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(A) THE CONTEXT – THE RIOJA WINE AREA 

The City of Wine at Elciego is located close to the south western boundary of 
the Alava - Araba Province of the Basque Region in an area known as La 
Rioja Alavesa. It is adjacent to the region of Rioja and together forms the 
Rioja wine growing area along the valleys of the Ebro and Rio Oja rivers. 
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The area is situated some 80-100km south of Bilbao and is bisected by the 
main E8/A68 road linking Bilbao - Zaragoza – Barcelona. The area is easily 
accessible by road from the major cities of northern Spain and from four 
international airports at Bilbao, Santander, Biarritz and Zaragoza as well as 
the domestic airport in the capital of the Basque Region at Vittoria (some 
20km north of Elciego).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Alava - Araba Province’s primary appeal, and indeed that of the Rioja 
wine growing area, is an attractive landscape of vineyards, small villages and 
relatively unspoilt, undulating, countryside. Elciego is one of a number of 
medieval villages in the area.  Laguardia, some 5km south of the village, is a 
classic walled hilltop town around which are located a number of wineries 
including the new Ysios Bodega designed by the Valencian architect Santiago 
Calatrava who, together with Frank Gehry, has been instrumental in shaping 
the new Bilbao. 
 
This is one of a number of key features on the Wine Route tour of the area 
produced by Alava Turismo. (www.rutadelvinoderiojaalavesa.com). Despite 
the obvious shared landscape and tourism appeal there appears to be little 
formal collaboration at present between Alava Province tourism and Rioja 
Region tourism.  
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(B) THE CITY OF WINE – A CATALYST FOR TOURISM AND R URAL 
REGENERATION 
 
The bold, imaginative, investment  of over 60million Euros in the City of Wine 
concept by the  Directors of the Marques de Riscal company has stimulated 
significant other investments in the Rioja wine are many of which are using 
internationally renowned architects and designers. They are delivering 
products of comparable quality and innovation as represented by the City of 
Wine and creating international profile and positioning for the area. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These other projects include: 
 

·  the Ysios Winery designed Calatrava owned by Pernod Ricard… 
described as an ‘example of intelligent classy investment’ ; 

 
·   the Vina Real Laguardia winery visitor centre by the French architect 

Philippe Mazieres; 
 

·  the Villa Lucia Wine Thematic Centre in Laguardia; 
 

·  the Dinasti Vivanco Museum of Wines Culture at Briones. 
 
 
 
(C) THE CITY OF WINE – THE CONCEPT 
 
The City of Wine concept comprises four elements that come together to 
create a destination within a destination. The four components are: 
 

·  the winery within the original 19th century buildings but with 21st century 
innovation and production techniques with a visitor centre, tours, 
tasting rooms and restaurant; 
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·  the vineyards and the landscape of oeonology; 

 
·  the Hotel Marques de Riscal with is associated conference centre; 

 
·  La Caudaliee Vinotherapie Spa. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Structure of the Concept -  
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The centrepiece and cornerstone of the initiative is the Gehry designed Hotel 
Marques de Riscal…… 

“A series of rectilinear elements, clad in sandstone, combined with sweeping 
panels of gold and pink titanium, and mirror finish stainless steel are used to 
create a an extraordinary hotel at the heart of an innovative concept creating 
the city of wine – Gehry at the invitation of Alejandro Aznar- has designed  an 
instantly recognisable iconic building that has captured the imagination of the 
worlds press and discerning tourists around the world”. 
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The vision of the City of Wine (Ciudad del Vino) and the subsequent 
involvement of Frank Gehry is described in the accompanying interview with 
the Chair of the company, Alejandro Aznar Sainz. 

The winery of Vinos Herederos del Marques de Riscal is located in Elciego ( a 
medieval village founded in 1067), in La Rioja Alavesa. It is the oldest 
wineries in the Rioja wine producing area. Importantly, the winery has a 
history and tradition of innovation and providing both direction and leadership 
for the local wine industry. In 1860, for example, it was one of the first Rioja 
wineries to introduce Bordeaux winemaking techniques involving French 
winemaker Jean Pineau. In 1972 it was the first Bodega to make white wine 
under the Rueda label and was one of the first in the area to open for visitor 
tours. It has now raised the bar even higher with this project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Until recently, the wineries in the region have not been generally open to the 
public, but as a component of an overall plan to redefine and invigorate its 
public image, Marques de Riscal commissioned the design of a relatively 
small building intended to provide a unique experience for visitors as part Of 
an overall 63million Euro investment in the winery and the City of Wine 
concept.  
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(D) Interview with Mr Alejandro Aznar Sainz, Chairm an, Marques de 
Riscal 12 July 2007  

What was the genesis of the concept of the City of Wine? 

