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Georgia has been home to one of the oldest Jewish Diasporas in the world. There are different 
speculations about their origin. According to the Georgian Chronicles Jewish people arrived in 
Georgia after Nebuchadnezzar’s   conquest of Jerusalem in 586 BC and Babylonian exile. Further 
reference in the same source tells of Jewish refugees who reached Georgia after being exiled by 
Vespasian in 1st century AD and settled in Mtskheta with the old Jewish communities.  Another 
ancient Georgian historic chronicle “Conversion of Kartli” describes a version according to which 
period of Jewish migration into Georgia is ascribed to Alexander the Great, 4th century BC.

There is room of speculation that Jewish settlement preceded the Christian era.  Because of its 
location Georgia had always had influence of the great eastern empires of ancient world and 
maintained cultural and commercial ties with them. It is highly likely that Jewish people came to 
Georgia as traders, emigrants and refugees from various lands of their dispersal. 

For centuries Jewish diasporas have lived in Georgia without anti-Semitism that characterized 
central and Eastern Europe, imperial Russia and the Soviet Union. For many centuries the Church 
in Georgia did not incite against them. 

 Jewish population reached a peak of about 100 000 in the 1960 and 70s, though the number 
decreased sharply when Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union became possible and majority 
made aliyah to Israel and other countries.

Nowadays about 30 000 Jews live in Georgia. They mostly reside in Tbilisi. There are Jewish settle-
ments in Kutaisi, Gori, Surami, Oni, Akhaltsikhe, and Batumi. Their traditional language is known 
as Judeo-Georgian or Kivruli that was formed from a combination of Georgian and Hebrew. It 
has been written using both the Georgian and Hebrew alphabets. 

JEWISH DIASPORAS IN 
GEORGIA
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Tbilisi has a Jewish population of about 10,000. In honor of Jewish community that for centuries 
lived in the old part of the city one of the squares is called Jerusalem Square that is led from 
Kote Abkhazi Street via Jerusalem Street. Jewish community has always played leading role in 
country’s economic life. 

One of the major Jewish institutions in Tbilisi is David Baazov Museum of the Jews of Georgia 
and Georgian-Jewish Relations (3 Anton Katalikosi str. www.facebook.com/jewishgeo). The mu-
seum was founded in 1933, though it was closed in 1951 as a result of anti-Semitic movement 
that took place in the USSR. The museum renewed functioning in 1992. In 2013-14 the building 
of the museum was completely renovated. Original building of the museum was reconstructed 
in 1914. It is built with bricks. The building has polygonal shape from outside while it is circular 
with three apses inside. Two, little and big domes of the museum rest on eight pairs of pillars. 
The building measures about 20 meters in length and width and its height reaches 21 meters.

The museum represents a treasure-house of centuries-old history of the Jews’ life in Georgia 
and a unique scientific center studying Georgian-Jewish relations. It possesses many exhibits 
and rarities: archaeological, ethnographic, epigraphic, historical, manuscript, printed, art items, 
archives, audio-video, photographs, etc. 

JEWISH COMMUNITY IN 
TBILISI
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SYNAGOGUES IN 
GEORGIA



TBILISI 
The Great Tbilisi Synagogue constructed 
in 1895-1903 is located at 45-47 Leselidze 
Street. It was founded by Jewish people from 
Akhaltsikhe who migrated to Tbilisi in the late 
19th century. The Synagogue was taken from 
Jewish communities by the Soviet authorities 
in 1923 and it was only in the late 20th cen-
tury that the Shul was returned to them. 

The Great Tbilisi Synagogue with high marble 
columns is tribute to Georgian Jewry. It was 
built with bricks in eclectic style and meas-
ures 14 meters in height. There are two prayer 
halls in the synagogue. Walls and ceiling of 
both halls are decorated with elaborate fres-
coes. Lower prayer hall used for daily prayers 
does not have a women’s section, while up-
per prayer hall, the bigger of the two, is used 
for services on Sabbath and festivals and has 
a gallery for women. 

