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The present article examines the ethnographic and organoleptic aspects of
traditional leather processing and utilization in the Adjara region of Georgia. The study
is based on historical written sources, ethnographic descriptions, and the analysis of
museum exhibits preserved in the museums of Batumi, Kobuleti, and the Khariton
Akhvlediani Ethnographic Museum. Particular attention is paid to locally used types of
raw leather, traditional tanning and finishing techniques, and the application of leather
in footwear, household items, agricultural equipment, and musical instruments.
Through organoleptic evaluation, the physical, aesthetic, and functional properties of
natural leather found in museum artifacts were assessed, as well as the effects of long-
term aging and material degradation. The research highlights the cultural and
technological significance of traditional leatherworking in Adjara and its contribution
to the preservation of regional material heritage. The research also confirms that leather
products in Adjara served not only practical purposes but also possessed significant
cultural and ethnographic value.

Keywords: Natural leather; traditional craftsmanship; leather processing;
ethnographic study; organoleptic evaluation; leather footwear; museum artifacts

Leather is one of the oldest and most multifunctional materials used by
humankind, which has acquired practical, social, and cultural significance
throughout various historical epochs. Despite technological progress and the
widespread use of synthetic materials, natural leather continues to retain a

special place in both traditional and modern production. Its physical and
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mechanical properties, durability, flexibility, and adaptability have made it
valuable for manufacturing footwear, clothing, household items, and musical
instruments.

In Georgia, leatherworking developed as one of the important ancient
crafts, taking different forms depending on local natural conditions, climate,
and lifestyle. Particularly interesting in this regard is the Adjara region,
distinguished by its humid climate, cattle-breeding traditions, and self-
sufficient household economies, which contributed to the development of local
leather production and its diverse uses.

The aim of the present research is to study the traditional methods of
processing and using natural leather in the Adjara region, based on
ethnographic sources and museum exhibits, as well as to evaluate the properties
of leather materials using organoleptic methods.

There is no doubt that leather, as a material, has been one of the most
versatile used for footwear and other products. Its use has withstood the hardest
test—the test of time. Centuries, eras, fashions, and climates have all changed,
yet leather goods, especially footwear, have always remained constant. They
have simply adapted to people’s needs through different periods.

Even today, researchers cannot state with certainty who made the first
leather shoes and when; however, the oldest known footwear, according to
archaeologists, dates back to the Upper Paleolithic period (https:/historyof
information.com/detail.php?entryid=3199). It is a moccasin-like item made of
cowhide found in Armenia. Archaeological estimates date this ancient footwear
to at least 10,000 years ago. Between 2500 and 6000 BCE, the Assyrians also
favored this material. The trend continued across all civilizations and historical
epochs (Grdzelidze, 2025). Leather footwear gained not only practical but
fashionable status during the Baroque period. As civilizations expanded, the
leather footwear industry also developed, mainly due to material availability.

Leatherworking in Georgia was one of the oldest and most significant
crafts. It was widely used in daily life as well as in agricultural, military, and
commercial contexts. Particularly in the 18th—19th centuries, leather processing
held a prominent place in people’s everyday lives. Natural conditions, climate,
and lifestyles determined the regional diversity of this craft (Nanobashvili,
1973).
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In Georgia, items made from natural leather and traditional footwear vary
across regions and include well-known types such as chekma, kapuchi, kalochi,
fatsa, heelless chekma, and especially the kachis (kachachis) - leather,
often pigskin, shoes popular in mountainous regions. These were distinguished
by rich decorations and sometimes special buttons, which gave them both
aesthetic appeal and practical functionality suited to the mountainous terrain.

Our research focuses on the Adjara region. Historically, Adjara has been
rich in agricultural and artisanal traditions. Its mountainous and humid climate,
widespread cattle-breeding, and self-sufficient household economies contribu-
ted to the extensive use of leather in everyday life. Leather goods in Adjara not
only served practical purposes but also reflected social status, age, and
occupation.