Ten years ago we recognised that the company had to modernise production methods 
at the winery and we were also contemplating including a new visitor centre. At the time 
we were thinking about creating a 21st Century chateau. The Marqués de Riscal wines 
were exported to over 70 countries but we were keen to have a stronger profile in the 
US markets. Then along came the Guggenheim effect and we saw the powerful impact 
of an iconic building designed by an internationally famous architect. At that stage we 
decided to engage Frank Gehry to create our modern chateau but not a hotel. The City 
of Wine concept is a contained estate dedicated to the production, promotion and 
celebration of the culture of wine. 

What was the primary goal of this €66m investment? 

The €66m involved a €30m investment in improving production of wine and €36m in 
creating an iconic building and restoration of old buildings. The involvement of Frank 
Gehry to create a masterpiece of architecture and design at the heart of the ‘City of 
Wine’ is a pure marketing statement. The company made a calculated decision that the 
most effective, dramatic and sustainable way to capture the world markets’ attention 
about Marqués de Riscal was through Gehry. It was the only way we could compete on 
the world stage.  

Have the impacts of the Gehry building achieved thi s goal? 

It has far exceeded our expectations. The building is an expression of the philosophy of 
Marqués de Riscal. As a company we have always had a reputation for innovation from 
our inception in 1858 and the employment of the renowned Bordeaux wine maker, Jean 
Pineau ten years later. The values of the company are heritage, tradition, modernity  
and innovation . Gehry has captured our ambitions in this building and its boldness has 
captured the imagination of the world’s media. 

Why did the chateau transform into a hotel? 

There had to be an economic rationale for the new building. It has to generate revenues 
and give life to other activities at the ‘City of Wine’. The ‘chateau’ as an office and 
company headquarters was never going to generate ongoing PR. Journalists would only 
write once about a Gehry office but as a place where guests can stay … it is an ongoing 
story. 

Can you describe the triangle of activity that is t he City of Wine? 

The ‘City of Wine’ is founded upon (1) a modern winery producing fine wines using 
innovative techniques but steeped in the history and heritage of the Marqués brand; (2) 
the luxury hotel operated by Starwood as part of their ‘Luxury Collection’, with fine dining 
prepared by the Region’s finest chefs and (3) the spa which specialises in vinotherapie-
based treatments and operated by Caudalie. This development is set in a secure, safe 
environment surrounded by vineyards and overlooking our home village of Elciego. 
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How did you select your partners? 

Starwood was selected by an international competition involving 20 of the world’s 
leading hotel management companies. The operator for the spa was selected directly by 
us. 

How did you secure political support? 

We were very lucky in the Basque Region because of the Gehry and Guggenheim 
effect. Politicians at all levels and across all parties understood the positive impact the 
Guggenheim had made. Our strategy to persuade politicians to support our vision 
began at the local level. Step 1 was to get the support of the local village politicians. 
Step 2 was local and provincial government then step 3 was the Basque Region. We 
are lucky in the Region as there is a good political understanding of the importance of 
tourism, of wine and now of world class architecture. 

Have you achieved your goal? 

The journey hasn’t finished but the City of Wine has exceeded all our expectations 
especially in terms of marketing and PR. This was, after all, primarily an investment to 
achieve global market awareness. We have achieved this goal. The positive media 
response has been remarkable. Carefully selecting our strategic partners and using the 
best to attract the best has been the key. The model is ‘win-win’ for everyone involved. 

How would you summarise this success story? 

The success has to be good for the company and its brand values. It has to be good for 
the local area, the province, the region and for Spain. Success is based upon an holistic 
approach …great architecture, great environment, great service, great food, great drink, 
unique culture and a strong sense of place. 
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(E) THE SITE AND ITS DESCRIPTION 

The site of the City of Wine is adjacent to the village of Elciego and the hotel 
building is approached along a road that leads to high ground placing it at the 
same height as the village church of San Andreas (St. Andrew). 

