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Introduction
Georgia, nestled at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, is a land where history and
contemporary life intermingle across a strikingly diverse landscape. Its cities, from the
bustling metropolis of Tbilisi to the tranquil charm of Sighnaghi and the mountainous
reaches of Mestia, offer visitors and citizens alike a journey through centuries of
culture, resilience, and transformation. Each city tells its own story, shaped by ancient
traditions, periods of conquest and renewal, and the ongoing evolution of modern
times.

From the earliest settlements of the Colchian and Iberian kingdoms to the vibrant
urban centers of today, Georgia’s cities have served as focal points of culture, trade,
and governance. Some, like Kutaisi and Mtskheta, hold the weight of legends and
monumental historical events, offering glimpses into a past interwoven with myth and
nation-building. Others, like Batumi and Borjomi, exemplify Georgia’s re-emergence as
a global destination, blending new prosperity with cherished heritage.

This book is designed as both a historical overview and an engaging guide for
travelers eager to discover the unique personality of each Georgian city. Alongside
major cities such as Tbilisi, Batumi, and Kutaisi, readers will encounter a wide range of
urban experiences, from the wine-soaked streets of Telavi and Sagarejo to the Soviet-
era echoes of Rustavi and Chiatura. Mountain outposts like Mestia and Stepantsminda
reveal the enduring traditions of Georgia’s remote highlands, while spa towns like
Borjomi invite visitors to partake in age-old practices of wellness and relaxation.

No exploration of Georgia’s urban landscape would be complete without addressing
the complex realities of its disputed territories. Cities such as Sukhumi, Gagra, and
Tskhinvali—sometimes out of reach, often fraught with the scars of conflict—stand as
poignant reminders of the region’s turbulent geopolitics and the ongoing narratives of
its multi-ethnic populace.

For the curious traveler or the passionate historian, Georgia’s cities offer endless
discovery. Medieval cathedrals and fortresses, lively bazaars, contemporary museums,
and the renowned warmth of Georgian hospitality await in every region. The streets
echo with stories of poets, kings, conquerors, and everyday citizens who have shaped
the republic’s dynamic identity.

Through this book, you will travel far beyond guidebook highlights and into the soul of
Georgia—a nation of crossroads and contrasts, whose cities invite you to experience
history, hospitality, and hope for the future. Welcome to the cities of Georgia.
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CHAPTER ONE: Tbilisi: The Capital of Contrasts
Tbilisi, a city where ancient legends whisper from cobblestone alleys and modern
architecture gleams under the Caucasian sun, stands as Georgia's vibrant heart. It’s a
metropolis that effortlessly marries its storied past with a forward-looking dynamism, a
place where sulfur bathhouses sit comfortably beside contemporary art installations.
With a population exceeding 1.1 million, Tbilisi isn’t just Georgia’s capital; it’s its
cultural, economic, and political soul, a testament to centuries of resilience and
adaptation.

The city's very name, "Tbilisi," hints at its origins. Derived from the Old Georgian word
"Tpili," meaning "warm," it pays homage to the natural hot sulfur springs that first
drew King Vakhtang I Gorgasali to this location in the 5th century AD. Legend has it
that the king, while hunting, discovered these thermal waters, and recognizing their
value and the strategic position along the Mtkvari River, decided to establish a new
capital. This decision set Tbilisi on a course to become a pivotal hub on the ancient
Silk Road, a thoroughfare that brought both prosperity and peril.

Tbilisi's history is a rich tapestry woven with threads of diverse cultures and empires.
Its strategic location made it a coveted prize, leading to a long and often turbulent
past marked by countless invasions and periods of foreign domination. Persians,
Arabs, Byzantines, Mongols, and Ottomans have all, at various times, left their imprint
on the city's architecture, customs, and spirit. Yet, through every upheaval, Tbilisi has
steadfastly maintained its identity as a beacon of Georgian culture, a crucible where
traditions were forged and preserved.

