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Nerello Mascelese

Sicily's high-altitude hero

Phot by Italian Food Production. Licensed by Shutterstock.com

Fundamentals

N erello Mascalese is a noble grape variety indigenous to Sicily, best known for producing elegant and terroir-driven 
wines from the volcanic slopes of Mount Etna. Often referred to as the "Nebbiolo of the South," it is celebrated 

for its aromatic complexity, fine structure, and remarkable capacity for aging. Its cultivation is deeply tied to the rugged 
yet fertile terroir of Mount Etna, where the interplay of volcanic soils, high altitudes, and unique microclimates crafts 
wines of extraordinary character and finesse.
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Bud and Ripening Behavior: Nerello Mascalese is a late-budding and late-ripening variety, thriving in Mount Etna’s 
high-altitude vineyards where the long growing season allows for the development of its hallmark aromatic complexity and 
natural acidity. The grape’s thin skins and tightly packed clusters make it susceptible to disease, necessitating meticulous 
vineyard management. The prolonged ripening also exposes it to risks from early autumn rains and cool temperatures, 
but the elevation and well-draining volcanic soils help mitigate these challenges, ensuring steady phenolic and sugar 
development.

Yield and Quality: Nerello Mascalese is capable of moderate yields, but the finest wines are produced from low-yield-
ing vines. In Etna DOC, strict regulations enforce yield restrictions to promote concentration and complexity in the 
grapes. Vineyard practices such as green harvesting and careful pruning ensure that the vine’s energy is focused on fewer, 
higher-quality clusters. This meticulous approach results in wines that express depth, balance, and a distinct sense of 
place.

Clonal Selection: Clonal diversity within Nerello Mascalese vineyards reflects the variety’s adaptation to Mount Etna’s 
unique terroir. Clones have been selected for traits such as disease resistance, balance between sugar and phenolic ripeness, 
and aromatic expression. This diversity allows for nuanced differences in wines from Etna DOC’s subzones, each clone 
contributing subtle variations in minerality, floral intensity, or tannin structure.

Acidity and Structure: Known for its elevated natural acidity and finely grained tannins, Nerello Mascalese produces 
wines with excellent balance and longevity. The acidity ensures freshness and vibrancy, while the tannins provide the 
backbone for aging. These structural components are particularly well-integrated in wines from high-altitude vineyards, 
where cooler nights preserve acidity and promote the gradual ripening that enhances phenolic development.

Winemaking Techniques: Nerello Mascalese’s versatility allows winemakers to employ a range of techniques to 
highlight its unique characteristics:

  Fermentation: Most producers utilize stainless steel or concrete tanks to preserve the grape’s bright fruit and 
floral aromas. Open-top fermenters are occasionally used to promote gentle oxygenation, enhancing complexity. 
Indigenous yeasts are often favored to reflect the terroir's distinctive signature.

  Aging: Wines are traditionally aged in large neutral oak casks or used barrels, allowing tannins to integrate 
without overshadowing the grape’s delicate aromatics. Modern producers may use smaller barriques for select 
cuvées to add layers of spice and structure.

  Maceration: Extended maceration is employed for premium wines to extract additional tannins and color, en-
hancing their aging potential. Conversely, shorter maceration times are preferred for fresher, more approachable 
styles.

  Bottle Aging: The finest Nerello Mascalese wines from Etna DOC are bottle-aged to soften tannins and develop 
tertiary notes such as leather, tobacco, and truffle, adding to their elegance and complexity.

Flavor Profile and Integration: Nerello Mascalese wines are characterized by their pale yet vibrant red hue and an 
intricate aromatic profile. Primary aromas include red fruits like sour cherry, cranberry, and raspberry, often accompanied 
by floral notes of violet and rose. The palate reveals layers of herbs, spices, and a distinctive volcanic minerality reminiscent 

of ash or graphite. The integration of acidity, tannins, and fruit creates a harmonious balance, making the wines both 
approachable in their youth and capable of aging gracefully for decades.

***

Basic Wine Styles of Nerello Mascalese: 
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  Varietal Wines: Predominantly produced within the Etna DOC, these wines showcase Nerello Mascalese’s 
purity, combining bright red fruit flavors with savory, mineral undertones and fine tannins.

