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While it is common to refer to Trentino and Alto Adige as one region, Trentino and Alto 

Adige, are in fact, quite different from historical, geographic, and social perspectives. 

The simplest way to differentiate between Trentino and Alto Adige is that the former is 

Italian-speaking and the latter (also known as Südtirol) is mostly German-speaking, as 

it was annexed by Italy after World War I. But the differences in terms of grape 

varieties and wines are just as big. Ampelographically, Trentino’s most typical native 

white grape is Nosiola, while its emblematic red varieties are Marzemino, grown along 

the banks of the Adige River (and which, unless the grapes are air-dried, gives a light 

to medium-bodied, fresh wine) and Teroldego (a much bigger red), grown especially on 

the Rotaliana plain in the Valle dell'Adige to the north of Trento. None of these three 

grapes are typical of nor grown much (if at all) in Alto Adige. Last but not least, 

Trentino has become one of Italy’s two most important sources of high-quality 

sparkling wines made by secondary fermentation in the bottle in the manner of 

Champagne (the other being Lombardy’s Franciacorta, of course). Trentodoc is the 

name used to designate these well-known sparkling wines. 

 

Grapes and Wines 

In Trentino, almost all wines are named after the grapes from which they are 

produced. This is why the majority of Trentino DOC wines are labeled with the grape 

variety name and the word “Trentino.” An exception to this is what is undoubtedly the 

region’s best wine by far, though produced in ridiculously small volumes: the very 

sweet and viscous Trentino Vino Santo, made by air-drying the local native white 

Nosiola grape. However difficult it may be to find a bottle, my advice is to do whatever 



	

	

you can to acquire one, for the better examples are unquestionably among Italy’s 

finest, if least-known, sweet wines. Unfortunately, it is not just the sweet Nosiola Vino 

Santo wines that are rare; the dry wines made with Nosiola are similarly scarce. The 

Nosiola grape is characterized by thin skins that command a great deal of work in the 

vineyard, and is fast losing favor with growers everywhere in the region. For example, 

in 2017, production in Trentino of Nosiola grapes was just slightly more than 4,000 

quintals (a quintal is equivalent to 100 kilograms), which translates to less than 0.5% 

of Trentino grape production. 

 

But for all the talk about native grapes, currently more than 50% of white grapes 

grown in Trentino are Chardonnay. This is because Chardonnay is used to make both 

dry still wines (which are, frankly speaking, of practically no interest by global 

standards) and the aforementioned sparkling wines (Spumante Trento Metodo 

Classico or Trentodoc). Other white grapes commonly grown in Trentino include Pinot 

Grigio (Pinot Bianco is much rarer and more typical of Alto Adige), Müller-Thurgau (of 

especially high quality when grown in the Val di Cembra), Sauvignon Blanc, 

Gewürztraminer (often referred to as Traminer Aromatico) and Manzoni Bianco 

(believed to be a Riesling/Pinot Bianco cross, although recent data suggests it might 

actually be a Riesling/Chardonnay cross). 

 

The most commonly grown red grapes in Trentino are the members of the Schiava 

family (Schiava Piccola, Schiava Grossa and Schiava Grigia), which yields delightful, 

easygoing red wines brimming with early appeal and that are just as delicious when 

served slightly chilled. The most highly-regarded denomination where Schiavas are 

heavily featured is Caldaro, which is sometimes referred to as Lago di Caldaro. 

Teroldego (“Teroldego Rotaliano” is perhaps Trentino’s best-known wine 

denomination), and Marzemino are the region’s most important red grapes. Trentino 

is, along with Alto Adige, the Italian home of Moscato Rosa, which gives some of the 

country’s most delicious sweet aromatic red wines. Native varieties  such as Casetta 

and Groppello di Revò make interesting reds that are worth seeking out when you visit 

the area, as production volumes of each are too small for the wines to be easily found 

outside of Italy (although exceptions always exist, of course). International red 

varieties including Pinot Nero, Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon are also commonly 

grown in Trentino, while Cabernet Franc is much rarer. 

