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TASTING REPORT | RIOJA

By Alison Napjus

Tracking the Evolution of Spain’s 
Iconic Region and Its Wines

When it comes to Spanish wines, no region enjoys greater 
name recognition in the United States than Rioja. Its bottles 
dominate store shelves and restaurant lists, a staple among 
American wine lovers. In fact, Rioja is the only Spanish wine 
type consistently ranked among the country’s top imported 
wines, standing shoulder to shoulder with the likes of New 
Zealand Sauvignon Blanc and Italian Chianti.

This popularity is no accident. Rioja’s success has long been 
built on dependable quality from trusted winery names, and 
at volumes that make broad availability possible. For 
consumers, especially those venturing outside their usual 
preferences, this reliability is a major draw. The wines span a 
remarkable range—from approachable, everyday reds to 
rare, collectible bottles that can fetch over $1,000.

The wines show a special, 
fruit character typical to the 
fresher, new style of Rioja.
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Rating Red Wine Vintages in 
Rioja

2021 97  |  Drink or hold
Warm, dry summer and cool, clear conditions 
at harvest yielded harmonious wines with 
depth of flavor, polished tannins and a sense of 
finesse

2020 93  |  Drink or hold
A hot year with a reduced crop; excellent 
conditions during harvest, with elegant wines 
with good tension and restraint

2019 92  |  Drink or hold
Stable conditions led to focused wines with 
aging potential 

2018 89  |  Drink
Cooler weather produced fresher wines; some 
inconsistencies 

Vintage ratings: 95-100, classic; 90-94, outstanding; 85-89, very 
good; 80-84, good; 75-79, mediocre; 50-74, not recommended.

Drinkability: “NYR” means most of the wines of the vintage are 
yet to be released; “drink” means most of the wines of the 
vintage are ready to drink; “hold” means most of the ageworthy 
wines have yet to fully mature.

2017 87  |  Drink or hold
A difficult growing season led to inconsistent 
wines

A Region Balancing Tradition and 
Transformation



Yet, consistency often comes at a cost. While innovation is 
alive in Rioja’s vineyards and cellars, the push to maintain 
stylistic uniformity can sometimes stifle experimentation. 
Critics argue that the region risks becoming more of a brand 
than a living, breathing wine landscape shaped by its varied 
soils, passionate people, and unique places.



Over the last two decades, however, the global wine scene 
—and Rioja with it— has shifted. A new energy has 
emerged in the region, led by producers looking to 
reconnect with terroir and to express it in new, often more 
site-specific ways.



A major milestone came in 2017, when new regulations 
allowed wines to be labeled with recognized vineyard names 
—viñedo singular— finally giving producers an official 
framework to highlight single-site expressions. Among the 
most significant of these is Quiñón de Valmira, a bottling 
from Álvaro Palacios, one of Spain’s most visionary 
winemakers.

A Singular Vision: Álvaro Palacios 
and Valmira



The 2022 Quiñón de Valmira Viñedo Singular (96, $550) is 
a striking example of the region’s evolving identity. Made 
entirely from Garnacha, the wine hails from a 7.4-acre 
vineyard near the Palacios Remondo winery in Alfaro, in the 
Rioja Oriental subzone. Its purity and seamless integration 
stand as testament to years of meticulous work.



Palacios, famed for his pioneering efforts in Priorat, took 
over the family’s Rioja estate in 2000 following the death of 
his father. He brought with him a philosophy rooted in site-
specific winemaking. As Isabel Palacios Osua, the winery’s 
export director, explains, “Álvaro was working very hard to 
find an icon wine from Rioja.” His goal was nothing less than 
to create a counterpart to his celebrated L’Ermita from 
Priorat.



His daughter Lola Palacios, who joined the winery after 
studies in California and France, recalls: “He saw Valmira. And 
he has this superpower to see the quality of the wines by 
looking at the vineyard.” After more than a decade of 
fermenting the Valmira fruit separately, the first bottling came 
in 2014, with the inaugural commercial release following in 
2015. Before that, the fruit was blended into the estate’s 
Propiedad label (2021: 94, $55).

He saw Valmira.“
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The 2021 Vintage: A Defining 
Moment



A standout chapter in Rioja’s story is being written with the 
2021 vintage, a year that winemakers describe as 
transformative. After a hot, dry 2020, the region saw much-
needed replenishment during the winter, when snowstorms
—including the infamous Filomena—blanketed vineyards 
with up to 10 feet of snow.



Spring began favorably, but late May and early June brought 
heavy rain during flowering, increasing mildew risks. Summer 
turned dry once more, and by late September, rains 
returned, reviving fears of rot. Despite the challenges, the 
results were exceptional.



“It’s the kind of vintage that all of us want, every year,” says 
Lola Palacios. Winemaker Sáenz agrees: “2021 is a turning 
point in the history of Rioja. The wines show a special fruit 
character typical to the fresher, new style of Rioja.”



Already, many 2021 wines have garnered top scores, and the 
vintage promises continued excellence in both current 
releases and future, longer-aged bottlings. With pricing largely 
stable, the vintage also offers outstanding value.

Alfaro
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