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Figeac as an investment 
wine 
 
Written in March 2012, for Wine Yields. Interesting to 
read in light of its subsequent non-promotion, and now 
its full change of staff – where Eric d’Aramon is no 
longer with the chateau, and Michel Rolland has been 
brought onboard as consultant. 
 
The rules have been announced, the dossiers are in, and just six months 
remain before the new Saint Emilion classification is announced, expected in 
June 2012, right in the middle of the 2011 en primeur campaign. Traditionally, 
the next six months should be the window for wine investors to take up 
positions on certain estates that are likely to see a promotion. But legal 
wranglings over the past five years have taken the shine off the Saint Emilion 
classification, and the Chinese boost to the values of Bordeaux has focused 
more specifically on the 1855 classification of Médoc wines, rather than those 
of Saint Emilion.   
 
No one is more aware of this than Eric d’Aramon, owner of Château Figeac. 
‘One of the biggest mistakes we have made in Saint Emilion is to present this 
as a brand new classification every ten years. Far better to present it as the 
original 1955 classification, which is now approaching 70 years old, with just 
small modifications each time.’ It’s fair to say that he feels this particularly 
strongly, having made no secret of the fact that he believes – as did his 
father-in-law Thierry Manoncourt before him – that Figeac should take its 
place as a Premier Grand Cru Classé A alongside Cheval Blanc and 
Ausone.   
 
Manoncourt was instrumental in setting up the first classification, which dates 
back to June 16, 1955, when his estate was awarded the ranking Premier 
Grand Cru Classé B. It has held the position ever since – still a select group, 
with just 15 Premier Cru Classé estates, compared to 61 Grand Cru Classé, 
and more than 800 properties that could in theory be eligible for classification 
from AOC Saint Emilion Grand Cru. And whatever the fallout from the recent 
arguments in the wider wine world, it hasn’t dampened enthusiasm for the 
classification in the region itself – a record number of estates have submitted 
dossiers to be considered; 28 are hoping for Premier Grand Cru Classé 



(whether A or B), and 68 for Grand Cru Classé. 
 
It’s possible that this could herald smoother waters for the Right Bank’s 
leading appellation. Prices for Médoc wines have been dramatically softening 
in recent months, creating an opportunity for Saint Emilion to step into the 
breach. And celebrity winemakers continue to invest there – most recently 
First Growth Haut-Brion has bought classified estate Chateau Tertre Daugay, 
Peter Sisseck of Pingus has begun a joint venture with Silvio Denz of Chateau 
Faugeres, called Chateau de Rocheyron, and Jacques Thienpont of Le Pin 
has created a boutique Saint Emilion estate, L’If.  D’Aramon is certainly 
hoping this to be the case, and has been ensuring that Figeac – which can 
date its origins back to the 2nd century, and has been run by the Manoncourts 
since 1893 – will be ready.  Just in time for the inspectors, he has overseen a 
number of changes over the past year, which are intended to ensure that the 
estate – located just a few metres from Cheval Blanc, on the famously 
gravelly terroir that translate into an atypical wine for the Right Bank, 
comprised of 70% cabernet sauvignon and cabernet franc, and just 30% 
merlot – does not get overlooked again.  
 
The renovations are a long-term project,’ says D’Aramon. ‘Work began in 
June 2010, and to date we have finished two of three phases.’ The first stage 
was converting old stables into new offices and tasting rooms, which have 
now been open since September 2011. Following this was the construction of 
a new area for all viticultural equipment and an ecologically-sound treatment 
area for recycling viticultural waste.    
 
‘Saint Emilion is a leading centre for biodiversity and sustainable vineyard 
practices,’ says d’Aramon, ‘which of course makes sense as our viticultural 
landscape is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Figeac has always been 
conscious of that – we have 54 hectares of land, 40 hectares of vines, 8 
hectares of prairie, 5 hectares of forest and 1 hectare of lake – but our new 
treatment centre takes things to another level.’ The new building covers 
1200m2, divided into zones for different activities, and will ensure full 
recycling of rain-water as well as the safe disposal of any viticultural waste.  
 
The final project, which will be completed by the 2012 harvest, is to redo the 
cellars. These were last fully overhauled in 1971, although have been updated 
periodically every few years since. After Haut-Brion and Latour, Figeac was 
the third estate in Bordeaux to introduce stainless steel vats, and among the 
first to carry out malolactic fermentation, so the bar is high for continued 
evolution. The past few years have seen an optical sorting machine used at 
harvest, and the winery will replace the current ten 156-litre stainless steel 
vats with 16 smaller vats measuring 50-80-100-120hl. The wooden vats – 
containing 145hl of wine each – will remain. ‘These are small modifications, 
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but will make a big difference to the precision of our winemaking,’ d’Aramon 
asserts.    
 
