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Introduction
Nestled at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, the Republic of Georgia is a land where
the pulse of ancient history resonates through bustling markets, serene churches, wild
mountain valleys, and the laughter-filled tables of everyday homes. Though modest in
size, Georgia’s cultural influence and narrative far exceed its geographic boundaries,
offering a treasure trove of stories, flavors, and traditions that invite both wonder and
reflection. Often described as enigmatic or “hidden,” Georgia remains, for many, a
destination waiting to be discovered—a tapestry woven from the threads of myth and
reality, hardship and hospitality, East and West.

Georgia’s landscapes alone evoke a sense of awe. From the snow-capped Greater
Caucasus peaks to lush vineyards of the fertile valleys, from the mysterious Black Sea
coastline to centuries-old cave cities hewn into sandstone cliffs, the country’s natural
beauty is woven into every facet of life. These dramatic backdrops served as not only
the cradle of civilization but also the stage for generations of poets, warriors, priests,
and winemakers. Here, the echoes of the past are palpable, not as distant memories
but as living companions that inform the present.

The resilience of the Georgian people is legendary. Over millennia, their homeland has
been coveted by empires—Greek, Persian, Roman, Byzantine, Ottoman, Russian—yet
never absorbed. This crucible of foreign rule and indigenous tradition fostered a
paradoxical spirit: fiercely independent and infinitely open-hearted. At the core of
Georgia’s identity lies the Kartvelian language—unique, melodic, and
ancient—alongside a distinctive script celebrated for its grace and mystery. This
linguistic and cultural legacy is a bulwark of national pride and creative energy,
ringing out in literary masterpieces, folk tales, and polyphonic music that stirs the
soul.

Few nations can claim such an intertwined relationship with food and wine as Georgia.
The Georgian table is not merely a site of nourishment, but a living cultural
arena—one of ritual, storytelling, and deep connection. Here, the supra, or traditional
feast, reigns supreme—a symphony of flavors, toasts, and song led by the revered
tamada, or toastmaster. Guests are greeted as “gifts from God,” and generosity is not
an obligation, but a matter of honor and joy. The land’s 8,000-year-old wine-making
tradition, with its mysterious buried qvevri vessels, is more than craft; it is a spiritual
inheritance and an invitation to celebrate life’s abundance.

Art, music, and dance animate Georgian culture with an energy both ancient and
fresh. UNESCO-recognized polyphonic singing, intricate folk dances, and a thriving
tradition of visual and performing arts speak to a country where creativity is groove
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and practice, not mere pastime. These expressions of identity serve as bridges
between Georgia’s remote mountain villages and its cosmopolitan capital, between
the echoes of history and the rhythms of contemporary life.

This book is an invitation: to travel the winding roads of Georgia’s past and present; to
linger at its feasts and festivals; to listen to the stories whispered in its monasteries,
villages, and bustling city streets; and to witness the enduring spirit of hospitality that
welcomes every visitor like family. Whether you are a curious traveler, a food lover, a
seeker of the world’s forgotten wonders, or a lifelong Georgian at heart, “A Land
Between Rivers” will guide you through the riches of a nation whose greatest
treasures are not merely seen, but shared.
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CHAPTER ONE: Myths and Legends: The Ancient
Origins of Georgia
Long before recorded history etched its narratives into stone and parchment, the land
now known as Georgia resonated with the tales of gods, heroes, and mystical
creatures. These ancient myths and legends aren't mere fanciful stories; they are the
bedrock upon which Georgian identity was forged, reflecting the profound relationship
between its people and their dramatic natural surroundings, as well as their
encounters with a wider world. To truly understand Georgia, one must first listen to
the whispers of its ancient past, often told through the lens of epic sagas and heroic
deeds.

One of the most enduring and globally recognized myths connected to Georgia is that
of Jason and the Argonauts and their quest for the Golden Fleece. This epic, rooted in
Greek mythology, places the ancient kingdom of Colchis, in what is now western
Georgia, at the very heart of the heroic world. Colchis was depicted as a fabulously
wealthy land, rich in gold, iron, timber, and honey, exporting its resources to ancient
Hellenic city-states. It was here, in the sacred grove of the war god Ares, that King
Aeëtes of Colchis hung the Golden Fleece, a symbol of immense power and prosperity.

Jason, a Greek hero, was tasked by his uncle, Pelias, King of Iolcus, to retrieve this
golden treasure. Pelias, who had usurped the throne from Jason's father, believed the
quest would be impossible, thereby ensuring Jason's demise. Undeterred, Jason
gathered a band of heroes, known as the Argonauts, and set sail on the magnificent
ship, the Argo, embarking on a long and perilous journey across the seas to Colchis.

Upon their arrival in Colchis, Jason presented his demand to King Aeëtes. The king, a
formidable and cunning ruler, agreed to surrender the Golden Fleece, but only if Jason
could complete a series of seemingly impossible tasks. These trials included yoking
fire-breathing oxen to plow a field, sowing dragon's teeth that would sprout into an
army of warriors, and then defeating this magically grown army.

