
Rosé Wines
Rosé: The Rodney Dangerfield of Wines

“I don’t get no respect”

This handout is a sampling of current and not so current 
information and opinions on the subject of rosé wine. I have 
quoted, paraphrased and summarized as I saw fit. There is 
duplicated and, not surprisingly, contradictory information 
presented. It is my hope that, instead of creating confusion, this 
will highlight the variations in styles, approaches and preferences.

“In the pure sense, rosé wine is made in the same way as red wine 
but with minimal, often only hours, of skin contact. An exception 
is pink Champagne, which is usually made by blending white 
wine with a small quantity of red.

The best rosé wines are made from the free run juice of red grapes 
where the weight of the mass imparts a light colour to the juice. 
More commercial style rosés are made by pressing the mass but 
reducing skin contact time. Known as ‘rosado” in Spain, ‘rosata’ 
in Italy and ‘blush’ in California, these pink wines have quite a 
large following and no more so than in the Provence region of 
France and the Loire Valley. One has to only look to Portugal and 
the ubiquitous Mateus Rosé, which for some years was the largest 



wine export.”

www.wineonline.ie/winery/vin_rose.htm

Summertime and the Drinking is Rosé Ian Hutton

Many people consider rosé to be unsophisticated, and not for 
serious wine drinkers. It is all too often associated with slightly 
sweet wines lacking in flavour and made for easy drinking. 
Perhaps it is because for many people, their first experience of 
rosé wine was drinking Mateus rosé in the days when this wine 
was produced in a sweeter style than it is today. In fact some of 
the rosés of southern France and Spain are very complex wines 
and far removed from the light styles often encountered in 
Portugal

First of all what is rosé? It is a wine that is produced from grapes 
that have been vinified with a minimum of contact between the 
skins and the juice. Because the vast majority of red grapes have 
colourless juice, the colour of red wine comes from contact with 
the skins (the skins also provide most of the tannins). It follows 
that if the skin contact is reduced the wine will be lighter in 
colour. What a still vin rosé is not, and under appellation 
controllée rules cannot be, is a mixture of red and white wines. I 
say ‘still’ advisedly, because rosé Champagne is usually produced 
by blending red and white wines. Because it is made with red 
varieties, a rosé should have the complexity and flavours of a red 
wine rather than a white. The grapes used will depend on the 
area, but grenache is perhaps the most common, when vinified as 
a red, this variety makes very full-bodied high alcohol wines. 
Because the skin contact is kept to a minimum the extraction of 
tannins is also minimized, and this style of wine is best drunk 



young as it lacks the structure for aging.

Rosé is the wine of choice in hot climates where an alternative to 
red is required. In France, the best wines are found in the south. 
Good examples are found in the appellations controlées of Cotes 
de Provence, Bandol, Cassis, Palette, Coteaux d’ Aix en Provence, 
Tavel and Cotes du Rhône.

Tavel, an appellation controllée which is located to the west of 
Chateauneuf du Pape, produces some very good wines, mainly 
from grenache with the addition of some cinsault. Tavel can be 
rather alcoholic and the appellation stipulates a maximum alcohol 
level of 13.5%. It is best drunk young as it is prone to oxidation.

Further south in Spain, rosé is also taken very seriously. Here it is 
known as rosado or clarete, depending on its depth of colour. As 
in France the predominant grape variety is grenache, or garnacha 
as it is known in Spain. Rioja and Navarre are two regions that 
produce notable rosés. In the city of Penedes, Miguel Torres 
makes a rather unusual rosado which contains a real cocktail of 
grapes; cabernet sauvignon, pinot noir, chardonnay are some of 
the unlikely varieties mentioned on the back label.