 



	

	

Trentino’s unique wine production panorama 

Trentino is blessed with a wealth of viticultural terroirs, ranging from flatlands to 

alpine slopes, and a plethora of mesoclimates, varying from sub-Mediterranean (in the 

Valle del Sarca and the Valle dei Laghi) to continental (in the Piana Rotaliana, the 

Vallagarina, and the Val d’Adige) to downright alpine (in the Val di Cembra). Trentino 

also boasts Italy’s highest percentage of land producing DOC wines (roughly 80%), as 

well as several extremely prestigious family-owned wineries: names include Lunelli 

(the famous owners of the Ferrari sparkling wine estate), Elisabetta Foradori, 

Guerrieri Gonzaga (producer of the famous San Leonardo red wine), and Pojer e 

Sandri. All of that should mean a high output of world-class wines, but unfortunately it 

is not so. By far the largest share of Trentino's wines are produced in cooperatives, 

each with hundreds if not thousands of associated grape growers. In theory, 

cooperatives allow small grape growers who cannot make wine in economically 

sustainable volumes to benefit from technical guidance, state-of-the-art facilities and 

distribution networks they would not have access to on their own. Unfortunately, the 

production of many of the region’s co-ops reflects a mostly industrial viticulture and 

enology, translating to high-volume, low-quality wines that end up being mostly 

supermarket fodder of little note. By contrast, the finest Trentodoc sparkling wines are, 

for the most part, absolutely world-class wines. 

 

Recent vintages 

Broadly speaking, the 2017 vintage will be remembered for an early spring (with 

late-season frost episodes on April 21 and 22), a first part of summer that was cooler 

and rainier than usual, and then a succession of extremely hot days in the middle of 

summer (punctuated by a few episodes of hail). September helped greatly, bringing 

many sunny, warm days characterized by good diurnal temperature variations. 

Common traits of the 2017 wines are a certain spiciness and early appeal. The 2016 

vintage was a year characterized by large grape bunches and good production 

volumes; much like in Alto Adige, it was an especially good vintage for white wines, 

while the lack of August sunlight and heat penalized the red wines. Overall, the wines 

have lithe, sleek frames and will not go down in memory as the region’s most 

concentrated or complex. The overrated 2015 vintage (as is universally almost 

always the case when a vintage is characterized by hot, sunny weather) was initially 

believed to be outstanding for both whites and reds. In fact, while many white wines 

lack acidity, the reds are extremely successful, especially those made with Teroldego 



	

	

and Marzemino (two grape varieties that often have trouble reaching optimal 

physiologic ripeness). Like most everywhere else in Italy, the 2014 vintage was 

difficult and plagued by rain, with red grape varieties often rotting on the vine before 

they could fully ripen. The better estates took losses of as much as 40%, and many 

didn’t produce their top bottlings. By contrast, the white wines, though blessed with 

neither staying power nor mind-boggling complexity, are especially perfumed and 

have, for the most part, turned out slightly better than expected. 

 

Azienda Agricola Cesconi 
2015 Nosiola 
Bright straw-green. Green apple and hazelnut on the nose. Then very fresh and clean, 
with building creaminess on the fresh easygoing finish and similar flavors to the 
aromas. Lovely, very pure, and precise. The grapes are picked and put in a fridge to 
lower their temperature to 5-10°C, then they are warmed naturally within the cellar so 
as to set off the fermentation. Vinification is in stainless steel, and the wine is aged in 
acacia barrels for 8-9 months. Only 12% alcohol and lots of flavor. Well done, from the 
master of the Nosiola variety in Trentino. (91 points) 
 
