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Georgian 'Supra' More Than Just a Drinking Fest 
By Rosalind Russell 
TBILISI (Reuters) - Clutching a tumbler of wine, the man at the head of the 
table comes to the end of another emotional toast. "To the dear departed ~ 
always in our hearts," he concludes, before throwing back his head to drain 
his glass. 
Murmuring approval, the guests around the table lurch toward their drinks 
and follow suit. This is a traditional Georgian supra, or feast, there have been 

a dozen toasts already, and many more will follow. 
At first glance the supra may appear to be just an excuse for excessive drinking, but it is an event 
deeply rooted in Georgian culture, with an elaborate and well-defined etiquette passed down through 
generations. 
The supra serves a number of purposes ~ to welcome guests, encourage debate, and strengthen bonds 
within communities ~ while at the same time indulging the Georgian passion for alcohol and oration. 

The supra is a place where many issues can be discussed," said Alexander Rondeli, a political 
commentator and former university professor, 
''Sometimes it is politics, family issues or stories about the past. In other cultures these debates have 
moved to different arenas, to parliament, or the media. But in Georgia people talk around the table," 
The supra is directed by the tamada, or toastmaster, who is appointed by the host or the guests. The 
tamada must be quick-witted and humorous, but also philosophical, A successful tamada will have a 
high tolerance for alcohol, as he is expected to down his drink at every toast, as well as keeping order 
at the table. 
Among his own inventions, the tamada must fire off a canon of essential toasts ~ to the health of the 
guests, their families and fiiends, to favorite saints, to love, to Georgia, to peace in Georgia, to world 
peace, to the deceased, to women, parents, children, unborn children and many more. 
' 'A good tamada will use these toasts to tell stories and jokes," said Roland Sandadze, a hotel 
manager in the capital Tbilisi. "But sometimes he needs to be serious, to make us think," 
A MACHO AFFAIR 
At the end of a toast, the tamada may say 'alaverdi" ~ an invitation to another guest to elaborate. 
This raises the stakes, with each speaker competing with the last. 
Jugs of Georgia's dark, tannic white wine help to lubricate the oratory flow, but appearing to be very 
drunk is fi-owned on, 
"Usually, I will drink about four or five liters (1,05 to 1,32 gallons) of wane," said Sandadze, "Most 
of my friends will drink the same. We can talk and talk, but we mustn't lose control. If someone can't 
hold their drink, we will laugh at them the next day." 
The huge quantities of wine drunk at a supra ensure it is usually a macho, albeit sentimental affair. 
Women are expected to keep the table heaving with plates of traditional Georgian food ~ spinach or 
beetroot salad, aubergines with walnut sauce, red beans with spices, chicken with garUc and lamb 
stewed in tomatoes ~ all accompanied by Georgia's spongy, flat bread. 
"We'll stay at the table for the first couple of hours, but when the heavy drinking starts, we'll often 
go into the kitchen to chat," said Nona Abuladze, an office administrator 
"Then we'll get called back to the table to receive our toasts. By that time the men are very drunk, 
but they pretend they're not" 
Every guest is toasted individually, with long, glowing tributes. The familiar traditions of a supra 
have resumed in force since independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. 
THERAPY 
Many of Georgia's young men fought on the losing side of wars in its northern regions of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia which broke away from Tbilisi's rule in the early 1990s. Many more are 
unemployed or can find only poorly-paid, casual labor. 
The older generation remembers the security of the Soviet era with fondness, corruption under the 
current rule of President Eduard Shevardnadze has virtually bankrupted the government, pensions go 
unpaid and electricity supplies are often cut off". 
Despite all this, there is always something to toast - such as saint's days to fianerals 

The supra is our version of psychotherapy, it makes us feel better," said Abuladze. '' Many people 
now in Georgia feel depressed, they have lost hope. But the atmosphere of a supra is always 
positive." 
But more often than not, Georgians must delve into the past to find something positive. In a recent 
poll of favorite toasts carried out by the Tbilisi-based polling agency Gorbi, respondents ranked 
"happy memories" far higher than the fUture " 

Some Georgians worry that the national obsession with the supra could hold the country back, 
"In some ways the supra is a reflection of backwardness," said Rondeli. "People can spend hours 

talking and talking, dwelling on the past. They go round in circles. If we want change we need to get 
up from the table and do something ourselves." 