  Blends: Often blended with Nerello Cappuccio to add color and roundness, enhancing balance and complexity. 
Some blends include other indigenous varieties for added aromatic lift.

Preferred Climate: Nerello Mascalese thrives in the temperate climate of Mount Etna, where warm, sun-drenched days 
and cool nights are critical for achieving the balance between ripeness and acidity. The significant diurnal temperature 
variation enhances aromatic precision and phenolic development, while the region’s abundant sunshine ensures consistent 
ripening even in high-altitude vineyards.

Terroir Characteristics: Mount Etna’s terroir is unparalleled, with black volcanic soils enriched by minerals from 
centuries of lava flows and ash deposits. These soils offer excellent drainage, reducing disease pressure and concentrating 
flavors in the grapes. The steep, terraced vineyards, often situated at elevations between 400 and 1,100 meters, create 
diverse microclimates that contribute to the complexity of Nerello Mascalese wines.

Grape Characteristics: Nerello Mascalese berries are small with thin skins, leading to delicate color extraction and 
moderate tannins. The compact clusters require vigilant management to prevent rot and ensure even ripening. The grape's 
natural acidity and tannin structure are its defining features, reminiscent of Nebbiolo in their potential for aging and 
refinement.

Primary Vineyard Locations:

  Etna DOC: The epicenter of Nerello Mascalese cultivation, Etna DOC encompasses vineyards on Mount Etna’s 
northern, eastern, and southern slopes. The subzones, known as contrade, exhibit distinct expressions of the 
grape due to variations in soil composition, altitude, and microclimate.

  Contrada Rampante: Produces wines with heightened minerality and floral intensity, often elegant and refined.

  Contrada Sciaranuova: Known for fuller-bodied wines with rich fruit and earthy complexity.

  Contrada Chiappemacine: Offers approachable wines with fresh red fruit and silky tannins, suitable for earlier 
enjoyment.

Maturation: Nerello Mascalese’s robust tannins and vibrant acidity make it ideal for long-term aging. Wines evolve 
to develop tertiary notes of leather, tobacco, and truffle, with the best examples from Etna DOC improving over 10–20 
years. This aging potential ensures the wines retain their complexity and finesse over time.

Law, Business, Regulation: Etna DOC regulations uphold the integrity and quality of Nerello Mascalese wines. 
Strict guidelines govern aspects such as yield limits, altitude requirements, and aging protocols, ensuring wines reflect the 
region’s unique terroir. Producers adhere to these rules to maintain the authenticity and reputation of Etna wines on the 
global stage.

Regions and Appellations

Mount Etna DOC:
Location: The Mount Etna DOC, situated on the volcanic slopes of Mount Etna in Sicily, is one of Italy’s most 

unique wine regions. Vineyards span altitudes ranging from 400 to over 1,100 meters above sea level, creating diverse 
microclimates and terroirs that significantly influence the characteristics of Nerello Mascalese wines.

Climate: The region benefits from a distinctive microclimate marked by warm, sunny days and cool, breezy nights. 
This diurnal temperature variation is essential for preserving acidity and enhancing the aromatic complexity of Nerello 
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Mascalese. The extended growing season ensures slow and steady ripening, which contributes to the balance and finesse 
of the wines.

Soil: The volcanic soils of Mount Etna, composed predominantly of sandy loam with rich deposits of minerals from 
centuries of lava flows and ash, impart a notable minerality and depth to the wines. These soils also provide excellent 
drainage, preventing waterlogging and promoting root penetration, which enhances vine health and grape quality.

Wine Style: Etna DOC wines are celebrated for their elegance and balance. Nerello Mascalese from this region exhibits 
bright acidity, fine-grained tannins, and a moderate alcohol level. Flavor profiles typically feature red fruit, floral notes, 
and a distinct minerality, often described as smoky or earthy, reflecting the volcanic origin of the soils. These wines are 
typically light to medium-bodied, with a complexity that evolves beautifully with age.

