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GIVING WHITES THE TEXTURAL TREATMENT

WORDS CLIVE HARTLEY

w i n e t u t o r

The texture and 

phenolics of these wines 

are not readily seen in 

Australia, so I sought 

to make a uniquely 

Australian version of this 

style of wine.

TEXTURE in white wines is a feeling in 
the mouth that is hard to pin down and 
get right. Too much, and the wine can 
seem bitter and coarse, while a wine 
with too little texture can seem thin and 
diluted. When you get the right amount it 
tastes firm, even chewy and satisfying. It 
is as close as a white wine gets to being 
described as tannic. Other associated 
terms include mouthfeel, phenolic, body, 
viscosity and astringency.

The textural feel in a white can be 
achieved by skin contact prior to or during 
fermentation. The must may also have a 
degree of oxidative handling to increase the 
texture. Higher than normal alcohol levels 
can also add palate weight; so you need 
ripe grapes to achieve this and the later 
ripening the more chance of increases in 
extract (solids in a wine). After fermentation, 
oak and/or contact with lees can add a 
textural dimension to the wine. The latter 
two are the most commonly found in wine, 
especially in chardonnay.

Northern Italian whites are not the most 
aromatic wines in the world, but they do 
offer texture.

They were the first Italian white wines to 
benefit from the revolution in winemaking 
that occurred in Italy in the late ’60s 
and early 1970s, with fresh wines being 
produced from temperature controlled 
stainless steel fermentation vats. Friuli 
Venezia Giulia lead the way, as it often 
has done in all things vinous. Mario 
Schiopetto and Livio Felluga were some 
of the initial winemakers who picked 
up Germanic winemaking practises to 
great effect. During the 1980s and 1990s 
textured “super whites” were crafted by 
Jermann from a blend of indigenous grape 
varieties, and in more recent times the 
region has swung back to more traditional 
winemaking with the introduction of 
amphorae and has a strong natural/orange 

wine movement inspired by the likes of 
Josko Gravner and Stanko Radikon, who 
sadly passed away late last year.

There are around six native grapes found 
in Friuli. Friulano is a fleshy textured wine 
that has been grown in the Collio region 
since the 12th century. It has been proved 
identical to the sauvignonasse, a grape 
native to the Gironde in France. Ribolla 
gialla is another firm white from the areas 
in Friuli around the Slovenian border. It has 
thick yellow skins which contributes to its 
firmness in the mouth. Malvasia istriana 
has higher alcohol levels and honey spicy 

notes. Picolit dates back to Roman times 
and yields small intense sweet berries 
made into dessert wines. Slavic in origins, 
the rare vitovska grape is found on the 
Carso plateau which borders Slovenia and 
boasts intriguing balsamic notes. 

Even the lowly pinot grigio in Friuli can 
produce highly textured, savoury wines 
when given more of a pinot gris treatment.

Moving out of Friuli and into Veneto, 
you find the garganega grape, famous 
for producing soave. Not many Italian 
whites can handle oak, but this grape is 
compatible with oak and can be bottle 
aged. Try pieropan la rocca, for example. 

While there have been a couple of attempts, 
I’m surprised that this popular grape 
has not been given a fair go in Australia. 
Tracing the heritage of a grape variety 
and keeping up with their synonyms is 
a challenging task in Italy. Turbiana, for 
instance, from Lombardia has been found 
to be genetically the same as verdicchio 
from Tuscany, but when grown in Veneto it 
is known as trebbiano di soave and can be 
blended with garganega to make soave. 

While the southern Italian white grape 
fiano has broken through as an alternative 
grape variety in Australia, the same cannot 
be said about the long list of northern Italian 
white grapes. However we have made a 
start. Globetrotting Australian winemakers 
are now getting inspired by some of the 
Friuli blends. Winemaker Mario Marson is 
one of them. He is based in the Heathcote 
area in Victoria but sources fruit for his 
Vinea Marson “Grazia” blend from the cool 
Victorian alpine valley at Porepunkah. It’s 
a blend of pinot bianco, malvasia istriana, 
friulano and picolit. “My parents emigrated 
from Friuli and the Grazia is named in 
memory of my mother who led a strong 
and independent life here in Australia, 
and was heavily involved with our regional 
Italian Club and in the Bocce community 
in Australia. Both my grandfathers grew 
friulano and made tocai as it was then 
called. I have always been interested in 
these varieties - from my trips back to visit 
family and producers in Friuli, especially 
in the Collio region,” Marson explains. 
He was inspired by wines such as capo 
martino made by Jermann. “It was a wine 
that really blew me away for its savoury 
complexity, structure, palate length, subtle 
oak and great viscosity. The texture and 
phenolics of these wines are not readily 
seen in Australia, so I sought to make a 
uniquely Australian version of this style 
of wine,” he said. Mario has really hit the 
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nail on the head as these wines are not 
overtly aromatic, but it is the texture that 
is outstanding. To gain texture he partially 
ferments the friulano on skins for up to 
seven days. 

In the Italian Alto Adige region, Moscato 
Giallo produces perfumed aromatic 
dry whites and this has been picked 
up successfully by Symphony Hill in 
Queensland’s Granite Belt, a far cry from 
the alpine continental climate of Northern 
Italy, but after saying that, they do get snow 
from time to time in the Granite Belt! Mike 
Hayes is the winemaker as well as being 
the adjunct professor at the University 
of Southern Queensland. “I decided to 
try this style after trying some interesting 
textural white wines on my Churchill 
Fellowship tour of Europe (he won the 
Fellowship in 2012) to view and study 
alternative and autochthonous varieties 
throughout Spain, Portugal, France, Italy, 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland. I visited 
50 wine regions and viewed over 650 wine 
grape varieties,” he said.

Symphony Hill’s Moscato Giallo 2015 
won a gold medal at last year’s Australian 
Alternative Varieties Wine Show (AAVWS) 
“The wine is bone dry (11.5 per cent 
alcohol) and quite textural,  with a 
propensity to lean towards the muscat 
style. The grapes were shipped up as 
whole fruit from Chalmers in Mildura and 
cooled overnight. Crushed and pressed 
after an hour on skins and allowed to 
wild ferment for the first 5 Baume. After 
this stage we inoculated with an aromatic 
yeast to finish off and simply left it on light 
lees for six weeks when we cleaned up 
and filtered into bottle,” comments Hayes.

Trends come and go, but texture in wine 
is here to stay as a key component to 
making a great wine.       
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