Leather production in Adjara was based on local raw materials. Leather was
obtained from livestock slaughtered in household farms, making the craft a
natural and economically accessible process. The following types were mainly
used:

¢ Cowhide and bullhide — notable for their thickness and strength; used for

various utility items such as footwear, belts, and harnesses.

o Sheepskin — soft and warm; often used, with wool intact, for winter
clothing.

¢ Goatskin — thin, flexible, and durable; suitable for bags, wallets, and small
accessories.

Iv. Javakhishvili, in his historical sources (Javakhishvili, 1962; Javakhishvili,
1983), notes:

“On our feet, women wear chapulia, socks. Over the socks, we put on
karachin. In winter, we wear knee-length socks. Men wear satsveti, zankali,
and tsuga, sometimes chekma or even mesti. The mesti goes up to the ankle (as
he showed us). We wore kalabani and socks on our feet. When going to a
wedding, one wore tsuga or at least a kalabani, with fine-colored socks,
and zankali (also called paichi) over the socks. The zankali reached up to the
knee." “In earlier times, they wore kalaban—chlatan (chillatan), a type of
kalaban woven from tree bark. They would peel off the tela bark, strip it finely,
twist it thin like hair strands, and weave it with a bizi. First, they would line it
with soft leather, then weave the inside with twisted strands. They also

wore satsveti, made from goatskin. The satsveti reached from ankle to knee and
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had a strap (belt) for fastening. They wore ghazli and paichi in winter and
satsveti in summer. In snow, mesti was used—it was entirely sewn from smooth
leather, sometimes with reinforcement at the sole. The height of
the mesti reached the ankle. First, socks were put on, then mesti, over it chusti
(chapulia), and then satsveti.”

“Kalabani (Fig. 1). From a bull, cow, or horse, the hide was stripped, placed
on poles, and scraped with a stick. It was hung outdoors to dry in the sun. Then,
with a sharp knife, the hair was scraped off, the leather was cut—
three vershoks wide, one ashuni (three tklaveli) long. After cutting, it was
soaked in a vana (a wooden or clay vat). Once softened, the crafisman trimmed
it with a knife, cut belts, and used the knifé’s tip to make eyelets—holes for
laces. Then it was sewn with bizi (a sharpened wooden needle). Through this, as
many straps as desired could be threaded and tied, and thus, the kalabani was
completed (Iv. Javakhishvili, 1983).”

Before soaking the leather, I scatter cold ashes on the ground, press it with
the handle of an axe, and scrape it. If I stitch the gupkhekeli, that will be a
puntqld Kalabani (puntqli balania). A upuntqlois a good Kalabani. Some
Kalabani are scraped and thinned; they scrape them for this reason — to make
them last longer. Thick Kalabaniare scraped with difficulty, and the chlikis
(foot) leather does not get scraped easily.

A Kalabanisewn from chlikisleather is not stitched in the front; it is called
totrieli — kochiani Kalabani. We sew Kalabaniboth with a needle and with
gvrishti.

There is also the koloturayi Kalabani, which must be sewn in the front.

The Kalabaniis tied with a batri, not with a belt, because the belt hardens
as it dries.

Women also sewed and wore Kalabani. We tore strips from leather, cut
them, pierced them with a knife and bizi, threaded the lace through and
stitched them together. This was called chveneburi Kalabani(“our kind
of Kalabanr”). The Acharuliversion is different — it is stitched on the heel and
on the front edge (tuchi) as well (Iv. Javakhishvili, 1983).

Within the scope of the research, we studied exhibits preserved in the
Batumi Ethnographic Museum “Borjgalo” named after Khariton Akhvlediani, as
well as in the Kobuleti Museum.
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In Adjara, leather processing was based on traditional and natural methods.
The hide was removed and cleaned of fat and flesh residues, then salted or dried
to prevent decay. One of the most important stages of leather processing was
tanning, which in Adjara was mainly done using plant-based materials.
Decoctions of oak, beech, and forest plants were used. The process was lengthy
and required extensive experience. To increase elasticity, the leather was
treated with fish oil and animal brain.

In Adjara, footwear was one of the most significant leather goods (Fig. 2).
Kalamani and boots served as protection against moisture and cold. They were
often sewn by hand using coarse thread or leather strips. Thick leather was used
for the sole, while the upper part was made of relatively softer leather.

