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THERE ARE FEW wine grape varieties in the world that command 
as much adoration, mystery and veneration as nebbiolo. Perhaps 
it’s only a blind passion for pinot noir that beats it to the reverential 
punch. 
The great grape of northern Italy’s Barolo and Barbaresco, nebbiolo 
is often a synonym for fine Italian wine. It’s certainly one of the 
world’s most distinctive wine grape varieties, commonly described 
as having ethereal aromatics – roses, earth, violets and tar haunt 
the senses – and a powerful palate, where sparks of acidity fly 
through its sinewy textures and potent tannins. 
Nebbiolo is to wine what Rachmaninoff is to music – romantic, 
violent, dramatic, soaring, climactic, playful, cryptic, dark and 
beautiful. Nebbiolo is also most likely your favourite winemaker’s 
favourite wine.
“It’s the ultimate challenge in the world of wine,” says the Yarra 
Valley’s Luke Lambert, of Luke Lambert Wines. “When I first got 
into wine, it was ‘nebb’ that was a real eye-opener for me. So 
savoury, so perfumed, existing in a completely different flavour 
spectrum to anything else I’d tried.”
Rick Kinzbrunner of Giaconda in Victoria’s Beechworth agrees.  
“In my experience, nebbiolo is the most difficult variety to grow 
and probably the most difficult wine to make as well. Thus it’s the 
most challenging and interesting grape for me,” he says.
McLaren Vale’s Stephen Pannell of S.C. Pannell goes even further.  
“I think besides pinot noir and my beloved grenache, nebbiolo is 
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one of the greatest red grape varieties in the world,” he says. “In 
fact, if I was stuck on a desert island with only one red wine to 
drink, it would have to be nebbiolo. It’s my favourite. I just don’t 
seem to tire of it.” 

The word nebbiolo is derived from the Italian term ‘nebbia’, which 
means fog and is connected to the Latin term nebula, meaning 
cloud. Some believe the ‘fog’ relates to the picturesque, misty 
mornings around nebbiolo’s birthplace of Piedmont in the north-
western corner of Italy, while others think it’s the thick natural 
bloom that covers its berries when finally ripe. 
Indeed, achieving ripeness takes a while. Nebbiolo bursts from 
its bud early, around the same time as chardonnay, but it is 
often the last grape of vintage to be picked. It takes time for the 
vine to accumulate the requisite sugars and resulting harmony 
to nebbiolo’s often-piercing acidity and abrasive tannins. So, 
nebbiolo requires lots of sunshine by day, and cool, calming 
temperatures by night to stand a chance at being made into a 
decent wine.
“Nebbiolo needs a long, slow ripening period,” Luke explains.  
“I get my fruit from the Denton vineyard in the northern part of  
the Yarra, where the climate lines up perfectly. The fruit generally 
gets picked in the first week of May, which means it’s a very cool, 
very slow, even finish towards the end of the growing season.  
This helps the fruit retain acid and shape tannin, which in turn 

“IF I WAS STUCK ON A DESERT ISLAND WITH ONLY ONE RED WINE TO DRINK,  
IT WOULD HAVE TO BE NEBBIOLO. IT’S MY FAVOURITE.  

I JUST DON’T SEEM TO TIRE OF IT.” 
Stephen Pannell, S.C. Pannell
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2017 FROM SUNDAY  
CARBONIC NEBBIOLO
Adelaide Hills, SA, 13.5%, $30
No need for ‘nebb’ to be so serious. 
Using ‘grapes as their own fermentation 
vessels’, James Becker and co. have 
crafted a cheerful dance between sweet 
and savoury. Expect cherry, raspberry, wet 
earth and roses. So joyful. Such fun.

2016 MOONDARRA  
OLD SCHOOL NEBBIOLO
Gippsland, VIC, 12.5%, $42
A chance planting of nebbiolo has led to 
a 27-year dance with the devil that Neil 
Prentice finally won. The wine is fiery, 
but charming. Driven by bright ruby fruit, 
pomegranate, spice, tar and herbs, supple 
textures host a fine rush of tannin.

