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Introduction
Step into Tbilisi, and you will find a city where every corner radiates the warmth of
tradition and the buzz of modern vibrancy. Cobbled streets wind between pastel
balconies and ancient churches, their air filled with the aroma of fresh bread mingled
with the spicy tang of coriander and marigold. It’s a place where markets pulse with
life—vendors hawking fragrant bunches of tarragon and freshly foraged walnuts,
butchers skillfully carving cuts of meat, bakers pressing dough into the endlessly
varied forms of khachapuri. The laughter from local cafés drifts out into alleyways,
where a single bench can serve as the stage for stories shared over clay vessels of
amber wine.

Tbilisi is not just Georgia's capital but its beating culinary heart, a city imbued with
centuries of diverse influences that have converged on the dining table. The foods
here tell stories older than many of the city’s ancient buildings: dishes shaped by Silk
Road traders, flavored by mountain herbs, and brought to life by generations of home
cooks. Yet, there is nothing static about this city—its kitchens and markets are vibrant
spaces of constant evolution, where tradition and innovation dance together with each
meal.

What makes Tbilisi’s food culture exceptional is not only the variety found in khinkali
or the medley of flavors in a plate of badrijani, but the meaning woven into every
gathering. The Supra, Georgia’s iconic feast, is both a ritual and a celebration: the
table groaning beneath platters of food, toasts flowing from the lips of the tamada,
and the sense that, here, hospitality is a way of life rather than a mere custom. It is
around these tables that Tbilisi’s past and present are stitched together, with food as
the universal language of connection.

Yet, beyond its celebrated traditions, Tbilisi is also a city in flux—where young chefs
reinterpret time-honored recipes with global sensibilities, where artisan wine bars
curate tastings for a new generation, and where street vendors fuse old flavors in new,
exciting forms. The city’s culinary scene is as cosmopolitan as its architecture and as
dynamic as its spirit, ensuring that every visit, every meal, brings a fresh discovery.

This book is an invitation to experience Tbilisi as it is lived and tasted: a sensory
journey through bustling bazaars, family kitchens, open-air feasts, and the innovative
restaurants that have put the city on the world’s culinary map. Along the way, you’ll
meet the people whose passion shapes every bite, from market vendors who know
every farmer by name to grandmothers who guard their recipes like precious
heirlooms.
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Whether you are a traveler eager to explore, a food lover seeking new inspiration, or
simply someone drawn to stories that celebrate the universal pleasures of the table,
"A Taste of Tbilisi" will serve as your companion. Together, we’ll uncover the flavors,
traditions, and culinary secrets that make Tbilisi one of the world’s most enchanting
cities to eat, drink, and celebrate life itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Crossroads of Flavor: Tbilisi’s
Culinary Origins
Tbilisi's culinary narrative begins not in a cookbook, but in the very soil and spirit of
Georgia itself. For thousands of years, long before written recipes, the tribes inhabiting
this land were already cultivating grapes and grains, laying the foundational stones of
what would become a globally recognized, unique cuisine. The earliest indications
suggest that dishes like khachapuri and khinkali, now iconic, may have emerged as far
back as the 2nd millennium BCE, evolving slowly over millennia to reach the forms we
cherish today. This deep historical root, twined with ancient agricultural practices,
imbues Georgian food with an authenticity rarely found.

The fertile valleys and protective slopes of the Transcaucasia, where Tbilisi sits, have
been home to grapevine cultivation for at least 8,000 years, making Georgia the
world's oldest wine-producing region. This deep connection to viticulture meant that
wine was not merely a drink, but an integral part of daily life and culinary
development. Imagine the earliest Georgians, tending their qvevri – large clay
amphorae buried underground – even as they prepared their meals, the two practices
intrinsically linked. This ancient tradition of winemaking, recognized by UNESCO,
speaks volumes about the early sophistication of Georgian food culture.

The strategic geographic position of Tbilisi, nestled at the crossroads of Europe and
Asia, ensured that it became a vibrant melting pot of cultures. For centuries, Georgia
served as a pivotal stop on the ancient Silk Road, a trans-continental network of trade
routes that brought not only goods but also people, ideas, and, crucially, culinary
influences from distant lands. This constant ebb and flow of traders, invaders, and
travelers left an indelible mark on Tbilisi’s kitchens.