Aging Potential: Thanks to their robust acidity and tannic structure, Nerello Mascalese wines from Etna DOC have 
exceptional aging potential. Over time, these wines develop intricate layers of flavor, including tertiary notes of leather, 
tobacco, and truffle, further enhancing their complexity and depth.

Subzones of Etna DOC: The Etna DOC is divided into numerous contrade (subzones), each offering distinct 
expressions of Nerello Mascalese due to differences in altitude, soil composition, and vineyard aspect. These subzones 
highlight the diversity of the region’s terroir and the unique profiles of its wines.

  Contrada Rampante:
Characteristics: Produces wines with heightened minerality and pronounced floral notes, showcasing vibrant 

acidity and an elegant structure.
Wine Style: Typically light to medium-bodied, with a mineral-driven palate and refined tannins.

  Contrada Sciaranuova:
Characteristics: Known for wines with a rich texture and complex fruit profiles, reflecting the nutrient-rich soils 

of the subzone.
Wine Style: Robust and fuller-bodied, with layers of ripe fruit, spice, and earthy undertones.

  Contrada Chiappemacine:
Characteristics: Yields wines that are more immediately approachable, emphasizing bright fruit and silky 

tannins.
Wine Style: Medium-bodied with fresh red fruit flavors, smooth texture, and lively acidity, making them 
enjoyable in their youth.

Emerging Regions for Nerello Mascalese: While Mount Etna remains the epicenter of Nerello Mascalese production, 
interest in the variety has begun to spread to other parts of Italy and even internationally.

  Other Parts of Sicily:
In areas outside of Mount Etna, producers are exploring Nerello Mascalese’s potential. However, the wines often 
lack the distinctive volcanic character found in those from Etna DOC.

  Calabria:
A small but growing interest in cultivating Nerello Mascalese exists in Calabria, where the grape benefits from 
similar Mediterranean climatic influences.

  International Exploration:
Beyond Italy, a few experimental plantings have emerged globally, with winemakers drawn to Nerello Mascalese’s 
balance of acidity, tannins, and aromatic finesse. While promising, these wines do not yet rival the complexity 
and nuance of those from Mount Etna.
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Strict Regulations of Etna DOC: The Etna DOC enforces stringent regulations to preserve the authenticity and 
quality of its wines. These rules govern aspects such as maximum yields, altitude requirements, and winemaking practices. 
For example, vines must be planted at specific altitudes to qualify for the DOC designation, ensuring that the wines reflect 
the region’s unique terroir.

The Mount Etna DOC is the definitive home of Nerello Mascalese, producing wines that are both elegant and 
expressive of their volcanic terroir. From the mineral-rich wines of Contrada Rampante to the robust profiles of Contrada 
Sciaranuova and the approachable elegance of Contrada Chiappemacine, each subzone offers a distinct interpretation of 
this noble grape. Emerging regions may experiment with Nerello Mascalese, but it is Mount Etna that sets the benchmark, 
showcasing the grape’s exceptional ability to convey a sense of place. The DOC regulations further reinforce the quality 
and integrity of these wines, ensuring that Mount Etna remains a beacon of excellence in the world of fine wine.

DEVICES:

Dirt (Soil Type): The volcanic soils of Mount Etna are central to the distinct identity 
of Nerello Mascalese wines. Rich in minerals and composed of pumice, ash, and black 
basaltic sands, these soils stress the vines, promoting low yields and concentrated flavors. 
Their excellent drainage ensures that vines do not retain excessive water, which encourages 
deep root systems and enhances the grapes’ complexity and intensity. The porous nature 
of these soils helps retain heat from the sun, aiding phenolic ripening during cooler 
nights. This combination of soil characteristics imparts a signature minerality to the wines, 
often described as smoky, flinty, or earthy, reflecting Etna’s volcanic origins. The variation in soil composition across 
different elevations and contrade further amplifies the diversity of terroir expression, with higher-altitude vineyards often 
producing wines of greater finesse and aromatic intensity.