It was at this crucial juncture that the myth introduces one of its most captivating and
complex figures: Medea. Medea, the daughter of King Aeëtes, was a powerful
sorceress and a devoted priestess to Hecate, the goddess of witchcraft. She possessed
potent magical abilities, inherited from her divine ancestry, which included Helios, the
sun god, as her grandfather and Circe, another enchantress, as her aunt. Medea fell
deeply in love with Jason, and against her father's wishes, she became his "helper-
maiden," using her magical prowess to ensure his success.
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Medea provided Jason with an herbal potion to protect him from the fire-breathing
oxen and advised him to throw a rock into the midst of the warrior-harvested men,
causing them to fight and destroy one another. Finally, she crafted a potion to put the
sleepless dragon guarding the Golden Fleece into a deep slumber, allowing Jason to
seize the prized treasure. Their escape from Colchis was not without further drama, as
Medea, to distract her vengeful father, committed fratricide, dismembering her
brother Apsyrtus and scattering his body parts in the sea, knowing Aeëtes would be
forced to stop and collect them.

While the tale of Jason and the Argonauts is a Greek myth, its deep roots in the land of
Georgia are undeniable. Many scholars believe the legend of the Golden Fleece itself
may be connected to an ancient, practical tradition of gold prospecting in western
Georgia. It is said that the local inhabitants would place sheep fleeces in fast-flowing
mountain rivers to collect alluvial gold particles. These fleeces, heavy with shimmering
gold dust, would then be hung to dry, giving them a rich, glamorous appearance and
perhaps inspiring the mythical Golden Fleece. The Colchians were also renowned for
their expertise in smelting and casting metals, long before these skills were mastered
in other parts of Europe, further attracting Greek traders and adventurers seeking rich
natural resources.

Beyond the Hellenic narratives, Georgian mythology possesses its own rich tapestry of
creation stories and heroic sagas. The mythology of the Kartvelian peoples, the
ancestors of modern Georgians, is believed to have been an integral part of the
religions of early kingdoms like Diauehi, Colchis, and Iberia. While later influenced by
Greek, Vainakh, and Iranian mythologies, including Zoroastrianism, many indigenous
Georgian myths and legends have been preserved through popular tales, often
blending with Christian legends after the country's conversion.

One powerful parallel to the Greek myth of Prometheus, who stole fire from the gods
to give to mankind, is the Georgian legend of Amirani. Amirani, a titan-like figure in
Georgian mythology, defies God and introduces the use of metal to humanity. As
punishment for his defiance, Amirani is chained to a cliff in the Caucasus Mountains,
often depicted with a dog by his side. An eagle or raven is said to peck at his liver by
day, only for it to heal by night, ensuring his eternal torment. This powerful narrative
of defiance and resilience resonates deeply with the Georgian spirit, often serving as a
symbol for the nation's own historical struggles for survival.

Pre-Christian Georgian cosmology envisioned the universe as a sphere divided into
three worlds: Zeskneli, the highest world, home of the gods and associated with the
color white; the Earth, the middle world of mortals, linked to red; and Kveskneli, the
netherworld below, inhabited by demons and evil spirits, represented by black. These
worlds, and the beings within them, were often in a state of antagonistic opposition,
reflecting a dualistic worldview.
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Another poignant Georgian legend speaks to the very origin of the land itself.
According to this tale, when God was distributing lands to all the nations, the
Georgians were late because they were engrossed in a traditional feast. Upon their
arrival, God, initially furious, asked them what they had been doing. The Georgians
replied that they had been toasting "To You, oh Lord, to us, to peace." Pleased by their
answer and their celebratory spirit, God decided to bestow upon them the small plot of
land He had reserved for Himself—a land of incomparable beauty that all people would
forever admire. This charming myth not only explains the Georgians' deep connection
to their homeland but also highlights their inherent hospitality and love for communal
celebration, qualities that remain central to their culture today.

Georgian folklore is also populated by a pantheon of deities and supernatural beings,
though many pagan beliefs and practices in the lowlands became heavily influenced
by Christianity over time. In the mountainous regions, however, a rich and well-
organized pagan religious system persisted well into the twentieth century. Among
these figures are deities like Barbale, the goddess of cattle and poultry fertility, the
sun, women's fertility, and healing; Dali, a beautiful goddess of nature, animals, and
hunting, often depicted with long, golden hair and radiant white skin; and the
malevolent Ali, an evil spirit that haunted travelers and pregnant women. These
myths, interwoven with everyday life, provided explanations for natural phenomena
and helped shape social and moral values.

These ancient tales, whether of heroic quests for golden fleeces or the divine origins of
their beloved land, are more than just stories in Georgia. They are living narratives,
passed down through generations, woven into the fabric of the language, music, and
social customs. They provide a unique lens through which to view the enduring spirit
of the Georgian people—a spirit shaped by resilience, a deep reverence for nature,
and an unwavering commitment to hospitality. As we delve deeper into Georgia's rich
history, the echoes of these foundational myths will continue to resonate, offering
context and color to the unfolding narrative of this extraordinary land between rivers.
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