto is known for its moderate acidity and higher tannin levels, giving the wine a fuller, 
rounder character compared to higher-acid varieties like Barbera. The grape’s relatively low acidity is balanced by firm 
tannins, which add structure without overwhelming the fruit-forward profile. Dolcetto’s tannins can be pronounced, 
particularly in more structured wines from Dogliani, contributing to a gripping texture. The combination of fruit, 
tannin, and moderate acidity makes Dolcetto an approachable wine in its youth, but some versions can also age gracefully, 
developing further complexity over time.

Winemaking Techniques: Winemaking techniques for Dolcetto are typically geared toward preserving its natural 
fruit character and emphasizing its moderate acidity. Stainless steel fermentation is most common, maintaining freshness 
and purity of fruit. Minimal oak aging is preferred, with many producers avoiding oak entirely to retain Dolcetto’s lively, 
fruit-forward style. However, some winemakers use neutral or old oak to subtly enhance texture without adding overt oak 
flavors. Techniques such as cold soaking and extended maceration are occasionally used to extract deeper color and flavor, 
adding complexity to more structured Dolcetto wines. Overall, winemaking choices are made to complement Dolcetto’s 

inherent characteristics rather than alter them 
Flavor Profile and Integration: Dolcetto wines are known for their vibrant fruit flavors, often showcasing notes of 

black cherry, red plum, and blackberry, along with hints of violet and almond. The balance between fruit, acidity, and 
moderate tannins is essential to creating harmonious Dolcetto wines that are approachable in their youth. As Dolcetto 
ages, particularly from regions like Dogliani, it can develop tertiary aromas of earth, leather, and dried herbs, adding layers 
of complexity. Though most Dolcetto wines are consumed young, well-crafted examples from premium sites can develop 
greater depth over time.

***

Basic Wine Styles of Dolcetto: Dolcetto is produced in a range of styles, from light and fresh to more structured and 
age-worthy. The most common styles include:

  Dolcetto di Diano d'Alba: Known for its elegant and balanced style, often produced from designated "Sori" 
vineyards. These wines strike a harmonious balance between medium tannins and moderate acidity, presenting 
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a dark hue with ripe black cherry, plum, and subtle almond flavors. The calcareous marl soils in this region 
contribute to a refined, polished structure, making these wines approachable yet capable of developing with 
short-term aging.

  Dolcetto di Ovada: Lighter and more aromatic, offering a fresh and floral interpretation of the variety. These 
wines tend to have a softer tannic structure and brighter acidity, with a fruit-forward profile that includes fresh 
red berries, a hint of spice, and occasional earthy notes due to the region’s mix of clay and limestone soils. The 
wines are generally designed for early consumption, showcasing their vibrant, youthful character.

  Dolcetto di Dogliani: Recognized for producing the most structured and age-worthy Dolcetto wines, Dogliani's 
versions are known for their depth and concentration. These wines display rich dark colors and offer a more 
robust experience with higher tannin levels. Dogliani’s iron-rich soils contribute to the dense fruit profiles, which 
over time evolve into savory and earthy nuances, making them ideal for cellaring. The DOCG classification 
underscores the high quality associated with this region.

Preferred Climate:  Dolcetto thrives in cooler to moderate climates, which allow the grape's early ripening tendencies 
to flourish. The continental climate of Piedmont, characterized by warm days and cool nights, is ideal for maintaining 
Dolcetto’s freshness and preserving moderate acidity while enabling full phenolic ripeness. This balance of warm and 
cool temperatures helps the grape retain its fruit-driven qualities while avoiding the overly aggressive tannins or excessive 
ripeness found in warmer climates.

Terroir Characteristics:  Soil composition plays a crucial role in the expression of Dolcetto.

  Dogliani: Iron-rich soils contribute to the wine's depth and structure, producing more tannic, age-worthy wines.

  Diano d'Alba: Calcareous marl soils add body and complexity to the wines, contributing to their medium to 
high tannins and ability to age for a short period.

  Ovada: A combination of clay and limestone, along with higher elevations, results in lighter, more fragrant wines 
with a softer structure and bright acidity.

These soil variations emphasize how different terroirs influence the grape’s expression, creating distinct regional profiles 
while maintaining Dolcetto’s core characteristics of fruit and structure.

Grape Characteristics: Dolcetto grapes are known for their thick skins, which contribute to the deep color and 
relatively high tannins of the wines. The early ripening nature of the grape allows it to avoid many of the weather risks 
associated with later-ripening varieties like Nebbiolo. Dolcetto produces wines with a naturally fruity profile, showcasing 
notes of black cherry, raspberry, and, in some cases, hints of almond. Its tannin structure is more pronounced in regions 
like Dogliani, whereas in Ovada and Diano d’Alba, the wines tend to have softer tannins due to differences in terroir and 
vinification techniques.