In the US, rosé is usually known as ‘blush’ and can be very pale 
indeed. This style became popular in the 1970s when Bob 
Trinchero of Sutter Home Winery in Napa Valley invented ‘white’ 
zinfandel and it became the latest craze. What happened was that 
the quality of the grapes in that year was poor and not enough 
colour was going into the wine so Bob came up with the idea of 
taking the cap from one fermentation tank and adding to another. 
This gave one tank of very robust zinfandel and one tank of 
pinkish slightly sweet wine which Bob had wanted to throw 
away. He was prevented by his mother who said that it should be 
bottled as it was as it would go well chilled and served at picnics, 



the rest, as they say, is history. Although not the first person to 
vinify zinfandel as a ‘blush’ wine, Trinchero was responsible for 
its commercialization and saw his sales increase from 25, 000 
cases in 1980 to 1.5 million in 1986. These days there are some 
wineries making serious, southern Rhône style rosé wines as well 
as easy drinking quaffing wines. It is the perfect aperitif and is an 
ideal accompaniment to lunch in the Mediterranean sun.

www.wineplace.nuWinearticle02.htm

Some French rosés, such as Sainsbury’s Cabernet de Loire and 
Chateau Pique-Sigue, are made from a blend of cabernet 
sauvignon and a high proportion of cabernet franc. The US blush 
style wines tend to be sweeter than those made elsewhere. Other 
French rosés are made from syrah, pinot noir, or a blend of 
cinsault/grenache/syrah.

The colour, is usually between pink and light raspberry, salmon-
like, onion skin. Flavours tend to be light, fresh and berry like, 
strawberries. Aromas include: raspberry, nectarine, and cherry.

Rosé wines made by combining red and white wines are often of 
lesser quality.

The grenache grape produces a popular blush style wine. Its 
origins are in the French region of the Rhône but its popularity 
has exploded with its rebirth in California. The most popular 
blush wines are made from zinfandel grapes.



In the case of blush wines, the very light colour is the result of 
contact only during the crushing. In the case of rosé, the juice is 
left in contact with the skins for up to two days. “With rosé, you 
get a white wine feel with added flavour and spiciness from the 
red grape skins.” explains Larry Stone, wine director of Rubicon 
restaurant in San Francisco. Blush wine and rosé differ in colour 
and taste. Blush wine is typically quite pale, slightly to 
moderately sweet and not terribly interesting. Rosé on the other 
hand is a darker, drier and more distinctive drink that appeals to 
a more sophisticated palate. Rosé is not terribly expensive even at 
the top end. It is usually advisable to drink rosé when they are 
young.

France

Rosé is made in many parts of the world, though their wines are 
not always exported. France is the most prolific and best-known 
rosé-producing country, and Provence is the biggest rosé-
producing region in France. Rosé is ideal for quaffing on long, hot 
summer days and for cutting through the oiliness and 
assertiveness of local cuisines filled with garlic, herbs, olives and 
anchovies.

The most famous – and probably the best – rosé in Provence, as 
well in all of France is Tavel, big, bone-dry wine with tangy 
cherry and herb flavours. Made primarily from grenache and 
cinsault grapes that are planted in soil northwest of Avignon near 
the southern banks of the Rhône River it matures for a year or 
two. After three years, its pink colour turns almost to orange, and 



that is not a good thing.

Winemakers in other districts of Provence make dry, fresh crisp 
rosé wines from cinsault, grenache and carignan grapes, although 
some of the better labels contain measures of syrah, mourvedre or 
cabernet sauvignon.

Almost as much rosé comes out of the north-central region of the 
Loire as comes out of Provence. Because the Loire growing season 
is relatively long and cool, its pink wines are generally fruitier 
and more acidic than Provencal ones. There’s the simple, slightly 
sweet Rosé d’ Anjou; the drier, cleaner, and more herbaceous 
Cabernet d’ Anjou; and the dry Rosé de Loire and Touraine de 
Rosé.

