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Introduction
Nestled between the soaring peaks of the Caucasus and the lush valleys that edge the
Black Sea, Georgia stands as one of the world’s oldest crossroads—a place where
Europe and Asia meet, where ancient trade routes once wove together cultures,
tongues, and traditions. For millennia, this small but mighty country has thrived at the
heart of Eurasia, shaped by the ebb and flow of empires, the legacy of the Silk Road,
and an indomitable national spirit. Yet, beyond these grand narratives lies a story told
quietly at every table, in the breaking of bread, the clinking of glasses, and the
laughter echoing around a feast.

Georgia’s foodways are the living expression of its history. Every dish—whether
humble beans or a lavish khachapuri bubbling with cheese—speaks to generations of
adaptation, abundance, hardship, and joy. The culinary culture here is as layered and
diverse as the landscape itself: from the herb-laden gardens of Imereti to the spicy
tables of Samegrelo, the highland dairy of Tusheti to the bustling urban kitchens of
Tbilisi. Across these regions, food is not merely sustenance; it is an invitation—an open
door into family, memory, and meaning.

At the heart of this culture lies the tradition of the supra. More than a meal, the supra
is a celebration—a choreography of food, wine, and song led by the tamada, the
revered toastmaster, whose poetic words transform dining into ceremony. Through the
supra, ideals of hospitality (stumarmaspindzloba) are enacted; no guest leaves hungry
or alone. The supra encapsulates Georgia’s belief that sharing food is an act of honor
and connection, a sacred duty to kin and stranger alike.

This book arose from years of wandering Georgian markets, sitting at farmhouse
tables, and learning from cooks whose recipes have never seen the pages of a
cookbook. Drawing from fieldwork across the country—from the vineyard-laced hills of
Kakheti to the windswept passes of Svaneti—I’ve sought to capture not only recipes
but the stories, rituals, and characters that bring them to life. The voices of local
cooks, winemakers, and hosts recur in these pages, offering wisdom passed down
through generations.

Georgia on My Table invites you on a journey—historical, geographical, and deeply
personal—into a food culture like no other. Whether you’re an armchair traveler, a
curious cook, or someone seeking to expand your understanding of the world through
taste, this book is designed to both transport and empower. With each recipe, profile,
and anecdote, my hope is that Georgia’s warmth and creativity will illuminate your
own table, wherever you may live.
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Above all, this is a celebration of connection—a reminder, in a divided world, that at
the table, strangers become friends, boundaries blur, and every meal is a chance to
honor tradition while making it newly our own. Welcome to Georgia: let’s sit down
together and savor the journey.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Crossroads of Continents:
Georgia’s Place in World History
Perched at the strategic nexus where Europe and Asia gently embrace, Georgia has
for millennia served as a vital bridge between civilizations. This geographical
positioning, a narrow corridor between the Black Sea to the west and the Caspian Sea
to the east, has profoundly shaped its destiny, making it a coveted prize for empires
throughout history. To understand Georgian cuisine, one must first appreciate the rich
tapestry of cultures, conflicts, and commerce that have flowed across this ancient
land.

From the earliest human settlements, evidenced by archaeological sites dating back
1.8 million years, Georgia’s territory has been a crucible of human activity. The land
itself, with its diverse climate zones ranging from subtropical coastal lowlands to
alpine highlands, offered abundant resources, attracting various peoples and fostering
unique agricultural practices. This natural bounty laid the groundwork for a rich
culinary heritage, long before written history began to record its evolution.

As early as the 13th century BCE, the Kingdom of Colchis emerged in western Georgia,
along the Black Sea coast. This ancient Georgian state is famously immortalized in
Greek mythology as the destination of Jason and the Argonauts' quest for the Golden
Fleece. The Greeks established trading colonies along this coastline, including Phasis
(modern Poti), and through these ports, Hellenistic culture, language, and political
structures began to permeate the region, influencing Georgian elites and the
burgeoning urban centers.

Simultaneously, in eastern Georgia, the Kingdom of Iberia rose around 300 BCE, with
its capital at Mtskheta. This kingdom, too, played a crucial role in regional trade and
diplomacy, becoming a buffer state between the Roman and Persian empires. While
Alexander the Great's vast Greco-Macedonian empire extended to the south of the
Caucasus, neither Iberia nor Colchis were directly incorporated, though Greek culture
still exerted considerable influence, particularly in Colchis.