Among the museum exhibits, a significant place is occupied by
various musical instruments. In Adjara, leather was also used in the production
of musical instruments. One such instrument is the traditional chiboni (Fig. 3).

The chiboniis an ancient folk instrument and one of the types
of gudastviri. According to written sources and oral traditions, this instrument
was once widespread throughout Georgia. The chiboni consists of two main
parts — the guda (bag) and the stvire (pipe). The guda is made from the hide of
a goat, sheep, calf, or young lamb (zikani), which is carefully cleaned of hair.
One leg of the guda contains a small wooden pipe through which air is blown.
This serves as a valve. On the upper side of the guda’s neck, there is a wooden
stopper, which is often covered with a piece of mirror glass, most likely for
decorative rather than functional purposes. Inserted into the gudais a socket
(bude), in which are fitted the so-called dednebi — two wooden pipes of equal
length and thickness made of reed. The left pipe is called damtsgebi and has five
sound holes (tkhali), while the right one, called modzakhili or mebane, has
three holes. In some cases, the arrangement of the reeds is reversed. Unlike
the gudastviri, the guda of the chiboniis not placed under the player’s shirt.

Goatskin was most often used for musical instruments, as it is stronger than
sheepskin and produces a clearer sound. In drums such as doliand daira,
goatskin was typically stretched over a wooden frame. In stringed instruments,
the strings were made from sheep or goat intestines (Fig. 4).

In the Adjara region, natural leather was also used to make agricultural and

equestrian items, such as saddle parts, harnesses, bridles, and straps (Fig. 5).
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These items required exceptional strength and were therefore mostly made
from bullhide.

We conducted organoleptic evaluation of the natural leather properties of

the museum exhibits, finding the following:

Based on the properties of leather, it is durable: natural leather is
characterized by high strength and long-term usability, maintaining its
shape and integrity over prolonged use.

Through visual inspection (by eye), we found that the surface of some
samples was uneven, showing pores, wrinkles, cracks, surface abrasion,
and in some cases deeper color variations and lack of uniformity.
Natural leather is flexible: the material is soft and easily conforms to
the anatomical shape of the foot or hand, ensuring maximum comfort.
However, through tactile examination (by hand), it was apparent that
some leather had become more rigid, lost elasticity, and no longer bent
easily.

Natural leather has aesthetic qualities: it features natural textures and
attractive luster. Its surface can be smooth, grained, glossy, or matte.
However, upon observing the samples, instances of color fading,
darkening, small holes, mold traces, and salt crystallization were noted
on the surface.

Natural leather has a characteristic mild odor; however, olfactory
evaluation revealed distinct chemical or plastic-like smells.

Each of the above damages results from the passage of time. Time affects

leather, leading to aging, loss of elasticity, cracking, color change, and dryness.

Over time, exposure to light causes color changes, while microorganisms and

insects cause physical damage and deformation.

The principal time-related processes influencing leather are physico-

chemical: over time, collagen in the leather breaks down, the material loses

moisture, becomes dry and brittle, and easily tears and cracks. Fluctuations in

humidity cause swelling or shrinkage and deformation. Biological factors such

as mold, fungi, and insects destroy the material.
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Conclusion: The conducted research has shown that in the Adjara region,
the processing and use of natural leather represent a centuries-old, sustainable
tradition closely connected with regional lifestyles, natural conditions, and the
system of self-sufficient household economies. In Adjara, leather was not only
a practical material but also a bearer of social, functional, and cultural
significance - particularly evident in the diversity of footwear, household
items, and musical instruments.

The organoleptic assessment of museum exhibits revealed that natural
leather had high durability, adaptability, and comfort. However, with time,
signs of elasticity loss, color alteration, surface damage, and biological
degradation have appeared. These factors indicate both natural aging and the
necessity of conservation and preservation.

The research results confirm that the leatherworking tradition of Adjara
constitutes an important tangible and intangible cultural heritage, whose study
and preservation are vital for deepening ethnographic knowledge and for the
integration of traditional technologies into contemporary design and

craftsmanship.
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