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Most of the sparkling wines from Cataluña are produced following the Champenoise or traditional method of a
second fermentation in bottle, although the ancestral method is also enjoying a small revival

In keeping with my regional approach to tasting Spanish wines, I tasted the majority of Cavas while
covering Cataluña, which is where the lion's share of Cava is located. The others will be reviewed (or
not, depending on interest) when I cover their respective regions. Bottom line: this is an article about
the sparkling wines from Cataluña.
You might remember that Cava is a process shoehorned into a geographical appellation. As such it's
spread between Cataluña, the region of Penedès mainly, but also parts of Valencia, Extremadura,
Rioja and Aragón. Even within Cataluña it includes different zones.
This definition was political, definitely not geographical, as it included all (or most) of the Cava
producing zones defined by where sparkling wine is produced using the Champenoise or traditional
method of a second fermentation in bottle. I'm not that interested in the political or price fights, but
these factors might explain why Cava has somehow become associated with cheap sparkling wine.
Many complain that the wines produced in Requena, Rioja or Extremadura have little to do with the
ones produced in Penedès. They are very different in terms of soil, climate and grapes, and in terms
of terroir. These sparkling wines share the production process in the same way that Laguiole knives or
cheddar cheeses can be produced in many different locations across the globe as long as they
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comply with the production method. So Cava is a method and some producers want to have a more
placeoriented approach and define, most of all, the origin.

The Penedès region produces the majority of Cava and other sparkling wines from Cataluña

I'm not going to repeat my rant against the volume and the lowprice approach of the Cava
appellation. If you are interested in my opinion you can read the article from February 2014 in issue
211. What I said then remains valid today, and the situation has not changed much. If anything I've
noticed a slight improvement in Codorníu, which as a group seems to be working toward improving
the quality of their highend wines. That effort includes improvement at wineries in Priorat (Scala Dei),
Rioja (Bodegas Bilbaínas) and also their Cava, with the release of singlevineyard varietal bottlings, in
particular the 2009 La Nansa Xarello. All of these efforts seem to be incompatible with efforts to create
appalling new "products" like their first Codorníu still wine, Viñas de Anna.

Vintage or NonVintage?
I have nothing against nonvintage wines. All the wonderful solera wines (think Sherry!) are non
vintage. Some Champagnes are a blend of multiple vintages as some of the most traditional houses
aim to make a house style wine over wines with the character of a given year. That's fine, but it's
hardly the case in Spain. I only tasted six nonvintage wines this time (I tasted most of them last time).
It's fine, nonvintage aims for consistency, for delivering a homogeneous product that cannot be
differentiated from bottling to bottling, or vintage to vintage. So if you want to look up a nonvintage
wine not in this article, chances are it's already in The Wine Advocate database.
On some bottles I receive, the vintage is not visible on the label. I consider those as nonvintage
wines, because there is no way to know the year, and a consumer facing this bottle on a shelf doesn't
know what he/she is looking at. I do not review nonvintage wines that have already been reviewed
unless there is a good reason such as the bottles can be clearly identified by a new label or the
disgorgement date on the back label is different, making the wine supposedly different.
And now that I've just mentioned it, what about disgorgement dates on labels? I'm totally in favor of it.
Why not? For those who do not care, they can just ignore it. For those that do, it's great! Yes, we need
to educate consumers and let them know that sparkling wine changes in bottle like any other wine. It's
another story whether you like them young and fresh after disgorgement or with some bottle age  just
like with any other wine. Cava, Champagne and other sparklers are wines. So disgorgement dates on
labels, please. Well, yes, the qualityoriented and conscious producers already use them. Enough
said.
As for vintages, most of these wines come from the region of Penedès, a Mediterranean zone that is a
warm zone. In Penedès a cool vintage is a blessing. Among the best recent years, 2010 and 2013
produced fresher sparkling and still wines, and 2012 was less hot and ripe than 2011. Given that the
wines must age in contact with the lees for a minimum time in the bottle, the 2013s I tasted are not
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necessarily from the top categories, rather they are younger wines.

Tendencies
Some producers release wines that have extended contact with the lees, and although "the more the
better" approach is not usually a good idea, it seems like the extra time in bottle before disgorging
creates more complexity, better integrates the bubbles with the wine and mellows the acidity. Of
course, if you leave a poor to average wine in contact with the lees for a long time you hardly obtain a
great wine. You have to start with quality base wine to get to achieve something of quality! The
process, including the dosage (the added wine with or without sugar to top up the bottle once the lees
are removed), does not work miracles although it can sometimes disguise shortcomings.
That's why many prefer nondosé, Brut Nature or Extra Brut wines. And there seem to be more of
those than Brut. But mind you, sometimes a little bit of sugar can help to balance the acidity. So, as
with almost everything, it's dangerous to generalize.

