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Georgian football, like English football, tends to be more proud of
its glorious past than of recent achievements. In both countries,
people look for explanations for current failures so they can move
toward future successes, rather than dwell on lost matches or
indulge in counterfactuals.

Since regaining independence, Georgian public debate has
centred on the proper upbringing of the younger generation and
the management of their future. Analysing and reassessing the
mistakes of the 1990s could help address this problem and
identify appropriate solutions. The national talent displayed
abroad by the early cohort of Georgian footballers now belongs to
history; nevertheless, that talent was not fully realised and
warrants further analysis. For this reason, I examine the career of
Georgi Kinkladze, one of Georgia’s most gifted footballers,
whose career combined notable achievements with significant
setbacks and mishaps.

In his first season with Dinamo Tbilisi, the club won both
the Georgian League and National Cup, to which Kinkladze made
a substantial contribution. He was a creative playmaker who
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operated in an advanced midfield role. His principal responsibility
was to create goal-scoring opportunities, which he did with
exceptional skill. His most striking attributes were his
phenomenal dribbling and set-piece ability. Kinkladze produced
several memorable goals, most notably a solo effort against
Southampton that was voted Goal of the Month in March.

Defensively he was less effective, and managers found it
difficult to change his habits. Both Alan Ball and, later, Frank
Clark adapted formations to accommodate Georgi, attempting “to
build the team around Kinkladze because that was the ideal way
to get the best out of him.” Under the right conditions, he
produced unique performances on the pitch. However, the
freedom that benefited him could disrupt team balance; the 4-3-1-
2 system did not suit other players, and ultimately proved
ineffective. Not all managers were sympathetic, and Georgi
frustrated those who failed to be ‘footballing romantics’. When
Joe Royle succeeded Clark at Manchester City, he promptly
placed Kinkladze on the bench.

Under Frank Clark, and later at Derby County alongside
Fabrizio Ravanelli, Georgi was sometimes deployed as a second
striker with reduced positional responsibility. Although left-
footed, he did not flourish on the left wing and publicly expressed
his frustration at being played there.

Over his career, Kinkladze won three league titles and two
cups with Dinamo Tbilisi, and was twice named Georgia’s player
of the year. After his 1995 transfer to Manchester City, he became
a cult figure owing to his dribbling and spectacular goals in
English Premier League games, winning Club Player of the Year
awards three times at English clubs. In 2005, he finished third in a
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BBC poll of Manchester City’s all-time cult heroes. Kinkladze
concluded his carecer with Rubin Kazan in 2006; in Russian
football history, he is regarded as the most outstanding Georgian
talent of the 1990s. Despite misfortunes and errors that limited the
full expression of his gift, Georgi’s list of achievements remains
impressive.

Unfortunately, Kinkladze’s potential as a footballer was
never fully realised on the global stage. Circumstances prevented
him from reaching the transcendent levels of Pel¢, Maradona, or
Messi. The precise reasons will remain forever debated.
Nevertheless, this Georgian footballer rarely made errors either as
a playmaker or as a person. Had Manchester City invested in two
or three players of comparable quality, ‘Bright Georgian Georgi
Kinkladze’ might have become not merely a club cult hero of
Manchester City but a national icon across Britain.

Even 25 years after his first appearance on the English
pitch, the mid-1990s “cult hero” is still revered by City supporters
and admired by other British fans. The British media has
described him variously as “a magician with the ball at his feet’,
“talented Georgian No. 107, “the City miracle-maker”,
“mysterious, continental No. 107, “brilliant attacking midfielder”,
“a Man City cult hero”, “the one shining light of a dull side
through an awful period in the club’s history”, “undoubted
genius”, and “one of the most consistent players of the year”. His
homeland can be rightly proud of this unique footballer without
indulging in counterfactuals.
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