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2016 Villa d’Este Wine Symposium: 
A feast for body and mind

From high-profile speakers on controversial subjects such as  
genetic modification of grapevines, “minerality,” and crowd-sourced reviews,  
to producer-led tastings of Coche-Dury and Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, 

Château Cheval Blanc and Yquem, the annual gathering on the shores of  
Lake Como is an exhilarating experience, as Neil Beckett reports

It is hard to imagine a more relaxing  
or stimulating, thought-provoking  
or thrilling weekend involving wine  

than that held each November in the 
beautiful surroundings of Villa d’Este,  
the 16th-century palace with gardens,  
now a luxury hotel, on the banks of  
Lake Como. Year after year, François 
Mauss, creator of the event and founder  
of the Grand Jury Européen, organizes  
a brilliantly varied program of lunches  
and dinners (where guests may bring 
their own wine if they wish), seminars, 
tastings, and workshops. It always attracts 
some of the world’s most distinguished 
wine producers and sommeliers, traders 
and writers, most of whom stay for the 
whole of the three-day event, but it is 
open to any wine lovers who can rise to 
the registration fee (€3,000 per person, 
or €4,000 per couple).

The eighth edition in 2016 was as 
exciting as any. Speakers at the seminars 
ranged from Eric LeVine, founder-
owner of CellarTracker, and Heini 
Zachariassen, founder of Vivino, on 
“Wine and Communication: The Future,” 
to Professor Gérard Liger-Belair on 
“Bubbles” (forthcoming in WFW 58, 
December 2017); from Antoine Petit  
on “Artificial Intelligence,” to Gabriel 
Lepousez on “How the Brain Copes with 
the Sensory Dimensions of Great Wines.”

The prestige tastings (charged 
separately) ranged from Domaine 
Coche-Dury, presented by Jean-François 
and Raphaël Coche-Dury (Meursault  
Les Rougeots 2009, 2007, 2005, 1999, 
and Perrières 2008, 2006, 2001, and 
1996), and Domaine de la Romanée-
Conti presented by co-owner Aubert de 
Villaine (Grands Echézeaux 2005, 1990, 

1981, 1971, 1964, and La Tâche 2005, 1990, 
1981, 1971, and 1964), to top Syrahs from 
around the world, presented by Marie 
Ahm (among which were Jamet from 
France, Le Macchiole and Tua Rita from 
Italy, Muhr-Van der Niepoort from 
Austria, Martin Wassmer from Germany, 
Gilles Besse from Switzerland, David 
Traeger from Australia, Chris Durand 
from South Africa, Cayuse and Sine Qua 
Non from the USA, and Montes Folly 
from Chile). There were also workshops 
on Château d’Yquem with cellar master 
Sandrine Garbay, on Château Cheval 
Blanc with technical director Pierre-
Olivier Clouet, on “The Four Major  
Types of Soil: Sand, Clay, Gravel, Clay-
Limestone” with consultant and 
producer Stéphane Derenoncourt, and 
on Cognac Hennessy Paradis Imperial 
with distillation director Olivier Paultes.

Fine wine and science
The first seminar was a round table of 
distinguished scientists designed to give 
a tour d’horizon of important recent 
scientific advances in the world of wine. 
Dr Oswaldo Failla of the University of 
Milan described “Genetic Resources for  
a Sustainable Viticulture,” which should 
help produce vines more adaptable to 
climate change (later ripening, with 
higher acidity and lower sugar), more 
resistant to pests and diseases (including 
downy and powdery mildew), and more 
stable in yields. He asserted that three 
“prejudices” had hindered progress: 
preferences for “European grape 
varieties (the egocentricity of the old 
continent), traditional grape varieties 
(bottlenecks of diversity), and traditional 
wines (the mystification of history).”  

But great improvements are being made, 
he said, through molecular biological 
techniques involving American and 
Asian vines, thanks to large collaborative 
projects such as Grapenet: An East-West 
Collaboration for Grapevine Diversity 
Exploration and Mobilization of 
Adaptive Traits for Breeding, involving 
250 scientists from 35 countries, and the 
EU-funded Innovine. 