Viticulture and Vinification: Viticultural practices are aimed at balancing Dolcetto's natural tendency for high yields 
with the need to maintain concentration and flavor intensity. Key techniques include:

  Green harvesting and cluster thinning to reduce yield and concentrate flavors.

  Canopy management to ensure even ripening and prevent disease.

  Whole-cluster fermentation is occasionally used to enhance tannic structure and complexity, particularly in 
more robust styles from Dogliani.

  Temperature-controlled fermentation is widely employed to preserve Dolcetto's fresh fruit character and 
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moderate acidity.

Minimal oak aging is typically preferred to maintain the variety’s natural profile, although some producers use neutral 
or older oak to subtly enhance texture without imparting strong oak flavors.

Maturation: Dolcetto is generally meant to be enjoyed within a few years of the vintage to capture its vibrant fruit 
and moderate acidity. However, select examples from Dogliani and "Sori" vineyards in Diano d'Alba have the potential 
for short- to medium-term aging. Over time, these wines can develop more pronounced earthy and savory characteristics, 
but due to Dolcetto’s relatively low acidity, they are best consumed within a 3-5 year window.

Law, Business, Regulation: The DOC and DOCG classifications of Dolcetto di Dogliani, Dolcetto di Diano d'Alba, 
and Dolcetto di Ovada regulate factors such as permitted geography, maximum yields, and aging requirements. These 
regulations ensure that Dolcetto wines maintain high standards across all appellations. Yield restrictions, in particular, 
play a significant role in ensuring concentration and quality, especially in Dogliani, where lower yields result in more 

structured wines 
The diversity between Dolcetto di Diano d'Alba, Dolcetto di Ovada, and Dolcetto di Dogliani wines is a testament to 

the variety's versatility and reflects how variations in climate, terroir, and human intervention can influence the grape's 
expression. Each wine tells a story of its origin, with regional characteristics coming to the forefront, shaped by the 
traditions and innovations of the winemakers. As winemakers continue to explore the grape's potential in both classic 
and emerging regions, Dolcetto remains a beloved and essential variety in the world of wine, offering consumers a diverse 
array of options to suit every palate and occasion.

Regions and Appellations 

Dolcetto, a versatile and charming red grape variety, flourishes in various regions of Piedmont, with each imparting unique 
characteristics to the wines. The primary appellations of Dolcetto di Diano d'Alba, Dolcetto di Ovada, and Dolcetto di 
Dogliani are notable for their distinctive styles and quality. Additionally, Dolcetto is gaining attention in new regions 
outside of Italy, where winemakers are exploring its potential.

Dolcetto di Diano d'Alba: Located in the Langhe region, Dolcetto di Diano d'Alba benefits from favorable 
microclimates and rich soils, particularly in the prized "Sori" vineyards, which receive optimal sun exposure. These 
vineyards produce some of the finest examples of Dolcetto from this appellation.

  Soil: The soils in Diano d'Alba are predominantly calcareous marl with high calcium carbonate content, known 
for retaining moisture and nutrients. This soil composition plays a key role in contributing to the structure and 

concentration of the wines, allowing for a polished mouthfeel and depth .

  Wine Style: Wines from Diano d'Alba are typically more refined and can display complexity with flavors of 
dark cherry, plum, and a hint of bitter almond on the finish. These wines are structured yet round, offering 
a pleasant mouthfeel. While they are often approachable when young, they also have the potential for aging for 

a few years .

  Terroir Influence: The unique Sori microclimates, with their optimal sun exposure and elevated sites, help the 
grapes develop their full aromatic profile and contribute to the wine's structure and complexity. These factors 

enhance the wine’s overall depth, making Diano d'Alba Dolcetto elegant and balanced .

Dolcetto di Ovada: In the southeastern part of Piedmont, Dolcetto di Ovada produces wines that are lighter and 
more aromatic. The region benefits from cooler microclimates and varied soils, which contribute to the distinct style of 
Dolcetto from this appellation.

  Soil: The soils in Ovada are varied but are largely dominated by clay and limestone, which impart freshness 
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and a subtle minerality to the wines. This soil composition, combined with cooler growing conditions, helps 

preserve the aromatic qualities of the grape .

  Wine Style: Dolcetto di Ovada wines are known for their lighter body, bright acidity, and floral bouquet, 
often featuring notes of violets and roses. These wines are fresh, aromatic, and immediately charming, making 

them ideal for early consumption. Their approachable style highlights Dolcetto’s vibrant fruit character .

