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Introduction
Tbilisi is a city where every meal tells a story, and every street offers a new flavor.
Nestled at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, the Georgian capital has for centuries
been a meeting point of cultures, religions, and empires. The result is a vibrant city
woven together by layers of history—and nowhere is this more apparent than at the
Georgian table. Here, ancient winemaking traditions blend with lively urban markets,
hearty banquets spill into polyphonic song, and the welcome offered to a guest is as
warm as the khachapuri served straight from the oven.

To journey through Tbilisi’s culinary landscape is to embark on an adventure that
encompasses not only taste, but also spirit and connection. Beyond the surface of
signature dishes—those pillowy khinkali dumplings, golden-baked breads, and
aromatic stews—lies a philosophy of generosity and celebration. Food isn’t just
sustenance in Tbilisi; it is an avenue for expressing love, kinship, and tradition. The
famed supra—a ritualistic, multi-course feast—lies at the heart of Georgian hospitality,
orchestrating a symphony of flavors, toasts, and stories that bind families and friends
together.

The city’s kitchens, markets, and wine cellars echo with memories of Silk Road
merchants, Persian conquerors, Russian aristocrats, and Soviet-era neighbors. Markets
bustle with the colors and scents of fresh produce and spices, and family-run
restaurants, many generations old, preserve recipes whose origins predate the city’s
ancient sulfur baths. As you explore Tbilisi, you encounter master bakers at wood-fired
ovens, young chefs reimagining classics in trendy eateries, and grandmothers crafting
pkhali and churchkhela in sunlit courtyards.

But Tbilisi’s food story is never static. Alongside tradition lives constant reinvention:
gourmet chefs blend old and new, bustling contemporary wine bars pour alongside
ancient qvevri cellars, and food markets now mingle locally grown kale with imported
avocados. The city’s culinary scene, much like Tbilisi itself, is a tapestry—patching
together the ancient and the innovative, the simple and the spectacular.

This book invites you to step into that tapestry. Through market aisles fragrant with
coriander and tarragon, down cobblestone lanes lined with bakeries, across tables
groaning under the weight of a supra, and into kitchens smelling of walnut and saffron,
you’ll meet the cooks, winemakers, and hosts who give Tbilisi its unmistakable flavor.
Along the way, you’ll discover not only what Georgians eat, but why their food—like
their hospitality—has captivated travelers for centuries.

Whether you are planning a journey to Tbilisi or simply imagining yourself at a sun-
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dappled table by the Kura River, this book is your guide. It will introduce you to the
tastes, stories, and rituals that make Georgia’s capital a must-visit destination for
culture and cuisine lovers everywhere. Welcome to The Taste of Tbilisi—may your
journey, like any good Georgian meal, be abundant, joyful, and unforgettable.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Crossroads of Civilization:
Tbilisi’s Historical Table
Tbilisi, a city draped across the hillsides of the Mtkvari River, has always been a
strategic crossroads. Its very foundation, legend has it, began with King Vakhtang I
Gorgasali discovering warm sulfur springs in the 5th century, leading to the
establishment of a city that would forever be shaped by its unique geographical
position. This confluence of East and West, a literal bridge between continents, has
forged a vibrant capital whose history is as layered and rich as its culinary traditions.
From the Romans and Byzantines to the Mongols, Khazars, Arabs, Persians, Ottomans,
and Russians, a parade of empires has left its mark, and with each conqueror and
merchant came new flavors, ingredients, and cooking techniques that were absorbed
and transformed into what we now recognize as Georgian cuisine.

The story of Tbilisi’s food is inextricably linked to the ancient Silk Road. This legendary
network of trade routes, connecting China to the Mediterranean, wound its way
through Georgia, carrying not only silks and spices but also culinary ideas. Imagine
caravans laden with exotic herbs, nuts, and unfamiliar cooking methods arriving in the
bustling markets of Tbilisi, each a new thread woven into the evolving gastronomic
tapestry. This constant influx of diverse cultures meant that Tbilisi's kitchens were
always open to innovation, creating a unique fusion that distinguishes Georgian food
from its neighbors.

Even the names of some Georgian dishes and ingredients betray their foreign origins,
hinting at centuries of cultural exchange. Eggplant, for instance, is known as badrijani,
a term with Persian roots. The adoption of these linguistic and culinary elements
wasn't always voluntary, a testament to the city’s complex history of occupations and
influences. Yet, Georgians masterfully integrated these new tastes, adapting them to
local produce and preferences, ensuring that each addition became distinctly their
own.

