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From dark chocolate and espresso to IPAs, bitter liqueurs, and digestive 
amaro, the popularity of bitter flavors continues to grow in the US 

market. Bitter liqueurs, alcohol macerated with botanicals resulting in 
a bitter-flavored liqueur, are enjoyed neat or to add complexity to the 

flavor profile of a cocktail.

RIGA BLACK BALSAM: 
Elixir For Life

Written by Allison Levine

Justs Kiscenko, Brand Ambassador



Americans may be consuming more 
bitters today, but the origin of bitters dates 
to the ancient Egyptians who infused 
medicinal herbs in jars of wine. Used for 
medicinal purposes, the production of 
bitters was further developed during the 
Middle Ages. At the end of 13th century, 
Marco Polo brought the first herbal 
extracts to Europe from his China quests.

Bitter liqueurs from France and Italy 
(Amaro) are most familiar to U.S. 
consumers. But possibly the oldest brand 
in the world is Riga Black Balsam from 
Latvia. And, according to Māris Kalniāš, 
Amber Beverage Group’s global portfolio 
director/mixology, Riga Black Balsam is 
in the same category as Amaro but “the 
flavor profile is completely different. You 
have to taste it to know what is stands 
for.”

Balsam, another word for bitter liqueurs, 
is a style of traditional herbal, high 
alcohol liqueurs from Eastern Europe 
that were originally used for medicinal 
purposes. Named after the capital city 
of Latvia, Riga Black Balsam dates 
back more than 260 years. “If you speak 
about Balsam in Latvia, it means Riga,” 
explained Kalniāš, “for centuries, it has 
been the only one.”

While exact dates are not recorded, the 
first balsam recipes in Riga date back to 
the 16th century. Influenced by these 
original recipes, there are records from 
1737 that a pharmacist named Kunze 
created his famous Riga Black Balsam 
recipe and by 1752, he was producing it 
at industrial volumes. 

Using Kunze’s recipe as a base and with 
some modifications, Albert Wolfschmidt 

was the major producer beginning in 
1845. In 1860 at the first Grand Prix, the 
product received a Silver medal at the 
St. Petersburg fair and was introduced as 
“The Real Kunze’s Riga Herbal Balsam”.  
After receiving the international 
awards at the Grand Prix, the name was 
shortened to “Riga Black Balsam”.

Unfortunately, the recipe was utterly 
lost in 1939 when Germany left Latvia 
before the Soviet occupation and 
production of Riga Black Balsam was 
stopped. Five years after World War II, 
the recipe was carefully restored through 
the joint effort of former employees. The 
new recipe, based on Kunze’s original 
recipe, was reestablished in 1952 and 
is unchangeable. And today, according 
to tradition, the recipe, rather the 
exact process on how to make Riga 
Black Balsam, is a secret known only 
by the Head Liquor Master and his two 
apprentices.

Riga Black Balsam is made from grain 
spirit and 24 all-natural ingredients, 
including 17 botanicals. Herbs and roots, 
such as Valerian, Wormwood, Black 
Pepper, and Ginger, as well as berries, 
natural fruit juices, honey, burnt sugar 
and some exceedingly rare ingredients 
like golden withy, gentian, and Peruvian 
balsamic oil make up the ingredient list. 
And all ingredients used are natural, 
including artisanal water and French 
brandy. There are no synthetic flavors or 
ingredients in Riga Black Balsam. 

The product is crafted in two stages. The 
botanicals are infused in a spirit-water 
mix to produce the “Riga Black Balsam 
essence”, the basis of the final product, 
in big oak barrels, using a unique single-
barrel infusion technology. The essence is 
then blended with the rest of ingredients, 
such as natural juices, French brandy, 
honey, caramel, burnt sugar, grain spirits, 
and water and bottled in a natural clay 
bottle. 

Clay has been used for centuries. 
Originally used out of convenience, 
today natural clay is used because of 
the oxygen pores that enable all the 
ingredients of the Essence to blend and 
integrate. Like wine, the final blend 
spends four to six months in the bottle, 
allowing the product to age and develop 
its unique qualities. 

Riga Black Balsam has received more 
than 100 awards at international fairs 
and competitions and is exported to 
more than 35 countries worldwide. With 
different expressions, Riga Black Balsam 
is loved by bartenders, industry experts, 
and bitters lovers. 
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ORIGINAL RIGA
BLACK BALSAM
The original version of Riga Black Balsam 

herbal bitter has a bitter-sweet taste of 

herbal notes, combined with the gentle 

sweetness of linden blossoms, raspberry, 

huckleberry, honey, and caramel and 

the savory touch of ginger and nutmeg. 

Smooth and at the same time bitter, enjoy 

neat or mixed with cola, lemonade, or a 

cherry beverage. 

Signature Drink:
BLACK & STORMY
• Riga Black Balsam

• Riga Black Vodka

• Sugar syrup

• Ginger beer

• Lime juice

Fill the serving glass with ice and all the 

ingredients, except Riga Black Balsam. Stir 

the cocktail and pour the Riga Black Balsam 

over it to create a dark layer. Decorate with 

mint leaves, slice of lime, and sprinkle with 

caster sugar.

Signature Drink: 
RIGA LIBRA
• 4 cl. Riga Black Balsam

• 12 cl. cola

• Slices of lime

• Ice Cube

Fill the serving glass with ice, pour the Riga 

Black Balsam Original, then add Cola, lime 

and mix it all together. 

