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Da stieg ein Baum. O reine Ubersteigung!
O Orpheus singt! O hoher Baum im Ohr!

(Sonnets to Orpheus, Rainer Maria Rilke, Part One, |, first two lines.)

A tree ascended there. Oh pure transcendence!
Oh Orpheus sings! Oh tall tree in the ear!

Nebbiolo flourishes in Brunate. Pure transcendence!
Orpheus sings! Sublime taste in the ear!



A Visit to the Langa / Langhe (Piemontese / Italian)

Oh tall tree in the ear / O hoher Baum im Ohr! astonished me years ago, reading Rilke with
students. WHAT did it mean? He knew. Jubilant praise sings in my ear. An ascending tree
crossed paths with astounding wine unexpectedly. Breaking in new hiking shoes in vineyard
dust in Serralunga d’Alba began a 40-year-long anticipated visit to Barolo and Barbaresco.
Walking also through vineyards in La Morra, Barolo and Neive, tastings at Azienda Agricola
Vigna Rionda S.S. di Massolino Fiili (Serralunga d’Alba) and Castello di Neive Azienda Agricola
(Barbaresco), invited private tastings at La Morra’s Poderi Marcarini and at Societa Agricola
Ratti complemented the hiking. And there were remarkable meals including one with tartufo
bianco topping each course at Ristorante Bovio. My exploration of the taste of these wines
ascended as Rilke’s tree elevated his poetry.

On the western-facing ridge of the Serralunga d’Alba valley, that first hike presented a
captivating view. | did not expect to be so engrossed by that visual experience. It would be
picturesque, | knew, like seascapes and mountainscapes. This surprising mystery opened into
discovery long after that visit was over. The landscape had been described years before (by
my Barolo mentor) as a bowl. An irregular bowl spread out in front of us. Maps remembered
from books identified major communes: Barolo, La Morra, Castiglione Falletto, Monforte d’Alba
and Serralunga d’Alba but not any of the other six in the DOCG. Gianfranco Bovio of the La
Morra restaurants! with those amazing wine lists had introduced my Barolo mentor (in the 70’s)
to Barolo producers not geography — to Marcarini, Cordero di Montezemolo, Bartolo
Mascarello and E. Pira. That focus on producers was consistent with lessons of that time
about fine wines worth searching for generally. A fine Burgundy would not simply be a Volnay
Taillepieds but one from H. de Montille or a Nuits-Saint-Georges from H. Gouges or a Chablis
from F. Ravenau. And the same from Bordeaux, the Rhéne, Mosel-Saar-Ruwer or Rioja. My
“assignment” for learning entailed finding wines from the top producers in Barolo and
Barbaresco; the geographical origins of the wines were of secondary importance. It was a
rewarding path.

Discovering Paisagi / Paesaggio / Landscape

On a patio overlooking Vigna Rionda our Massolino guide presented a map of the Barolo region
and explained that the area was approximately 10 km. tall by 7 km. wide. The elongated bowl
is quite small. Deep in the cellars she showed us a section of exposed soil and explained that
the soil in Serralunga d’Alba differs from the soil on the opposite, western side of the valley
making different styles of wine. A year earlier at a wine dinner here in Ohio, Pietro Ratti
explained to me the same distinction between those sides of the bowl and the wine styles. The
tour at Pietro’s winery also included an exposed section of La Morra soil. This focus on
geography and geology reflects the establishment in 2010 of 181 Barolo MGA’s. in the tasting
room at Marcarini a display of old bottles included the 1958 Barolo Brunate, the first single-
vineyard Barolo bottled. My first taste of single-vineyard Barolo was a 1967 Marcarini Brunate,
the second, a 1971 Cordero di Montezemolo Enrico VI. In 1980 these single-vineyard
bottlings were the exception. Although the idea of geographically based MGA'’s preceded the
delineation of the Barolo D.O.C. in 1966, MGA agreement took time.

At home again my thoughts started connecting separate pieces sketched above. Landscape
became the center of questions. Having read about maps of Barolo by Alessandro
Masnaghetti, an email to him led to acquiring digital versions of his Barolo MGA and Barolo
Geoviticultural maps. Through them | began seeing interconnected details of the commune of

1 The Bovio family operated Ristorante Belvedere in La Morra before the current one.



La Morra and of the area generally. Masnaghetti’s Barolo MGA 360°, released 9 months after
that visit, presented a major opportunity for more learning. This interactive visual web site is
designed to be a tutorial enabling users to learn about Barolo’s landscape and wines.