Recently disgorged? You bet! Two minutes before I tasted it! This was a superb 1996

Talking about extended contact with the lees, there are a handful of producers selling oenothèque or
library releases of older vintages that have had a much longer than normal time on the lees. The
concept "recently disgorged" was made famous by Bollinger. Gramona, Mestres, Raventós i Blanc
and Recaredo are the main adherents in this field. Not surprisingly, these oenothèque wines are
offered in (sometimes extremely) limited quantities, selected from the very best vintages placing them
at the top of the quality hierarchy.
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Recaredo, the quality leader in Cava. I tasted a stunning bottle of a limited library release from 1999. Who would
have said a decade ago that the best sparklers of the region would be the ones with many years on the lees?

One producer, Loxarell, sells a wine that has not yet been disgorged, with the idea that you continue
aging the wine in contact with the lees so the wine gains complexity in your home cellar (as long as
you have good storage condition). I had the chance to retaste 2002 and 2004 and the bottles are
evolving remarkably well. It is an interesting idea.
Now that we're on the subject of yeasts, a few producers ferment the base wine (first fermentation)
with indigenous yeasts and even less (I think I remember one) use their local yeasts for the second
fermentation in bottle. But there is interest, and I guess we will slowly see more.
When it comes to grapes, usage of French varieties is in clear decline, much the same as in the still
wines. There is a clear focus on the classic blend of Macabeo, Xarello and Parellada. Some are even
using the Mediterranean red Monastrell for their rosé, foregoing the elsewhererevered Pinot Noir that
is not quite at home in the local climate. For white wines, there is great interest and some of the best
wines are produced with the local Xarello grape.

Xarello in May, Xarello in September

As for wineries leaving the appellation (see the article from February 2014 for background info), the
situation seems more or less stable. At least no major labels have left since I wrote about it, and those
in Penedès continue with their wines. The stampede did not happen, at least not yet. Raventós i Blanc
keeps working to create a new appellation of origin for the banks of the Anoia (or Noya in Spanish)
River in the northeast part of Penedès. Their main contention is that Cava is a process, not a place,
and for them, place comes first.
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Pepe Raventós is fighting to create a true appellation of origin for the wines produced on the banks of the Anoia
River in Penedès A new appellation in the making?

The working name for the new appellation is Conca del Riu Anoia, precisely translated as the banks of
the Anoia River in Catalán, and Raventós i Blanc has a clear roadmap toward its development. First,
as I already mentioned, they want to define origin. The most common terroir in Spain is probably a
mixture of clay and chalk. These chalky soils are ideal for the production of white and sparkling wines.

The chalky soils from Penedès provide a fresh minerality to the best wines through the Xarello, Macabeo and
Parellada grapes

The soils of the Penedès zone are varied but being so close to the sea there is no doubt that plenty of
them originated from the sea. Most of the ubiquitous chalky/calcium carbonate/limestone soils are
linked to water and marine beds where the bones of countless creatures have created these particular
mother rocks. Visiting the zone, the fossils of shells and snails easily found in the alluvial terraces of
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the river Anoia leave no doubt that at some point in time this area was under the sea. That time
seems to have been some 16 million years ago. The zone they want to define is basically the
surrounding region where each drop of rain eventually ends up in the Anoia River, either directly or
through its tributaries.

The shell fossils easy to find in the alluvial terraces of the Anoia River leave little doubt about the marine origin of
part of the soils from Penedès

But their standards are not limited to origin, as the focus is on quality and origin is not enough. They
also include organic/biodynamic agriculture, use of only traditional grape varieties, production of only
vintage wines, Extra Brut or drier wines and a fair price paid to the growers for a maximum of 20% of
purchased grapes (of course from within the zone) used in the wines. Yes, those are high standards.

Back to tradition: horse plowing is creeping into the modus operandi of some of the best, often organic and
biodynamic producers
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I explain all this because it could be one way to solve the issue of an appellation that is focused on
volume and low price. Well, in reality the issue is for the producers with a focus on quality and high
end wines, not for the appellation itself. For now Raventós i Blanc are on their own in this adventure,
but I think that Sant Sadurní d'Anoia, the capital city of Cava is where many of the main players are
and it's of course framed by the river (it's even part of its name!) that runs on the outskirts. So we're
talking about the heart of the Cava appellation, with plenty of hectares of vineyards.

The Tip of the Iceberg
I'm making a draconian selection trying to bring only the best wines here, because there are many
fresh, light and easy that offer little more. The pyramid has a very wide base and a pointy top. Few
grow their own grapes and produce their own wine, but there is no differentiation between négoçiants
and récoltants as in Champagne. Of course, you can mess it up with your own grapes or do a superb
job with purchased ones, still there's usually a correlation.
The scores create a hierarchy of the wines, but if we group the wines by producer, we can also obtain
a hierarchy of producers. As I wanted to do so, I put all my scores on a spreadsheet and did a quick
calculation. This is the result, the top five producers:
Recaredo
Raventos i Blanc
Mestres
Gramona
Loxarel
I tasted the following wines between midMarch and midMay 2015. The still wines for some of these
producers can be found in a separate article in this same issue that covers the (still) wines of Cataluña
(other than Priorat).

The sunset in Penedès transported me to Tuscany; the light was magic

—Luis Gutiérrez
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