  Terroir Influence: The cooler microclimate, influenced by the higher altitudes and the proximity to the 
Ligurian Sea, helps retain freshness in the grapes and preserves the floral and fruit-forward profile of Ovada’s 

wines. The influence of these terroir factors makes Ovada’s Dolcetto wines vibrant and easy-drinking .

Dolcetto di Dogliani: Often considered the benchmark for the Dolcetto variety, Dolcetto di Dogliani produces some 
of the most intense and structured expressions of this grape. The region’s unique terroir and stricter DOCG regulations 
contribute to the high quality of these wines.

  Soil: The soils in Dogliani are a mix of marl, sandstone, and clay, rich in magnesium, which contributes to 
the grape’s phenolic richness and robust structure. These soils help produce Dolcetto wines with intensity and 

depth .

  Wine Style: Dogliani Dolcetto is known for its intensity and structure, often showing a balance between 
concentrated fruit and firm tannins. These wines have a higher capacity for aging compared to other Dolcetto 
appellations and can develop more nuanced earthy and herbaceous notes over time. Their fuller body and 

richness make them ideal for aging .

  Terroir Influence: Dogliani’s vineyards, located at lower altitudes than Ovada, allow for the grapes to achieve 
full ripeness, resulting in wines with ripe fruit flavors and a firm structure. These terroir characteristics make 
Dogliani the most robust and age-worthy of Dolcetto wines, further distinguished by its DOCG status, which 

reflects the region’s premium winemaking standards (

Emerging Regions: Dolcetto's adaptability has captured the attention of winemakers outside Italy, who are eager to 
explore the grape's potential in new regions.

  North America: In California and the Pacific Northwest, Dolcetto is finding new expression. The climates 
in these areas, which can resemble the moderate conditions of Piedmont, allow winemakers to produce wines 
that emphasize ripe fruit and a velvety texture. The hallmark acidity and early-drinking charm of Dolcetto are 

retained, offering a fresh take on the variety .

  Australia: In Australia, regions such as the Adelaide Hills, Yarra Valley, and King Valley are experimenting 
with Dolcetto in their cooler microclimates. The resulting wines often exhibit bright berry flavors, a touch of 

peppery spice, and a structure that reflects their Italian counterparts while embracing a New World style .

  South America: In Argentina and Brazil, Dolcetto is making its mark, particularly in areas with higher altitudes. 
These regions offer a different take on the variety, producing wines with notable freshness, a medium body, 
and a more fruit-forward profile. The Italian heritage in these countries plays a role in the renewed interest in 

Dolcetto (

Dolcetto’s adaptability allows it to maintain its core characteristics while expressing the nuances of different terroirs. 
The exploration and cultivation of Dolcetto in new regions contribute to the grape’s global narrative, introducing wine 
enthusiasts to a diverse range of styles. By honoring the traditional expressions found in the Langhe regions of Diano 
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d'Alba, Ovada, and Dogliani, while embracing the innovative approaches in emerging wine regions, Dolcetto continues 
to offer a unique perspective on how terroir and human intervention shape wine styles. As winemakers further explore 
the potential of this underappreciated grape, Dolcetto remains a beloved and essential variety, offering consumers a wide 
array of options to suit every palate and occasion.

DEVICES:

Dirt (Soil Type): The calcareous clay marl soils of Piedmont are instrumental in shaping 
Dolcetto wines, lending them vibrant color and phenolic richness. These well-draining soils, 
particularly in elevated vineyards, contribute to the depth and intensity of the wine. They 
ensure the grape’s signature freshness is preserved through optimal drainage and mineral 
uptake, which supports the development of robust flavors and balanced acidityThe soil 
composition in Dolcetto-producing regions plays a fundamental role in shaping the grape’s 
profile, particularly in the key areas of Dogliani, Diano d'Alba, and Ovada. In Dogliani, the 
soils are a mix of marl, sandstone, and clay, rich in minerals like magnesium, which contribute to the grape’s phenolic 
richness and intensity. This results in wines with greater tannic structure and depth. In Diano d'Alba, calcareous marl soils 
provide excellent drainage and retain moisture, helping to concentrate flavors and add complexity to the wines. In Ovada, 
the soils are dominated by clay and limestone, which promote the production of lighter, more floral wines with a fresh 
acidity and delicate structure. The combination of these varied soils across the Dolcetto appellations ensures a diverse 

range of styles, with each region expressing distinct characteristics  Emerging regions such as California and Australia also 
showcase Dolcetto’s adaptability. In California’s Sierra Foothills, the granitic soils impart a mineral edge to the wines, 
while in Australia’s Yarra Valley, clay loam soils produce fruit-forward Dolcetto wines with bright acidity and soft tannins, 
showing the versatility of the grape in different terroirs.

