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Italian
THE

Job
What does its latest  

reinvention mean for  
the future of Italian wine?

Story by JENNIFER FIEDLER
Photos by DYLAN + JENI

Italian wines at 
Helen’s. Facing 
page: Pizza, pasta 
and Italian wines at 
Jon & Vinny’s in  
Los Angeles. 



Above: Helen Johannesen in 
her wine shop. This photo: 
The wine list at Jon & Vinny’s.
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Each restaurant’s list has its own identity: Trois Mec’s is 
noticeably all French (with a hidden California list); Son of a 
Gun’s leans more natural and progressive; Animal’s concise two-
pager is weighted heavily toward Old World classics. Among 
these, the list at Jon & Vinny’s—and by extension, Helen’s, her 
two-year-old wine store attached to the restaurant—stands 
out for its Italian inflection, with the list split largely between 
on-trend French picks, Italian stars and a healthy dose of new 
California wines.

On one hand, the need for Italian influence is obvious—the 
food is a casual mix of pizzas and pastas. But talking to Johan-
nesen, you get the sense that there is more to the inclusion. She 
raves about the “high caliber natural-wine movement” coming 
out of Umbria, the “real true-intentioned wine region” of the 
Alto Piemonte, and Italy’s long history with wine that is being 
revived. “New Italian wine is old Italian wine, if you know what 
I mean,” she says. 

Johannesen’s enthusiasm is infectious. Given the weight 
of how these wines sit on the list—next to on-demand picks 
such as Napa’s Scribe or Cornas’ Thierry Allemand—it’s clear 
that certain Italian picks are making their way to the new 
progressive-wine mainstream.

Has there been a country that has reinvented its wine 
identity over the last decade—and then reinvented itself again 
and again—more than Italy? The fiascos of Chianti and the limp 
whites of the ’80s are long gone. And while Super Tuscans and 
top-shelf Barolo may still hold sway at restaurants held aloft by 
expense accounts, the story of Italian wine’s new identity has 
largely been redefined by its outliers. 

Producers from different nodes of the country, including 
oddballs such as Friuli’s Josko Gravner and Sicily’s Arianna 
Occhipinti, have been accepted as leaders of the new canon, 
leaving tremendous room for growth in their wake. As an 
example, it’s fairly de rigueur to find wines from Mt. Etna on 
trendy wine lists—a fact nearly unthinkable just 10 years ago. 

What’s surprising, perhaps, is not just the breadth 
of this revolution, which has seeped into nearly 
every  denominazione,  but the depth; where there used to 
be one or two producers of note in previously unheralded 
spots, there are now handfuls. Even bastions of commercial 
production, including Chianti and prosecco, aren’t immune to 
rediscovery; new producers are challenging the foundations on 
which these wines made their name. Through a combination of 
economic upheaval, a string of improbably great vintages and 
generational shifts, Italy is now one of the most fertile countries 
for great—and groundbreaking—wine. The question now is: 
Can the rest of the world keep up with the rapid change? 
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There’s no doubt that Americans have had a long-simmering 
love for Italian wine. In 2016, Italy exported nearly 36 million 
cases of wine to the U.S.—more than any other country in the 
world, including France. 

According to wine writer and educator Jeremy Parzen, a 
turning point for the reception of Italian wines in the U.S. was 
the opening of Babbo in 1998, from owners Mario Batali and 
Joe Bastianich, who added David Lynch as wine director in 

2000. While Italian winemakers had been modernizing their 
techniques—shifting to stainless steel tanks, for example—
since the mid-’80s, it took the power of celebrity endorsement 
to make Americans understand that Italian wines could be 
fine-dining worthy on their own. “There had never been a fine-
dining, really hot restaurant that had an all-Italian list,” Parzen 
says. “David Lynch and Joe Bastianich’s list, along with Batali’s 
celebrity, made the whole thing explode.” 

The ripple effect of this fine-dining legitimization was vast. 
Collectors who’d focused on Burgundy and Bordeaux locked in 
on Piedmont; in 2009, a bottle of Giacomo Monfortino Barolo 
1961 became one of the most expensive Italian wines ever sold 
at auction, at $1,680. Then the effects of the financial crisis 
trickled into the wine world. The surprising twist, says Parzen, 
is that while the economic upheaval kneecapped the industry 
as a whole, that jumble in the wine market set up the Italian 
sector for its meteoric rise over the last decade.