The access road passes through the vineyards and through the existing wine 
production facilities that date primarily from the mid-nineteenth century. 
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(i) THE HOTEL 

The hotel building is lifted above the site on columns, creating a small entry 
plaza beneath the building itself and providing breathtaking views of the 
vineyards, the San Andres Church, and the surrounding town and region from 
each of the areas located in the upper levels of the building. 

Since opening in October 2006 the Hotel has achieved a 60% occupancy 
which is in line with expectations of General Manager, Michel Nader, who also 
expresses his pleasure at the Hotel’s ability to attract global brands for 
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business meetings, incentives and product launches including, for example, 
Jaguar and Chesterfield (Marlborough). 
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The entry plaza leads to the reception area and to a bar, which are set along 
the edge of a small area of the vineyards. An outdoor terrace leads to a small 
pool, and a covered walkway extending from the building allows visitors the 
opportunity to overlook the vineyards and the surrounding region. 

 
Photo © Thomas Mayer  
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Distributed throughout the three upper levels of the building are fourteen 
guest bedrooms/suites, a wine tasting room, a 172-seat restaurant including a 
public dining room, a private dining room and outdoor dining terraces, and 
conference facilities. A connecting bridge links the main building with an 
extension housing a further 40 bedrooms and the Caudalie Vinotherapie spa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

General Manager, Michel Nader 
and Director of PR, Vanessa 
Ferrer 
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In terms of design, Edwin Chan the Project Leader states:  

“The importance of the hotel's relationship with the church determined to 
some extent the choice of materials used in its construction. The exterior is 
warm Spanish sandstone used in bold, rectilinear sections to mirror both the 
soft colouring and the solidity of the church. 

The warm colouring of the stone changes throughout the day with the 
movement of the sun. As they spent more time on-site, the design team 
realised that the changing light and the intense heat of the sun would be key 
considerations. Indeed, they would determine the form of the building's most 
striking feature: the billowing titanium canopies that spill out from the top and 
side of the hotel. 

"We realised that sunshading would be an important part of the design, but we 
didn't want to use the usual decorative canopies. We decided to make it an 
integral part of the architecture, so we used the coloured titanium. The colours 
symbolise flowing wine, or perhaps a flamenco dancer." 

At Marques de Riscal, Gehry explored a new facet of the material used to 
dramatic effect in the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao (1991–97), layering 
ribbons of coloured titanium in a canopy adorning a hotel building of natural-
coloured stone.  

His ebullient structure is described in the Guggenheim Museum as, “a 
response to the unbroken landscape of lush vineyards surrounding the 
building, while the hues of the coloured metal are inspired by the rich tones of 
the sky and vineyard.” 

The techniques Gehry employed to integrate his contemporary structure with 
its traditional setting are common to his earlier projects. The building's radical 
departures from the winery's existing architecture, which includes two 
sandstone structures dating from the nineteenth century, are mitigated by the 
traditional stone blocks used in its facade. Gehry further synthesized the sleek 
building with its historical setting by exposing the structural support of the 
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canopy—an admission of the building's unpretentious nature. Despite this, the 
glimmering sculpture is intended to animate the vineyard with a design that is 
itself an attraction.  
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(ii) THE CAUDALIE SPA 

This is in a specially designed annex connected to the hotel by a bridge and is 
operated by the Bordeaux based company Caudalie owned by the Cathiard 
Family who began a wine making business (Chateau Smith Haut Lafitte) in 
1990. They soon recognised the potential for creating a vinotherapy sp and 
associated beauty products using the waste from making the wines. 

Research was commissioned by Professor Vertcanteren of the Pharmacy 
Faculty at Bordeaux University who demonstrated the health benefits of these 
materials. As a result, Caudalie cosmetics venture was established in 1994 
and a range of products launched a year later. There are now 45 products in 
the range all 100% based on ‘the grape’. 