Axel Marchal, who administers the 
Diplôme Universitaire d’Aptitude à la 
Dégustation (DUAD) at the Institut des 
Science de la Vigne et du Vin at the 
University of Bordeaux, carried the 
discussion forward from viticulture  
to winemaking. Invoking a famous 
sentence from Oscar Wilde’s preface to 
The Picture of Dorian Gray—“To reveal 
art and conceal the artist is art’s aim”—he 
described enology as “a science in the 
service of wine quality.” He insisted, 
“Great wines are unique thanks to their 
qualities, whereas off-flavors make small 
wines similar.” He defined a wine fault as 
“a loss of identity,” due to a technique not 
being carried out properly, highlighting 
Brett as one such fault. He evoked the  
late Professor Denis Dubourdieu’s 
research on the lees-aging of white wines 
in Bordeaux as an example of how 
science has helped improve quality there, 
identifying the benefits as improved 
stability, better control of oxidative and 
reductive phenomena, better integration 
of wood, improved aging potential, and 
improved sensory properties. 

Pascale Deneulin, professor of 
sensory analysis and statistics at 
Changins in Switzerland, boldly tackled 
the thorny topic of “minerality.” Based on 
her research, which included not only 
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Above: François Mauss (left), Heini Zachariassen of 
Vivino (middle), Eric LeVine of CellarTracker (right).

“We’re going to have a 
system that rates every 
single wine out there,” 
Zachariassen continued, 
“in a way no individual 
could do. Only 25 percent 
of wines are rated by 
experts; Vivino users rate 
almost all wines”

Dr Pedro Parra had a  
far more positive take  
on minerality, which is  
for him, almost literally,  
a touchstone for terroir;  
it is “almost impossible,” 
he insisted, to have 
“mineral” wines from 
soils that have no stones

carefully controlled panel tastings  
but an online questionnaire of 1,900 
professionals and 1,700 consumers, she 
suggested that this relatively recent term 
was ill defined and overused, often as a 
marketing tool. But she accepted that it 
was more meaningful to professionals 
and knowledgeable consumers, even if 
she suspected, as others have, that it 
might be largely “a redox phenomenon,” 
“a mystical name for sulfur.” The most 
original part of her thesis was the notion 
that minerality is “a new metaphor for 
new wines,” in some sense “opposed to 
terroir.” She suggested that while the 
term “terroir” was very fashionable 
among producers from the mid-1990s  
to the mid-2000s, it has gradually been 
replaced—at least in French, if not in 
English—by “minerality,” a shift that she 
characterized as being from the “organic 
(animal, vegetal)” to the “inorganic 
(mineral),” and related to the “new,” 
“lighter” style of some wines.

Dr Pedro Parra, a consultant based in 
Chile but with clients in many countries, 
and also a producer in his own right, had  
a different and far more positive take  
on minerality, which is for him, almost 
literally, a touchstone for terroir; it is 
“almost impossible,” he insisted, to have 
“mineral” wines from soils that have  
no stones, and crucial to his notion of 
minerality is the ratio of “bone” (from 
rock) to “flesh” (from soil). He explained 
that while his career began in academia, 
with a Paris PhD thesis titled “A Micro-
Terroir Approach to High-Quality Wines,” 
and while his detailed mapping using  
an electronic soil scanner has given  
him more than 25,000 references, the 
challenge is to relate the terroir to how it 
shows through in the glass. He insisted 
that it was far more important to talk 
about the wine than the terroir, and that 
with experience, but no great expertise,  
it is possible to identify the soil type from 
the taste of the wine. “I have to look at a lot 
of numbers,” he said, “but I hate numbers. 
I have never managed to distinguish 
terroirs by numbers. Empirical 
experience, taste, is important, too.  
Our best machine is our mouth.” On the 
growing tension between evidence that 
some scientists dismiss as “anecdotal” and 
some wine people embrace as “empirical,” 
he remarked, “Many scientists say that  
if you can’t prove something, then it can’t 
be true. But how do you prove that you 
love your mother?”