Environment (Climate and Weather): The unique high-altitude environment of Mount Etna is defined by its 
significant diurnal temperature variation, with warm days promoting phenolic ripening and cool nights preserving acidity. 
This balance is crucial for Nerello Mascalese, as it allows for the slow, even development of nuanced flavors and aromatic 
complexity. The Mediterranean climate, influenced by Etna’s elevation and proximity to the sea, ensures consistent 
sunshine while mitigating excessive heat through cooling breezes. Rainfall is concentrated during the winter months, 
and the volcanic soil's excellent drainage prevents waterlogging, even during heavy rains. The elevation and microclimatic 
differences across the mountain's slopes create unique conditions for each vineyard, enabling winemakers to craft wines 
with varying profiles, from delicate and aromatic to structured and intense.

Viticulture (Vineyard Practices): The steep, terraced vineyards of Mount Etna demand meticulous hand cultivation 
due to their challenging terrain. Bush training (alberello) systems are commonly used, shielding the vines from the strong 
winds that sweep the slopes and optimizing sunlight exposure. Canopy management techniques help regulate vine vigor, 
which is critical given the fertility of volcanic soils. Practices like green harvesting and cluster thinning are widely adopted 
to reduce yields and enhance grape quality, ensuring concentrated flavors and a balance of acidity and phenolic ripeness. 
The unique volcanic terrain necessitates labor-intensive practices such as hand harvesting, especially at higher altitudes, 
to preserve fruit integrity and quality. This precision in vineyard management underscores the importance of viticulture 
in achieving the balance and complexity that define Nerello Mascalese wines.

Innovation (Vinification and Technology): Winemakers employ a range of vinification techniques to highlight the 
unique qualities of Nerello Mascalese. Traditional methods often include extended maceration to extract tannins and 
deepen color, creating more structured wines with significant aging potential. Modern approaches, such as tempera-
ture-controlled fermentation, preserve the grape’s delicate fruit and floral aromas while maintaining its natural acidity. 
Aging decisions vary widely: large, neutral oak barrels are favored by traditionalists for their ability to emphasize minerality 
and varietal purity, while smaller barriques may be used to add layers of complexity through notes of vanilla, spice, 
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and toast. Amphorae and concrete vessels are also gaining popularity among experimental producers, offering textural 
nuance and a return to historical practices. These diverse techniques reflect both the traditional and innovative approaches 
employed to showcase Nerello Mascalese’s versatility.

Cuvée (Blend): While Nerello Mascalese is often celebrated as a single-varietal wine, it is occasionally blended with 
Nerello Cappuccio, a complementary variety that adds color, body, and softer tannins. This blending practice, traditional 
to the Etna DOC, creates balanced wines that enhance the aromatic finesse of Nerello Mascalese with the roundness and 
depth provided by Nerello Cappuccio. Such blends reflect the diversity of the terroir and the winemaker’s stylistic choices, 
offering wines that range from elegant and perfumed to structured and robust.

Elevation (Topography): The elevation of Mount Etna’s vineyards, ranging from 400 to over 1,000 meters above 
sea level, plays a pivotal role in shaping the character of Nerello Mascalese wines. Higher-altitude sites experience cooler 
temperatures and more pronounced diurnal variations, which slow grape ripening and enhance acidity and aromatic 
intensity. The steep slopes provide excellent drainage and exposure to sunlight, ensuring even ripening. Vineyards at lower 
elevations tend to produce fuller-bodied wines with riper fruit profiles, while those at higher altitudes yield lighter, more 
elegant wines with heightened floral and mineral notes. The dramatic topography, coupled with volcanic soil composition, 
contributes to the diversity and complexity of Etna wines, highlighting the interplay between altitude and terroir.

Style (Winemaking Choices): Winemaking choices are critical in shaping the style of Nerello Mascalese wines. 
Traditional producers often favor extended maceration and long aging in large oak casks, resulting in structured, 
age-worthy wines with pronounced tertiary aromas of earth, tobacco, and leather. Others focus on fresher, more aromatic 
styles by fermenting in stainless steel or concrete and minimizing oak influence, showcasing the grape’s vibrant fruit and 
floral character. Whole-cluster fermentation is gaining traction among modern winemakers, introducing herbal and spicy 
nuances while enhancing structure and freshness. These stylistic variations underscore the versatility of Nerello Mascalese, 
which can be crafted into wines ranging from elegant and delicate to bold and powerful, depending on the winemaker’s 
vision and the vineyard site.

