
feature / vin voyage / Georgian wine: Beyond the novelty

154 | THE WORLD OF FINE WINE | ISSUE 59 | 2018 THE WORLD OF FINE WINE | ISSUE 59 | 2018 | 155

A
ll 

ph
ot

og
ra

sp
hy

 b
y 

M
iq

ue
l H

ud
in

Over the past decade, Georgian wines have become cult favorites in the  
USA and Europe, with wine-lovers attracted by an 8,000-year winemaking 
heritage and the modern-day revival of terra-cotta fermentation vessels. For 
Miquel Hudin, however, this romanticized view tells only part of the story 
of a complex winemaking culture still finding its way in a post-Soviet world

GeorGiAn wine: 
Beyond tHe novelty

eorgia’s claim to an unbroken 8,000-year-old 
tradition of winemaking was reconfirmed last 
year by archaeological research, and the news 
was widely celebrated among Georgian wine 
drinkers. If this story raises a sense of déjà vu,  

it’s because it has indeed been told before, but constantly 
improving methods are allowing us to revise our perception  
of just how old wine is, and it may even be the case that older 
evidence is found somewhere else in the Caucasus region.

This ancient wine is still being made today by the same 
method, in large clay vessels called qvevri (or kvevri) and  
shares nothing in common with the Georgian wine that I  
first tried in 2007. As a Californian accustomed to dry wines,  
I found this industrial “semi-dry” an unpleasant experience. 
Such a first impression of Georgia’s wines might of course  
raise the question of why, ten years later, I would write a wine 
guide about the country.

The answer that I and others have learned is that Georgian 
wine is exceedingly complex, and the “8,000 vintages” story is  
a shallow diorama of the reality, where two different worlds of 
wine are warily orbiting one another. The gvinis karkhana—or, 
more literally, “wine factories”—dominate Georgian wine, with 
non-dry wines such as Kindzmarauli, Kvanchkara, and others 
still making up roughly 30 percent of production each year.  
A wine drinker in a former Soviet Union country or in China 
will know Georgia for these wines of “international style,” made 
in tanks and barrels, since those are their main export markets.

Wines such as these may help keep the lights on, but for 
wine drinkers in Europe and North America they aren’t what’s 
been garnering attention recently. In an artificial style thrust 
upon the country in the 20th century, they give a very false 
impression of what Georgian wine was and could be. The other 
style, from qvevri, is where Georgia espouses romanticism  
for all in the wine world. Ironically, it accounts at most for  
2 percent of all the wine officially made and bottled in Georgia.

But the story I tell here is not the rediscovery of Georgia’s 
ancient winemaking—that has been told again and again 
(almost invariably invoking “Georgia on My Mind,” made 
famous by Ray Charles). The problem is that this has become the 
only well-known story about Georgian wine in North American 
and European markets. So, instead, I want to look at what 
Georgian wine holds beyond the one-paragraph press releases.

In official terms 
There are two abbreviations in Georgian wine that are well 
worth knowing and remembering: GNWA and GWA. The first 
is the Georgian National Wine Agency, the official government 
body in charge of regulating and promoting the wines. The 
second is the Georgian Wine Association, and while it receives 
public money, its members also pay to belong. 

It can be very confusing trying to know which organization 
is responsible for what, because both of them bring in foreign 
visitors for press and buying trips. The emphasis from both 
organizations at the moment is on growth, because, despite 
claims of a 104 percent growth in exports for 2017, this merely 
returns them to their 2014 level. Moreover, everything is still 
very dependent, unfortunately, on Russia, which represents  
63 percent of shipments. It also needs to be noted that Russia 
banned the import of Georgian wine from 2006 to 2013, so a 
stable trading partner it is not. 

The GNWA has the unenviable job of trying to reconcile 
the promotion of the larger “wine factories” with the poetic 
image of ancient winemaking. The GWA, with 30 members 
currently, is heavily dominated by the larger producers, so 
when people come in for press trips, this is what they mostly 
see. To quote the buyer for a restaurant in the San Francisco 
Bay Area who came on one such trip, “I came in with this  
idea of ancient winemaking, and to be honest, I’ve been let 
down. It’s just stainless-steel tanks, new oak barrels, and wines 
that, while technically well made, lack all soul.”