2016 LUKE LAMBERT  
NEBBIOLO 
Yarra Valley, VIC, 14.5%, $60
This nebbiolo is an exaltation.  
Aggressive, intense red and dried  
black fruits simmer with violets,  
roses and damp earth. Its long life  
is bound up tight by crushing tannins.

aids freshness and structure to develop. 
That’s crucial for good ‘nebb’,” Luke says.
The cooler parts of Australia seem to be 
the best fit for nebbiolo. Only 115 hectares 
are planted here, with the majority in 
regions either below the 34th parallel or 
approximately 400m above the sea, where 
nebbiolo gets the right conditions and  
the necessary time to bloom.   
“It really is a crazy conundrum of a 
variety,” says Stephen. “It’s got hardly  
any colour, is light to medium bodied, but 
highly aromatic and flavoursome with 
these enormous, unforgiving tannins that have a flavour all  
of their own.”

Like pinot noir, Australian winegrowers and makers seem to enjoy 
the challenges nebbiolo presents. It tests their skills and ability 
to transform it from a tough and stubborn grape into a beguiling, 
gorgeous wine.
“Nebbiolo is a great teacher,” says neuroscientist turned 
winemaker Ray Nadeson of Lethbridge Wines. “It’s taught me how 
to harness great tannin without the wine becoming too astringent. 
I love pinot noir, but I’m drawn to nebbiolo.  There is a real 
similarity between them. They’re both medium-bodied wines that 
have power within a small, delicate framework.”
Drawing similar conclusions, Gippsland winegrower Neil  
Prentice of Moondarra says he spent two decades tending to his 
nebbiolo vines on a site that he knew was too cool to grow the 
grape properly. 
“We planted vines in 1992, but until 2012 the fruit never got 
through veraison. Our site is too cool to grow it properly, but 

through sheer, stupid persistence, we’ve found a way to do it and 
that is so rewarding,” he says. “To me, nebbiolo has many of the 
elegant and seductive qualities of great pinot, but with massive 
acid and tannin thrown in. It’s a great love of mine.”
Nebbiolo doesn’t only have to be for serious wine lovers. By 
contrast, Hamish Young from Mada Wines has managed to take 

Italy’s great grape and transform it into wine that’s 
a whole lot of fun.
“I think nebbiolo can be really expressive as 
a rosé,” Hamish says. “The primary fruit is so 
opulent, so graceful. You can work it to draw out 
layer upon layer of texture to support that pretty 
fruit. I do around 20 per cent of the ferment 
under carbonic maceration, which is integral to 
delivering the necessary texture to balance the 
high acidity and tannins.”
Some 20 years ago, pinot noir was offering intrepid 
Australian winemakers their greatest challenge yet. 
Today, it’s nebbiolo. And while Aussie winemakers 
are still getting to grips with the great grape from 
north-west Italy, the examples that exist so far go 
well beyond promising. l

“TO ME, NEBBIOLO HAS 
MANY OF THE ELEGANT AND 
SEDUCTIVE QUALITIES OF 
GREAT PINOT, BUT WITH 
MASSIVE ACID AND TANNIN 
THROWN IN. IT’S A GREAT 
LOVE OF MINE.”
Neil Prentice, Moondarra.

“THE PRIMARY FRUIT IS SO OPULENT, SO 
GRACEFUL. YOU CAN WORK IT TO DRAW 
OUT LAYER UPON LAYER OF TEXTURE TO 
SUPPORT THAT PRETTY FRUIT.“
Hamish Young, Mada Wines.
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In this six-part audio series, the Halliday  
Wine Companion podcast will arm you  
with everything you need to know about 
cellaring. Hosted by Halliday magazine editor 
Amelia Ball, the podcast features conversations 
with members of our expert panel of reviewers 
and other wine people in the know, plus you’ll  
get an audio tour of James Halliday’s own cellar.

l episode 1: James Halliday’s personal cellar
l episode 2: Keys to the cellar
l episode 3: Auction house rules
l episode 4: Maintaining your cellar
l episode 5: International hidden gems
l episode 6: “Complex and far more ethereal”

Listen to the new  
Halliday Wine 
Companion  
podcast

presented by

Listen now on desktop,  
IOS or Android,  
or visit winecompanion.com.au


