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What do Bengal tigers, lambs, pheromones 
and wine have in common? The answer: 
AWRI Research Scientist Marlize Viviers. 

It’s not your average career path, but it’s a 
journey that has taken Dr Viviers from South 
Africa to Australia and forged a passion for 
research. 

Dr Viviers completed her studies at 
Stellenbosch University in South Africa, 
starting with a degree in industrial 
chemistry. Honours was followed by 
a Masters degree and then a PhD in 
analytical-organic chemistry, in the 
Laboratory for Ecological Chemistry 
(LECUS) under the supervision of respected 
Emeritus Professor Ben Burger.

“I specialised in the development and 
application of analytical techniques 
used to analyse trace amounts of 
volatile compounds that are used as 
pheromones in mammalian semiochemical 
communication,” Dr Viviers said.

“For my Masters I identified the 
pheromones used for territorial marking by 
the Bengal tiger. 

“Then for my PhD (which I completed 
in 2010) I identified the recognition 
pheromones that are crucial for the bond 
formation between ewes and lambs and 
that enables them to recognise and identify 
each other by smell.”

It was in Professor Burger’s lab, where Dr 
Viviers said she developed her love for 
research and for “developing techniques 
to analyse trace amounts of volatile organic 
compounds and the application of these 
methods in the analysis of insect and 
mammalian semiochemicals, the analysis 
of air and water pollutants, and in the 
analysis of volatile organic compounds in 
indigenous plant species”. 

After her studies, she continued in 
Professor Burger’s lab for a 12-month 
post-doctoral fellowship and then it was 
Australia’s turn – when she applied for a 
post-doctoral fellowship at the Australian 
Wine Research Institute (AWRI) in 2011. 

“I always wanted to gain international 
research experience and Australia is a 
country that values its scientists and offers 
many diverse career opportunities for 
researchers,” she said.

“I also think Australia is a country that 
rewards hard work and dedication and 
where you can build a solid career in 
science.”

It also helps, she said, as a South African 
she also shares a love of the sun, beautiful 
beaches, sport and an outdoor lifestyle so 
Australia quickly felt like a second home. 

“Family is also very important to me and 
I’m lucky to now be closer to my dad who 
immigrated to Australia many years ago,” 
she said.  

An interest in expanding her knowledge 
and training in other fields of analytical 
chemistry, prompted Dr Viviers move into 
wine chemistry. 

“Luckily chemistry is a universal language 
and it can be applied in any field of 
research. And, it helps I love wine, of 
course,” she said. 

Currently, Dr Viviers is working on projects 
focused on understanding the formation 
of low molecular weight sulfur compounds 
associated with ‘reductive odours’ in wine. 
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The projects are seeking to better 
understand why the reductive odours occur 
and to develop management strategies 
to help winemakers improve the quality of 
their wine. 

“We are a great team of chemists 
working together to not only identify the 
precursor molecules to these stinky sulfur 
compounds, but we’re also identifying the 
triggers or switches that are responsible 
for the release of these compounds in wine 
post-bottling,” she said. 

“Our resent research has shown the central 
role that metal ions play in the formation of 
these compounds in wine.”

Reductive aromas, she said, can arise 
at a number of points throughout the 
wine production chain, and it’s not always 
possible to prevent the formation of these 
aroma compounds. 

“We’re starting to unravel the many factors 
that contribute to the formation of these 
faults,” she said.

“Ultimately, we want to provide 
grapegrowers and winemakers with tools 
and strategies to manage the likelihood of 
the occurrence of these compounds and 
in doing so reduce economic impact 
that ‘reductive aromas’ can have on their 
products.”

Dr Marlize Viviers, presenting the Fresh Science session at the 2013 Australian Wine Industry Technical Conference
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