
 
2017 Barolo Vintage Report 

 
No, 2017 is not a repeat of 2016. Let's be clear about that. At the same time, it seems these days the 
knee-jerk reaction to a hot, dry vintage is often “it’s another 2003.” Let me address that right off the 
bat too – 2017 is not 2003 either. Instead, 2017 is a vintage that requires a lot of tasting and re-tasting. 
The wines challenge preconceived ideas of what wines from hot years can be, for reasons that I will 
explain in the paragraphs that follow. 
 

In tasting, the 2017s are mid-weight Barolos with the classic structure of Nebbiolo. They are often 
intensely aromatic. Acids and tannins are prominent in many wines. The fruit profiles are ripe, often 
distinctly red-toned, but not cooked or over-ripe. Perhaps most importantly, the 2017 Barolos are 
very true to site, which is always a concern with vintages marked by warm weather. The best 2017s 
are exceptionally polished, vivid and flat-out delicious. If tasted blind, my guess is that few people 
would identify the wines as coming from a hot and very dry year. The question is: Why? 
 

First and foremost, growers have learned a tremendous amount about dealing with hot growing 
seasons since 2003. This can’t possibly be overestimated. Producers are simply better at working 
through these challenges than they were back then. In 2017, that meant deleafing as little as 
possible and leaving a bit more crop on the vine, which helps delay ripening and keep acids bright. 
Several growers also spoke of the positive effects of hail netting in also protecting fruit from intense 
sunlight. Hail netting is not widely used in Piedmont, but that will likely change going forward.  
 
The 2017 Growing Season and Wines 
 

The 2017 growing season got off to an early start. Winter was generally dry. Temperatures in March 
soared to well above average, leading to a precocious budbreak. Of the last 20 years, only 2012 
saw a warmer March. In 2017 vines were unusually advanced and therefore in a vulnerable state 
when brutal frost arrived in mid-April, right after the Easter holiday. This is, of course, the same frost 
that affected Burgundy, Bordeaux and other regions throughout Europe. Frost was especially 
damaging to the lower hillsides and plains, areas that in the past were not planted to Nebbiolo, in 
some cases, not even to grapes at all. But things today are different, and some vineyards at lower 
altitudes were severely damaged. Others were shocked by very low temperatures and/or 
compromised by being whipped around by strong winds. In some cases vineyards were pruned 
again and wines were made from second shoots, although that is generally viewed as risky with 
Nebbiolo as it potentially compromises the following year’s crop.  



From May through to the end of August, temperatures were higher than average, while rain was far 
less than normal. Importantly, though, evening temperatures moderated an important element that 
separates 2017 from relentlessly hot years like 2003. Heat stress was a big challenge, especially in 
younger vineyards. Older vines, those with the deepest root systems, were able to withstand the 
rigors of the year better. Ultimately, quality-minded producers used the younger vine fruit for their 
entry-level wines rather than for their top bottlings.  
 

A touch of rain in September was perfectly timed to refresh parched Nebbiolo vines. “We had a bit 
of rain in early September, just as we brought in the last Dolcetto,” Maria Teresa Mascarello 
explained. “It was the first rain we had seen in 3-4 months. The soils literally looked like powder as the 
rain fell. Temperatures started to drop right after that.” The average start date for harvest was 
September 25, a good two to three weeks earlier than normal in a more typical year. The challenge 
for growers was balancing sugar ripeness with phenolic maturity of the skins and seeds. In warm 
vintages the fear is that sugars will spike to unacceptably high levels, and that ultimately drives 
harvesting choices for many producers. When this happens tannins are often not fully ripe. This is 
very much the case with 2017. As a comparison, the 2016s, even though young and structured, 
benefit from tannins that are fully ripe. The textural differences between the two vintages are starkly 
evident. 
 

Barolo is a highly complex region in terms of its exposures, ridges, geologies and soils, which makes 
generalizing in a vintage like 2017 very difficult, if not impossible. And that’s before any discussion of 
producer decisions in the field or cellar. There is no question that the conditions described above 
are highly variable from place to place. My impression, though, is that wines from La Morra struggled 
most. Whether that can be attributed to sandier, well-draining sites that are less water-retentive than 
those of Serralunga, for example, or to producer decisions, or both, is a subject that could fill an 
entire article. That said, I tasted a handful of exceptional La Morra Barolos, which means that level 
was certainly possible.  
 

Most producers I spoke with opted for gentle winemaking, with lower temperatures in vinification. 
Some traditionally minded producers who do extended submerged cap fermentation opted not 
do to so in 2017, although that is very much on a case by case basis. Others bottled on the early 
side to preserve as much freshness as possible. Two thousand seventeen is clearly a vintage that 
demanded a lot of attention and carefully considered decisions. 
 

Structurally, the 2017 Barolos are lighter than the 2016s. Excessive heat resulted in uneven ripening 
and wines with less depth and structure than seen the year prior. The perception of acidity and 
tannin in the 2017s is often high, precisely because the 2017s don’t have the mid-palate richness 
and fruit depth of the 2016s. With few exceptions, the 2017 Barolos are not rich or opulent wines, like 
the 2003s, 2007s or 2011s. Rather, they are mid-weight, nervy Barolos that are reminiscent of the 2015s 
in feel, with edgy tannins that recall the 2005s, and, in most cases, a great deal of site expression, as 
readers would expect to see in a more ‘classic’ vintage. The finest 2017s are distinguished by suave, 
polished tannins that are inside a core of fruit rather than on the outside.  
 

The State of the Market 
There is plenty to like in the 2017s. Readers who stick with the top names won’t be disappointed, but 
there are quite a few newer producers who excelled too. Because of the current state of the world, 
my guess is that the 2017s will be relatively easy to find. I don’t expect to see too much speculation 
on these wines, and that is great news for consumers. It’s a great vintage to pick up a few extra 
bottles of your favorite Barolos, something that might not be possible in more hyped years. 
 


