
P R I O R A T  V S .

R I O J A
T H E  C L A S H  O F  T H E  T I T A N S

This is the battle of all battles. La Rioja is the household name. Tempranillo-led wines

with long ageing, high extraction and a certain rustic, oxidative quality. Rioja was

established when French wine makers came down in search of new vineyards. It is not

uncommon to find bottles from the 1800's. Priorat on the other hand really started its

life in 1989. Garnacha-led wines of great concentration, she quickly was elevated to

the top status of classification in Spanish wine: DOC. They are the only two DOC

regions. Now they face off.

Enjoy! Rory 



At the moment, Rioja operates

geographically as 3 separate areas,

Rioja Alta, Rioja Alvesa and Rioja

Oriental (nee Baja, we will come to

that), there is no credence given to

village specificity and is best

understood through the Crianza etc

model of age classification before

release.

What this means is that anyone can

make a Gran Reserva, and anyone

frequently does, utilising unsuitable

varieties from unsuitable areas, ignoring

the individual site and covering

everything up with win making.

Thankfully the cosy group at the

Consejo Regulador are losing the

battle. Change is happening as Rioja is

moving toward a Burgundian-style of

Village system to recognise the diverse

range of soils and vineyards.

Why re-draw Rioja? Because it's current

system of classification is completely

unsatisfactory and sells the region

short. It dumbs down the potential of

the wine, ignores its incredible terroirs

of Rioja and encourages a race to the

bottom in homogenised production &

volume. ('Brand Rioja' is good for

business).

Re-Drawing Rioja
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We start, as many modern Spanish wine

stories do, with Alvaro Palacios.

STSWine regulars will be familiar with

the man we call the King of Spanish

wine. He was born in Rioja on the

family winery but had fallen in love with

the concept of terroir while working in

the US, France and Italy. He wanted to

make world class Spanish wines that

spoke of their time and place and

found peerage with the great wines of

Burgundy & Barolo. He achieved this in

Priorat, and then Bierzo. He was able

to impose his vision of a village

classification system as he had made

those regions. Rioja would be a

tougher task.

When Alvaro returned to the family

winery in Rioja, he found a region that

was growing unsuitable varieties in

unsuitable place to achieve high yield.

Growing grapes in such places meant

they needed to be unnaturally

managed and he called the resulting

wine ficticious wine. He immediately

started re-planting varieties in his

winery and pressed for Rioja Baja

(meaning lower Rioja) to be renamed

Rioja Oriental. 

Re-Drawing Rioja
Continued

Alvaro wanted to concentrate of making a

Rioja wine that would rival his L'Ermita

from Priorat and La Faraona from Bierzo

as one of Spain's most expensive and

sought after wines. Having not the time to

fight another Conseja, he pledged his

support and consultation to a growing

number of disenchanted wine makers led

by Telmo Rodriguez.

Telmo is the logical progression of Alvaro

Palacios in many ways. Having grown up

in Rioja he too spread his wings to Ribera

Del Duero where he fell in love with the

idea of bringing Spain in line with modern

terroir-led brilliance. Telmo, while

thoughtful, well liked and measured,

brought a firebrand approach to affect

change. He created a document called

Matador Manifesto is defence of Spain's

old and natural vineyards and terroirs,

getting it signed by 150 winemakers. Only

a year earlier, icon producer Artadi sent

shockwaves through the Spanish industry

by officially 'leaving' the Rioja appellation.

Telmo's controversial manifesto sent the

concept of Rioja into a virtual tailspin. 

Hold on a minute - what are really really

talking about here? Money of course. In La

Rioja, it is all about Brand Rioja 'the

benjamins'. 
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Imagine a beautiful little field blend

of Rioja wine, naturally made in the

style of the forefathers of Rioja wine

making. Yields are controlled.

Everything is hand made and hand

picked. The wine is aged in concrete

or steel and intended for young

drinking, it's purity mirrors the terroir.

This wine can only be sold as a

generico/joven Rioja, with no

geographical indicator and nothing

to suggest it's special (indeed - you

are not allowed include a Village

name!). 

That same wine could be machine

harvested, with other grapes bought

in and added to bulk up the volume.

Extracted and worked over in the

winery, stabilised and put into oak,

you just wait 24 months and it's a

crianza (€), 36 months and it's a

Reserva (€€) or 60 months and it's a

Gran Reserva (€€€). The supermarket

shelves are full of these wines and

there is a reason that very high value

and sophisticated wine collectors

and collections will have a very

limited Rioja interest (not to say that

old Rioja is not magic).