For example, as consumers became more price-sensitive, 
Italy became a go-to source for value wines across the 
spectrum, from casual pizza-ready bottles to collectibles. 
“The people who were drinking $300 bottles of wine before the 
financial crisis were now looking to spend $150,” says Parzen.

On the supply side, the financial collapse also helped 
reinvigorate sleepier regions. “A lot of these young people said, 
‘Wow, I’m never going to get a job as a financial manager in 
Milan,’ ” says Parzen. “ ‘Why don’t I take over my family’s farm 
and make wine?’ ” 

As a result, regions such as Abruzzo and Marche have seen 
an influx of new blood reviving old vineyards. “Where there 
used to be two or three historic wineries and two or three 
commercial wineries, now there are sometimes 20 families of 
young people making wine,” says Parzen.

And as it happened, the new wine ethos of the 2000s—an 
emphasis on authenticity, heritage, value and indigenous 
grapes—matches almost perfectly with what Italy has to 
offer. With roughly 2,000 native grapes and a wine history that 
dates back millennia, Italy couldn’t be better situated to make 
inroads on the new casual lists of American restaurants. 

Importers have taken note. “That’s not just in California or 
New York,” Parzen says. “I live in Texas. And in Texas I’m seeing 
an incredible explosion of small to midsized importers who are 
interested in Italian wine.” Parzen notes that the ripple effect 
means an increased—and extremely varied—range of choices. 
Italian wine seems to have hit that sweet spot where not only are 
people making more interesting wine, but importers are looking 
for that wine, and the American public is eager to buy—which 
can only add to a snowball effect of more Italian wine reaching 
U.S. shores. 

&MK�'LSMGIW
For some sommeliers, narrowing down the contenders for an 
all-Italian wine list is the new challenge. While restaurants such 
as Portland’s Ava Gene’s have built comprehensive pan-Italian 
lists that wheeled through every wine-making region, more 
recent openings have pared back, adding the effect of giving 
greater meaning to the wines and regions that do make the list. 
“On a compact list, you absolutely want great wines from great 
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winemakers, but you also need wines that complement food, 
wines made from rare varietals or from underrated regions and 
wines that have a fantastic backstory to them,” says sommelier 
David Sawyer, who took over the list at Brooklyn’s Lilia earlier 
this year. 

Lilia’s chef and owner, Missy Robbins, made her name at 
the helm of Chicago’s Spiaggia and New York’s A Voce—both 
of which featured heavy-hitting binder-length Italian wine lists. 
At the almost two-year-old Lilia, set in a refurbished auto-body 
shop in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, the vibe is decidedly more 
casual. The rustic menu—handmade agnolotti and grilled 
squid—is matched by a concise, all-Italian wine list. 

Sawyer, a veteran of Husk in Charleston, says the experience 
of creating an all-Italian selection after working with a global list 
has been a fun challenge, made even more so by the depth of the 
Italian wine field. “Everyone is upping their game. Winemakers 
are understanding that they can’t rest on their laurels,” he 
says. “There are winemakers going back to their roots; there 
are experimenters; there are rule-breakers and traditionalists 
who’ve never waivered. The connection is making an exceptional 
wine, whichever direction you take to get there.”

Lilia’s location in that epicenter of hipsterdom, Williamsburg, 
also means that Sawyer includes more progressive choices, such 
as orange wine, but his focus is on creating a balanced list. “It’s 
got to be attractive to the varied clientele we get,” he says. Even 
so, his list is populated with high-quality Soaves, Verdicchios 
and Corvinas—a mix of redeemed and revived styles that would 
have raised eyebrows on Bedford Avenue in the last decade.

Other sommeliers choose to highlight a specific region. 
At Los Angeles’ new Rossoblu—chef Steve Samson’s follow-
up to the acclaimed Sotto—Parzen, in his wine director role, 
is doubling down on Lombardian sparkling wine. Inspired by 
the success that New York’s Marta, a pizza restaurant in lower 
Manhattan, received for a wine list packed with French grow-
er Champagne that drew a hefty post-shift sommelier crowd, 
Parzen set his sights on creating the largest list of Franciacorta 
in the U.S. Franciacorta, still relatively unknown stateside, has 
more in common with Champagne than prosecco, as it’s tra-
ditionally made from either Chardonnay or Pinot Noir, with 
smaller amounts of Pinot Blanc, in the method champenoise 

manner. Parzen believes its reputation is on the rise. “Last time 
I was in Montalcino, I walked into my favorite bar and they had 
10 Franciacortas on the list,” he says. “Five years ago, you never 
found anything like that.”