Communication
Introducing the seminar on “Wine and 
Communication: The Future,” François 
Mauss emphasized that “too much 
information kills information” and 
highlighted the ever-growing demand 
among consumers for “outstanding tools 
that are easy to use and reliable sources 
of information that they can trust.”  
The fascinating and revealing discussion 
that followed was between the creators  
of two phenomenally successful digital 
platforms, both of whom strongly believe 
in the aspirational and democratic 
dimensions of wine, but whose means  
of encouraging those are very different. 
Eric LeVine was a senior software 
engineer at Microsoft who created a 
program initially to keep track of his  
own cellar and those of his friends  
but who has since developed it into the 
highly influential and respected website 
CellarTracker. Some 450,000 collectors 
now use the site to track 75 million 
bottles of wine, the average collector 
having around 400 bottles but the  
largest as many as 120,000. The site  
also contains almost 6 million reviews, 
contributed by its many users but also 
including those of professional critics 
such as Jancis Robinson MW and Allen 
Meadows of Burghound (for those who 
subscribe to them). LeVine said that the 
astonishing diversity of the wine world 
was one of its greatest strengths but also 
one of its greatest weaknesses, in that  
it could be daunting and intimidating, 
especially for those in the early stages  
of their exploration of it, “so the ability to 
make it more accessible and to connect 
people is welcome.” 

Heini Zachariassen, founder and 
CEO of Vivino—a website and app 
offering “an up-to-date catalog with 
prices, stores, regions, grapes, and 
reviews”—shares that view but hopes to 

reach many more people, most of them 
“casual drinkers of wine who want quick 
access to basic information.” His free  
app allows users to search for a wine—or 
even to scan a label in a store or a wine 
list in a restaurant—and instantly receive 
information on the wine, including an 
average score based on those submitted 
by users, an average price, background 
details, and select tasting notes. Users 
may also buy wine directly through the 
app, from “trusted merchants.” 

Zachariassen described himself as  
“a tech guy, a tech nerd,” who grew up  
on the Faroe Islands and was therefore 
“an unlikely person” to be behind what is 
now “the world’s largest wine app” and 
“the world’s largest wine community.” 
The figures are staggering: Vivino now 
has more than 22 million registered 
users, with some 30,000 new users 
downloading the app—already available 
in 13 languages, including Mandarin—
every day. Although most of the 
80-strong senior tech team are still  
based in Copenhagen, he himself has 
been working in San Francisco for the 
past three years and says that his time in 
the US has encouraged him “to think 
big”: “So far, we have really only been 
scratching the surface. I can see 
200 million people using the app. And 
we don’t see ourselves just as an app.”

Zachariassen said that most users  
of the app would be “the big group of 
people in the middle, those who are 
interested in wine, who may even love 
wine, but who don’t want to make it  
a hobby.” Most users are currently 
interested in wines in the $10–30 range. 
But he expressed the laudable objective 
of helping people “to find the best wine 
at the price, whatever the price point. 
We’re going to have a system that  
rates every single wine out there,” he 
continued, “in a way no individual could 
do. The Wine Advocate or Wine Spectator 
may publish 10,000 ratings a year; we 
publish 100,000 ratings every day. Only 
25 percent of wines are rated by experts; 
Vivino users rate almost all wines. 
Together we can cover everything.” 
Asked by LeVine, slightly tongue-in-
cheek, whether Vivino was “going to 
topple Parker,” Zachariassen replied, 
“The short answer is yes!” But he agreed 
with LeVine that it is “not an either/or 
proposition,” seeing the most respected 
critics as still being “super-important,” 
but now with “crowds on top of them.” 

He asserted that there was greater 
consistency in the higher numbers—
“There is definitely wisdom in crowds”—
and also showed that there is a strong 
correlation of scores with the most 
influential critics, Vivino being “closer to 
The Wine Advocate and Wine Spectator 
than they are to each other.” (A 4-point 
wine on Vivino averaging 90 on WA  
and 89 WS.) 

Noting that most critics employing  
a 100-point scale actually rate wines at 
50–100, or in effect 80–100, which he 
described as “a broken rating system,” 
Zachariassen explained that for Vivino—
as for Netflix, TripAdvisor, Yelp, and other 
such websites—the five-star system  
was best (though average scores are 
given to one decimal place). He accepted 
the comments from a member of the 
audience to the effect that many of the 
world’s most respected wines would  

all have the same score, that people 
seriously interested in fine wine would 
want more detail, and that what should 
be most valuable about a critic’s note was 
the description rather than the score.  
But Zachariassen added, “Most people, 
the people for whom we designed the 
app, are more interested in the score. We 
hope to add in more brief descriptions  
of the wines, but most people shopping 
in supermarkets don’t have time for that.” 
He said that Vivino might develop a 
version for collectors and professionals 
that included the notes of top critics but 
that so far they had declined (as The Wine 
Advocate and Wine Spectator have for 
CellarTracker, LeVine said).