RIGA BLACK
BALSAM CURRANT
The original Riga Black Balsam herbal 

bitter is enriched with natural Nordic 

blackcurrant juice for the perfect harmony 

of sweet and sour flavors with mature 

berry aroma. Enjoy neat on the rocks or 

mix with tonic or soda water. 

Signature Drink: 
STAIRWAY
TO HEAVEN
• 5 cl. Riga Black 

Balsam Currant

• 10 cl. Tonic

• Slices fresh ginger

• Ice Cubes

Drop the ginger at the bottom of an Old 

Fashioned glass and gently muddle it. Add 

ice, tonic water, and Riga Black Balsam 

Currant. Mix and enjoy.

Signature Drink: 
THE SPRITZ
• 2-parts Riga Black Balsam Currant

• 3-parts Prosecco

•1-part soda water

• 5 slices of orange

Fill a balloon glass with ice, pour Riga Black 

Balsam Currant, prosecco, soda water. Add 

slices of orange. 

RIGA BLACK 
BALSAM CHERRY
A combination of Riga Black Balsam 
with cherry juice, there is a harmonious 
balance between the sweetness and 
bitterness of the drink with aromas of 
cherry. The addition of ginger gives the 
drink a feeling of freshness. Enjoy neat or 
mix with cola, soda water, or Schweppes 
Russchian.

Signature Drink: 
CHERRY SODA
•1-part Riga Black Balsam Cherry
•1-part Soda water
•Orange peel
Fill an Old Fashioned glass with ice. Pour 

Riga Black Balsam Cherry and Soda water, 

add the orange peel, decorate with a cherry. 

Mix before serving.

Signature Drink: 
CHERRY 
WHISPERS
• 5cl Riga Black 
Balsam Cherry
• 10 cl Schweppes 
Russchian
•A slice of orange
Fill a coupe glass with ice. Pour Riga Black 

Balsam Cherry and Schweppes Russchian, 

add a slice of orange, decorate with a cherry. 

Mix before serving.

EXPRESSO RIGA 
BLACK BALSAM
Following on the popular trend of coffee-
flavored products, Riga Black Balsam 
Espresso is a limited-edition blend of 
Riga Black Balsam essence and 100% 
finest Arabica coffee bean extract with a 
delicate touch of cinnamon. Enjoy neat or 
in hot and cold drinks. 

Signature Drink: 
BALSAM LATTE
•Riga Black Balsam Espresso 30 ml
•Espresso (1 shot) 20-25 ml
•Fresh frothed whole milk 120 ml
Fill a high Old Fashioned glass with 

ice. Brew the espresso directly in 

the glass, add Riga Black Balsam 

Espresso. Heat the milk in the 

pitcher, pour over the mixture of espresso 

and balsam. Serve immediately.

Signature Drink: 
MANIC BOTANIC
•Riga Black Balsam Espresso 35 ml
•Rooster Rojo Reposado Tequila 25 ml
•Italicus Rosolio Di Bergamotto 
L'Aperitivo 20 ml
Pour all the ingredients into a cooled mixing 

glass with ice and shake well. Pour in an 

elegant cocktail glass.

RIGA BLACK BALSAM STYLES:
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RIGA BLACK BALSAM XO
The Limited-Edition Riga Black Balsam 
XO is the brand’s most prestigious 
expression. Handcrafted in small batches, 
XO is a unique blend of Riga Black 
Balsam’s legendary bitter with super 
premium 8-year-old French brandy and 
packaged in an elegant hand-crafted 
bottle and premium gift box, with 
luxurious gold foil detail. The signature 
of the Master Distiller is on the front of 
the bottle, highlighted in gold. With an 
authentic bittersweet taste, Riga Black 
Balsam XO has excessive aromas of 
botanicals, black pepper and caramel 
accompanied with notes of mature fruits 
and wood. Enjoy neat as you would a glass 
of cognac or brandy.

LIMITED EDITION 
RIGA BLACK BALSAM 
CHOCOLATE & MINT
One of the newest products coming to 
the U.S. market is Riga Black Balsam 
Chocolate & Mint. “By listening to our 

consumers and following the global trends 
in beverage development, we have created 
a bitter with a gentle and refreshing taste, 
which is provided by the notes of milk 
chocolate and sweet peppermint. We have 
also reduced the strength of the drink to 
30% ABV, similar to our popular balsam 
with black currant and cherry flavors. 
This limited edition will be suitable for 
those who enjoy sweeter drinks, as well as 
it will be great addition to classic and hot 
cocktails,” said Māris Kalniāš.

Riga Black Balsam has also responded 
to the increase in home consumption 
with the development of two RTD 
cocktails cans. A blend of Riga Black 
Balsam with juices added, the two RTD 
flavors are black currant and cherry-
flavored cocktails. The RTD cocktails 
are packaged in environmentally friendly 
biodegradable cans. 

With a strong heritage, a unique flavor 
profile and a variety of expressions, 
it is time for Riga Black Balsam to be 

introduced to the world. “As a regionally 
specific flavor, it is our time to go global,” 
Kalniāš explained. Riga Black Balsamic is 
part of Amber Beverage Group, the Baltic 
region’s leading producer, distributor, 
logistics provider and retailer of alcoholic 
beverages. Amber Beverage Group has 
partnered with the Espiritus Group to 
manage its Riga Black Balsam brand. 

With a selection of flavors, Riga Black 
Balsam offers something different for 
consumers looking for new flavor profiles. 
Kalniāš added, “Riga Black Balsam is not 
another vodka, it’s not another whisky or 
rum – it’s completely different. And with 
bitter spirits becoming more popular in 
every type of cocktail, now is the time.”
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