The Synagogue is surrounded by a wall with 
an iron gate. There is also mikvah (ritual 
bath), shechita (kosher butcher), matzoth 
bakery and a kosher food shop on the same 
premises as the synagogue. 

www.georgia.travel  7   



ONI 
In the remote town of Oni, Racha region, 
Jewish community once made up almost half 
the population. Till 1970s there used to live 
around 3000 Jews mostly in the district north 
to the centre of the town. In 1970s and 80s 
they made aliyahs to Israel , Europe or other 
Georgian towns. 

There is one active Synagogue in Oni, on 
Vakhtang VI Street. Construction of the Syna-
gogue finished in 1895. It was built in an ec-
lectic style by a Polish architect and the build-
ers were Greek Jews from Thessaloniki. The 
rear side of the Shul faces one of the main 
streets named after prominent Georgian 
Jews – poet and playwright Gertzel Baazov. 

Oni Synagogue is the third largest Shul af-
ter those of Tbilisi and Kutaisi. White lime-

stone was used as construction material. The 
building is square in shape. The Star of David 
adorns dome of the Shul facing the East. Dur-
ing 1930s the Soviet authority attempted to 

8  www.georgia.travel



bring down the Synagogue but Jewish com-
munity mainly women with their babies in 
cradles occupied the building thus prevent-
ing it from destroying. 

The Synagogue has recently been renovated. 
It is active, though because of small size of 
Jewish population minyan is not held regu-
larly. Nowadays just 10-12 Jews reside in Oni, 
though in summer the Jewish population 
raises with Israeli trekkers and Georgian Jews 
who have migrated. 

KUTAISI
Kutaisi synagogue located in the central part 
of the town, at Gaponov Street, is one of the 
biggest out of the three synagogues in the 
town. It was built in 1885. The synagogue is 
active and a minyan is held regularly, though 
only tens of Jews gather for religious rituals 
and the number of visitors is increased espe-
cially during summer season by visitors from 
Israel and Georgian Jews who have migrated. 

BATUMI 
In the beginning of XX century Batumi Jew-
ish community addressed Emperor of Russia 
Nicholas II with the petition and asked for 
permission to built synagogue in the town. 
After obtaining consent form the Emperor 
the construction started and it was finished 
in 1904. The synagogue was designed by 
the architect Semyon Vulkovich. In 1929 the 
synagogue ceased functioning and since 
then the building had been used for differ-
ent purposes. It was only in 1993 that she 
shul returned to the Jewish community. The 
building was renovated and nowadays the 
synagogue is active. 

AKHALTSIKHE
Synagogue in Akhaltsikhe was constructed in 
1863. Besides the main Shul the complex also 
includes mikvah – the ritual bath and heating 
building. Near the Synagogue there is 400 
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year old cemetery. 

The Synagogue is active and different tradi-
tional Jewish holidays are commemorated 
there. Annually on July 26 Tisha B’Av (Me-
morial Day, ninth of Av) is marked in Akhalt-
sikhe Synagogue. It has 2 600 year history 
and commemorates the destruction of the 
ancient Temples and other major calamities 
which have befallen the Jewish people. In 
September Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) 
and Rosh Hashanah (New Year) are celebrat-
ed in Akhaltsikhe Synagogue.  

SURAMI
Surami Synagogue is located in the Jewish 
quarter, central part of the town, left bank of 
the Suramula River. Exact date of its construc-
tion is not known. Nowadays the synagogue 
is active. It is frequently  visited by Surami 
visitors. 
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Visa Requirements
Valid passports are required for visitors of 
all nationalities. Georgia has a liberal visa re-
gime with visa waiver for the citizens of 94 
countries for short-term visits (not exceeding 
90 calendar days in any 180-day period).

