Episode 24 – Sangiovese: Italy’s Noble Grape
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Last time, we looked at Pinot Grigio and Pinot Gris—two names, one grape, two very different expressions. 
Today, we’re heading to Italy for a grape that’s less about multiple names and more about how deeply it defines a culture.
Sangiovese is Italy’s most planted red grape and the backbone of Chianti, Brunello, and Vino Nobile di Montepulciano. For me, it’s also one of my top three favorite wines. 
Why? Because Sangiovese is earthy, bright, versatile, and endlessly tied to food. It can be rustic or polished, humble or world-class. 
But no matter where you find it, the grape almost always shines best when it’s sitting next to a plate of Italian cooking.
Let’s dive into this Tuscan classic.

Meet Sangiovese
Sangiovese doesn’t try to be Cabernet or Merlot. It’s not about plush fruit or raw power. 
Instead, it’s built around acidity and structure. Expect flavors of red cherry, dried herbs, tomato leaf, and—when it has a little age—notes of leather and earth.
It thrives in warm, hillside vineyards, especially in Tuscany. Depending on the clone and the winemaker’s approach, it can taste rustic and tangy or smooth and refined. That flexibility is part of its charm.

Why It Matters
Sangiovese may be the ultimate food wine. High acidity, moderate alcohol, and balanced tannins make it a natural match with tomato-based pasta, pizza, grilled meats, mushroom risotto, and hard cheeses.
It’s also one of Italy’s best values. Yes, Brunello can command high prices, but plenty of Chianti Classicos, Rossos, and Tuscan IGT bottlings deliver complexity without draining your wallet. 
One budget-friendly standout? Pietramerana Sangiovese Toscana IGT 2020—just $10.99 and widely praised for its balance.

Exploring the Styles
Walk through Tuscany and you’ll meet Sangiovese in different guises.
In Chianti and Chianti Classico, it’s all about sour cherry, dried herbs, and tomato leaf. These wines are lively and perfect for everyday Italian meals. A bottle like Castello di Volpaia Chianti Classico (around $25) is a great place to start.
Travel south to Brunello di Montalcino, and Sangiovese puts on its most serious face. Dark cherry, leather, spice, and earth come through, built for long aging. Caparzo Brunello di Montalcino (around $45) shows how powerful yet refined this grape can be.
If Brunello is the king, then Rosso di Montalcino is its younger brother—still cherry-driven, with cedar and plum, but made for earlier drinking. Altesino Rosso di Montalcino (around $22) is a terrific example.
Over in Vino Nobile di Montepulciano, Sangiovese (locally called Prugnolo Gentile) leans tart cherry and dried fig, often more elegant than Chianti but less known. Poliziano Vino Nobile (around $30) is a classic pick.
And beyond Tuscany? In Emilia-Romagna, Umbria, and even California, Sangiovese shows a fruitier, softer side. For something stateside, Palmina Sangiovese from Santa Barbara (around $22) proves the grape adapts beautifully outside Italy.

Clearing Up the Myths
“It’s too acidic.”
That acidity is exactly what makes it brilliant with food, especially tomatoes.
“All Chianti tastes the same.”
Not even close. From fresh and simple to dark and complex, the range is wide.
“It’s not as age-worthy as Barolo or Bordeaux.”
Brunello di Montalcino alone proves otherwise—many can age gracefully for 20 years or more.

A Quick Way to Think About It
Here’s the shorthand: Sangiovese is sauce’s best friend.
Think cherry, herbs, leather, and a touch of earth. It’s usually medium-bodied, with high acidity and tannins that sit in the middle range. It thrives in Chianti, Montalcino, and Montepulciano, and it shines with pizza, pasta, grilled meats, or hard cheese.

Wine Enthusiast Alert
Few grapes show as much clonal diversity as Sangiovese—there are over 100 known clones, and Brunello’s prized Sangiovese Grosso is just one.
In the 1970s, Tuscany gave us the “Super Tuscans”—bold blends where Sangiovese mingled with Cabernet or Merlot, breaking the rules and creating some of Italy’s most exciting wines.
And terroir plays a huge role. On shale, Sangiovese tastes fresh and savory. On limestone, it gains structure and minerality. On clay, it becomes richer and more ripe. The soil, quite literally, flavors the story.

Try This
Set up your own side-by-side. Pour a traditional Chianti Classico next to a modern Super Tuscan—something like Tignanello, Le Volte, or another Sangiovese-Cabernet blend. 
Taste how blending and oak shift the grape from rustic and tangy to sleek and polished. It’s a masterclass in evolution.

On the Next Sip…
Next time, we’ll head west to Spain to meet its national grape: Tempranillo—Spain’s treasure, with oak, spice, and silky structure.
Until then, keep Sangiovese close. It may not always shout the loudest, but it rarely disappoints—especially when there’s a bowl of pasta on the table. 
For me, it’s not just Italy’s noble grape, it’s one of the reasons I fell in love with wine in the first place. Cheers.