Environment (Climate and Weather): Dolcetto thrives in Piedmont’s moderate continental climate, characterized 
by warm days and cool nights. The diurnal temperature variation is key to preserving Dolcetto’s fresh fruit and balanced 
acidity, as the cool nights help to retain the natural acidity in the grapes while allowing the flavors to fully ripen during 
the warmer days. This environment supports the development of Dolcetto’s hallmark flavors of black cherry, plum, and 
violet, without the risk of over-ripening.  In Dogliani, where vineyards are slightly lower in elevation, warmer temperatures 
contribute to the fuller-bodied, structured style of Dolcetto. By contrast, the higher altitudes in Ovada allow for a slower 
ripening process, resulting in fresher, more aromatic wines. These microclimatic variations across the region help shape the 

different expressions of Dolcetto . In emerging regions such as California’s Pacific Northwest, the cooler climate mirrors 
that of Piedmont, allowing for the preservation of Dolcetto’s acidity and fruit-forward character. In warmer areas like 
South Australia, the grape tends to produce riper, softer wines with more pronounced fruit flavors but less acidity.

Viticulture (Vineyard Practices): Viticultural practices for Dolcetto are centered around managing its natural vigor 
and achieving even ripening. Key techniques include green harvesting to control yields, canopy management to allow for 
adequate sunlight and air circulation, and leaf removal to reduce the risk of disease and ensure optimal grape ripening. 
In regions like Dogliani, vineyard practices are fine-tuned to enhance the grape’s concentration and structure, while in 
Ovada, canopy management focuses on retaining freshness and aromatic complexity. Additionally, precision in irrigation 
and pruning techniques is essential, particularly in vineyards with more vigorous soils. In some regions, especially in 
Dogliani, producers experiment with whole-cluster fermentation to add tannic structure and complexity, enhancing the 
wine’s texture and adding a layer of savory, herbal notes. 

Innovation (Vinification and Technology): Dolcetto winemaking typically focuses on preserving the grape’s natural 
fruitiness and soft tannins, with an emphasis on early drinkability. Shorter maceration times are commonly employed to 
avoid extracting harsh tannins, while stainless steel fermentation is preferred to retain Dolcetto’s fresh fruit flavors and 
vibrant acidity. In regions like Diano d'Alba, producers often avoid oak aging altogether or use neutral oak to maintain 
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the wine’s purity of fruit. In more structured examples, particularly from Dogliani, some producers may employ neutral 
oak barrels to add a subtle complexity without overpowering the wine’s fresh fruit character. Modern technologies, such 
as temperature-controlled fermentations and pneumatic presses, are used to maintain consistency and ensure precision 
in the final wine. In emerging regions like California, winemakers are experimenting with both traditional and modern 
techniques to emphasize Dolcetto’s fruit-forward style while adding nuances of spice and complexity through careful oak 
use and extended maceration times.

Cuvée (Blend): Dolcetto is typically vinified as a varietal wine, showcasing the grape’s natural character. However, 
within the appellations of Dogliani, Diano d'Alba, and Ovada, it’s common for winemakers to blend fruit from different 
vineyard sites to achieve consistency and balance. This intra-varietal blending allows producers to enhance the wine’s 
complexity, combining the fresher fruit from higher-altitude vineyards with the fuller, more concentrated expressions 
from lower elevations.  While not common, some innovative blends of nebbiol, barbera and dolcetto can be found in the 
local market of the Langhe, labeled as DOC wines. 

Elevation (Topography): The varying elevations across Piedmont significantly influence the style of Dolcetto. 
Vineyards at higher elevations, such as those in Ovada and the Sori sites in Diano d'Alba, benefit from cooler 
temperatures, which help preserve acidity and enhance the floral and fruit-forward qualities of the wine. These sites also 
allow for a longer ripening period, which can contribute to greater aromatic complexity and a more balanced structure. 
In Dogliani, the lower-altitude vineyards foster a fuller-bodied style of Dolcetto, with higher phenolic richness and 
a more robust tannin structure. These variations in elevation allow for a wide range of Dolcetto expressions, from the 

light and fresh wines of Ovada to the intense, structured wines of Dogliani . Emerging regions such as Argentina’s Uco 
Valley, with vineyards at high altitudes, have shown promise for Dolcetto, where the altitude helps maintain acidity while 

