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Introduction

Georgia, an ancient land nestled at the point where Europe meets Asia, is defined by
soaring mountains, fertile valleys, and the winding threads of history that stretch back
thousands of years. Yet, it is perhaps at the dining table, adorned with abundant
platters and warming clay vessels of wine, that Georgia’s soul is most fully and
joyously revealed. This is a country where food is never just fuel but a language—one
spoken fluently by all, across generations and regions.

Despite its incredible gastronomic heritage, Georgian cuisine has long remained one of
the world’s best-kept culinary secrets. While France and Italy have proudly shared
their foodways for centuries, Georgia nourished its own dynamic culinary tradition in
the shelter of the Caucasus, shaped by relentless migrations, epochs of empire, and
the fertile exchange along the Silk Road. In recent years, the bold flavors and
exuberant hospitality of Georgia have begun captivating adventurous eaters and chefs
around the globe, breathing new life into ancient recipes and rituals.

This book invites you on a journey through the vibrant landscape of Georgian food—an
odyssey defined not just by dishes and ingredients, but by the ways people gather,
celebrate, and remember. We’'ll begin at the source: understanding the terrain,
history, and cultural crossroads that have given rise to such a uniquely expressive
cuisine. You'll meet the cornerstone ingredients—walnuts, wild herbs, glimmering
cheeses, and amber-hued wines—that lend Georgian fare its distinctive palate, guided
by stories from farmers, winemakers, and grandmothers whose wisdom is woven in
every bite.

Moving region by region, you’ll experience the diversity that is Georgia’s great
culinary gift. From the sultry feasts of Samegrelo and the hearty mountain fare of
Svaneti to the coastal delicacies of Adjara and the robust meats and stews of Kakheti,
each area reveals its own traditions, specialties, and spirited personal tales. Through
the lens of the legendary supra—a feast unlike any other—you’ll discover the powerful
bonds of Georgian hospitality and the centuries-old rituals that transform any meal
into an act of art and community.

But this is no mere museum of old flavors. Alongside a wealth of authentic recipes,
you'll find practical adaptations for today’s kitchens, advice for sourcing (or
substituting) specialty ingredients around the world, and profiles of modern Georgian
cooks forging new frontiers. From Thbilisi’s bustling markets to mountaintop village
tables, the voices of artisans, chefs, and everyday food lovers entwine to illuminate
the living, evolving heart of Georgian gastronomy.
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Whether you are a home cook searching for new inspiration, a food historian eager to
trace ancient threads, or simply a traveler at heart drawn by the promise of discovery,
this book is your invitation to the table. Come hungry, come curious, and prepare to
leave both well-fed and utterly transported by the flavors, stories, and spirit of
Georgia.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Crossroads of a Culinary
Civilization

To truly understand Georgian cuisine, one must first grasp the essence of Georgia
itself: a land forged by mountains, cradled by seas, and shaped by the endless ebb
and flow of empires and trade. Situated precisely at the convergence of Europe and
Asia, Georgia has long been a historical crossroads, a vibrant tapestry woven from
countless threads of interaction. This unique geographical position, coupled with a rich

and often tumultuous past, has profoundly influenced the national palate, creating a
culinary tradition that is at once distinctively Georgian and remarkably diverse.

Imagine a country where, according to legend, God himself, while distributing land,
stumbled and spilled his celestial meal, blessing the land below with an abundance
that became Georgia. This myth, perhaps fanciful, nevertheless captures a profound
truth: Georgia is a land of inherent bounty, from the fertile lowlands to the dramatic
alpine zones of the Caucasus. This natural richness has provided the raw materials for
a cuisine that celebrates fresh, local, and often wild ingredients. From the earliest
tribes inhabiting the region, as far back as the 2nd millennium BCE, dishes like
khachapuri, churchkhela, and khinkali began to take shape, recipes that have
remarkably endured and remained largely unchanged through millennia.

As a vital stop on the ancient Silk Road, Georgia became a grand marketplace of
ideas, goods, and, inevitably, flavors. Merchants and travelers from Persia, India, the
Middle East, and Eastern Europe passed through its valleys and over its passes,
leaving behind a culinary legacy that Georgia artfully absorbed and made its own. This
isn't to say Georgian cuisine lost its identity; rather, it became a unique fusion, a
testament to its ability to adapt and innovate while remaining true to its roots. The
striking similarities between Georgian dishes and those from the South Caucasus,
Middle East, and Eastern Europe are a direct reflection of this historical exchange.

