
RESEARCH AT SAN FELICE 
From Vigorello to Pugnitello: 30 years of forward-looking experimentation 

	  
The history of San Felice is inextricably linked with the experimental work that has 
been going on since 1968, when the business was bought from the aristocratic 
Grisaldi del Taja family of Siena by Società Esculapio, and put into the hands of 
Enzo Morganti, a brilliant technical expert widely known in Tuscany. Morganti came 
to San Felice from a winery in Lilliano, in the municipality of Castellina in Chianti, 
where he had already selected several Sangiovese clones originating from a mass 
selection that he had overseen. 

	  
The beginnings of experimentation at San Felice 

	  
On his arrival at San Felice, Morganti brought with him the fruits of his experience 
with Sangiovese, and gave a major boost to the regeneration of vineyard and cellar 
practices alike. 1968 saw the launch of Vigorello (of which just 5000 bottles were 
made, on what was basically an experimental basis), which he conceived as a 
Sangiovese single-varietal response to the traditionalists who preferred it blended with 
lesser varietals, as required by the Chianti regulatory code at the time. His faith in the 
strength of character of Sangiovese, particularly at a time when the Chianti name, 
despite its worldwide fame, was underperforming due to marked differences in 
quality within the same appellation, was ahead of its time: a few years later, other 
winemakers latched onto this concept of single-varietal Sangiovese, and then backed it 
up with Cabernet Sauvignon, a variety that was rare in Chianti at the time, but went 
onto play a key role in the reputation of Tuscan wines. San Felice planted several 
hectares of the grape in 1974, in a spirit of experimentation aimed at quality. After 
more than 10 harvests as a "single-varietal" product, Vigorello was also converted to a 
more international style: the Cabernet Sauvignon vineyards yielded their fruits in 
1979 and the resulting grapes were blended with the selection of Sangiovese to a 
proportion of about 15% for total production of roughly 20,000 bottles. 



	  

In the years that followed, this small percentage of Cabernet Sauvignon gradually rose 
to 30% in the early 1990s, 35% in 1995 and 40% in the memorable harvest of 1997. 
The approach to conditioning evolved over the years too: as of the 1988 harvest, 
unlike in previous years, the entire batch was conditioned in 225l French oak 
barriques, one third of which were new. With effect from 1997, furthermore, a 
proportion of the batch also underwent malolactic fermentation in barriques. 

	  
In 1974, other grafts of Sangiovese originating from the mass selection made by 
Morganti were planted on the Poggio Rosso estate, which is one San Felice's most 
ideal plots, because of its unique combination of soil composition and exposure. 
The initial plantation of about three hectares was gradually expanded until it reached 
its current size of over 8 hectares in the 1980s. A few rows of Colorino were planted 
at the same time as this selection of Sangiovese, and they still form part of the final 
blend to this day, albeit in proportions of between 5% and 10%. The first harvest to 
go into production under the Poggio Rosso label dates back to 1978, when 7,800 
bottles were made. 

	  
The Vitiarium and the study of Germplasm 

	  
San Felice's research has continued year after year in its experimental vineyards, for 
the chief purpose of improving the Sangiovese grape. Training systems, hybrids and 
plant density are the most important lines of research. In 1987, however, this research 
started to follow another thread, which had a profound influence on San Felice's 
experimentation and production in the years that followed. 



	  
The region's research bodies (the Arboriculture Institutes of the Universities of 
Florence and Pisa and the Arezzo section of the Ministry of Agriculture's 
Experimental Viticulture Institute) were fully aware of the need to put a halt to the 
erosion of Tuscany's varietal heritage, and the topic was added to the programme of 
the coordination group for the protection of genetic resources of ligneous species 
organised and sponsored by the National Research Council (C.N.R.) with effect from 
1981. 
Within the framework of this project, the bodies mentioned above managed to 
source no less than 270 grape varieties (161 of which were red) in the various 
viticultural areas of Tuscany. These grape varieties were then planted in an 
experimental vineyard at San Felice, where an extensive and systematic research 
programme got under way in partnership between the estate and the universities. 
The scope of the programme included a long series of measurements, analyses and 
organoleptic assessments aimed at determining the oenological value of the most 
interesting varieties cultivated in the "conservation ground", whose grapes were then 
used for winemaking in the estate's cellars. 