From this success came the concept of vinotherapie and the wine spa with an 
associated hotel and restaurant at their winery in France. The 29 bedroom 
hotel, La Sources de Caudalie, opened in 1999. The company now has wine 
spas at four other hotels as well as the Marques de Riscal, (Paris, Italy, 
California, Taiwan). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The company leases the spa from the hotel and fully owns and manages it. It 
is located in an annex overlooking vineyards and was designed by Yves 
Collet the company’s retained designer.  
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The original hotel (La Sources) has an annual occupancy of 74% and a 
turnover of 9m euros and last year Caudalie had a turnover of 56 million 
euros. 

(iii) THE WINERY AND WINE TOURS 

From 1995 the Company had expressed a desire to open the doors of the 
winery to the public. The first tours didn’t commence until 2000. By 2005 after 
slow growth the number of visitors undertaking the guided tours totalled 
9,500. Following the opening of the hotel and the associated PR the numbers 
have increased to 29,000 in 2006 to over 30,000 in the first six months of 
2007. 

 

 

 

 

 

The tours last approximately two hours and are focused on the 19th Century 
winery including a visit to the extensive original cellars which now sit under 
the new hotel. There are different themed tours all led by trained multi-lingual 
guides. The tours terminate in a restaurant, tasting area with gallery space 
and shop that doubles as a functions/conference venue. 

Summary and Conclusions 

1. This was an inspiring, stimulating and highly relevant visit. There are a 
number of common themes which bind these success stories of the 
Marques de Riscal and of Bilbao which provide the strategic context for 
success. These are: 

�  Strong leadership and pioneering spirit in the private sector in creating 
and implementing innovative projects; 

�  Having a clear understanding of the importance and value of 
investing in world quality design, architecture, brands and icons to 
reposition a destination in a global marketplace; 

�  The central role of using culture (in an holistic way) to regenerate the 
economy and create a strong tourism strategy; 

�  Establishing successful public : private sector partnerships to deliver 
key projects within short time scales using innovative organisational 
and imaginative funding models; 
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�  Recognising the harnessing the power of the creative industries 
especially the global influence of iconic architects, artists and 
designers; 

�  Having a bold, aspirational vision and the confidence to enact that 
vision. 

2. An omnipresent feature of regeneration at the regional, provincial and 
business level of activity was the involvement of world class, iconic 
architects … professionals whose very involvement guaranteed media 
interest and market awareness.  

3. The consistent message that was given in terms of value (region to local 
level) was: 

Heritage 

+ 

Tradition 

+ 

Modernity 

+ 

Innovation 

= 

Success 

4. This series of values is evident and explicit in all aspects of the visitor 
experience. We were impressed by the following features which 
characterised our visit: 

1. The willingness to innovate – it is no longer a ‘luxury’ but essential. 

2. The desire to share experiences. 

3. The pride in the job being done and the achievements to date and 
growing the destination on this pride. 

4. The willingness to accept that lessons have to be learned from 
elsewhere. 

5. The importance of investing in world-class specialists and global 
icons and maximising the PR value. 

6. The need to grasp the opportunity to ‘hang your hat’ on a strong 
brand and maximise the PR value. 

7. The importance of breaking down political banners and political 
‘interference’. 
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5. The specific ‘lessons’ from the Marqués de Riscal (Hotel and City of Wine) 
are: 

1. Three wine growing regions, of which MDR is one. 

2. Six years ago the wine was being exported to 70 countries, but not 
in the US market. 

3. The wine trail has been developing over the past 4-5 years and 
wine tourism has been growing. Traditional marketing methods and 
joined up thinking was happening but not making any real inroads 
to new markets. 

4. The success of the Guggenheim in Bilbao drove the thinking to 
work with an architect and create a ‘statement’ which would enable 
them to substantiate the ‘City of Wine’ brand. 

5. The feeling that the MDR Hotel / Statement ‘couldn’t do any more to 
express the value of the wine’. 

6. The recognition that projects this big eliminates borders / political 
thinking. 

7. This is a project for Rioja, for Basque Country, for Spain and for the 
world. 

8. This has been very successful including the development of a 
successful hotel business, significant growth in the visitor numbers 
to the Bodega and an open market in the USA. 

9. Core values are sensation / experience and indigenous in line with 
growing trends and new markets. This is a history of tradition but 
with modernity and innovation. 

10. Growing access to markets with increasing air routes to the 
destination is critical to development and it is also recognised that it 
has been a major success of this project. 
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