Concise lists also help show how, exactly, Italian wine 
fits into wine’s new casual ethos. In a similar manner to 
Johannesen’s list at Jon & Vinny’s, at Young Joni, a pizza 
restaurant in Minneapolis, the contrast between Italian wines 
and those from the rest of the world is drawn in strong relief. 
The menu at Young Joni is nominally Italian—there are pizzas—
but chef Ann Kim also draws on her Korean heritage (pork belly 
and clams in kimchee-studded broth) and Mediterranean and 
Central American traditions for inspiration. 

Wine director Megan Larsen sees the wine list as a mir-
ror to the peripatetic food menu, jumping from Finger Lakes 
Riesling to Croatian Plavina, with around one-third of the se-
lections hailing from Italy. “I wasn’t limited to one hemisphere 
or region,” she says, noting her two guideposts are a focus on 
winemaking traditions and the desire to find good values. “I try 
my hardest to represent winemakers that are willing to sacri-
fice mass-marketability to honor local traditions.”

What made the list, then, is significant beyond being 
popular-for-Italian-wine—the selections have to work in a 
global context. It’d be simple enough to dump generic prosecco 
on the sparkling section, for example. But instead, she offers 
a lambrusco from Contrada Borgoleto and a slightly cloudy 
col fondo prosecco from Le Volpi—both traditionally made 
wines that are just a touch offbeat. Larsen says some of the 
more outlier picks require tableside explanation—and she 
keeps a go-to easier-to-order Sangiovese blend on the menu 
for the intimidated. But at least one factor makes her job easy: 
the relative value of the wines. “Price-wise, [these wines] are 
approachable, so that helps a lot.”

And that’s a sentiment many wine directors can get 
behind, including Helen Johannesen. When asked why she 
would recommend one of her outlier Italian picks—an Alto 
Piemonte, say, over more traditional Italian selections—she 
says it often comes down to the price point. “I want them to 
drink something dope, and I don’t want to recommend a $250 
Barolo,” she says. 

LE VOLPI COL FONDO 
PROSECCO VENETO NV 
This traditional prosecco on 
the list at Young Joni is made 
from the Glera grape and uses 
natural yeast for fermentation.

COLOMBERA & GARELLA 
BRAMATERRA 2013
Both Jeremy Parzen and 
Helen Johannesen rave 
about the talents of young 
winemaker Cristiano Garella, 
who was hired at age 23 
to head Tenuta Sella in 
Piemonte. This is one of his 
latest ventures after leaving 
the estate, made from 70 
percent Nebbiolo.

PUIANELLO ANCESTRALE 
LAMBRUSCO PÉT-NAT 
EMILIA-ROMAGNA 2015
This pale pink and lightly 
sparkling wine makes a great 
complement to the bold 
flavors from the Young Joni 
kitchen.
 
LE MARCHESINE 
FRANCIACORTA NV
Wine writer and director 
Jeremy Parzen is betting 
big on Franciacorta, a 
Lombardian sparkling wine 
made in a similar manner to 
Champagne. He serves this by 
the glass at Rossoblu, the new 
Los Angeles restaurant from 
chef Steve Samson.

BISCI VERDICCHIO DI 
MATELICA MARCHE 2015
This crisp white on the list 
at Lilia in Brooklyn is made 
from 100 percent Verdicchio 
and aged in concrete—a 
good example of the quality 
Verdicchios now making their 
way to the market.

FORADORI FONTANASANTA 
NOSIOLA VIGNETI DELLE 
DOLOMITI 2015
Lilia sommelier David Sawyer 
cites Elisabetta Foradori as 
one of the best producers in 
Italy right now, and this white 
is a good showcase for her 
talent.

FERRANDO CAREMA 
PIEMONTE 2011
Johannesen stocks this 
Nebbiolo from the fringes 
of Piemonte at her store, 
Helen’s, as it’s a good 
example of the more reserved 
expression of the grape.

PAOLO BEA ROSSO DE VÉO 
UMBRIA 2009
This Umbrian producer is a 
favorite of Johannesen’s, and 
their wines are included on 
several of her lists. This Rosso 
de Véo expression, made from 
the burly Sagrantino grape, is 
bottled unfined and unfiltered, 
and presents a good starting 
point in the Bea canon.
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