Re-Drawing Rioja
Continued

More Benjamins: grape prices. There are

numerous growers that sell grapes to the

producers that only own 20% of the

vineyards. When Telmo decided to eliminate

non-estate grown fruit he realised how

livelihoods depended on these sales, so

rather than cancel the contracts he began

bottling a different label to make sure these

growers could keep their contracts (not

everyone would be so noble one suspects).

A tightrope with many considerations was

overcome and for the last couple of years,

growers and producers have jostled and

negotiated and tweaked these new rules

and classification systems. Change will be

slow but the end result will see better quality

wine for us produced via higher standards in

accordance with the naturally fabulous

terroirs of La Rioja. 

How is it all going? It is too early to tell. The

process seems to have been fairly and

sensibly negotiated. The idea is that the

quality of wine production in the region will

go up exponentially, that the various terroirs

and vineyards will get just recognition and

that growers will be rewarded for their

efforts and dedication to quality production.

There will not be the scope to churn out an

homogenised product and already we are

seeing prolific but inauthentic vineyards

being grubbed up in favour of legacy clones

of varieties suited to the soils and terroir.

Watch this space. 
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As in other wine regions, religious

orders helped to develop wine

growing in Priorat. Carthusian

monks arrived at the area in the

12th century as part of the

repopulation drive in the Iberian

Peninsula brought by the land

gains obtained from the Muslims.

The considerable power wielded

by the monks is reflected in the

name of the region itself: Priorat

was the domain of the prior of the

Scala Dei monastery, which

encompassed the villages of

Poboleda, La Morera, Porrera, La

Vilella Alta, Torroja, Gratallops

and part of Bellmunt. The wine

growing strategy included the

creation of farms (locally called

“mas”) that were managed by

different families.

Since the Carthusians observed

the vow of silence, the monastery

was built in an isolated spot at the

foot of the Montsant mountains. 

Priorat Legend -
Stairway to
Heaven

The area had previously been

inhabited by hermits and the legend

says that a shepherd dreamt of

angels descending a mythical

stairway to heaven (scala dei in

Latin).

After the Spanish government’s

confiscation of religious properties

in the 19th century, five local

families took control of the monks’

legacy and bottled the first Priorat

wine in 1878. But the devastating

effects of phylloxera brutally

impoverished the region in the

following years and marked a vast

parenthesis for winemaking until the

winery was reestablished in the

1970s and the first modern Priorat

(1974 vintage) was bottled at Cellers

Scala Dei. Commercial wine was

virtually non existent and the region

withered on the vine due to its

poverty.
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If you open a Hugh Johnson wine

atlas from the 80’s, Priorat will

scarcely receive a mention. Now,

along with Rioja it is a DOC - the

stop of Spain’s classification. The

story of it coming to being as such

is a coming of age story that

would not feel out of place in

Hollywood. Palacios formed a

merry band of winemakers that

became known as the Priorat 5:

Clos Dofi (Palacios), Clos

Mogador (Rene Barbier), Clos

Martinet (Jose Luis Perez), Clos de

l’Obac (Carles Pastrana) and Clos

Erasmus (Daphne Glorian).

Priorat Genesis

There were no young people in

Priorat and it truly was a region

close to death: It was like landing

on the moon according to Daphne

Glorian. We used to drive around in

a pink van with purple seats

looking at old vineyards. As

palacios puts it: It was like a

commune, a group of romantics full

of enthusiasm for a project.

Pooling their resources on one

wine, but released under 5 labels,

it immediately drew ecstatic

reviews. Different wines received

different scores, but as one of the

5 put it with obvious divillment:

critics preferred some to

others…..but it was all the same

stuff.

Priorat quickly went from strength

to strength, no region in the world

has grown to where it is now from

a standing start in such a short

period. The wines are

characterised by their depth and

concentration, but in the best

cases also by their freshness and

elegance. The Catalan authorities

granted it DOC (DOQ in Catalan)

status in 2000, because of the

sometimes cold relations between

authorities, it was not recognised

at a national level until 2009. 
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While the wines quickly gained

international recognition largely

on the back of the (at the time)

highly influential international

wine critic Robert Parker, tastes

and palates began to evolve and

within 20 years, wine drinkers

were looking for a lighter style of

wine not so heavily extracted and

the style began to evolve to

become more delicate and

approachable. This was not an

easy exercise. Priorat is so hot and

arid that the vines need to deep

dive to search for water. he

resulting concentration and power

is hard to tame, but it was

recognised that the international

varieties such as Cabernet and

merlot were not really adding any

grace, and most eliminated them.

Priorat Evolution

Garnacha and Samso (and Ganacha

Peluda: 'Hairy' Garnacha!) became

the indigenous varieties of choice. 