Spain

Rosé is also taken seriously in Spain, where it is called rosado. 
The hot and acrid climate helps create pink wines that are zippy, 
fresh and brisk. Copious amounts of dry rosado, made mainly 
from the garnacha (grenache) grape, are produced in the north-
central region of Navarra. Alongside Navarra lies the Rioja 
region, which also makes some lovely rosado from tempranillo 
and garnacha grapes.

Italy

Rosé wines are made in Italy but not to the extent that they are 
made in France and Spain. The wines are called rosato but they 
are labeled as chiaretto. In Veneto, a diverse wine region, Zonin 



makes a white merlot. Well-known Antinori makes a Tuscan rosé.

Greece

Constantin Lazaridi makes a rosé wine called Amethystos in the 
city of Drama. This wine is made from 100% cabernet sauvignon 
grapes.

California

In California, there are some interesting dry rosés being produced 
alongside the more frivolous sweet white zinfandels. Joseph 
Phelps Vineyards Vin de Mistral, made from grenache, is inspired 
by the wines of the Provencal Cotes du Rhône (mistral is the 
French name for the wind that blows through the Rhône Valley. 
Other notable Rhône-style rosés are Bonny Doon Vin Gris de 
Cigare, Zaca Mesa Z Gris and the bottling from McDowell Valley 
Vineyards. Sanford Winery makes a bright fruity vin gris from 
pinot noir grapes, which has the added complexity of oak aging. 
Simi Winery produces a nice rosé from cabernet sauvignon, while 
both Swanson Vineyards and Iron Horse Vineyards make stylish 
rosés from the Italian sangiovese grape.

– Adapted from an article by Anthony Dias Blue, Bon Appétit, 
August 1998

www.epicurious.com/b_ba/b04_bestcellars/rose.html

Germany

Spatburgunder (pinot noir) Weissherbst is a rosé wine made in 



the Baden region of Germany.

“In 1990, white table wines made up 53% of the grape wines 
shipped from California to the U.S. market. If rosés and blush 
varietals are added, these three organoleptically similar wine 
types together constituted 85% of the shipments from California 
wineries to domestic markets.”

The University Wine Course Marian W. Baldy, Ph.D.

Let’s compare the B.C.A.W.A. Competition Handbook 
specifications for rosé and social wines:

Rosé

Light refreshing pink wines. In grape rosé wines, varietal 
characteristic is a definite plus. However, strongly aromatic wines 
such as raspberry are generally unsuitable for use as table wines.

Technical Characteristics

Ingredients: Red grapes with white flesh are most successful.

Alcohol: 9% - 12%

Colour: Pink: pale to deep. An amber orange is permissible. Red 
or purple is undesirable. Amber is unacceptable.

Sugar: 0% - 1%



Specific gravity: 0.990 - 0.992

Acid: 6.0 g/L - 7.0 g/L

pH: 3.1 - 3.4

Social Wine

A Social wine should be enjoyable without the accompaniment of 
food. Colour can fall into a wide range but it should be inviting. 
The wine should have an inviting fruity aroma. The wine should 
be neither dry nor excessively sweet. It should be not too high in 
alcohol. In many types of wine a peak or peaks appear in the 
flavour spectrum - for example a White Table wine might have an 
acid peak; in the Aperitif class, a bitter peak is not out of place. 
There should be no such peaks in a Social wine. Good balance 
between sugar and acid is essential. A touch of “spritz’ is 
acceptable.

Technical Characteristics

Ingredients: No restrictions

Alcohol: 8% - 11%

Colour: Appealing

Sugar: 1% - 3%

Specific gravity: 0.996 - 1.000

Acid: 6.0 g/L - 8.0 g/L

pH: 3.1 - 3.4



These guidelines should help you decide in which class you 
should enter your ‘pink’ wine.

