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On Sundays, a sleepy fortress in 
the Piedmont town of Pollenzo 
comes to life as the Banca del 
Vino opens its doors. Tours 
commence, classes start and 
bottles open, and the wine bank 
echoes with foreign languages 
amid the backdrop of popped 
corks and cracking grissini.

 This isn’t your standard wine 
cellar or tasting room, but an 
educational center-cum-vault 
dedicated to commemorating 
Italian wine—the best of it, 
from every region, preserved not 
just for posterity but also for its 
best possible consumption.

Just outside of Bra, in the  
heart of the Langhe region, 
beneath the bustling 
classrooms of the University 
of Gastronomic Sciences, 
the Banca del Vino, like the 
university, is the brainchild of 
the international organization 
Slow Food, which champions 
the biodiversity of our food 
supply. As its name implies, 
the wine bank promotes Italy’s 
wine as a sort of currency that 
illuminates the country’s history 

and cultural significance. 
The idea of stockpiling Italy’s 

best wines and creating a stage 
on which to showcase them was 
borne out of a quickly growing 
wine deficit that enthusiasts 
started noticing nearly 20 years 
ago. “The 1990s were the 
boom years for Italian wine, 
which was great for revenue 
but bad for aging wines,” says 
Francesca Rinaudi, the wine 
bank’s manager. Because of 
demand, many top producers 
sold their wines soon after 
their release, without storing 
enough for aging, even though 
they weren’t at their peak. By 
the time, say, a 1990 Barolo 
had reached its potential, not 
many bottles remained on the 
market, Rinaudi says. 

BANKING ON ITALY’S BEST WINES

TH
IS

 P
A

G
E:

 IM
A

G
ES

 C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

LA
 B

A
N

C
A

 D
EL

 V
IN

O
; 

RI
G

H
T:

 F
O

TO
 C

A
LO

SS
O

; C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

LA
 B

A
N

C
A

 D
EL

 V
IN

O

Slow Food’s Banca del Vino is a treasure trove of the country’s finest. By Molly Hannon

VINI & LIQUORI 
BANCA DEL VINO

This page: Slow Food operates 
out of a former fortress in 
Pollenzo, which houses the 
University of Gastronomic 
Sciences and the Banca del Vino.
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In 2001, Slow Food’s 
president, Carlo Petrini, 
proposed that the organization 
start storing a critical 
collection of distinguished 
bottles to combat the potential 
wine deficit. An ideal place 
for the trove already existed: 
Slow Food refurbished the 
historical Agenzia di Pollenzo 
cellars beneath its University 
of Gastronomic Sciences, 
which were created for storing 
wine, and the Banca del Vino 
began accepting deposits from 
winemakers, both of vintage 
bottles and recent releases. 

Today, the bank houses more 
than 100,000 bottles from 300 
of Italy’s most highly regarded 
wine producers. There are 
bottles of red, white, rosato 
and sparkling wines from 
every region in the country. 
Serious drinkers will drop their 
jaws at some of the pieces in 
the collection, such as a few 

bottles of 1967 Barolo from 
Fontanafredda. The producers 
who take part in the program 
“deposit” 180 bottles from up 
to three of their labels each 
year. Though they still own 
the bottles, the wines become 
part of the Banca del Vino’s 
operations, and will ultimately 
be opened as part of tastings 
and programs, or made available 
for sale to visitors, students 
and producers—but only 
after they’re aged to their full 
potential, which is determined 
by Rinaudi and the wine bank’s 
director, Federico Piemonte, 
who rigorously assess each wine’s 
development.

Beyond its collection, 
the bank is also a dynamic 
educational center—it houses 
a museum that conducts 
classes and offers guided tours, 
walking visitors through the 
historical and geographical 
attributes of each region, 
allowing visitors to taste how 
those factors affect each region’s 
wines along the way. “When 
drinking wine, one should not 
just think of it as ‘that liquid in 
the bottle,’” says former wine 
bank employee and University 
of Gastronomic Sciences 
graduate Florian Minzlaff. 
“Wine is not just an alcoholic 
beverage ... nor is it just a 
luxury item. It is a cultural asset 
… [and] the wine bank allows 
one to see and to remember 

Since Italy’s unification in the late 19th century, scores of influ-
ential winemakers have shaped the development of Italian wine. 
Three larger-than-life figures—winemakers Angelo Gaja and 
Franco Biondi-Santi, as well as writer and provocateur Luigi 
Veronelli—are widely considered founders of the current Italian 
wine renaissance. 

When Gaja graduated from enology school in the early 1960s, 
running water had not yet arrived in Barbaresco, the village 
where his family had been making wine since the mid-19th 
century. But by the early 1980s, he stood at the forefront 
of European winemaking, and by the 1990s, his wines were 
among the most collected and coveted in the world. Today, his 
vineyard-designated bottlings of nebbiolo command prices  
upward of $300, and recently planted estates in Montalcino and 
Bolgheri are quickly rising in their respective appellations.

Few outside of Tuscany had heard of Brunello di Montalcino 
when Biondi-Santi took over his family’s Greppo estate in the 
1960s. At that time, only a handful of landowners produced the 
wine, which had been created two generations prior by Biondi-
Santi’s grandfather, Ferruccio. But Biondi-Santi, “the gentleman 
of Brunello,” has ushered in a new generation of bottlers and 
growers. Montalcino now has more than 250 wineries in the 
Brunello consortium and it is a world-renowned Italian red. 

The man who arguably did more to curate today’s golden age 
of Italian wines was not a winemaker. A journalist, essayist, 
publisher and gastronome, Veronelli was a widely revered 
intellectual when he published his first Guide to the Wine of Italy 
(1964). But it was a trip to California in the early 1980s that 
opened his eyes to the potential of Italian wines in the modern 
era. After the trip he implored his countrymen to embrace the 
newly founded science of winemaking that had taken hold in 
France and California. His legacy resonates today, from the 
radical wine fairs that he helped launch to his support of Italy’s 
greatest names in wine.

Architects of the Italian Wine Renaissance
By Jeremy Parzen

From top: Inspecting a 1982 
Barolo from Elio Altare;  

the cellar holds 100,000 of 
Italy’s most revered wines.

the importance of the territory, 
people, culture, mentality  
and work that was put into 
it.” For more information, go to 
bancadelvino.it. 


