
BEYOND THE NICHE
The Past, Present & Future of Georgian Wine in the US Market



A preliminary question: 
What is ‘Georgian Wine’? 

Is it this?
Or this? Or this?

Or this?
Or this?



CONTEXT IS KEY
Four Key Elements of a Foundational Understanding

1. ORIENTATION >>> The Lay of the Land 
2. ENVIRONMENT >>> Topography, Climate, Soils, Major Regions
3. HISTORY & CULTURE >>> Apocrypha, Big-H, Little-H, Wine’s Role in the Culture
4. WINES & WINEMAKING >>> Tools, Techniques, Challenges



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.

Not the quietest neighborhood, 
geopolitically speaking! 

Population: 3.7 million
Area: 69,700km²* 

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



THE LAND
So Many Mountains!
85% of total land area is mountainous

So Many Rivers!
3 major river basins (Alazani, Iori, Rioni)
100s of smaller tributaries

So Many Biomes!
Everything from subtropical 
rainforests to arid deserts to 

alpine glaciers



THE GEORGIAN ENVIRONMENT



THE CLIMATE (in general)*

In the coastal and western areas (zone #1), climate is subtropical
→ moderate temperatures -- thanks, Black Sea! -- and plentiful rain 

Moving east (zone #2), the 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, especially close to Greater Caucasus Range

*NB: Microclimatic variation abounds, impacted by  topography



some more climate generalities
wetter dryer

subtropical continental

colder

warmer



Bad news: consistent, comprehensive information on vineyard soils is rare.
Good news: More and more growers & scholars are undertaking intensive soil analyses.
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 content of limestone, alluvium, sand
   - Soils in more northerly regions are stonier and generally more alkaline

THE SOIL



THE WINE REGIONS



NEAR & FAR WEST
EASTCENTER

GENERALIZING: THREE EASY PIECES



THE WILD WEST: IMERETI & BEYOND
Key Regions

Imereti, Guria, Samegrelo, Racha,
Lechkhumi, Adjara

Important Varieties
Tsolikouri, Tsitska, Krakhuna, Chkhaveri, 
Otskhanuri Sapere, Aladasturi, Dzelshavi, 
Ojaleshi, many others

Generalities
• Fraction of Georgia’s total production
• Wines typically lighter/fresher, with 

less ripeness & extraction
• More vegetable-driven, spicier cuisine

4 PDOs
Sviri (Imereti), Tvishi (Lechkhumi), 
Khvanchkara (Racha), Salkhino Ojaleshi



THE CENTER: KARTLI
Key Subzones

Kvemo (Lower) Kartli, Mtskheta-Mtianeti,
Shida (Inner) Kartli

Important Varieties
Chinuri, Goruli Mtsvane, Tetri, Tsolikouri, Krakhuna, 
Tavkveri, Shavkapito, Ojaleshi

Generalities
• Less than 10% of total vineyards
• Generally dry, continental climate
• varied soils, leaning volcanic in Shida and more 
calcareous in Kvemo
• Mix of traditional & international styles

2 PDOs
Bolnisi (Kvemo), Atenuri (Shida)



THE EAST: KAKHETI
Key Subzones

Inner Kakheti (Alazani basin), 
Outer Kakheti (Iori basin), Kiziki (southeast)

Important Varieties
Rkatsiteli, Mtsvane, Kisi, Khikhvi, Saperavi

Generalities
• 75% of vyd land, 70% of production
• Most vyds in fertile river basins
• Continental/transitional climate
• Generally alluvial and loamy soils, 

pockets of limestone on RB, shale & 
slate outcroppings on LB, variation
abounds

• Meaty, rustic food & powerful wines

18 PDOs 





A brief review of...

Georgian

HISTORY

(with the big-H)

...and

Georgian
Culture

(the small-H history)



Origin Stories...A Clear Pattern Emerges
- God’s Special Stash
- St Nino & The Grapevine Cross
- “Our Blood is Wine”
- The 8000 Vintage Mystique

GEORGIA’S WINE APOCRYPHA 



The long & Short of the Big-H History:
Despite notable achievements...

(such as the development of advanced proto-states like iberia and colchis as 
early as 400bce, and two distinct ‘Golden Ages’ in the 12th & 13th centuries)

...Georgia has endured a Near-continuous series of invasions 
from the 4th century bce (Alexander the Great) straight 
through to the 1800s, when the russians arrived.



