
GEORGIA 101
CONTEXT IN THE CRADLE OF WINE



CONTEXT & WINE
Four Key Elements of a Foundational Understanding

1. ENVIRONMENT: Geography, Topography, Geology, Climate, Regionality
2. HISTORICITY: ‘BIG-H’ History - who/what/where/when/why
3. CULTURE: ‘small-h’ history - wine’s place in the culture
4. Practice: Viti/Vini Techniques, Technology & Traditions  



THE GEORGIAN ENVIRONMENT



WHERE IS GEORGIA, ANYWAY?
Short answer: it’s the fulcrum between Eastern Europe & Western Asia

Georgia borders... 
   Russia to the north,
   The Black Sea to the west,
   Turkey to the southwest, and
   Armenia & Azerbaijan to the Southeast.

This is not the quietest neighborhood, 
geopolitically speaking! 

Population: 3.7 million souls
Area: 69,700km²* 

*A bit bigger than W Virginia, a bit smaller than Ireland



So Many Rivers!*
Mtkvari through the center
Alazani & Iori in the east
Rioni in the west
*these are just the big 3; 
     there are literally 100s of smaller 
     tributaries (and resultant microclimates)

THE LAND

So Many Mountains!*
Greater Caucasus in the north
Lesser Caucasus to the south
Likhi Range in the center

* 85% of Georgia’s Land area
is mountainous!



So Many Biomes!
For a smallish country, Georgia is home to a huge range of environments...

alpine Meadows
(Tusheti, Northeast)

TEMPERATE RAINFORESTS
(Colchic Forest, Southwest)

Glaciers
(Chaladi Glacier, North)

Deserts
(Gareja Desert, South) Grasslands

(Marabda, Central)

Fertile River Valleys
(Kakheti, Southeast)



Bad news first: consistent, comprehensive information on vineyard soils is/has been rare.
Several contributing factors: 

1. Long adherence to old Soviet (and some colloquial) naming conventions;

2. A legacy of Uneven distribution of technical knowledge; 

3. Slow adoption of soil analyses;

4. Unique historical patterns that discouraged site-specific winemaking;

5. And, in the context of all the above, a highly-variegated soil set and 
an equally complex array of geological primary material. 

THE DIRT & THE ROCKS



Good news: 
The number of growers undertaking intensive soil analyses is growing rapidly,

As is the amount of scholarly research on the subject. 

In General (As much as generalizing is possible, which isn’t very much): 
   - Soils in the west are heavier clays, with lower pH - often volcanic primary material 
   - Moving east, pH rises along with limestone, alluvium, sand                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

 

THE DIRT & THE ROCKS PART II



THE CLIMATE
In the coastal and western areas (zone #1), climate is subtropical: 

moderate temperatures -- thanks, Black Sea! -- and plentiful rain 

Moving into the east (zone #2), climate becomes continental: 
hot and dry...some areas have 10% or less of the rainfall seen in the west

In the high mountains (zones #3), climate is truly alpine: 
Very cold with abundant snow, particularly along Greater Caucasus Range to north

*NB: Plenty of microclimatic variation within the above, often related to topography



when it rains, it pours...



some climate generalities

warmer, dryer

warm subtropical climate continental climate



THE WINE REGIONS



NEAR & FAR WEST
EASTCENTER

GENERALIZING: THREE EASY PIECES



Key Regions
Imereti, Guria, Samegrelo, 
   Racha, Lechkhumi, Adjara

Important Varieties
White: Tsolikouri, Tsitska, 
  Krakhuna, Chkhaveri 

Red: Otskhanuri Sapere, 
  Aladasturi, Dzelshavi, 
  Ojaleshi

THE WILD WEST, NEAR & FAR



IMERETI: A CLOSER LOOK
Key Facts

- only 15% of planted hectarage
- Mountainous, densely-forested
- 80-800m elevation
- Subtropical climate
- Extremely varied soils:

  Heavy clays throughout, 
  ferrous red soils in the west, more
  humus-rich ‘forest’ soils to the east

- Spicier, veg-dominant food
- Typically lighter, fresher wines



Key Subdivisions
Kvemo (Lower) Kartli
Mtskheta-Mtianeti
Shida (Upper) Kartli

Important Varieties
White: Chinuri, Goruli Mtsvane, Tetri,   
  Tsolikouri, Krakhuna

Red: Tavkveri, Shavkapito, Ojaleshi

THE CENTER: KARTLI



KARTLI MAPS!