The ebb and flow of empires continued to sculpt Georgia’s identity. The Roman
Empire, the Byzantine Empire, and various Persian empires—including the
Achaemenid, Sassanian, and Safavid dynasties—all left their indelible marks. These
interactions were not merely about conquest; they were conduits for the exchange of
goods, ideas, technologies, and, crucially, culinary practices. Trade routes were not
just economic arteries; they were cultural veins, carrying new ingredients and cooking
methods across continents.
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The fabled Silk Road, a network of ancient trade routes connecting East and West,
passed directly through Georgia. Tbilisi, the Georgian capital, served as a significant
hub on this route, allowing it to absorb ancient Eastern cultures and Western thoughts
over many centuries. This constant influx of diverse influences contributed to
Georgia's unique cultural identity, a blend of Anatolian, European, Persian, Arabian,
Ottoman, and Far Eastern elements.

The strategic importance of Georgia's location also meant it became a frequent
battleground. For centuries, the country struggled to maintain its autonomy against
the formidable might of the Ottoman and Iranian empires, who sought to control these
vital trade corridors. This constant struggle for survival against powerful neighbors
fostered a resilient spirit and a deep appreciation for their own distinct culture,
including its culinary traditions.

In the 4th century CE, a pivotal moment arrived with the adoption of Christianity as
the state religion in the eastern Georgian kingdom of Iberia. This decision further tied
Georgia to the Byzantine Empire and the Christian world, providing a unifying force
and helping to preserve its national identity amidst subsequent invasions and foreign
domination. This religious alignment also influenced cultural development, including
the creation of ecclesiastical art, architecture, and literature.

The medieval period witnessed Georgia’s "Golden Age" in the 11th and 12th centuries,
particularly under the reigns of King David IV the Builder and Queen Tamar the Great.
This era was characterized by territorial expansion, economic growth, and a flourishing
of arts and culture, further solidifying a distinct Georgian identity. However, this
splendor was ultimately curtailed by the Mongol invasions in the 13th century, which
led to a period of decline and fragmentation.

By the 15th century, the unified Georgian kingdom had fractured into several smaller
kingdoms and principalities, struggling for independence against the encroaching
Ottoman and Iranian empires. Eastern Georgia, including the regions of Kakheti and
Kartli, often fell under Persian influence, while Western Georgia, such as Imereti, was
subject to Ottoman control. These periods of fragmentation and foreign rule inevitably
shaped regional culinary distinctions, as different occupiers introduced new
ingredients and techniques.

The 19th century saw Georgia annexed by the Russian Empire, marking a new chapter
in its long history of foreign domination. This annexation brought a different set of
cultural and economic influences, further adding layers to Georgia’s complex identity.
While a period of Russification was imposed, Georgian culture, including its foodways,
continued to resist and adapt, preserving its unique characteristics.

Following the Russian Revolution, Georgia experienced a brief period of independence
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as the Democratic Republic of Georgia from 1918 to 1921, before being forcibly
incorporated into the Soviet Union. The Soviet era brought significant industrialization
and urbanization but also political repression and efforts to suppress national identity.
Despite these challenges, the deeply ingrained culinary traditions continued to thrive,
often in the quiet intimacy of home kitchens.

With the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, Georgia regained its independence,
embarking on a new path of self-determination and a cultural resurgence. Today,
Georgia continues to leverage its strategic location, striving to strengthen its role as a
key transit route and logistics hub between Europe and Asia. The construction of new
highways, railways, and port developments are all aimed at maximizing this inherent
potential, further integrating Georgia into global trade networks.

This long and often tumultuous history, marked by the constant interplay of Eastern
and Western influences, has forged a resilient people and a vibrant culture. The
Georgian table, therefore, is not just a place for sustenance; it is a living chronicle of
this rich past. Every dish tells a story of survival, adaptation, and the enduring spirit of
a nation that has consistently stood at the crossroads of continents, absorbing new
flavors while steadfastly holding onto its own unique taste of identity.
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