allowing full ripeness, producing wines that combine freshness with a medium body .
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Style (Winemaking Choices): Dolcetto’s stylistic approach 
emphasizes early drinkability and fruit-forwardness. In Piedmont, 
winemakers typically use minimal intervention techniques, fo-
cusing on preserving the grape’s natural attributes. Stainless steel 
tanks or neutral vessels are commonly used, avoiding new oak to 
highlight the varietal's vibrant fruit and soft tannins. This approach 
ensures Dolcetto remains fresh and approachable in its youth, with 

flavors of black cherry, plum, and floral notes . In regions like 
Dogliani, some producers may opt for neutral oak aging to enhance 
structure and complexity, particularly for wines intended to age. 
In emerging regions, such as California and Australia, winemakers 
are experimenting with techniques like whole-cluster fermentation 
and longer maceration to add depth and structure, catering to both 

modern and traditional palates . 
Integration (Terroir Expression): Dolcetto’s expression is a 

direct reflection of the integration of soil, climate, elevation, and 
human craftsmanship. The calcareous marl soils in Diano d'Alba 
contribute to the wine’s polished structure and vibrant acidity, 
while the clay-limestone soils of Ovada bring out its floral and 
fresh qualities. In Dogliani, the richness of the soils combined 
with slightly warmer conditions produces the most structured and 
age-worthy expressions of Dolcetto. In emerging regions, Dolcetto 
continues to adapt, reflecting the local terroir while maintaining 
its core characteristics of vibrant fruit and moderate tannins. For 
example, in California’s Sierra Foothills, the combination of min-
eral-rich soils and altitude produces Dolcetto wines with fresh acid-
ity and expressive fruit, showcasing the grape’s adaptability to new 
environments. As winemakers continue to explore the potential of 
this grape, Dolcetto’s versatility in expressing terroir remains one 
of its greatest strengths.

Tasting Note for a DOCG Dolcetto from Dogliani

Appearance: The wine displays a clear and bright deep ruby color 
with violet highlights at the rim,. The hue is rich and opaque, 
indicating a full-bodied wine with significant alcohol content.

Nose: The nose is intense, offering a complex bouquet of ripe 
black cherry and wild raspberry, interwoven with delicate floral notes of lilac and freshly cut violet. Subtle nuances of 
almond and a hint of anise and black pepper become more apparent, adding depth and complexity. There is a faint earthy 
undertone, enhancing the aromatic profile and suggesting both maturity and sophistication. The overall impression is 
one of freshness, richness, and elegance, drawing you into the glass.

Palate: The palate is dry. The acidity is medium, providing a lively backbone that balances the richness of the fruit 
and the smooth texture of the tannins. The tannins are medium plus yet supple, indicating fine integration. The alcohol 
is medium, contributing to the wine's substantial body without overshadowing the vibrant fruit core. Flavors are intense 
and mirror the nose—dominated by dark berries, complemented by floral undertones, a nutty almond note, and a touch 
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of black pepper. The earthy nuance and subtle minerality reflect the Dogliani terroir, adding complexity and depth to 
the palate. The texture is smooth and almost creamy, making the wine both approachable and elegant. The finish is 
medium(+) in length, with the red and black fruit, spice, and almond notes lingering on the palate. As the fruit flavors 
slowly fade, the subtle earthy and mineral notes become more pronounced, adding depth and complexity to the wine's 
satisfying conclusion.

Quality Assessment: The wine is of outstanding quality.

  Balance (5/5): The wine achieves a remarkable balance between its vibrant, concentrated fruit, supple tannins, 
and lively acidity, creating a harmonious and compelling expression of high-quality Dolcetto from Dogliani.

  Length (5/5): The finish is impressively long and persistent, with the complex interplay of fruit, spice, and 
terroir-driven notes lingering on the palate, reflecting the wine's exceptional quality and aging potential.

  Intensity (5/5): The aromatic and flavor intensity is pronounced, with well-defined black cherry, raspberry, 
floral, spice, and mineral characteristics that showcase the grape's potential for producing wines of great depth 
and complexity.

  Complexity (5/5): The wine displays an exceptional level of complexity, with layers of fruit, floral, spice, and 
earthy notes that evolve and intertwine on the nose and palate, providing a multi-faceted and intellectually 
stimulating tasting experience.

  Typicity (5/5): This Dolcetto from Dogliani is a quintessential expression of the high-quality Dolcetto style, 
showcasing the grape's potential for producing vibrant, elegant wines with great depth, complexity, and 
ageability, while also reflecting the unique terroir of its origin.

Ageability: The wine's impeccable balance, firm tannic structure, and concentrated fruit flavors suggest a significant 
potential for short-term aging although it is most suitable for early consumption. 