Integration (Terroir Expression): Nerello Mascalese wines are a profound reflection of the terroir of Mount Etna, 
seamlessly integrating the region’s volcanic soils, dramatic elevation, and high-altitude climate. The grape’s inherent acidity 
and fine tannins, combined with the minerality and smoky undertones imparted by the volcanic landscape, create wines 
of remarkable depth and complexity. The holistic interplay between natural factors and meticulous human craftsmanship 
allows Nerello Mascalese to articulate a clear sense of place, showcasing the rugged elegance and diversity of the Etna DOC. 
Whether produced in a traditional or modern style, these wines consistently highlight the integration of their volcanic 
origin with winemaking precision, making Nerello Mascalese a true ambassador of Etna’s unique viticultural heritage.

Tasting Note for an Outstanding Etna Rosso (Nerello Mascalese):

Appearance: The wine displays a medium ruby core with delicate garnet hues at the rim, suggesting some maturity while 
retaining the youthful vibrancy characteristic of Nerello Mascalese. The clarity is pristine, showcasing the wine’s purity, 
and the slow-forming legs hint at moderate to high alcohol and a well-structured body.

Nose: A captivating and complex bouquet unfolds with pronounced aromas of ripe red cherries, wild strawberries, 
and fresh raspberries, layered with dried roses and violets. A distinctive volcanic minerality reminiscent of wet stones 
and flint anchors the aromatic profile. Secondary notes of anise, fresh thyme, and a subtle smokiness evoke the volcanic 
terroir. As the wine aerates, tertiary elements of dried orange peel, leather, and a whisper of tobacco emerge, adding depth 
and intrigue.

Palate: The wine is dry with medium alcohol, medium body, and high acidity, offering a vibrant and elegant structure. 
The fine-grained tannins are firm yet velvety, providing a balanced framework that supports the intricate flavors. The 
palate mirrors the nose with a core of red cherry, cranberry, and wild strawberry, complemented by orange zest, dried 
herbs, and savory undertones. A subtle smokiness and persistent minerality weave through the profile, reinforcing the 
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volcanic origin. The wine's phenolic structure is delicate yet firm, with the tannins concentrated toward the front of 
the mouth, creating a refined and polished mouthfeel. The finish is impressively long and evolving, leaving an enduring 
impression of bright red fruits, volcanic minerality, and herbal nuances. Subtle notes of earthiness and dried orange peel 
linger, enhancing the sense of complexity and place.

Quality Assessment: The wine is of outstanding quality. 

  Balance (5/5): The wine achieves exceptional balance, 
with acidity, tannin, and alcohol seamlessly integrated, 
complementing the layered complexity of flavors. This 
harmony underscores the finesse of Nerello Mascalese 
grown on Mount Etna.

  Length (5/5): The finish is notably persistent, evolving 
gracefully on the palate with layers of fruit, mineral, and 
earthy notes that resonate long after the last sip.

  Intensity (4/5): The wine exhibits pronounced intensity 
on both the nose and palate, with its aromatic and flavor 
profile vividly expressing the volcanic terroir of Etna.

  Complexity (5/5): The interplay of primary fruit, flo-
ral, mineral, and tertiary elements showcases remarkable 
complexity, offering a multidimensional drinking experi-
ence. The addition of an interesting and full mouthfeel 
with electric tannins, adds to the wine's character. 

  Typicity (5/5): This wine is a benchmark example of Etna 
Rosso, reflecting the hallmark attributes of Nerello Mas-
calese, including its elegance, high acidity, and volcanic 
minerality.

Ageability: The wine’s vibrant acidity and finely structured 
tannins suggest a long aging potential. Over the next 7–12 years, 
it is expected to develop tertiary characteristics such as dried fruit, 
tobacco, and forest floor, enhancing its complexity and further 
solidifying its standing as an outstanding Etna Rosso. Proper cel-
laring will allow this wine to evolve into an even more profound 
expression of its origin.