There are a few things, however, that he can’t fix quite so easily. One of the 
reasons cited in the 2006 classification for keeping Figeac from joining Cheval 
Blanc and Ausone was its price.  Thomas Watson of the Antique Wine 
Company doesn’t see that this has changed significantly in the intervening 
years, citing that, ‘Chateau Cheval Blanc and Ausone are clearly of greater 
quality, higher average scores and higher prices’. 
 
A desire to change this may have led to the rather disastrous policy in recent 
years of high exit prices for Figeac. The ex-Bordeaux price of the wine in 2009 
was €160, upped by 5 per cent in 2010 to €168. At the time, reaction in UK 
trade wasn’t enthusiastic. Simon Staples at Berry Bros said, ‘This isn’t the 
way to do it. Far better to come out at a lower price with a very small amount 
of wine.’ Others were even more blunt. UK-based merchant Tom Mann of 
LHK Fine Wines described Chateau Figeac as ‘a total failure.’  At the same 
time, the absence of Parker scores continues to be a point of concern for 
merchants. Much has been made of the fact that Parker hasn’t scored Figeac 
at all since 2006, despite declaring in the past his respect for the wine. And 
his recent assessments of older vintages have raised eyebrows – not least 
the rescoring of the celebrated 2000 vintage from 93 points to a lowly 85.   
 
The feud supposedly dates back to an altercation between Parker and 
Manoncourt on the forecourt of Chateau Figeac, when Manoncourt let it be 
known that he was unhappy with Parker’s assessment of the chateau ranking 
alongside Medoc Second Growths such as Montrose. His son-in-law recounts 
him saying, ‘I don’t make wine for you Mr Parker, I make wine with elegance 
and finesse’ – but even he admits that the truth of the exchange may have 
been lost somewhere along the way. Some suggest that Manoncourt simply 
didn’t want to send his wines to Parker for evaluation. ‘In his own quiet way, 
he didn't approve of all that,’ Bordeaux expert John Salvi MW has said.     
 
The lack of Parker scores does, in some ways, have its benefits. Figeac sells 
in 90 countries worldwide, and its distribution is not dangerously skewed 
towards any one country. And Watson at Antique Wines makes an interesting 
comparison with a Saint Emilion Parker favourite; Chateau Pavie. ‘From my 
experience, investors are more interested in Figeac than Pavie. From my 
point of view the reason is that Figeac has had more marketing and PR 
presence than Pavie. Investors are familiar with its name, reputation and 
history. Price also plays its part. In recent vintages Pavie has always been 
more expensive than Figeac, probably the result of higher scores by 
Parker.’  We have a further six months to wait before seeing if all of this will 
have an effect on the new ranking. And in the meantime, D’Aramon has other 



concerns – not least that he is still waiting for a chateau visit from the panel, 
and for clarification over who exactly will be making the decisions. ‘We 
understand the concerns over having a fully impartial jury, of course, but this 
time around we still don’t have a clear idea of exactly who will be on the 
judging panel. But I am absolutely in favour of the idea of having a 
classification for our wines, and now we just have to let it play out.’  
 
 
How the new Classification will work…  
 
Firstly, the INAO is overseeing the entire process. It has put together a team 
of seven people with no official connection to the Bordeaux wine industry. The 
diverse selection of members making up the team are: Mr. Tinlot (president), 
Mr Guigal (Rhone Valley), Mr Brugnon (Champagne), Mr Drouhin (Burgundy), 
Mr Vinet (Muscadet), Mr Bronzo (Côtes de Provence), and Mr Faure-Brac 
(sommelier). 
 
The classification will be based on tasting the wines and visits to each 
property. A jury of 12 impartial tasters will be put together to taste and score 
wines on a scale of 20 points. Chateaux desiring “Grand Cru Classé” status 
will provide 10 vintages of their wines for the tasting. Chateaux seeking 
“Premier Grand Cru Classé” status must provide 15 vintages of their wines to 
be tasted. Properties scoring 14/20 will be awarded “Grand Cru Classé” status 
and estates earning at least 16/20 will have the right to place “Premier Grand 
Cru Classé” on their labels. 
 