Teaching, understood as “letting students learn”, distinguishes Barolo MGA 360° from almost
all other wine websites that seek to sell something or to dispense information. In the Duino
Elegies Rainer Maria Rilke seeks to learn. He wants to understand more deeply, and let
readers learn, what poetry is for. Things well-known, the purpose of poetry and the relation of
wine and geography, are worthy of much thought beyond the familiar. Elegy 7 describes
someone who wants, through searching, to be grounded (“seeks Erde / earth”).

ein hiesig
einmal ergriffenes Ding gélte far viele.

one local, earthly thing
truly grasped counts for everything

Barolo MGA 360° seeks to grasp one local thing — landscape, paesaggio, paisagi (in
Piedmontese). This unique tool becomes understood through using it. In what follows is the
story of how Barolo MGA 360° enabled me to grasp new, local, landscape things, and thereby
to far better understand wines | already had learned to know well by taste.

Barolo MGA 360° has, then, a very clearly conceived purpose — let users learn how to
understand the differences in style of wines between separate MGA's. Barolo’s 170 vineyard
MGA’s are comparable to climats or crus in France or Einzellagen in Germany. The 11
commune MGA’s are comparable to French village AoC’s and German QbA’s. Discovering what
distinguishes the style of wine from one MGA to another includes learning to see and to read
the landscape of each. That is a complex task. University colleagues who taught visual art
explained that they taught “learning to see” — students (all of us) must learn to see. Colleagues
in music would say students (already music majors) had to learn to hear. Alessandro
Masnaghetti is a teacher in precisely this sense.

An MGA is a cultivated hillside field. Learning how to see a landscape enables us to learn
about human interactions with that field. Variations in vegetation show the microclimate where
humans care for soil and plants and animals. The vegetation and even more the morphology
tell about soils and geology. Alessandro Masnaghetti worked through the learning process that
allows one to see in a landscape factors that distinguish wines of one cultivated field from
another. To help users learn to see a landscape Barolo MGA 360° presents the right kind of
pictures. These are not the charming, visit-
inviting images | saw in planning this trip.
Having worked on maps of Barolo for years
Masnaghetti chose drone images for this
unique project. Drone images, e.g.,
Scarrone MGA, Castiglione Falletto, allow one
to learn to see differentiating elements of the
terrain. To do that a viewer must become an
Scarrone MGA, Castiglione Falletto active browser, looking for elements that

Image courtesy of Barolo MGA 360°. inform us about the landscape. That active

browser is able to rotate an initial point of
view in a complete circle, to zoom in and out, to adjust the images in multiple ways chosen by



the viewer.2 A video can move around in a scene but the movements are fixed by the vision of
the videographer. Here the viewer decides how to move through each image. The viewer
chooses why to move through the images in a particular way. With each section there is a text
guiding the explorer as would a teacher intent on letting the student learn to become
observant, to visually grasp the local thing.

Barolo MGA 360° intends, primarily, for users to learn to read a landscape. It does this by
presenting drone images of the landscape of Barolo. It also intends for us to become active
learners exploring that landscape. The fourth element completing the carefully designed
tutorial is a list of wines to help understand differences of style between MGA’s.
Recommended wines are as carefully selected as were the images. For each MGA there are
both recommended representative wines and comparison wines from near-by MGA’s. The
essential comparisons are between MGA'’s, preferably of wines from the same producer. The
comparisons should be from the same vintage and with wines not too old. Young fruitiness
reveals the style differences between MGA’'s most clearly. This approach to recommended
tastings tells us one more important element of this project. Alessandro is very clear that he is
not interested in ranking wines as better or less good than each other. Quality he says is a
personal matter. Barolo MGA 360° focuses on identifying differences of style between MGA’s.

Exploring Brunate

The Brunate MGA is Alessandro’s favorite Barolo cru. Favorite because the wines are the most
consistent of all MGA's rather than because they are the best. Although the landscape of
Brunate’s 28,34 ha is not homogeneous, it produces wines of “...a constancy of character
from every position on the slopes and from the hands of every winemaker.”3 Brunate provides
a case study for using Barolo MGA 360° to understand the unique character of a wine from a
single cultivated field. Perhaps it should be called Chiuso (Clos) Brunate (in spite of lacking an
enclosing wall). My choice to explore Brunate comes from complementary details. The
recommended tastings for Brunate include Ceretto and Marcarini; the reference tastings
include Barolo La Serra - Marcarini. My experience includes multiple vintages of both of the
Marcarini wines as well as several vintages of young Ceretto’s Brunate and Brunate Zonchetta.
Forty years ago | made a strategic decision to explore in depth wines from one red wine region
capable of making fine wine rather than to explore horizontally the numerous regions that
fascinated me. | chose Barolo and began examining as many different producers as | could.
Limited availability, the discovery that Barolo needs to mature for a long time and personal
preferences narrowed my collecting eventually to Marcarini and Cordero di Montezemolo. My
goal was to study the development of fine Barolo in the bottle.
Alessandro’s method of tasting is a horizontal comparison of
different producers of a single vintage. My method evolved into a
vertical comparison of vintages of a single wine and, to a large
extent, into the longitudinal study of Marcarini’s Brunate.