Geographically, Tbilisi is a city of captivating contours, spread along the narrow valley
of the Mtkvari River and cradled by picturesque hills. This unique topography not only
provides stunning vistas but also defines the city's urban planning, with winding
streets and houses seemingly clinging to the slopes. The climate here is humid
subtropical, offering warm, often vibrant, summers and mild, occasionally brisk,
winters. It's a climate that encourages outdoor living for much of the year, contributing
to the city's lively street culture.

Economically, Tbilisi is the undisputed engine of Georgia. It’s a bustling hub that hosts
a wide array of industries, ranging from manufacturing to a burgeoning services sector
and, increasingly, a thriving tourism industry. Its role as a major transportation nexus
is undeniable, boasting a well-developed network of highways and railways that
connect it to the rest of the country and beyond. Shota Rustaveli Tbilisi International
Airport serves as the primary gateway for international visitors, while within the city, a
comprehensive public transportation system—including a metro, buses, and
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marshrutkas (minibuses)—ensures easy navigation for residents and tourists alike.

The cultural heart of Tbilisi beats strongest in its Old Town, a mesmerizing labyrinth of
cobblestone streets, charmingly dilapidated traditional houses adorned with intricately
carved wooden balconies, and historic churches that have witnessed centuries of
devotion. A walk through these narrow passages is a journey back in time, each turn
revealing a new architectural gem or a hidden courtyard. The Narikala Fortress, a
formidable stone structure perched high above the city, offers panoramic views of the
Mtkvari River snaking through the urban landscape and the red-tiled roofs of the Old
Town below. This ancient citadel, with origins dating back to the 4th century, stands as
a silent guardian, a constant reminder of Tbilisi’s enduring strength.

Among Tbilisi’s most revered religious sites are the Sioni Cathedral and the
Anchiskhati Basilica. The Sioni Cathedral, named after Mount Zion, has been
repeatedly destroyed and rebuilt over the centuries, with its current iteration largely
dating from the 13th century. It holds significant relics and has played a central role in
Georgian Orthodox history. The Anchiskhati Basilica, dating back to the 6th century, is
the oldest surviving church in Tbilisi, its weathered stone and modest grandeur
offering a profound sense of antiquity. Contrasting with these ancient structures is the
iconic Bridge of Peace, a modern pedestrian bridge made of glass and steel that
gracefully arches over the Mtkvari River, symbolizing the city's blend of old and new.
Its illuminated form at night is a particularly striking sight.

No visit to Tbilisi is complete without a stop at the Abanotubani district, famous for its
historic sulfur baths. These domed brick structures, many of which are subterranean,
offer a unique and invigorating relaxation experience, drawing on the very warm
springs that gave the city its name. Visitors can choose from private rooms or public
bathhouses, where the therapeutic properties of the mineral-rich waters have been
cherished for centuries. It's a sensory experience that connects one directly to the
city's foundational essence.

Beyond its historical landmarks, Tbilisi is a city that pulses with contemporary culture.
It boasts a plethora of museums, theaters, and art galleries, showcasing both
traditional Georgian works and modern artistic expressions. The city’s culinary scene
is a vibrant reflection of its multicultural heritage, offering everything from traditional
Georgian feasts, known as supras, to international fine dining. The aroma of freshly
baked khachapuri, the savory scent of khinkali, and the rich notes of Georgian wine
permeate the air, inviting residents and visitors to savor the flavors of this diverse
land.

The demographic makeup of Tbilisi further underscores its cosmopolitan nature. While
the majority of its population is ethnically Georgian, the city is also home to significant
Armenian, Azerbaijani, Russian, and other communities. This rich mosaic of cultures
has contributed to Tbilisi’s unique character, influencing its cuisine, its languages, and
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its everyday rhythms. This blend of traditions, resilience in the face of adversity, and a
constant embrace of the new truly makes Tbilisi a capital of contrasts, a city that
always has another story to tell around the next corner.
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