How Is Sparkling Wine Made?

Sparkling wine has long been a symbol of celebration and joy, with its effervescence,
refreshing acidity, and enticing flavors captivating wine enthusiasts worldwide. From the
elegance of Champagne to the fruity exuberance of Prosecco, sparkling wines offer a
delightful range of styles and qualities.

But how exactly are these bubbly wonders made? In this friendly and easy-to-
understand deep-dive article, we’ll explore the winemaking process behind sparkling
wines, highlighting key techniques and providing examples of popular sparkling wine
varieties. So, let’s raise a glass and journey together into the effervescent world of
sparkling wine production.

The Basics: From Grape to Glass

The production of sparkling wine is a multi-step process that involves a base wine and a
secondary fermentation to create the characteristic bubbles. The key steps in sparkling
wine production include harvesting, base wine production, secondary fermentation,
aging, riddling, disgorging, dosage, and bottling. Let’s take a closer look at each of
these stages.

1. Harvesting: Grapes are carefully harvested by hand or machine, with the timing
of the harvest crucial in determining the wine’s acidity, sugar levels, and overall
flavor profile. Grapes for sparkling wines are typically harvested earlier than for
still wines to preserve higher acidity levels.

2. Base Wine Production: The grapes are crushed and pressed, with the juice
fermented into a still wine, known as the base wine. This base wine will later
undergo secondary fermentation to create the bubbles.

3. Secondary Fermentation: The base wine is combined with a mixture of sugar
and yeast, known as the liqueur de tirage, which triggers a secondary
fermentation in the bottle (traditional method) or in a sealed tank (tank method).
This fermentation process produces carbon dioxide, which becomes trapped in
the wine, creating the characteristic effervescence.

4. Aging: After the secondary fermentation, the sparkling wine is aged on the lees
(dead yeast cells) for a period that varies depending on the desired style and
quality. This aging process can impart additional complexity and texture to the
wine.

5. Riddling: The bottles of sparkling wine are gradually rotated and tilted to
encourage the lees to collect in the neck of the bottle, a process known as
riddling.



6. Disgorging: The lees are removed from the bottle by freezing the neck and then
opening the bottle, allowing the pressure to expel the frozen plug of lees.

7. Dosage: A mixture of sugar and wine, called the liqueur d’expédition, is added to
the bottle to replace the lost volume and adjust the final sweetness level of the
sparkling wine.

8. Bottling: The bottles are corked, secured with a wire cage, and labeled, ready to
be enjoyed by wine lovers around the world.

Key Techniques and Varietal Examples

The methods employed during the winemaking process can greatly influence the final
profile of a sparkling wine. Here are some key techniques and examples of sparkling
wine varieties that exemplify these methods:

1. Traditional Method (Méthode Champenoise): In this method, the secondary
fermentation occurs in the bottle, and the wine is aged on the lees for an extended
period, imparting rich, yeasty flavors and a fine, persistent mousse.

Example: The iconic Champagne from the Champagne region in France is the
quintessential example of a traditional method sparkling wine, with its refined elegance,
complex flavors, and fine bubbles.

2. Tank Method (Charmat Method): The secondary fermentation occurs in a large,
sealed tank, rather than in individual bottles. This method is quicker and more
economical, typically resulting in a fruity, fresh, and less ye asty style of sparkling
wine.

Example: Prosecco, hailing from the Veneto region in Italy, is the most well-known
example of a tank method sparkling wine. Known for its vibrant fruit flavors, floral notes,
and softer bubbles, Prosecco offers a more approachable and affordable alternative to
Champagne.

3. Transfer Method: This technique is a hybrid of the traditional and tank methods.
After the secondary fermentation in the bottle, the wine is transferred to a large
tank, where it undergoes riddling, disgorging, and dosage in a more efficient
manner. The transfer method often results in a sparkling wine with a balance of
fresh fruit flavors and yeasty complexity.

Example: Australian sparkling wines, particularly those from the cool-climate regions of
Tasmania and Yarra Valley, are frequently produced using the transfer method, offering
a delicious balance of fruit-driven freshness and yeasty complexity.



4. Ancestral Method (Méthode Ancestrale): This ancient method of sparkling wine
production involves bottling the wine before the primary fermentation is complete,
trapping the remaining carbon dioxide in the bottle. This technique typically
produces a less bubbly, slightly hazy, and often sweeter style of sparkling wine.

Example: Pétillant-Naturel, or Pét-Nat, is a trendy sparkling wine produced using the
ancestral method. Pét-Nats can be made from various grape varieties and regions,
offering a diverse range of flavors, textures, and styles. These wines are often
appreciated for their natural, unfiltered character and rustic charm.

The art of sparkling wine production is a fascinating journey, with each step of the
process playing a crucial role in shaping the wine’s unique character. By understanding
the techniques and decisions made by winemakers, you’ll gain a deeper appreciation
for the diverse world of sparkling wines and the countless styles and flavors they offer.
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