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LOVE OF A BITTER 
 
From a curative remedy to a spirit drink of popular tradition, the King of liqueurs has gone a long 
way, becoming today an indispensable ingredient in the art of mixology. 
 
TEXT BY EUGENIA TORELLI 
 
In mixology bitters are extremely versatile and open new dimensions of taste, both as a 
characteristic basic component, and as an ingredient to be used sparingly, drop by drop. 
 
We could start from ancient Greece or ancient Rome, passing through the Middle Ages and the 
studies of the Salerno Medical School, but without forgetting the tradition of Arab alchemists. 
Retracing the history of Italian bitters means taking a very long journey, which largely intersects 
with recipes perfected by monasteries and convents throughout the peninsula, where friars had 
learned to create alcoholic infusions for healing purposes, thanks to their profound knowledge of 
herbs, spices and roots. 

Gradually, over the centuries, those recipes spread and the so-called «abbey bitters» made 
their way into the remedies of pharmacies and popular tradition, taking root in that heritage of 
knowledge that is passed down from generation to generation. Because, it must be said, often in 
Italy bitters - and liqueurs in general - are still prepared at home with procedures that are learned 
by heart. Over time, the healing function of bitters has faded and these infusions have turned into 
the perfect sip to end a meal, thanks to the bitter taste and the botanicals that aid digestion. 
Today, the rediscovery of the King of liqueurs leads to the birth of many new labels that tell the 
story of the territory through its characteristic aromas, providing always new ideas to mixology 
professionals. 
 
AMARI OF ITALY, AN OVERVIEW  

From the recipes of monasteries, families and pharmacies, there are those who have been able 
to build success stories over time, founding brands and companies that are now known 
throughout the world. One of the periods of maximum splendor in this sense is that between the 
19th and 20th centuries, which saw the birth of several distilleries and liqueur factories. It was in 
1845, for example, that the famous Fernet-Branca was born, composed of 27 botanicals from four 
continents. Shortly after, in 1868, in Sicily Salvatore Averna received the recipe of the amaro from 
the Abbey of Santo Spirito in Caltanisetta as a gift and laid the foundations of one of the most 
renowned brands in Italy and abroad.  

About ten years later, in Bologna, Stanislao Cobianchi invented his «Elisir Lungavita», whose 
name he later changed to pay homage to Elena of Montenegro, wife of Vittorio Emanuele III, 
giving life to another famous Italian brand. Meanwhile, in Veneto, Andrea da Ponte’s company, 
established in 1892, perfected its own distillation system, the « Da Ponte Method», to best select 
the aromas of grapes. And there is aged grappa from Prosecco pomace at the base of Amaro 33, 
which the distillery produces with hints of ginger. 

We must then go back south again, to Basilicata, to see in 1894 the birth of another historic 
Italian bitter, Amaro Lucano, created by Cavalier Pasquale Vena in the family biscuit factory in 
Pisticci. After the two wars, the company took off and enjoyed such diffusion that in 2021 it 
obtained the certification of «Historical Brand of National Interest». Always at the end of the 
nineteenth century, another very important story began. The Caffo family began distilling in Sicily 
and then moved to Calabria and created the Vecchio Amaro del Capo, still made with the same 
secret blend of local botanicals. Today it is joined by the Riserva version and also by other 
important historical brands, which over the years have become part of the Distilleria F.lli Caffo 
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portfolio, such as Amaro Santa Maria al Monte and the very bitter Petrus Boonekamp, a 
Dutchman invented in 1777, which today some people consider the father of all bitters. 

Yet much still has to happen in the world of bitters and it is the tradition of grappa that gives 
us some of the most important pages of this story. This is the case of Amaro Nonino 
Quintessentia, obtained by combining ancient family recipes with the soft notes of ÙE grape 
distillate, aged for at least 12 months, whereas an example in Piedmont is the Sibona distillery, 
which has always been linked to both the pomace distillate and the tradition of infusions. For its 
Amaro, Sibona uses botanicals such as gentian, cinchona and rhubarb. 
 
THE REBIRTH OF AMARO IS STRONGLY LINKED TO THE REDISCOVERY OF THE 
INCREDIBLE NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY. 
 
CONTEMPORARY REDISCOVERY 

It certainly doesn't end here, because there are many historic brands that have conquered 
enthusiasts over time. Others are emerging especially today to establish themselves in every 
region, in a moment that marks a true renaissance for Italian bitters, capable also of captivating 
many young people. One of the reasons is linked to the rediscovery of the incredible national 
biodiversity, which offers a unique variety of aromas and flavors from the Alps to the sunniest 
islands. It is no coincidence that among the examples that have met with the greatest success in 
recent years there is the Sardinian Amaro Bomba Carta by Silvio Carta, created from local herbs, 
combined with the bitter note of strawberry tree honey. 

But the game that perhaps most reflects the times is that of mixology and the King of spirit 
infusions plays as a starter. «Unlike other liqueurs, in the last 15 years the bitter has established 
itself very strongly in mixing», explains to Falstaff Italia Daniele Cancellara, bar manager of 
Rasputin, a famous secret bar in Florence. «Today it is used both as an ingredient, of which even 
a few drops are enough, and as an alcoholic base, as the true protagonist of the drink, something 
many fruit liqueurs would not be suitable for. Furthermore, bitters are a very broad category and 
allow you to give many facets to a cocktail». Just think of the wide variety of botanicals and 
mixes, which has never ceased to amaze in the glass and which today manages to excite among 
the ingredients of endless twists and signature drinks. 
 
 
Captions  
 
Several innovative distilleries like Nonino or Sibona enrich the world of bitters with new original 
creations. 
 
The 19th and 20th centuries are considered the golden age of bitters, because at that time in Italy 
brands that still today are famous all over the world were born. 
 
 
BARFLY 
 
By Daniele Cancellara – Rasputin Florence 
 
INGREDIENTS 
 
3 cl Woodford Reserve Bourbon Whiskey 
2 cl Lucano bitters Essence 
1.5 cl Cordial by Tè Puer 
Soda with raspberry leaves and balsamic vinegar 
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Smoked with Barrel Wood ex- bourbon 
 
PREPARATION 
Pour all the ingredients into a mixing glass, mix with ice and then pour the liquid into an Old 
Fashioned glass containing an ice cube. Finally, smoke on the surface with olive tree wood using a 
Smoking Gun and serve the drink covered with a glass bell, so that it harmonizes best. 
 
Daniele Cancellara is the bar manager of the Rasputin Bar in Florence and appreciates bitters for 
their variety. 
 
In 1845 the famous Fernet-Branca was born, a distillate created with 27 botanicals coming from 
four continents. Still today, it is a fundamental ingredient in many cocktails. 
 
AMARO NONINO QUINTESSENTIA 
Nonino, Percoto, Friuli 
Dense nose with notes of orange, dry herbs, roasted coffee. Vanilla and fine spices. At the 
beginning it is sweetish, followed by fine spicing and a slight herbaceous sharpness; bitterness 
comes again shortly toward the finish. 
 