Consider the aromatic dance of spices in Georgian cooking. The vibrant use of herbs
like cilantro, basil, and tarragon, alongside distinctive spices such as blue fenugreek
and marigold, speaks to the influence of trade routes that brought these treasures
from distant lands. The complex blend known as khmeli-suneli, a staple in many
Georgian dishes, is a symphony of flavors that hints at this historical amalgamation.
Similarly, the presence of pomegranate molasses in stews and various fruits in savory
dishes points to a strong Persian influence, a culinary thread woven deep into the
Georgian gastronomic fabric. The Ottoman Empire and Turkey, too, left their mark,
particularly noticeable in the poultry and corn-based dishes prevalent in Western
Georgia.
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This constant interaction, rather than diluting Georgian cuisine, fortified it, adding
layers of complexity and nuance. Even during periods of intense warfare and political
upheaval, from the 17th century onwards, Georgian cuisine continued its evolution.
This era saw the emergence of national sauces like satsivi, a rich walnut-based
concoction, and the refinement of techniques for preparing meats and breads. The
ability of Georgian food to absorb external elements while maintaining its distinct
character is a testament to the resilience and creativity of its people. Even under the
Russian Empire and during the Soviet Union, Georgian cuisine continued to gain
popularity beyond its borders, its unique tastes and aromas captivating palates in
many countries.

The culinary landscape of Georgia is further diversified by its internal geography. The
country is broadly divided into Eastern and Western traditions, each with its own
culinary leanings. Eastern Georgia, with its historical ties to Iran, favors beef and lamb,
typically served with wheat bread and accompanied by pickled vegetables and
heartier cheeses. Here, one might find mtsvadi, skewered meats grilled over
grapevine twigs, or chakapuli, a spring stew of lamb or beef with tarragon and sour
cherry plums.

Conversely, Western Georgia, influenced more by Turkey, leans towards poultry
dishes, often paired with corn-based breads like mchadi and cheeses such as sulguni
or Imeretian. The iconic khachapuri, Georgia's beloved cheese-filled bread, exemplifies
this regional diversity. While the basic concept of cheese baked into bread remains,
each region offers its own unique interpretation. From the round Imeruli khachapuri to
the boat-shaped Adjaruli khachapuri with its crowning egg yolk and pat of butter,
these variations tell a story of local ingredients and evolving traditions.

The sheer variety of Georgian cheeses further underscores the country's rich culinary
heritage. Sulguni and Imeruli, both popular cow's milk cheeses, are versatile staples,
while the pungent sheep's milk Guda from the mountainous regions showcases the
breadth of dairy craftsmanship. These cheeses are not merely accompaniments but
often central ingredients, whether melted within a khachapuri or enjoyed simply as a
fresh side dish.

Bread, or puri, is another cornerstone of Georgian meals, so fundamental that it's
often served without a second thought at many restaurants. Traditional Georgian
bread, such as tonis puri and shotis puri, is baked in a clay oven called a tonne, where
the dough is slapped directly onto the hot walls, emerging with a distinct bubbly crust.
This ancient baking method highlights the importance of simple, honest ingredients
and time-honored techniques. The comforting aroma of freshly baked bread is an
indelible part of the Georgian dining experience, a symbol of warmth and sustenance.

Beyond the rich history and geographical influences, the soul of Georgian cuisine truly
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lies in its profound connection to hospitality and communal dining. Food in Georgia
transcends mere sustenance; it is a language of welcome, a catalyst for connection,
and a deep expression of national identity. The supra, Georgia's legendary feast, is not
just a meal but an ancient ritual, a celebration of life, family, and friendship, where
food and wine flow endlessly, and every dish tells a story.

This book will guide you through these layers, unearthing the stories behind the
flavors, the traditions that shape the table, and the people who keep these culinary
legacies alive. Whether it’s the robust stews of the east or the delicate flavors of the
Black Sea coast, each chapter will bring you closer to understanding why Georgian
cuisine is rapidly captivating the world. Prepare to embark on a journey that will not
only tantalize your taste buds but also immerse you in the heart and soul of a truly
remarkable culture.
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