Beyond the grand sweep of empires, the daily lives of Tbilisi’s inhabitants were equally
influential in shaping its culinary identity. The diverse communities that called Tbilisi
home – Armenians, Azeris, Jews, and Russians, among others – each contributed their
unique flavors and customs. This mingling of traditions fostered a culinary melting pot,
where a stroll through the old town might lead you past an Azeri teahouse, a
testament to the city’s multicultural fabric.

The city's strategic yet vulnerable location also meant periods of hardship and
scarcity, which in turn fostered a resourceful approach to cooking. Every part of an
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ingredient was valued, and clever techniques were developed to make simple
provisions stretch further and taste extraordinary. This resourcefulness, born of
necessity, remains a subtle underpinning of Georgian cuisine, seen in the artful use of
herbs and walnuts to transform humble vegetables into vibrant dishes.

The split in Georgian cuisine itself – broadly divided into Western and Eastern styles –
also finds its reflection in Tbilisi. While Western Georgia, with its humid climate and
proximity to the Black Sea, shows more Turkish influence with a preference for
poultry, corn bread (mchadi), and fresh cheeses like sulguni and Imeretian cheese,
Eastern Georgia, with its drier climate, leans towards Persian influences, favoring beef
and lamb, often served with wheat bread. Tbilisi, as the capital, became a delicious
nexus where both these traditions intertwined, offering a harmonious blend of flavors
and techniques from across the country.

The enduring influence of ancient agricultural practices is also palpable. Georgia is,
after all, considered the cradle of wine, with a winemaking history stretching back
8,000 years. This deep-rooted connection to the land and its bounty means that fresh,
seasonal ingredients have always been the bedrock of Tbilisi’s culinary scene.
Whether it's the aromatic herbs and vegetables from the fertile valleys or the robust
meats from the mountainous regions, the food on a Tbilisi table is a direct reflection of
Georgia's diverse geography and its ancient relationship with cultivation.

The Russian Empire and later the Soviet Union also left an indelible, if sometimes
complicated, mark on Tbilisi’s food culture. During these periods, Georgian cuisine
gained wider recognition, adapting and incorporating elements from other cultures
within the vast empires. However, this era also saw the suppression of certain
traditions and the standardization of others. Yet, the resilience of Georgian culinary
heritage shone through, preserving its unique character despite the political tides.
Today, there's a conscious effort to revive and safeguard these pre-Soviet culinary
traditions, a testament to the deep pride Georgians hold for their food.

Even the architecture of Tbilisi whispers tales of its culinary past. The traditional
wooden balconies that adorn many old buildings, for example, were not just for
aesthetics; they often served as spaces for social gatherings, drying herbs, or even
small outdoor kitchens, reflecting the centrality of food and hospitality in Georgian
home life. The emergence of the first hotels in Tbilisi in the early nineteenth century,
spearheaded by French and German residents, initially resembled European inns and
taverns, often run on a household model, further emphasizing the personal and
familial approach to hospitality.

Indeed, hospitality, or kartveluri stumar-maspindzloba, is not merely a custom in
Georgia; it is a philosophy, a national identity. The saying "Every guest is a gift from
God" truly embodies this sentiment. This ingrained generosity has meant that
throughout its history, Tbilisi has been a city where visitors are not just fed, but
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honored. Spontaneous feasts, overflowing with food and wine, are commonplace,
reflecting a deep-seated desire to share and connect through the act of breaking
bread.

The statue of Kartlis Deda, the Mother of Georgia, standing high above Tbilisi,
perfectly encapsulates this duality. With a sword in one hand to protect her land and a
goblet of wine in the other to welcome guests, she embodies the protective yet
incredibly hospitable spirit of the Georgian people. This spirit, honed over centuries of
welcoming travelers, traders, and sometimes, invaders, has shaped Tbilisi into a city
where the table is always set, and the welcome is always warm.

As Tbilisi strides into the modern era, its culinary scene continues to evolve,
embracing new trends while remaining fiercely proud of its heritage. Contemporary
chefs are drawing inspiration from ancient recipes and regional variations, infusing
them with modern twists, while traditional bakeries continue to churn out shoti bread
from cylindrical tone ovens just as they have for centuries. This dynamic interplay
between the ancient and the modern, the global and the local, is what makes Tbilisi’s
culinary landscape so captivating.

The story of Tbilisi's food is a testament to its enduring spirit – a story of adaptation,
resilience, and an unwavering commitment to sharing the abundance of its land and
the warmth of its heart. Every dish, every sip, every shared meal in Tbilisi is a bite of
history, a taste of a culture that has always known how to celebrate life around a
generous table. It is a legacy that invites you to pull up a chair and become a part of
its ongoing narrative.
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