	  
The experimental vineyard in which these varieties were planted was called the 
Vitiarium, and the vines that grew there were known as the "Viziati". According to 
some sources, the origin of this name lies in the word "Vitis". A more romantic but 
historically justifiable opinion is that these grape varieties were a rarity and a source of 
pride for their owners, who therefore guarded them jealously in places not exposed to 
prying eyes. And a third view is that these complementary varieties were used to 
endow wine with a particular character, defined as a "vizio" (or "vice"). 
Whatever the truth of it, the genetic heritage (germplasm) of Tuscan viticulture 
conserved in the Vitiarium at San Felice is indisputably unique in terms of both 
variety and size (2 hectares). 



	  

The first results of the research 
	  

Over the course of the years that followed, careful selections were made, based 
initially on morphological parameters such as vigour, yield per plant, cluster weight, 
period of harvest, grape shape and size, etc. In the wake of these first observations, 
about 30 different varieties were selected and put through a second stage of 
experimentation aimed at selecting those which had retained these morphological 
characteristics in subsequent harvests, and had yielded the most interesting analytical 
and organoleptic results when vinified on a small-scale. As a result of this screening 
process, a number of grape varieties of particular interest were identified, such as 
Abrusco, Abrustine, Pugnitello and others, and vinified together for the first time in 
1989, to produce a blend of 13 different varietals for total output of 280 bottles. 
This was the first real oenological result of the experiment, and in view of the 
significance of the product achieved, it gave the research programme a major boost. 
Not just because this saved a whole string of different varieties from the risk of 
extinction, but also because it showed how native grape varieties of the past, if 
cultivated using modern agronomic and oenological know-how, were capable of 
yielding surprising results that were eminently well suited to the types of wine that 
consumers look for today. In subsequent harvests, the various grape varieties were 
progressively isolated and vinified on their own, because we needed to find out 
whether they were just good (or excellent) in company or whether they had the 
potential to be stand-alone stars. 
The majority proved to belong to the former category, but others, with particular 
reference to Pugnitello, showed that they had what it takes to be leading players. This 
prompted the decision to plant several hectares of Pugnitello, so as to have a bigger 
sample on which to verify earlier findings made on the vine and in the cellar. In 1992, 
in Piombino, not far from the Poggio Rosso vineyard, the first 1000 grafts of 
Pugnitello were planted, creating a total area of 0.3 hectares. 



	  
Pugnitello 

	  
So beyond the promising results of small-scale vinification and the later organoleptic 
assessments, what was it that drove the technicians and hence the San Felice team to 
invest time, space and money on this almost unknown grape variety? The answer 
undoubtedly lies in its rare and highly distinctive agronomic and morphological 
characteristics: small clusters, grapes not too densely packed, low yield per plant; 
strong, thick skin ("like leather" said some of the researchers when they saw the first 
results) excellent resistance to mould and early ripening. Where these characteristics 
do not occur naturally in grapes, the vine specialist, if product quality is a priority for 
them, are obliged to induce them by agronomic means, such as thinning the leaves, 
sowing grass between the rows in order to reduce plant vigour, and so on. 
Or, as modern viticulture has taught us, they can have recourse to clones with 
characteristics better suited to the soil type and climate of the area in question. The 
results of the clonal selection of Sangiovese that San Felice and other producers have 
been implementing in their experimental vineyards for some 20 years now are also 
illuminating in this respect. 
In the case of Pugnitello, these characteristics were and still are "constitutional". The 
analytical data also support this basic "vocation": high alcohol content, sustained 
acidity and abundant polyphenol. 
All of which gives us grounds to believe that what we have is a wine of marked 
personality and outstanding potential. In view of the starting points, we are expecting 
its qualities in maturity and old age to be fully worthy of its glorious youth. 


