
As you await your Covid-19 vaccine during the cold, dreary month of February, here are 
some winemaking terms to brush up on because they are vitally important in securing 
the production of good-quality wine.

Acid Blend: A generic name for any 
commercially available blend of acids 
(usually citric, tartaric, and possibly malic) 
sold for the acidification of homemade 
wines. It’s generally not advisable to use 
acid blend with wine made from grapes 
because only about five cent of the acid in 
grapes is citric acid and many commercial 
acid blends contain 40 percent citric acid.

Aeration: The process of incorporating air 
into a wine, must, or juice. Usually through 
splashing while racking, sparging with air, 
or simply by stirring a container very 
vigorously. This is sometimes done to “blow 
off” undesirable aromas such as hydrogen 
sulfide or to give an initial healthy dose of 
oxygen to a fermentation just beginning to benefit the yeast.

Amino Acids: Protein found in wine grapes that are formed by fruit esters and 
consumed during the fermentation process and/or autolysis. They contribute to the 
sense of complexity in a wine.
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Antioxidant: Compound that retards oxidation and slows its effects in wine (browning, 
sherry-like aromas). Sulfur dioxide, or SO2, is the most widely used winemaking 
antioxidant. It also serves as an antimicrobial agent.

Astringency: The dry, puckery sensation caused by tannin in wine. The tannins actually 
denature the salivary proteins, causing a rough “sandpapery” feel in the mouth.

Brettanomyces: A non-spore forming genus of 
yeast in the family Saccharomycetaceae that 
produces wine-spoiling taints in wine commonly 
described as barnyard or band-aids.

Carbonic Gas: A natural by-product of the 
fermentation process in which yeast cells convert 
sugar into nearly equal parts alcohol and 
carbonic gas. While a small amount remains in 
the wine as carbonic acid, most of the gas floats 
to the surface and escapes into the air. If the 
fermentation vessel is closed (such as a sealed 
wine bottle used to make sparkling wine), the gas 
will dissolve into the wine, carbonating it and 
releasing bubbles when the vessel is opened.

Chillproofing (or Cold Stabilizing):  
Deliberately exposing wines to very cold temperatures prior to bottling to, primarily, 
precipitate any tartrate crystals that might come out of solution later. It is seen as more 
of a quality-control step than a necessity for home winemakers.

Clearing: The natural settling-out of small particulates and suspended matter in finished 
wine over time. The material that settles out to the bottom of the container is called the 
“lees.”

Degrees Brix: The amount of sugar in a wine, usually measured by a hydrometer, 
which is a floating instrument that determines the density of solution. Based on a 
system calibrated to the density of water, the pre-fermentation degrees Brix of most 
table wines are between 22 and 24, meaning 22 to 24 percent sugar (really the 
percentage of total soluble solids, including unfermentable sugars).

Esters: Compounds formed in wine either during fermentation or the wine's aging 
development that contribute to a wine's aroma.

Ethanol: Also known as "ethyl alcohol". The primary alcohol in wine and most other 
alcoholic beverages. The alcohol content of a wine contributes to its body.
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Ethyl Acetate: Smell of vinegar, paint thinner and nail polish remover.

Fining: A clarification process where flocculants, such as bentonite or egg white, are 
added to the wine to remove suspended solids. Fining is considered a more gentle 
method of clarifying a wine than filtering.

Gelatin: A fining agent derived from animal tissues used to remove excess amounts of 
tannins and other negatively charged phenolic compounds from the wine.

Hydrogen Sulphide: Combination of hydrogen and sulphur dioxide which can produce 
a fault in the wine, similar to the smell of rotting eggs.

Isinglass: A clarifying agent which is a form of collagen that's made by drying and 
processing the swim-bladders of certain fish, such as Sturgeon.

Lactic acid: An acid present in wines that have undergone a malolactic fermentation, in 
which the malic acid (see below) has been transformed into lactic acid by malolactic 
bacteria. Lactic acid is less acidic than malic acid.

Malic Acid: A strong tasting acid in wine reminiscent of the flavor of green apples. The 
amount of malic acid in grapes is gradually reduced during the ripening process while 
the grapes are on the vine and can be further reduced during winemaking by 
fermentation and malolactic fermentation (see malolactic fermentation below).

Malolactic Fermentation (or MLF): A type 
of fermentation that occurs when a strain of 
lactic acid bacteria is introduced by chance 
or purposefully to a finished wine. The 
bacteria then convert the wine’s malic acid 
into softer tasting lactic acid, during which 
carbon dioxide is generated. Usually 
described as “buttery” or “caramel,” this 
malolactic aromatic profile is especially 
desirable in quality red wine production as 
well as some whites, such as Chardonnay. 

Mercaptans: Chemical compounds formed by the reaction of ethyl and methyl alcohol 
with hydrogen sulphide to produce a wine fault that creates odors in the wine 
reminiscent of burnt rubber, garlic, onions or stale cabbage.