“Tavel in the southern Rhône Valley is arguably still the best-
known specialist in rosé, but increasingly lives on the strength of 
its reputation rather than the quality of the wine in the bottle. 
Most Tavel is made by the pre-fermentation maceration 
technique, using uncrushed grapes, and produces a wine with a 
distinctive orange-onion-skin tint, high alcohol ( a minimum of 11 
degrees is required, but the wine often reaches 13), and signs of 
oxidation which rob the wine of freshness. The best winemakers 
are changing their methods to produce a wine with brighter 
colour, more aroma and fresher, crisper fruit – achieving this 
through better temperature control, better use of sulphur dioxide 
and careful handling of the wine between the end of fermentation 
and bottling.

. . .

Ideally, any rosé should offer the flavour of fresh grapes in a clean 
wine with a refreshing cut of acidity or a little tannin. Not 
surprisingly, the tastiest are made from the tastiest grapes: 
inevitably cabernets or pinot noirs. Anjou on the Loire has a long 
tradition of making very pale ( and often over-sweet) rosés from 
cabernet franc.

. . .

New World rosés are made in a radically different mould. The 
typical Australian or Californian rosé will be a vivid, light, 



purple-red to bright pink colour, with not a hint of orange or 
onion-skin anywhere in its make-up. The bouquet will be 
extremely fresh and fruity. The best rosés made from early-picked 
cabernet sauvignon smell stridently of that grape, and counter the 
slightly green character of the fruit with just enough residual 
sugar to give balance. Ultra-protective winemaking techniques 
are used throughout, entirely excluding oxygen, using cold-
fermentation in stainless steel and bottling at the earliest possible 
date,”

The Vintner’s Art Hugh Johnson and James Halliday

In April 1999 the Guild of Wine Judges conducted a rosé tasting. 
What follows is a compilation of notes from Ray Bodner, the 
wines tasted and their scores.

Some of the grapes used in the making of rosé wines:

France: grenache, syrah, cinsault

Spain: tempranillo, granache tinto, carinena (carignane)

USA: zinfandel, white grenache, cabernet sauvignon, pinot noir, 
merlot, gamay, cavisnane

Canada: cabernet franc, rotberger, gamay, pinot noir

Australia: grenache, shiraz
Italy: muscalese, trebbiano, merlot



Characteristics of rosé

Colour: orange, pink to red - violet, brown or amber tone as they 
mature.

Flavours: white wine with a silky tannin feel. Earth and some 
spice on the nose (herbal), licorice, strawberry, raspberry, peach/
melon/honeydew, cotton candy - rhubarb, stewed strawberry - 
apples, crisp acid (citrus), orange peel, cranberry, and if barrel 
aged; blackberry, pepper with herb.

The better rosés of the world are made from cool climates and 
cool fermentation methods, but does equally well in the hot 
regions of southern Spain, Australia, etc.

. . .

Serve as an aperitif (14%) or with Asian foods, prosciutto, cheeses, 
raw oysters, seafoods, sweet breads, fresh figs, antipasto, game, 
and of course with basil tomato soup. The wine should be served 
at a temperature between 6° C and 10° C, though some 
recommend 4° C.

Rosé is known as the cash crop for wine companies of the USA.

. . .

The new millennium will see a lot more rosé of the dry, high 
quality dinner style because of the over planting and cropping of 
merlot.



Notes compiled by Sam Hauck

The tasting:

Taster 1 Tavel - Domaine de la Mordere (0) $29.99

60% grenache,cinsault 14.6

Taster 2 Taja de Jau - Vin de Pays (0) $13.99

60% grenache, syrah 14.8

Taster 3 Sanford Rosé - Vin Gris (0) $30.50

pinot noir 15.3

Taster 4 Miguel Torres - Chile (2) $11.99

cabernet sauvignon 14.7

Wine A Rotberger - Gray Monk 1997

14.0

Wine B White Zinfandel - Berenger 1997 $13.95

13.4

Wine C duplicate of T-2



Wine D Ray Bodner (2nd national)

cabernet franc 14.5

Wine E Hardy Stamp $10.45

grenache, shiraz 14.1

Wine F duplicate of D

14.7

Wine G

14.2


