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COLOUR’S CONTRIBUTION TO THE ‘PERFECT’ GLASS

THE old saying we “eat with our eyes” 
can be equally applied to what we drink, 
and the appearance and colour of wine 
is of paramount importance in setting the 
scene to enjoy a good glass of wine. But 
we restrict our vocabulary down to only a 
few terms to describe the colour, and I’m 
guessing it is because smell and taste 
are more important. I can be guilty of 
underplaying the subject and if you attend 
one of my classes I can seem off-handish 
about colour. Primarily, this is because I’ve 
had many a long discussion with students 
in deciding if a wine is deep lemon or pale 
gold, so much so that we hardly get time 
to taste the stuff. 

What is more important is to look at the 
overall appearance and start to decide 
on why it has ended up that way. When 
assessing the appearance of wine you need 
to consider the clarity, colour and intensity, 
and finally the hue. The appearance of wine 
can give you clues about the grape as well 
as the age, body and maturation of the 
wine. A note here on tears or legs. Forget 
them, for now. The consensus of opinion 
is that they are caused by surface tension 
and cannot be relied upon to judge levels 
of alcohol or measure viscosity as was 
previously thought.

Colour of white wines can be described 
as water white, through lemon (some use 
straw) to gold and finally amber and brown. 
Red wines go from pink, salmon, ruby, 
purple, garnet, brick red, tawny and brown. 
Notice that all wine, be it red or white, ends 
up a light brown! 

The colour of both red and white wines 
are strongly influenced by acidity. This is 
expressed as a pH value. The scale to 
measure pH is a logarithmic scale so a 

small amount such as .02 can make a big 
difference in the appearance and taste of 
the wine. It is an inverse scale so the lower 
the number the higher the acidity in the 
wine. Generally white wine has a pH level of 
between 2.9 and 3.5, while red wines have 
a higher level, normally between 3.2 and 
4. White wines with a low pH will appear 
greenish and red wines purplish.

Red wine gets its primary colour from a 
number of anthocyanin pigments contained 
in the skins of grapes. An example of these 
monoglucosides is malvidin, which is the 
blue colour in flowers such as primrose and 
it is also found in vaccinium corymbosum, 
better known to us as blueberries. Cyanidin 
is an even more common pigment and 
can be found in many red and black fruits 
and provides the reddish purple colour. 
These pigments are extracted from the 
skins through the process of fermentation, 
which is why cap management techniques 

are so important. The term cap refers to 
the layer of skins, seeds and other debris 
that rises to the top of the fermenting 
vessel. The term management is how the 
winemaker ensures this cap is in contact 
with the fermenting juice so extracting 
the anthocyanins, tannins and flavour 
compounds. Plungers, heading down 
boards, pumping the juice from the bottom 
over the cap or a rotary fermenter are all 
cap management techniques. 

Once extracted anthocyanins react with 
tannins and form what’s called polymeric 
pigments. These newly formed pigments 
actually stabilise the colour intensity and 
protect it from oxidation and the harmful 
bleaching by the preservative sulphur 
dioxide. This seems at odds with other 
research that shows wine put through the 
micro-oxygenation (MOX) process actually 
improves the colour of a red. You would 
have thought any process that exposes 
wine to oxygen would have a detrimental 
effect on the colour, but I think it is a case of 
micro-oxygen treatment is good; but more 
than micro-oxygen exposure isn’t. 

Malolactic fermentation (MLF) can lessen 
the intensity of the colour because it 
reduces the overall pH when malic acid 
is converted to lactic acid. However, 
winemakers can leave a red wine in contact 
with its lees or inactive yeast strains which 
helps stabilise the colour of a red wine 
as well as soften the tannins and this is 
important in grape varieties that have a 
tendency to look pale due to weak pigment 
content such as pinot noir or nebbiolo. 

Problems can occur in aromatic white 
wines (such as riesling and sauvignon 
blanc) that are reductively handled during 
their making. While the intention is to 
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preserve their aromas and freshness this 
absence of oxygen and the use of sulphur 
dioxide can cause the wine to appear 
pink/salmon or bronze when first opened 
and poured into a glass. This “pinking” 
doesn’t affect the aroma or taste but can 
look as though the wine is oxidised, and 
consumers would think the worst. 

Looking at the colour of white wine is a 
clear indication of maturity. White wines 
go darker in colour when aged and this is 
thought to be due to slow oxidation. There 
are some interesting observations in the 
behaviour of some wines. One is that a 
barrel-fermented wine ages better than a 
wine that has been fermented in stainless 
steel and then transferred to barrel for 
maturation. This might be because any 
movement can increase the risk of oxidation 
or maybe the wine has again benefited 
from time resting on lees? But generally 
unwooded wines maintain their youthful 
colour and last longer than oaked white 
wines. I always remember being told by 
veteran winemaker Pam Dunsford from 
Chapel Hill that her unwooded chardonnay 
had a great cellaring potential. High 
acid, no MLF and low phenolic wines are 
generally the recipe for longevity, so riesling 
tops the bill. 

As a red wine matures, either in cask or 
once it is in bottle, the colour changes to 
garnet, brick red and finally tawny. This is 
due again to oxidation and in part due to 
the transfer of anthocyanins into polymeric 
pigments, also known as pigmented 
tannins. These gradually become longer 
chain molecules and are recognisable 
as sediment or deposit in a bottle. This is 
commonly referred to as the process of 
polymerisation.        
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