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There are two wines on the table. One is 
an intense amber colour from long skin 
contact. The other is pale straw, fresh 

and aromatic. Both are expressions of the 
georgian grape Khikhvi Kakhuri. georgian 
wine drinkers prefer the tannic, darker wine. 
The international market, on the other hand, 
tends towards fresh. Balancing those compe-
ting demands is going to be a challenge.

But if it turns out that consumers of any 
persuasion just aren’t into Khikhvi Kakhuri, 
however it’s made, that’s no problem. The two 
wines are from an experimental batch, made 
at the saguramo research station, whose full 
name is the national Centre for grapevine and 
Fruit Tree Planting Material Propagation. it’s 
appropriate that the place comes with a long 
name, because it’s working on a big task: prop-
agating and testing georgia’s 525 varietals.

Under soviet occupation, only a handful 
of georgia’s varieties were cultivated, leav-
ing everything else to languish. The vine-sur-
rounded research station, founded in 2007 by 
Mikheil saakashvili, now georgia’s president, 
is dedicated to reclaiming the country’s liquid 
treasures. There are plans to build a fully-func-
tioning experimental winery, and also to create 
an aroma wheel of georgian varieties.

Restoration

everywhere you look in this Caucasian nation, 
people are hard at work building and restor-
ing. Five monks are now living in the historic 
Alaverdi Monastery, where they’re uncovering 
old frescoes, restoring walls and excavating 
cellars. somehow they also find time to make 
award-winning wines, both conventionally and 
with Qvevris, the earthenware fermentation 
vessels used in georgia since 8000 BC.

Chateau Mukhrani, built in 1878, was an-
other jewel left to rot during the soviet era. 
now, the estate is alive with the sound of wed-
ding parties and wine tours, even though the 
building’s interior is still being plastered and 
the newly renovated cellars are, as yet, empty 
of wine.

some of the energy is because of the new 
government, which is clamping down on cor-

ruption and untangling bureaucracy. “it’s so 
much easier to do business,” is a common 
refrain heard around Tbilisi, the capital. The 
russians, formerly the biggest consumers of 
georgian wines, have also recently lifted their 
crippling embargo, which saw exports plunge 
from 57m bottles in 2005, to just over 10m in 
2009. But the embargo did have one positive 
effect – it forced georgian wineries to modern-
ise, in order to compete in the international 
markets.

re-entering the russian market won’t be as 
easy as before, as the russians have had seven 
years of drinking wines from other countries 
and georgian wines are more expensive than 
they were. But georgian exports were up 23% 
in 2012 to 23m bottles, and they’re confident 
they can also diversify to new markets. irakli 
Cholobargia, head of marketing at the national 
Wine Agency, says they are currently working 
out campaign strategies for 2014, focused on 
the UK and Us markets.

Challenges

georgia’s major markets are those in geo-
graphic proximity: Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Bela-
rus and Poland, with China growing in impor-
tance. getting to Western markets will mean 
overcoming some logistical challenges; a small 
importer in the UK, for example, says that 

deliveries, trucked through Bulgaria, can be 
delayed by snow. Cholobargia says the Wine 
Agency has “just started to think this year 
about how to organise this”. Options include 
creating a wine logistics centre in europe.

geography is also going to inhibit the 
growth of a wine tourism industry seeking 
wealthy Westerners; planes from europe tend 
to arrive at an uncivilised four in the morning.

But everything is coming. in a world look-
ing for the next big thing, particularly in trav-
el, the lure of a country offering a potent com-
bination of wilderness, deep history, healthy 
cuisine and mediaeval cities unspoiled by the 
big fast food chains, is going to be irresistible. 
it helps, too, that most signage is in english, 
and the level of spoken english is high.

The big question is about the direction 
of georgian wines. At the second Qvevri  
symposium on 7 June, some international  
delegates suggested that georgia market itself 
as the home of Qvevri and natural wines. But 
wouldn’t this be forcing georgian wine into a 
tiny niche? “it’s just one of the elements,” says 
Cholobargia. “Our heritage is a key advantage. 
Plus we have a huge number of grape varie-
ties as well, so we have two key things in our 
arsenal.”

And a tradition of toasts at dinner, which 
means the wine keeps flowing. W

GeorGia Goes forth
Georgia has one of the most ancient winemaking cultures in the world. Now it’s looking to break into 

new markets with a full range of wines, both ancient and modern. Felicity Carter went and had a look.

A Qvevri cellar.  
Qvevri earthenware 
vessels are usually 

lined with wax 
and buried below 

ground level. They 
are used for the 

fermentation and 
storage of wine.



TASTE CULTURE

Nowhere on earth are great wines more refreshing,
or refreshing wines more distinctively delicious.
www.austrianwine.com
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