Exploring the MGA’s of Barolo begins, as the title Barolo MGA 360°
makes clear, with the visual authenticity of pictures of the complete
landscape. | thought | had seen the bowl shape | had been told
about years earlier on my first walk that day but I learned quickly |
had not seen the whole landscape. Gaining that kind of view is

2 An ebook does not allow this active browsing. Navigate to <https://www.barolom .it/en/getting-the-lay-of-
the-land/> and explore. “Read me, please” is a most helpful link as well. Every pull down menu has some material
free for all users.

3 Barolo MGA 360°, .MGA . Brunate


https://www.barolomga360.it/en/getting-the-lay-of-the-land/
https://www.barolomga360.it/en/getting-the-lay-of-the-land/

actually far from easy from ground level. As this realization expanded memory took me to a
map that still fascinates. The Pre-Socratic philosopher Anaximander (610-546 B.C.E.) created
a map representing the whole known world. It is not unlike drone images presenting the whole
Barolo landscape. Looking at Anaximander’s map one sees details present in modern maps.
The Territory section of Barolo MGA 360° presents panoramic images in which one can see the
territory surrounding the Barolo DOCG. Anaximander’s map shows Ocean surrounding
Europe, Libya and Asia, the Aegean Sea, the Nile flowing into the Mediterranean Sea and the
Phasis River flowing into the Black Sea. The chain of the Alps is seen in drone pictures, to the
west is Monviso with France beyond and to the north, Monte Rosa and further, Switzerland.
Between Monte Rosa and the Barolo zone one sees Alto Piemonte. Landmarks to the south
and east are seen in other drone images.

Moving to the Barolo zone itself (inside the bowl), the first detail is recognizing the primary
observation point and that turns out to be above the center of the bowl. The geographical
center of the DOCG lies near Castiglione Falletto. Anaximander’s 2500 year old map is also
circular with Delphi its center. A crucial observation about the Barolo zone is its core structure.
“Three Ridges / Two Valleys” gives a profile view of three main, north-south ridges traversing
the zone through most of its 10
Lo Mora —— km. height. On the west side
; Custigions Fllto \ the La Morra Ridge has that
! commune at its center. The
Castiglione Falletto Ridge east
= ; \ ] F. X of the center of the zone
.4 o ey T Ee L o X stretches from north of that
commune to its southern end
near Monforte d’Alba. The
Three Ridges / Two Valleys Serralunga Ridge delineates
°°'B’ri$?n"g'i23'§e'2§"§? Barolo MGA 3608 the eastern side of the DOCG.4
These three ridges encompass
two valleys: the Barolo Valley,
between the ridges of La Morra and Castiglione Falletto and the Serralunga Valley, between the
ridges of Castiglione Falletto and Serralunga. The Barolo Valley in Barolo MGA 360° appears
to be two or three times wider than the Serralunga Valley. The “irregular bow!” seen from the
ground near the top of what | now know to call the Serralunga Ridge was the narrower
Serralunga Valley. The entire zone is a bowl with two asymmetrical valley / bowl sections.

Ovest / West
Est / East

Barolo Valley Serralunga Valle)

From the main plaza of La Morra looking at a wide valley (the Barolo Valley) in front of us we
spotted a brightly-colored building, the Chapel of Barolo (Pictures5. Replacing the
deconsecrated (and collapsed) 1914 Cappella della S S Madonna delle Grace, it was designed
for Ceretto Aziende Vitivinicole by artists (and lovers of Barolo) David Tremlett and Sol LeWitt.
We walked out of La Morra on Strada Fontanazza heading south into the valley with vineyards
on both sides. A turn to the east brought us to the Chapel of Barolo. The east-wast section of
the strada was on top of a ridge with vineyards descending on both sides. On a Google map
the chapel is named Cappella della Brunate. Walking along that ridge we saw a sign naming
the vineyard on our right, Brunate. The vineyard on our left had no sign. | learned from
Alessandro Masnaghetti’'s Barolo MGA Map that it is the MGA Boiolo. | also learned from his

4 On Barolo MGA 360° return to “Territory / Getting the lay of the land” and choose the picture “Crimali / Ridges”. A
yellow line on the lower left at the picture’s starting point identifies the central, Castiglione Faletto Ridge, a blue line
going off the right edge shows the Serralunga Ridge and a red line at the horizon (VERDUNO) shows the La Morra
Ridge. The “Auto rotate” tool (one click starts, second stops, etc) gives a good view of these ridges.

S <https://www.italianways.com/artist-colors-for-the-barolo-chapel/>.



https://www.italianways.com/artist-colors-for-the-barolo-chapel/

