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Our No. 1 bottle 
“Our No. 1 bottle was the Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro 

Pruno Nero from Cleto Chiarli” 
By Eric Asimov 

 
Lambrusco Wants You Back—I DON’T think I’ve been any place where drinking 
sparkling wine is as ritualistic as in Italy. Meals with even the slightest claim to 
ceremony must begin with spumante, even if it is pushed aside after a few sips. They 
often end with something sparkling and sweet as well, like a bright moscato d’Asti, 
likewise ignored after a couple of tastes. 
 
Italy also has its tradition of vivace reds: fresh, effervescent wines that are consumed 
throughout a meal. These wines, unlike the prelude and finale, are gulped with gusto. 
Many are regional curiosities, like Gragnano, a fizzy red from Campania, but one of 
these red sparklers is more widely known, and deservedly so: Lambrusco. 
 
Yes, Lambrusco. Hey, relax! I don’t mean the candied, fizzy wine that sold so many 
millions of cases annually in the United States in the 1970s and ’80s, consigning the 
term Lambrusco to that special place of contempt otherwise reserved for wine coolers 
and fortified street wines. I mean real Lambrusco secco, dry, earthy and slightly bitter 
yet joyous and refreshing, beloved by millions in Emilia-Romagna. 
 
I have been on a genuine Lambrusco kick for some years now, and I’ve been 
delighted to see delicious evidence of its rebirth here in New York. Restaurants 
dedicated to the hearty, rich cuisine of Emilia-Romagna, like Via Emilia and Osteria 
Morini, offer extensive lists of Lambruscos and an opportunity to drink it in a 

reasonable approximation of authentic conditions. Where five years ago I would have been hard pressed 
to find a handful of Lambruscos in retail stores, now I can easily put my hands on a few dozen different 
bottles. 
 
It seemed like the perfect time for the wine panel to taste Lambruscos, especially because these frothy, 
low-alcohol, relatively undemanding wines take beautifully to a chill, making them wonderful summer 
reds. For the tasting of 20 bottles, Florence Fabricant and I were joined by Liz Nicholson, wine director at 
Maialino near Gramercy Park, and Levi Dalton, a sommelier most recently with Boulud Sud, who is now 
writing and putting together the I’ll Drink to That wine podcasts. Both have seen firsthand the growing 
awareness of Lambrusco among wine drinkers.  
 
“We actually have people coming in and asking for Lambrusco,” Liz said. “Even if they don’t really 
know what it is, they’ve heard about it.”  
 
Levi said many younger people are not burdened by the negative connotations of Lambrusco, having 
never heard those once ubiquitous “Riunite on Ice” radio jingles. (Ah, that may be true now, but Riunite  
 
 

 



is striving for a comeback, pitching a new ad campaign toward newcomers to wine, particularly young 
women.)  
 
In any case, the time is right for anybody curious about Lambrusco. We were all thrilled with the quality 
of the wines in front of us. We focused on dry wines, or secco, though Emilia-Romagna certainly has a 
worthy tradition of semisweet Lambruscos, too.  
 
The best were energetic and exuberant, offering the sort of blithe refreshment that people used to 
associate with Beaujolais. These are not complex wines — nobody will mistake them for Barolo or 
Brunello di Montalcino. They tend to be fruity and simple, with a dry, earthy, pleasantly bitter edge that 
shapes and channels the fruitiness. And while we certainly found some rustic examples, many of our 
favorites had more finesse than we might have expected. Even so, Levi suggested they still faced a hurdle 
with consumers.  
 
“Vivace reds are the last frontier for American consumers,” he said. “White, off-dry, savory and so on are 
now all accepted. The last thing is for wines with bubbles that are red.”  

Sounds like the fear factor at work. But really, what do Americans, a beer-guzzling, soda-swilling people, 
have to fear from a red with bubbles? Scorn from one’s peers for having selected the wrong wine? Please.  

Lambrusco is both the name of the grape and the name of the official zones in which it is made. Myriad 
strains of the Lambrusco grape can be used, but the major selections are grasparossa, salamino and 
sorbara. Those labeled Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro are thought to be the most tannic and fullest 
bodied, while Lambrusco di Sorbara tends to be more fragrant. I am partial to Lambrusco Salamino di 
Santa Croce for the sole reason that the salamino grape got its name because its bunches resemble small 
salamis.  

Most Lambruscos today are made to sparkle efficiently and inexpensively in big pressurized steel tanks. 
But a few are still made in the traditional method, as with Champagne: the wine is bottled with yeast and 
sugar to induce a second fermentation, producing the bubbles.  

One such wine was one of our favorites, the 2010 Lambrusco Salamino di Santa Croce from Luciano 
Saetti. It had a most unusual savory aroma that reminded me of mortadella, the big sausage identified 
with the city of Bologna. It was earthy and harmonious. I’m not convinced Lambruscos made this way are 
necessarily better than the steel tank Lambruscos. In fact, our top two wines were made in tanks. But my 
guess is that wines made in this traditional method will generally be more distinctive.  

Our No. 1 bottle was the Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro Pruno Nero from Cleto Chiarli, an 
energetically fruity yet balanced wine that embodied all the buoyant refreshment I could ask for in 
a Lambrusco. At $18, it also was our best value. In fact, most of these are pretty good values. Only 5 of 
the 20 topped $20.  

The most expensive among our top 10 at $27 was the Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro Monovitigno 
from Fattoria Moretto, the No. 2 bottle, a tangy lip-smacking wine with just the barest hint of sweetness, 
while the least expensive, at $12, were the funky, idiosyncratic Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro 
from Cantina Puianello and the earthy, pleasing Quercioli from Medici Ermete.  

Other bottles we enjoyed included the Corte degli Attimi from Fiorini, the 2011 Lambrusco di Sorbara 
from Francesco Vezzelli, the Rosso from Lini 910 and the 2010 Cantolibero from Tenuta Pederzana. Two 
other producers worth seeking out, though not in our tasting, are Vittorio Graziano and Villa di Corlo.  

 

 



As far as a fear of sparkling reds, Lambrusco is a super value that goes great with food, particularly 
simple grilled meats, fatty salumi, rich pasta sauces and cheeses. In return, it demands very little except to 
be understood for what it is. That sounds like a pretty good deal all-around.  

 

 

BEST VALUE*** 

NV Cleto Chiarli Lambrusco 
Grasparossa di Castelvetro 

Pruno Nero 

Fresh, dry, fruity, earthy and 
refreshingly bitter. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


