
The kitchen table
F O O D  A N D  W I N E  P A I R I N G  F R O M  S O U T H  A F R I C A

Wine is never consumed in a vacuum; wine absorbs 
the mood, the view, the company of those 
partaking. Wine is a mirror and a magnifying glass, 

held up to that which surrounds it as it flows from the bottle. 
Wine is most often consumed with food, and the perceived 
effects they have on each other on the palate, good or bad, 
have given birth to the art of food and wine pairing. 

Achieving a harmonious pairing is not as simple as it 
seems as there are very few absolute rules—the most 
unexpected pairing is often the best. Pairing food to wine 
depends on experimentation and intuition. Here are a few 
guidelines to get you started.

Horizontal v vertical 
Most pairings will fall into either one or a combination of 
these categories. Horizontal pairing is perhaps the most 
obvious—it is a marriage of flavours. It seeks to build 
layers of intensity of flavour through similarity of tastes 
and textures, even colour and aroma. A classic example of 
this would be a prawn cocktail and citrus vanilla aioli and 
avocado ritz paired to a lightly oaked Chardonnay.

Vertical pairing uses contrasting textures, flavours, even 
temperatures to highlight or disguise specific properties in 
a pairing. This is a more radical approach, but the results 
can be impressive—gorgonzola with Merlot will see the 
salty taste of the cheese elevating fruit flavours in the wine.

Many of the greatest pairings contain an element of both 
vertical and horizontal pairing. An example of this is the 
pairing of a goat’s milk cheese panna cotta with beetroot 
and lentil salsa to a Pinot Noir. The beetroot has an earthy 
sweet-savoury character which works horizontally with 
the Pinot Noir, while the freshness and fruit cut through 
the creaminess of the goat’s milk cheese panna cotta, a 
contrast of textures that highlights the acid structure of 
the wine.

Acid and tannins
Different wines have different levels of acidity: young 
Sauvignon Blanc will always be crisper and fresher in 
terms of acidity than an older vintage of heavily oaked 
buttery style Chardonnay. Acidity in wine needs matching 
acidity in food—sweet food with high acid wine would 
make the wine taste sour, while high acidity in food can 
highlight sweeter notes. 

Try this experiment when next you have a glass of 
Sauvignon Blanc: taste the wine, bite into a slice of 

lemon and then taste the wine again. The wine will taste 
much sweeter after the lemon. The perfect pairing with a 
Sauvignon Blanc is a fresh gazpacho with seared scallops.

Tannins (phenolic compounds in wine) bind easily to 
protein (for instance the protein in your mouth). This 
is one reason why a rare steak combines so well with a 
full-bodied and tannic red wine: the tannins bind with 
the protein in the steak making the wine taste softer and 
fruitier. 

Tannins also bind with the iodine found in seafood and 
the reaction causes an unpleasant metallic taste—the 
origin of the belief that red wine doesn’t go with fish. 
However, this rule, as with most rules in food and wine 
pairing, is not absolute. Light red wines such as Pinot Noir 
may be paired very successfully with heavier fish such as 
tuna, salmon or game fish.

Weight and volume
Weight is all about body and mouth-feel. It’s the 
difference between a light and ethereal Alsace Riesling 
and a fat Californian oaked Chardonnay. Volume, on the 
other hand, is a measure of the intensity of flavour—
consider the quiet subtlety of butter in contrast to the loud 
riff of gorgonzola. 

The combination is amplitude: weight, volume, 
temperature, texture and richness; and how these work 
together to give an overall impression of the wine or food 
and its resonance on the palate. The amplitude of wine and 
food relative to each other is central to a successful pairing.

Chocolate
Chocolate occupies much the same position as wine 
for most: a moment of bliss to be savoured—and why 
not together? Fine wine should be paired to good 
quality chocolate; however, that does not necessarily 
mean chocolate with a high cocoa solid content, as the 
associated bitterness can be overpowering. Chocolate 
that has been tempered to be hard and glossy may turn 
waxy with wine, while softer chocolate with high cocoa 
butter content will melt evenly and smoothly. The prize in 
wine and chocolate pairing is to enhance the subtleties of 
each as flavour and texture are amplified. 

Creation Wines can be found on the Hemel-en-Aarde ridge of South Africa’s 
Walker Bay wine region, near Hermanus. Our thanks to Jean-Claude and 
Carolyn Martin; and to Khail. 
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