For more information please visit the website 
of the Consular Department of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of Georgia: 
www.geoconsul.gov.ge 

Getting There
By air
Direct flights to Tbilisi are available from Ba-
tumi and Kutaisi, as well as from many Euro-
pean and Asian cities. Non-stop flights can 
be taken from Amsterdam, Munich, Riga, 
Vienna, Paris, Rome, Warsaw, Istanbul, Dubai, 
Tel-Aviv, Baku, Moscow, St. Petersburg, Yeka-
terinburg, Samara, Kiev, Minsk, Dnepropetro-
vsk, Odessa, Astana, Almaty, Aktau, Urumqi, 
Doha, Sharm el-Sheikh, Cairo, Sharjah, Najaf.

Batumi International Airport
Direct flights to Batumi are available from 
Tbilisi, Moscow, Kiev, Istanbul, Minsk, Odessa 
and Tel-Aviv. 

Kutaisi International Airport
Direct flights to Kutaisi are available from Tbi-
lisi, Kiev, Warsaw, Moscow, Minsk, Budapest 
and Vilnius.

By land
Daily buses mainly to Tbilisi depart from 
Baku, Istanbul, Ankara, Trabzon, Yerevan and 
Athens. 

By Train
Georgia is connected to Armenia and Azer-
baijan. Trains from Baku are available every 
day and for more information and timetables, 
please visit: www.railway.ge  

By Sea 
Georgia can be accessed by weekly ferries 
from Ukrainian ports of Ilychevsk and Odessa.

Accommodation
Major cities like Tbilisi and Batumi offer hotels 
of all categories from international four-star, 
to home-stays. In rural regions accommoda-
tion is primarily three-star family hotels, bed 
and breakfast and home-stays.

TRAVEL 
INFORMATION
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Cuisine
There are many excellent restaurants in main 
cities serving both traditional Georgian and 
international cuisine, while restaurants in 
different regions of the country mainly offer 
traditional dishes. 

Climate 
The climate of the country is extremely di-
verse, considering the nation’s small size. The 
Greater Caucasus Mountain Range plays an 
important role in moderating Georgia’s cli-
mate, protecting the nation against cold air 
from the north, while the Lesser Caucasus 
Mountains protect against from the very dry, 
hot air from the south. Average temperatures 
in summer range from 19 °C to 25 °C, and in 
winter from 1.5 °C to 3 °C.

Currency 
The official currency in Georgia is the Geor-
gian Lari, usually indicated as GEL. Lari is sub-
divided into 100 Tetri. Major hotels accept 
credit cards, but please check outside the 
main cities. Cash point machines are avail-
able throughout major towns and cities.

Electricity 
Electrical current - 220 V, 50 Hz. EU standard 
plugs work throughout Georgia.

Communications 
The country code is +995 and the area code 
for Tbilisi is 322. Georgian mobile operators 
(Geocell, MagtiCom and Beeline) cover al-
most the whole territory of the country and 
there are many WI-FI zones that enable visi-
tors to use the internet for free.

Health
For the emergency services please call  112 
- the Emergency Management Department.

For more information please visit: 
www.georgia.travel 

Georgian National Tourism 
Administration
4 Sanapiro str. 0105, Tbilisi, Georgia
 +995 32 2436999 
E-mail: info@gnta.ge

Hotline: 
 0 800 800 909
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Sefer Torah

Golden plate-amulet (V-VI cc.) 
with Jewish inscription, Mtskheta Sefer Torah Ark curtain – Parokhet, silk, 

gold thread, embroidery, 186X113 cm.

“A Jewish Woman with Chikhtikopi”, 
D. Gvelesiani. Oil, canvas

Museum of the Jews of Georgia and 
Georgian-Jewish Relations 

ספר תורה



Pages from the original Bible of 
Lailashi (X-XI cc.)

Gravestone with Jewish 
inscription, Mtskheta

Calendar, metal, 
smithery

Museum exposition hall

Sefer Torah Ark curtain – 
Parokhet, velvet and cotton 
textile, gold thread, embroidery, 
144X124 cm. 

The crown of the Sefer  Torah, 
copper, smithery
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