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)

Flag of the Georgian SSR

Marchers in Tbilisi, 1991

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

Marchers in Tbilisi, 2021



Wine as Community: The Supra & Beyond
- Relatively recent custom as a formalized 

cultural expression, but deeply embedded
- Three Pillars: Hospitality, Abundance, 

Toasting
Wine as Resistance: Guarding Traditions

- Importance of Home Winemaking
- Autochthonous Grapes, 

Autochthonous Techniques
Wine as Identity: Expressing Georgianness 

- What Georgian wines say about Georgia

WINE IN THE CULTURE



VITICULTURE, VINIFICATION & OTHER PRACTICES OF GEORGIAN WINE



Historical CHALLENGES & 
RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 
In a famously deep endemic ampelographic 
pool with many endangered varieties…

...A Vibrant movement is underway to 
refocus and propagate.

Though many old vineyards were lost in the 
20th century as wine industrialized…

...replanting is occurring all over the 
country and older sites are being 
rehabilitated.

In spite of little infrastructure... 
...Viticultural training & knowledge of 
best practices is rapidly expanding.



TRADITIONAL WINEMAKING
Reliance on autochthonous varieties 
Widespread use of extended skin maceration 
Near-exclusive reliance on qvevri
Limited or no filtration/fining, SO2
Link to historic importance of home winemaking at small scales



THE INTERNATIONAL STYLE
Use of steel & oak for fermentation & aging

Use of selected yeasts, temp. control
Limited use of skin maceration for whites

Fining/Filtration



THE FUTURE: MIDDLE PATHS
Hybrid application of winemaking technologies
Emphasis on Georgian Typicity
Focus on soundness & stability



FLIGHT I: First Step Wines
Telavi Wine Cellar
Mtsvane ‘Marani’ 2019
Kakheti

Schuchmann Wines
Saperavi ‘Pirosmani’ 2019
Kakheti



TELAVI WINE CELLAR
Mtsvane ‘Marani’ 2019
Telavi, Kakheti

Winemaker:  Zurab Ramazashvili

Fruit sourced from from Kondoli and NE Kakheti
100% Mtsvane, hand-harvested
8hr maceration into steel
Long, cold fermentation
MSRP: $12



SCHUCHMANN WINES
Saperavi ‘Pirosmani’ 2019
Napareuli, Kakheti

Winemaker: Gogi Dakishvili

Fruit from 25yo vyd in Napareuli (right bank of alazani)
100% Saperavi -- ‘Pirosmani’ indicates a lighter, fruity style
Selected yeasts, all stainless steel
Some R.S. is intentional and part of the Pirosmani Style
MSRP: $13

f



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



FLIGHT II: A Step Up
Teliani Valley (Winery 97)

Tsolikouri 2019
Lechkhumi

Guardians
Saperavi Reserve 2017

Kakheti



Teliani Valley Winery (Winery 97)
Tsolikouri 2019
Lechkhumi 

Winemaker: Temuri Dakishvili

Fruit sourced from vineyards around Lechkhumi 
100% Tsolikouri
Fermentation in stainless, no malolactic
MSRP: $16



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 



Teliani Valley Winery (Guardians)
Saperavi Reserve 2017
Telavi, Kakheti

Winemaker: Temuri Dakishvili

Fruit sourced from Mukuzani district (Right Bank)
100% Saperavi
Aged in French oak for 9mos
MSRP: $15



FLIGHT III: Beacon Wines
Orgo
Kisi 2019
Kakheti

Orgo
Saperavi 2019
Kakheti



Orgo
Kisi 2019
Telavi District, Kakheti

Winemaker: Giorgi Dakishvili

Fruit sourced from single 50yo parcel
100% Kisi, sustainably farmed
Spontaneous Fermentation, full malo
6mos maceration with full skins (stems vary by vtg)
MSRP: $25



Orgo
Saperavi 2019

Telavi District, Kakheti

Winemaker: Giorgi Dakishvili

Sourced from 70yo parcels in Kurdgelauri & Tsinandali (RB)
100% Saperavi, sustainably farmed 

Spontaneous fermentation
30-day Maceration then 2mos in qvevri, 2mos in stainless

MSRP: $25



Circling back…

What is Georgian Wine?



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: 
- Lisa Granik’s The Wines of Georgia
- Miquel Hudin’s Georgia: A Guide to the Cradle of Wine
- Alice Feiring’s For the Love of Wine
- Carla Capalbo’s Tasting Georgia (a great resource focused on the food!)

AND MOST IMPORTANTLY...

This presentation was Developed and Produced by Whole Cluster Consulting & Marq Wine Group for the National Wine Agency 



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.

 This presentation was Developed and Produced by Whole Cluster Consulting & Marq Wine Group for the National Wine Agency 