Addressing concerns from the floor 
that crowd scores and the most popular 
wines might favor the Americanization 
of wine or the lowest common 
denominator, Zachariassen responded 
that the search criteria—some 260 
different wine styles (for example, 
English sparkling wine) identified so  
far, along with price points and food 
pairings—should reduce the risk, and 
that Vivino can actually include many 
more local or unusual wines than would 
ever be covered by the most important 
critics. He also said that over the next few 
years he would like to accommodate, or 
even predict, individual preferences 
more successfully, noting that a Netflix 
rating is not an average score but one 
adjusted for individuals, based on an 
estimate of what their own score would 
be. In response to questions about how 
Vivino deals with deliberately fake labels 

or reviews, as well as with unintentional 
mistakes in the information provided on 
a producer or wine, Zachariassen said 
that they monitor and validate labels and 
reviews as best they can, employing four 
wine experts in Copenhagen for that 
purpose, and that they invite producers 
to correct any mistakes, hoping that 
more will do so as Vivino becomes even 
more successful. 

Asked how Vivino would ensure its 
continued success and avoid the fate of 
other ambitious digital platforms that 
have disappeared or shrunk to shadows 
of their former selves, Zachariassen 
replied, “It’s very important to be stable, 
to survive, and we want to build a 
profitable business. We’re not going  
to mess it up. We have $37 million in 
funding, most from European investors, 
and we may break even this year [2016].” 
He explained that the company’s revenue 
comes from a commission of 10–15 
percent on transactions through Vivino, 
its two-click Vivino Checkout function 
having been launched in the US, the UK, 
and Denmark. Vivino already has some 
13,000 merchants on its platform, and  
85 percent of users have clicked on a  
Buy button: “We want it to be as easy  
to buy wine as to get an Uber. We want  
to make it so that you can buy any wine 
anywhere in the world. We don’t want  
to be a lead generator; we want to be a 
marketplace.” He said that Vivino would 
not charge for use of its rankings, which 
it wants to be seen as widely as possible, 
including advertisements for producers 
and shelf-talkers in supermarkets. The 
company is already working with two 
supermarket groups, where its rankings 
are in some 500 stores.

Angelo Gaja, one of the five 
“Godfathers” of the Symposium (along 
with Alain Vauthier of Château Ausone, 
Aubert de Villaine of Domaine de la 
Romanée-Conti, Egon Müller of Weingut 
Egon Müller, and Pablo Álvarez of Vega- 
Sicilia), remarked, “The perfect rating 
system will never exist, as it depends on 
the consumer. Collectors, connoisseurs, 
and professionals need more information. 
But more than 80 percent of the market 
are occasional wine drinkers, so what you 
are doing is very interesting and very 
useful.” Mauss added that some people 
who developed an initial interest in wine 
through Vivino would go on to use 
CellarTracker and other sources of  
more detailed information, while LeVine Ph
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This article from The World of Fine Wine may not be sold,  
altered in any way, or circulated without this statement.
Every issue of The World of Fine Wine features coverage of the 
world’s finest wines in their historical and cultural context, along 
with news, reviews, interviews, and comprehensive international 
auction results. For further information and to subscribe to  
The World of Fine Wine, please visit www.worldoffinewine.com  
or call +44 20 3096 2606
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Above: Claudio Tipa, Aubert de Villaine, and Georges 
Terrier relishing the Coche-Dury Meursault tasting.

Lepousez marveled at  
the exceptionally high 
concentration of tactile 
perception in our oral 
cavity, which gives 
“amazing detail” to our 
impression of texture

concluded that all boats are being lifted by 
the rising wine tide.

Perception
Equally awe-inspiring in quite different 
ways was the seminar by Gabriel 
Lepousez, a neurobiologist at the Institut 
Pasteur in Paris, on “How the Brain Copes 
with the Sensory Dimensions of Great 
Wines.” He explained that there has been 
a “real revolution” in neurobiology over 
the past 20 years and that many of the 
most recent discoveries shed light on  
the tasting of wine, which he described  
as “multidimensional, multisensorial, 
one hundred times richer than looking  
at a painting. It is hard to have a more 
intense sensual experience.”