From the get-go for the hippie and

dreamer crew that turned up in

Priorat in 1990, the big draw of the

region was the licorella soil, a type

of schist that seems to glisten in the

sun. This licorella imparts a

completely unique smell and feel to

the wine, a truffley, earthy character

that you can smell if you just sniff

the ground.

As producers paired back oak and

extraction, the magnificent terroir

began more and more to dominate

and producers moved to regionalise

the production area. The new

generation of wine makers like Sara

Peres (pictured) and her husband

Rene Barbier, offspring of the

original hippie and dreamers, with

the help of the King Alvaro Palacios

have successfully lobbied and are

working with regulators.

Priorat is expensive and generally

hard to find that its more well known

sibling Rioja, but her wines are

absolutely exhilarating. 
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Wonderful aromas of mushrooms, bark, cigar tobacco and

plums with just a hint of citrus. Full-bodied with incredible

softness and complexity. Subtle chocolate, fruit and

walnut in the aftertaste. Goes on for minutes. Fantastic

wine. Classic, textbook Rioja. A joy. Incredible value! 95

POINTS, JAMES SUCKLING

Glistening ruby. Spice-accented aromas of red berries,

cherry cola and candied rose, plus a smoky nuance in the

background. Supple and energetic in style, with a core of

zesty acidity adding lift and cut to bitter cherry and red

currant flavors that take a sweeter turn through the mid

palate. Finishes long and smooth, delivering gentle tannic

grip, a snap of peppery spices and repeating florality.

Drinking window: 2021 - 2029 92 POINTS

Lopez Heredia Vina Cubillo
2012
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A famous Rioja producer called Artadi actually stopped

calling itself Rioja because of its frustration with the

stringent laws that prioritise oak ageing above all else.

The simple argument against this classification of ageing

is that anyone can make a Gran Reserva, you just need to

age it, it doesn't mean it will be any good. More and more

producers are breaking free and playing by their own

rules. Calzadas (walkways) of Aradon captures the

excitement of the Rioja terroir with only tasteful use of

oak. It was recently highly pointed by James Suckling, the

influential American critic. STSWine

Aradon Calzados 2016 



This aint like ANY Rioja you have ever had. The vineyard

was planted by the Grandfather of the operation before

world war 2 and is a field blend of old varieties. The red

soils of the vineyard sit under immovable rocks and it is a

very high altitude for a Rioja vineyard. Whole cluster

ferment by carbonic maceration (the method they use in

Beaujolais), fully organic with no sulfites. The austronaut

(cosmonauta) refers to this as a time ravelling wine, a

new-wave wine that actually pre-dates 'old school' Rioja.

Raspy red fruits, great acidity, deep colour. STSWine 

El Cosmonauta y el viaje en el
tiempo
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ark violet. Aromas of ripe dark berries, cherry pit, licorice

candy and smoky minerals; a floral overtone builds with

air. Juicy and penetrating in the mouth, offering

concentrated bitter cherry and blackberry flavors and hints

of licorice and candied violet. Shows fine definition and

power on the impressively long finish, which is framed by

slow-mounting tannins. 93 POINTS, VINOUS

Familia Torres Salmos Priorat
2016



Gorgeous, bright fruit with raspberries, black cherries and

lavender with some schist. It’s medium-bodied with very

polished and integrated tannins that go on and on. Drink

or hold. 94 POINTS, JAMES SUCKLING

The regional blend 2019 Camins del Priorat is a blend of

35% Garnacha, 24% Syrah, 17% Cabernet Sauvignon, 11%

Cariñena, 10% Merlot and 3% other varieties. The grapes

were destemmed, lightly crushed and then fermented with

the natural yeasts in a combination of stainless steel, oak

and concrete vats.  This wine showcases the power and

concentration of 2019, an extraordinarily warm and dry

year, but the wine has great finesse.  There are notes of

licorice and something balsamic. This is juicy and chewy,

powerful, pungent and intense, with muscle but with great

balance and very clean. This is the most modern and

international of their wines, with a showy profile. 92

POINTS, ROBERT PARKER

Camins Del Priorat 2019 
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As the label suggests the project is born out of the idea of

reviving and rejuvinating vineyards and abandoned areas

that were once successful with Garnacha, this is a

shimmering example from Priorat, the Catalan area that,

along with Rioja sits at the top of Spain's regional

concentration. This shows all of the concentration and

juiciness you'd expect, but without excess alcohol or

extraction. Stellar, authentic juice. STSWine. STSWine

La Garnaxta Fosca 2018