Micro-oxygenation: Controlled exposure of wine to small amounts of oxygen in the 
attempt to reduce the length of time required for maturation.
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Oxidation: Chemical term relating to the reaction of juice, must, or wine with oxygen. 
Typical negative side effects are browning of wine and juice and “cooked” flavors and 
aromas, which are all wine faults. However, much more limited amounts of oxidation are 
actually healthy for wine, because yeast need oxygen to grow during the initial stages of 
fermentation. 

Pectic Enzyme: An enzyme added to fruit to increase juice yield. Also used as a 
clarifying agent in fruit wines when added to wine or must to eliminate pectin hazes.

Pectins: Complex carbohydrate chains naturally occurring in fruits that can contribute to 
the viscosity and haziness of a wine. They can be shortened and dissolved by pectic 
enzymes (see above).

pH: The pH of a wine or juice is the measure of the number of hydrogen ions that can 
be detected in the solution and is a measure of a wine’s relative acidity. The pH can only 
be accurately determined using a PH meter.

Potassium Sorbate: An odorless and tasteless salt synthetically produced from sorbic 
acid and potassium hydroxide that is used as a wine stabilizer and preservative. When 
introduced to a wine that still harbors live yeast, it prevents the yeast cells from 
reproducing, thus stopping any further fermentation. Potassium sorbate should always 
be used in conjunction with potassium metabisulfite, because together, they make for a 
rather inhospitable place for micro-organisms.

Protein Haze: Condition in wines with an excessive 
amount of protein particles. These particles react with 
tannins to create a cloudy, hazy appearance in the wine. 
This wine fault can be resolved with the use of a fining 
agent, such as bentonite, to remove the proteins.

Residual Sugar: Any sugar left in the wine after the 
fermentation is complete and the yeast have completed 
their life cycles and have died out. Sometimes residual 
sugar is desired, as in sweeter white wines or dessert 
wines, but in red wines residual sugar that is perceptible 
is considered undesirable by most winemakers.

Secondary fermentation: Most commonly this term 
refers to the continuation of fermentation in a second 
vessel, such as moving the wine from a stainless steel 
“primary fermentation” tank to an oak barrel. The 
Australian meaning of this term is malolactic 
fermentation, as distinct from primary fermentation, the 
conversion of sugar to alcohol.
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Sulfites:  
A class of sulfur-containing compounds (typically: potassium metabisulfite or sodium 
metabisulfite) used in winemaking as an antimicrobial agent, as an antioxidant, and as a 
preservative. Because they are a respiratory hazard in an undiluted state, sulfites need 
to be handled carefully, but are safe at the levels in which they are used for winemaking 
(about 20 to 40 parts per million). 

Tannin: A phenolic compound found in grape skins, seeds, and stems that make your 
mouth pucker and feel dry when you drink red wine and, more importantly, act as a 
preservative/antioxidant and provide structure to wine. 

Tartaric acid: Primary acid found in wine that is detectable only on the palate. Prior to 
veraison, the ratio of tartaric and malic acid in grapes are equal but as malic acid is 
metabolized and used up by the grapevine, the ratio of tartaric sharply increases.

Tartrates: Crystalline deposits of the tartaric acids that precipitate out of the wine over 
time or through exposure to cold temperatures such as the process of cold stabilization.

Titratable acidity (or Total Acidity): The total amount of all hydrogen ions (what 
makes acids “acidic”) in a solution of juice, must, or wine. It is the measure of all 
aggregate acids and a sum of all volatile and fixed acids in a wine as measured in 
grams per litre.

Titration: A scientific analytical method used to 
determine total (or titratable) acidity. A strong base 
(such as sodium hydroxide), the opposite of acid, is 
added to a must, juice, or wine in measured 
amounts. If an indicator chemical (such as 
phenolphthalein) has been added to a sample of 
the liquid being tested, then a color change will 
occur at the point when all of the available 
hydrogen ions in the acids have been neutralized 
by the base. The total (or titratable) acidity of the 
must, juice, or wine can then be determined in 
relation to how much base it took to neutralize all of 
the acids in the wine.

Volatile Acidity: Acid created by spoilage organisms 
that are introduced by contact with fruit flies or other air-borne insects and 
contaminants. Acetic acid (vinegar) and carbonic acid are the most common volatile 
acids but butyric, formic and propionic acids can also be found in wine. Excessive 
amounts of volatile acidity are considered a wine fault.
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YAN: Yeast assimilable nitrogen, a measurement of amino acids and ammonia 
compounds that can be used by wine yeast during fermentation.

Yeast enzymes: Enzymes within yeast cells that each act as a catalyst for a specific 
activity during the fermentation process. There are at least 22 known enzymes that are 
active during fermentation of wine.

Yeast Food (or Yeast Nutrient): 
A pre-calculated commercial mix of vitamins, minerals, and amino acids added to juice 
or must to ensure a clean, complete fermentation. Adding it to non-grape wines is 
essential because many fruits lack high enough nitrogen levels to support healthy yeast 
growth.
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