Scientists have discovered that  
we each have three different kinds of 
pupillae and that 100 or so are capable  
of detecting a particular taste. Lepousez 
showed that we have moved well  
beyond the five basic tastes previously 
recognized—sweet, sour, salty, bitter,  
and umami—to others such as calcium, 
fatty, and “sweet,” where the impression 
of sweetness comes from complex 
carbohydrates rather than from sugar.  
He admitted to disliking the term 
“minerality,” because it means too many 

different things to different people, but 
thinks “salinity” a legitimate and useful 
term, since it relates to at least three 
tastes—salty, umami, and calcium. He 
also emphasized the genetic variability  
of sensitivity to bitterness and sweetness 
in particular, pointing out how much the 
sugar levels in Coke vary worldwide.

Lepousez also highlighted the 
importance of trigeminal sensations—
the taste (as distinct from the temperature) 
of “hot” (from ethanol, for example) and 
“cold” (from menthol, for example), or  
an “irritating” impression from dissolved 
carbon dioxide, which took him on to the 
tactile dimensions in wine. He marveled 
at the exceptionally high concentration 
of tactile perception in our oral cavity—
some 20 percent of the total—which 
gives “amazing detail” and “a dynamic 

dimension” to our impression of texture. 
He was also quick to recognize the 
crucial role of saliva in our perception of 
texture (see also WFW 38, pp.74–79).

Turning finally to smell, he presented 
it as “our most discriminating and most 
powerful sense,” despite the relatively 
low esteem in which it has historically 
been held by philosophers, who (rightly) 
thought of it as very primal. We have 
known for many years the ways in which 
orthonasal olfaction (through our nose) 
is enhanced by retronasal olfaction 
(though our mouth), but recent research 
has made clear the astonishingly high 
number of smells we can detect. Aroma 
molecules fit into particular receptors, 
“rather like keys in a lock,” but there  
are as many as 400 different receptors, 
working together, and different 
combinations of aroma molecules are 
perceived as distinct smells, which is  
why the possibilities run into the billions. 
If this constitutes what Lepousez called 
the “grandeur” of our sense of smell, its 
“weakness” is our inability to describe  
all the nuances: “Our olfactory world is 
richer than our vocabulary.” And despite 

the greater power of our sense of smell, 
in the modern world our sense of sight 
has acquired a greater importance. The 
cross-modal nature of anticipation and 
predictive sensation is such that what  
we see—be it the color, the name, or the 
price, of the wine—strongly influences 
what we smell and taste. Lepousez also 
stressed the individual nature of our 
sense and smell. There is, as for taste,  
a cultural and genetic variability—the 
same aroma compound is more likely  
to be identified as pineapple in Asia  
and strawberry in the West; and also a 
temporal variability—our perception of 
the same aroma compound will change 
or diminish during our exposure to it. 
Moreover, while we all have similar  
“odor maps” that allow us to identify 
smells, the way we store them means  
that our “odor memories” and 
representations may be very different.

Reality
It was a Mauss masterstroke to follow  
this entertaining and illuminating 
seminar on the theory of how our brains 
cope with great wines with the best 
possible test: a masterclass on Coche-
Dury Meursault, presided over by father 
Jean-François and son Raphaël Coche-
Dury, who had generously provided from 
their own cellar some of their top wines 
stretching back more than 20 years. 
Their background description was 
modest and simple—village lieu-dit 
Rougeots is less “mineral,” as a terroir 
and as a wine, than Premier Cru 
Perrières (which certainly made perfect 
sense to me)—and they preferred to let 
the wines do the talking. The preparation 
and presentation of the wines (decanted 
two hours before the tasting) was perfect, 
and there was ample time to taste all  
of them properly in silence. My brain 
conspicuously failed to cope with these 
great wines, in terms of capturing or 
communicating their magic. But even  
as I was being overwhelmed by aromas, 
flavors, and textures that I struggled to 
describe, it was reassuring to remember 
why that was not after all so surprising 
(“Our olfactory world is richer than our 
vocabulary”), and thrilling to share the 
sense of wonder that artists have tried for 
millennia to express, priests to harness, 
and scientists to explain.

The ninth Villa d’Este Wine Symposium 
will be held November 9–12, 2017. Ph
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