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Angelo GAJA, Italy 

 

Degree in Oenology, Oenological Institute of Alba 

Master’s Degree in Economics, University of Turin, Italy 

Owner and President of the Gaja Winery and of 

Gaja Distribuzione, Barbaresco, Italy 

 

“To make a great wine from the Barbaresco, we had to re-think it and start with a quality that was 

already unique and original. Without forgetting the dream: the wine, coarse and immature when 

young, mellows with time into something wonderful.” 

Angelo GAJA 

 

Introductionby Gottlieb GUNTERN 

 

In the mid-seventeenth century a family by the name of Gaja left their native Spain to settle in 

northwest Italy.  Two hundred years later in 1859, Giovanni Gaja established the Gaja Winery in the 

Langhe Hills of Piedmont. In 1905 his son Angelo married Clotilde Rey, a young woman quite ahead 

of her time, who established the tradition of “total dedication to uncompromising quality,” paving 

the way for the wine revolution that was to follow. Lovingly she promised her young grandson Angelo 

that he would be rewarded for his work not only financially, but in hope and “a little bit of glory” as 

well - quite a vision for wines that were known only in northern Italy. But the perspicacious 

grandmother proved right in every respect. 

 

Angelo attended the Oenological Institute of Alba, from which he graduated in 1960, at the age of 

twenty, with a degree in viticulture and oenology. The following year he joined the family winery on a 

part-time basis, continuing his education at the University of Turin, where he earned a degree in 

economics. He went on to perfect his knowledge about wines and wine-making at the experimental 

viticulture station near Montpellier, France, finishing off with “a series of apprenticeships,” as he puts it, 

in Burgundy and California. 

 

When he joined his father in 1961, he was not allowed in the cellar at first. But in the vineyards, he 

learned all about terroirs and microclimates, the exposure of the slopes, pruning and planting, and 

especially the quality of the fruit, essential in producing wines with a distinct character. When his 

father retired in 1970, Angelo named Guido Rivella as his cellar master and was free to let his 

audacity and imagination take over. He replanted the vineyard  below his house to Cabernet, 

prompting his father to  mutter  “darmagi,” “what a pity.” The expression gelled, and soon Darmagi 

was on the labels. It took a cautious Angelo fourteen years to introduce French vinification 

techniques for his Barbaresco, (computer control of the fermentation temperatures, so vital for the 
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flavour of the wine). As to ageing, Gaja firmly believes in gentle oxygenation in new French oak, 

alternating large and small barrels (barrique and botte). The result is wines which are elegant, 

opulent, and have succeeded in capturing the fruit and finesse while retaining the strength and 

character of the Nebbiolo grape; according to The Wine Spectator, “perhaps the finest Italian wines 

ever made.” 

 

Gaja’s policy of making only estate-bottled wines was clearly a self-imposed limit on his own 

production. Quite haphazardly a friend hinted he should take up importing, and in 1977 Gaja 

Distribuzione was born, distributing within Italy some of the best wines from France, Germany, Spain, 

Australia and the United States, as well as wine accessories such as Riedel crystal glassware from 

Austria, Goebel dishes from Germany and the Screwpull line of corkscrews from Texas. 

 

His wife Lucia, “the soul of the company” in Angelo’s own words, is active in managing both 

enterprises and rearing their three children, Gaia, Rosanna and Giovanni. The family resides in 

Barbaresco, what would appear to be a sleepy little town on a hilltop. But with his brain ticking away 

to a new idea per minute, Angelo Gaja is anything but sleepy. 