The city’s diverse history, marked by waves of occupation from Romans, Byzantines,
Mongols, Khazars, Arabs, Persians, Ottomans, and Russians, each contributed layers to
the culinary tapestry. These conquering civilizations, while often bringing conflict, also
inadvertently enriched the local gastronomic landscape, leaving behind their spices,
herbs, cooking techniques, and ingredients. This continuous cultural exchange
fostered a cuisine that is distinctly Georgian, yet carries echoes of Eastern European,
Middle Eastern, and Caucasian flavors.

Early Georgian cuisine was predominantly agricultural, heavily reliant on the bounties
of the land. Vegetables, grains, and fresh herbs formed the bedrock of the diet,
reflecting a time when meat was often reserved for special occasions. This emphasis
on plant-based ingredients means that even today, vegetarian dishes hold a
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significant and delicious place on the Georgian table, showcasing a long-standing
tradition of utilizing local produce.

As trade routes expanded, new crops and ingredients found their way to Georgia.
Beans, corn, rice, tomatoes, and eggplants, introduced by various foreign cultures,
were enthusiastically adopted by Georgian cooks. The genius of Georgian cuisine lies
in its ability to adapt and integrate these new elements, matching them to local tastes
and existing culinary practices, creating entirely new recipes that spread throughout
the regions. This organic evolution meant that while distinct regional variations
developed, a core set of Georgian culinary principles remained.

The early Georgians were masterful at combining products from both agriculture and
animal husbandry. Take khachapuri, for instance: a testament to this harmonious
blend, uniting white flour from wheat with rich cheeses derived from cow’s milk. This
foundational understanding of combining ingredients, often dictated by what was
readily available from farming and herding, shaped many of the staple dishes that are
beloved today.

Herbs and spices have always played a pivotal role in Georgian cooking. Even in
ancient times, the use of fresh herbs like cilantro, basil, tarragon, dill, and mint was
widespread, often serving as palate cleansers at the start of a meal. Dried herbs such
as barberry, fenugreek, and coriander, along with the distinctive use of dried marigold
as a saffron substitute, created the complex and aromatic flavor profiles that define
Georgian cuisine.

The concept of fermentation, too, was integral to these early culinary traditions.
Beyond winemaking, which relies heavily on fermentation in qvevri, Georgians utilized
this ancient technique in various aspects of their food preparation, from certain
cheeses and breads to specific soups and pickled vegetables. The practice of pickling,
for example, transformed humble vegetables like garlic heads, green tomatoes,
cucumbers, and eggplants into zesty, flavorful accompaniments that graced every
table.

One of the most ancient Georgian dishes, mtsvadi, the Georgian shish kebab, is
theorized to be among the very first dishes prepared in the region, emerging when
early communities learned to heat-process food. Traditionally grilled on skewers made
from vine branches, known as "tsalami," mtsvadi acquired a distinctive smoky aroma
and flavor that remains a hallmark of authentic preparation even today.

As communities grew and settled, so did their culinary repertoire. While precise dates
for the origin of every dish are debated, it's believed that many of the core Georgian
dishes like khachapuri, churchkhela (a sweet made from nuts and grape juice), and
khinkali have roots stretching back to the 2nd millennium BCE. These were not merely
sustenance; they were often interwoven with ritual and cultural significance, becoming
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part of the fabric of daily life.

The story of lobio, the beloved bean stew, exemplifies the resourceful nature of early
Georgian cooks. Beans, an easily cultivated and nourishing crop, were mashed with
onions, tomatoes, and a blend of spices, often cooked in a clay pot. The addition of
ingredients like walnuts and various herbs elevated this simple peasant food into a
rich and comforting staple.

The regional diversity of Georgian cuisine also has ancient roots. While Tbilisi, as the
capital, often acts as a culinary confluence, each region developed its own distinct
style of food preparation, often influenced by local agricultural output and neighboring
cultures. Western Georgia, with its Black Sea access, might favor poultry and corn-
based dishes like mchadi and sulguni cheese, influenced by Turkish traditions. Eastern
Georgia, bordering Iran, leans towards beef and lamb, served with wheat bread,
reflecting Persian influences. Tbilisi, being at the heart of the country, became a
vibrant hub where both Eastern and Western culinary traditions converged and
coexisted.

This historical intertwining of diverse influences and indigenous ingenuity forged a
cuisine that is robust, flavorful, and deeply expressive of the Georgian soul. The long
history of communal eating and the centrality of the "supra" or feast, meant that
recipes were not merely written down but passed down through generations, often
evolving subtly with each family. This ensured the preservation of ancient techniques
and flavors, making Tbilisi’s food a living museum of culinary history.
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