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Rkatsiteli is an ancient pale-skinned grape 
variety from the Republic of Georgia, the oldest 
wine-producing region on earth. Thought to 
have been cultivated there for several millennia, 
the variety remains Georgia's most popular 
white-wine grape variety even today, and 
complements the most popular red-wine 
grape, Saperavi. 

Across the Black Sea from Georgia, Rkatsiteli 
also plays a significant role in various former 

Soviet-aligned countries. In Ukraine and Bulgaria it holds the number one spot among 
white-wine varieties, more widely planted than any other, and it also has a respectable 
presence in Romania and Moldova. Armenia, Georgia's southern neighbor, also has a 
considerable acreage of Rkatsiteli, although much less than during the Soviet era, when 
particular value was placed on the variety's high yields. (©Wine-Searcher) 

There are three key reasons for Rkatsiteli's popularity in the Caucasus (the geographical 
region that connects Europe and Asia) and Eastern Europe. First is the variety's strong 
resistance to cold winter weather conditions. Second is its ability to retain good acidity, 
even in the hottest summers. Third is its versatility; its balance of sugars and acids make 
it suitable for use in table wines, sparkling wines, sweet wines, fortified wines and 
brandy. 

Winters in some parts of the Caucasus are particularly harsh; the very name Caucasus is 
said to mean "shining with snow" in a lost Indo-Iranian language. Varieties less robust 
than Rkatsiteli simply cannot survive the regular sub-zero temperatures and snowfall. 
The variety's stronghold region, Kakheti, is particularly affected by this; its inland 
location, halfway between the Black and Caspian seas, gives it a 
more continental climate than the rest of Georgia. 

While winter poses challenges to the vine organism itself, hot summers hold their own 
challenges, more oenological than biological. Long, hot summers such as those 
experienced in Georgia would cause many grape varieties to lose acidity, making for 
structureless, "flat" wines. Rkatsiteli, however, has naturally robust acids and sugars in 
equal measure. Rkatsiteli's only obvious drawback as a variety is its lack of aromatic 
complexity. 
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The typical Rkatsiteli wine is best described as restrained and refreshing, with crisp 
green-apple flavors and hints of quince and white peach. It might be compared to 
good-quality Petit Chablis, or perhaps Pinot Grigio from northern Italy. Recently, it has 
been employed with great success in orange wines, where the grapes are left to 
macerate on their skins for longer, giving more complexity and texture to the wine. 

Although found all over Georgia, the variety is used to make wines in greater quantity 
in Kakheti than in any other region. Many wine producers in the Georgian Republic are 
understandably proud of their winemaking heritage, in which Rkatsiteli has played a 
significant part. One Rkatsiteli wine, from a monastery in Kakheti, is labeled "since 1011", 
with the vintage in much smaller letters below. The same label explains that the variety's 
name is formed of two Georgian words: rka ("shoot") and tsiteli ("red"). This apparently 
refers to the variety's reddish stalks – a trait Rkatsiteli shares with another tongue-
twisting grape, Refosco dal Peduncolo Rosso. 

Outside Europe, Rkatsiteli is represented in both China (where it is known as Baiyu) and 
the United States. The most significant U.S. plantings are focused in the northeastern 
states, most notably in Orange County, Virginia and around New York's Finger Lakes, 
where the climate has much in common with that in Georgia's principal winegrowing 
regions. Small, experimental plantings of Rkatsiteli exsist in California and Colorado.  

Synonyms include: Rkatziteli, Baiyu, Corolioc 

Food pairings for Rkatsiteli wines include: 

• Georgian labda (potato pancake) 
• Poached pork ramen 
• Grilled fish with fresh herb salad 
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