Shida Kartli

Mtskheta-Mtianeti

Kvemo Kartli



Key facts
- 7.4% of georgia’s total hectares under vine
- Spread over basins of the Mtkvari, 

  Ksani and Liakhvi  rivers
- 300-800m elevation (for most viti.)
- Continental Climate, generally very dry
- Varied soils

  volcanic clay with stones in south
  Lighter and loamier in Mskheti, 
    with some limestone 
  more calcaerous in Shida

- Mix of Traditional & International 
  winemaking styles

   
 KARTLI: A CLOSER LOOK 



Key Regions & Subdivisions
Inner Kakheti, Outer Kakheti

Important Varieties
White: Rkatsiteli, Mtsvane, 
   Kisi, Khikhvi
Red: Saperavi

   THE EAST



KAKHETI: A CLOSER LOOK
Subzones

Outer Kakheti (Iori basin)
Inner Kakheti (Alazani basin) - L&R Banks
Kiziki (southeast)

Key Elements
- Almost 75% of Georgia’s total vineyard    

   plantings, 70% of production &
   15 of 20 total PDOs

- Largely fertile river basins (70-700m elev)
- Continental/Transitional climate

     increasingly dry moving southeast
- General Alluvial clays & loamy soil

pockets of limestone on rt bank
Shale & Slate outcroppings on lt

- Meaty, rustic food - powerful wines
- Kakhetian Method



GEORGIAN 

HISTORY

(with the big-H)



1200bce Rise of Proto-Georgian tribes
400bce Early city-states (Iberia, Colchis) established
1100-1200ce Golden Age under David IV & Tamar I
1200-1800ce Disintigration & Partition

CRUCIALLY:
Georgia endured a Near-continuous series of invasions from the 
4th century bce through the arrival of the russians in 1800ce.

Medians  > Macedonians > Romans > Persians > 
Byzantines > Caliphates > Seljuk Turks > Mongols > 
Ottomans > Safavid Persians > RUSSIANS > TOURISTS

A BRIEF HISTORY OF EARLY GEORGIA



THE LAST (TUMULTUOUS) 200+ YEARS
1801 Integration into Russian empire
1922 Integration into USSR 
1991 Independence
1992 Civil War & Aftermath 
2006 Russian Embargo on Georgian Wine *
2008 Border War in S Ossetia (with Russia) “Entrance of the Russian troops in Tiflis, 26 November 1799” 

by Franz Roubaud (1886)

Flag of the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic Marchers in Tbilisi, 1991

* Embargo lasted until 2013 -- eight years in which Georgia lost 90% of its wine export markets



Fitting Wine into Big-H History

6000 bce  Earliest winemaking
653 bce Invasions begin (and 

continue for 2500 years)
Late 1800s Beginning of European 

influence on winemaking
1921 ce Vineyards nationalized
Mid 1920s Phylloxera & Re-Planting
1930s Stalin’s Terrors
1990s Privatization of State Prop
2000s Growth of Artisanal Wine
2007 Iago’s first exports to E.U.
2010 First New Wine Fair
2017 First Zero Compromise Fest



GEORGIAN WINE CULTURE
The small-h history



Origin Stories...there’s a pattern
God’s Special Stash

St Nino & The Grapevine Cross

“Our Blood is Wine”

The 8000 Vintage Mystique

GEORGIA’S WINE APOCRYPHA 



Some Background
Persian Origins - means ‘Tablecloth’

Relatively recent custom as a formalized
   cultural expression

Three Pillars
   Hospitality, abundance, Toasting

Important Supra Terms
Gaumarjos!
Tamada
Khantsi

THE SUPRA: WINE & THE GEORGIAN CULTURE OF THE TABLE 



WINE AS A MODALITY OF RESISTANCE

Invasions & Occupations

(R)evolution & (Re)birth



VITICULTURE, VINIFICATION & OTHER PRACTICES OF GEORGIAN WINE



GROWING GRAPES IN GEORGIA



HISTORICAL CHALLENGES & RAPID DEVELOPMENTS 
- Famously deep autochthonous ampelographic pool with many endangered varieties

- Vibrant movement underway to find, replant and repropogate

- Loss of many old hillside vineyards in the 20th century as wine industry industrialized
- replanting is occurring all over the country but old vines 

are still relatively uncommon  

- Viticultural training & general knowledge of best practices rapidly expanding



TRADITIONAL WINEMAKING
Reliance on autochthonous varieties 
Widespread use of extended skin maceration 
Near-exclusive reliance on qvevri
Limited or no filtration/fining
Link to historical Georgian reliance on home winemaking



A WORD ON QVEVRI
Origins of Qvevri

Manufacturing process
Different clay technologies - European vs. Georgian

Clay types
Qvevri Shapes

Effects on winemaking



THE SOVIET LEGACY & 
THE INTERNATIONAL STYLE

Use of steel, oak for fermentation & aging
Use of cultured yeasts and temp. control
Rare use of skin maceration for whites
fining/filtration common