2015 Manzoni Bianco 
Bright golden-tinged yellow. Flinty fresh citrus aromas and flavors. Sneaky 
concentration and bright acidity provides lovely clarity and cut on the long close. Less 
spicy than some other Manzoni Bianco wines I have had. A part of the grapes used to 
make this wine grows right around the estate grounds in Pressano and another by 
Ceniga, near Lake Garda. (90 points) 
 
2015  Pinot Grigio 
Golden-tinged yellow. Ripe apple and pear on the nose are complicated by minty and 
balsamic nuances. Rich dense and savory, with a peppery bite to the ripe orchard and 
spicy herb flavors. Vinification is in stainless steel, then aged in large 30hL oak barrels 
for 8-9 months. Cesconi has always made one of the better, more tactile Pinot Grigio 
wines in Trentino; certainly this wine packs in a lot more flavor than 90% of Italy’s 
Pinot Grigios wines. (91 points) 
 
2015 Chardonnay 
Bright golden-tinged yellow. Simple fresh minty aromas and flavors of apple, pear and 
banana. Clean and fresh on the long finish with lime and white flower nuances. Chablis-
like. Aged 100% in barrique with full malolactic for nine months (10% new oak). (90 
points) 
 
2015 Sauvignon 
Bright golden-tinged straw. Aromas and flavors of elderberries, sage, and winter melon. 
Fresh clean and juicy, tastes of mint, ripe melon and figs. Finishes long with bright juicy 
appeal. Lots of tang and only 12.5% alcohol. (91 points) 
 



	

	

2015 Olivar 
Bright straw. Clean fresh orchard fruit and lemon ice aromas and flavors. Bright and 
juicy with good finishing cut and noteworthy clarity thanks to harmonious acidity. The 
long suave finish features persistent notes of apple and spicy pear. A blend of 40% 
Chardonnay, 40% Pinot Grigio and 20% Pinot Bianco; the two Pinots are aged in used 
oak barriques, while the Chardonnay matures in essentially new oak barriques. This is 
much more delicate and refined than some early vintages of Olivar, that was too marked 
by spicy and buttery oak. (91 points) 
 
2015 Gewürztraminer 
Bright pale golden-yellow. Very perfumed rose petal and grapefruit aromas and flavors. 
Bright fresh and juicy, with a tactile, suave mouthfeel and a hint of residual sweetness 
(4 g/L r.s.). A big wine, but it handles its 14.5% alcohol niftily and does not come across 
as heavy-handed or hot. Ferments and ages in stainless steel. The vines were planted in 
1994 and 2000 at 300 meters above sea level in the area of Pressano; although this is 
the home of Nosiola, it has always been a source of good Gewürz too. (91 points) 
 
2015 Lagrein Riserva Pletter 
Dark inky-ruby. Fresh floral aromas of violet, plums, and black cherries macerated in 
alcohol. Then fresh and juicy, with very good acid-fruit-tannin balance. A succulent 
wine that is typical of Lagrein in warm vintage: fruity, rather than spicy and herbal. (92 
points) 
 
2013 Rosso Pivier 
Purple-ruby. Perfumed aromas and flavors of red and black cherry, minerals, and violet. 
Very smooth and suave but with good freshness and hints of coffee and cocoa on the 
bright finish. 100% Merlot. Grows on clay and loam rich soils. A hint of carbonic 
maceration makes for slightly smoother tannins. (91 points) 
 
2013 Rosso Moratel 
Bright dark ruby-red. The fresh and fruity nose is complicated by notes of coffee and 
cocoa. Then slightly tough in the mouth, with noteworthy tannins providing structure 
and coating the palate dry. Finishes bright and saline with very good juiciness and a 
chunky quality. This is a blend of 40% Merlot, 40% Lagrein, 10% Cabernet Sauvignon 
and 10% Teroldego; the Lagrein grows right next to the winery while the Merlot is 
planted on clay-rich soils around lake Garda (Lagrein does not fare well on clay, as the 
grapes fail to ripen and the wines never come around). (88 points) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