FLIGHT I: IMERETI
Baia’s Wine
Tsitska-Tsolikouri 2019
Obcha, Imereti

Archil Guniava
Otskhanuri Sapere-Tsolikouri 2018
Kvaliti, Imereti



BAIA’S WINE
Tsitska-Tsolikouri 2019
Obcha, Imereti

Winemaker: Baia Abuladze

2ha of vineyards at 350m, farmed organically some tsolikouri from 65yo vines
Mostly clay soils with sand and gravel
Native yeasts, steel tank
30% skins for 3 months - racked off skins in January 



A BIT ABOUT TSOLIKOURI
Cornerstone white grape of the west
Relatively high yielding, late ripening
Disease resistant
Yellow-fruited, lowish acidity, medium-
   to full-bodied
Often blended wtih Tsitska and/or Krakhuna 



ARCHIL GUNIAVA 
Otskhanuri Sapere-Tsolikouri 2018
Kvaliti, Imereti

Winemaker: Archil Guniava

- 1.5ha of vines, some old vine and own-rooted material
- Mostly clay soils with interspersed sand and loam
- Native yeasts, qvevri only
- Tsolikouri is harvested first and pressed after short maceration
- Otskhanuri is pressed into qvevri in november with 15% chacha

-Aging in qvevri, bottled without added sulfites.

f



FLIGHT II: KARTLI
Iago’s Wine
Chinuri 2019
Chardaki, Kartli (Mtskheti)

Gotsa Family Wines
Tavkveri 2017
Village Kiketi, Kartli (Kvemo)



A BIT ABOUT CHINURI
Most important grape in Kartli
Relatively high yielding, late ripening
Forgiving and frost resistant
Yellow-fruited with herbal backbone
Moderate acidity, medium-bodied



IAGO’S WINE
Chinuri 2019
Chardaki, Kartli (MtskhetI)

Winemaker: Iago Bitarishvili

2ha of vineyards in two parcels, Yellow clay with limestone pebbles
Organic - 60yo vines in the main vyd, dry-farmed, 600m
Native yeasts, minimal sulfur
100% skins and stems for 6mo - racked in spring, bottled in early fall



Gotsa Family Wines
Tavkveri 2017
Kiketi, Kartli (Kvemo)

Winemaker: Beka Gotsadze

4ha of vines, 14 varieties 
biodynamic
Vineyard planted on loamy basalt at 1200m
Native yeasts, minimal sulfur
8hr skin maceration followed by 17-month aging in qvevri



FLIGHT III: KAKHETI
TCHOTIASHVILI (SATSNAKHELI)
Kisi 2016
Saniore, Kakheti

Artanuli Gvino
Saperavi 2018
Artana, Kakheti



TCHOTIASHVILI (SATSNAKHELI)
Kisi 2016
Saniore, Kakheti (left bank)

Winemaker: Kakha Tchotiashvili

6ha of vines but expanding - 41 different varieties grown as of 2018
Hillside exposures at 600-700m, cinnamonic soils
Organic Viticulture
Seven months maceration with skins



A BIT ABOUT SAPERAVI
Most widely-planted red grape, one of the oldest cultivars
Means ‘dyed’ - teinturier variety
High acid & high tannin
Foundation of several historically-important appellation wines



Artanuli Gvino
Saperavi 2018

Artana, Kakheti (left bank)

Winemaker: Kakha Berishvili

2ha of vines 
Biodynamic 

Stony, alluvial soils
14-day maceration

9 months in qvevri
minimal sulfur at 

bottling



THEN
Nikita & Fidel - 1963



NOW
New Wine Festival - Tbilisi 2018



WHY GEORGIA MATTERS! 



FOR MORE INFORMATION
- Visit Wines of Georgia’s homepage: www.winesgeorgia.com

- Read any of these books: 
- Alice Feiring’s For the Love of Wine
- Lisa Granik’s recently published The Wines of Georgia
- Miquel Hudin’s Georgia: A Guide to the Cradle of Wine
- Carla Capalbo’s Tasting Georgia (about the food!)

MOST IMPORTANTLY: GO TO THE SOURCE! VISIT GEORGIA AS SOON AS IT’S SAFE TO DO SO!!! 
CONTACT WINES OF GEORGIA AND LET THEM KNOW YOU’RE INTERESTED. 



  THE RENAISSANCE IS HERE
- Since 2016, the number of registered commercial wineries has more than doubled 

- almost exclusively from small family wineries
- 350 Wineries are now registered to export 

- In the United States, imports of Georgian Wine have increased 
nearly fourfold since 2012 (averaging 30% increases each year)

- More than 150 wineries are now available in US Markets


