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Introduction

Azerbaijan, nestled at the western edge of the Caspian Sea, stands as a crossroads of
cultures, civilizations, and epochs. Its cities are the living canvas upon which centuries
of migration, conquest, artistry, and innovation have been painted. From the
windswept promenades of Baku to the green, humid stretches of Lankaran,
Azerbaijan’s urban centers echo with tales of Silk Road merchants, oil booms, imperial
grandeur, and resilient communities. In recent decades, accelerated urbanization has
transformed the nation, beckoning both new aspirations and fresh challenges.

The cities of Azerbaijan are as varied and vibrant as the land itself. Each city carries its
unique identity - shaped by distinctive histories, traditions, and natural surroundings.
Some, like the metropolises of Baku and Ganja, blend dazzling modernity with the
measured dignity of ancient monuments and age-old neighborhoods. Others, such as
Shaki and Gabala, offer glimpses into the rhythm of rural-urban life, where red-tiled
roofs nestle among rolling hills and timeworn caravanserais stand as guardians of the
past. Together, they form a mosaic that reveals the pluralism and dynamism defining
Azerbaijan’s urban experience.

For visitors, exploring Azerbaijan’s cities is both a journey through geography and a
passage through time. In Baku, the capital, ornate Belle Epoque facades rub shoulders
with futuristic skyscrapers and medieval stone walls. Farther afield, the industrial
legacy of Sumgait, the poetic legacy of Ganja, the energy of Mingachevir, and the
cultural vibrancy of Lankaran each showcase different aspirations of the Azerbaijani
people. Beyond the major hubs, countless smaller cities and towns preserve unique
languages, faiths, crafts, and customs, each contributing to the broader tapestry of
the nation’s urban identity.

This book seeks to be both an authoritative historical resource and a practical guide
for modern travelers. Each chapter explores one of Azerbaijan’s great cities,
synthesizing the sweep of its past with the pulse of its contemporary life. You will
discover not only the architectural and historical landmarks but also the hidden
courtyards, bustling bazaars, sacred sites, culinary treasures, and everyday scenes
that give each city its soul. Along the way, you will encounter the challenges and
transformations wrought by war, migration, industrialization, and environmental
change - facets that have shaped the look and living condition of today’s towns and
cities.

Azerbaijan's urban story is ongoing: new districts rise in Baku, revitalization efforts

breathe life into the liberated lands of Karabakh, and smaller cities strive to balance
economic development with preservation of local heritage. With ambitious plans for
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smart cities, sustainable infrastructure, and international forums on urbanism,
Azerbaijan is positioning itself at the forefront of the region’s urban renaissance. The
reconstruction and modernization efforts underway are as much about building
communities as they are about erecting new structures - seeking to unite displaced
populations, foster inclusivity, and create opportunities for all residents.

Through “Cities of Azerbaijan,” readers are invited on a journey of discovery and
understanding. Whether you are preparing for your first visit, retracing ancestral
footsteps, or simply curious about this remarkable country, these pages will illuminate
the stories, achievements, and ongoing evolution of Azerbaijan’s cities - and the
people who call them home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Baku: The Capital and Economic
Powerhouse

Baku, the vibrant capital of Azerbaijan, emerges from the western shores of the
Caspian Sea as a city of contrasts, a place where ancient history gracefully intertwines
with futuristic aspirations. Often known as the "City of Winds" due to the breezes
sweeping across the Absheron Peninsula, Baku is not just the largest city in
Azerbaijan, but also the biggest urban center in the entire Caucasus region and along
the Caspian Sea. Its uniqgue geographical placement, at 28 meters below sea level,
bestows upon it the distinction of being the lowest-lying national capital in the world.
This extraordinary characteristic adds another layer to its already multifaceted
identity.

Stepping into Baku is akin to embarking on a journey through time, where each street
and edifice tells a story. The city’s pulse is undeniably modern, a testament to its rapid
development and economic dynamism. Yet, beneath the gleaming glass facades and
bustling boulevards, a rich historical tapestry lies, woven from threads of diverse
empires and cultural influences. It serves as Azerbaijan's undisputed cultural,
scientific, and industrial heart, a magnet for innovation and a hub for intellectual
pursuits.

Baku's demographic landscape is equally compelling. While official estimates in early
2021 placed its urban population at approximately 2.3 million people, the Greater
Baku Area, which extends to include nearby Sumgait and Khirdalan, is believed to host
a significant portion of the country's population—around 40%, or roughly 4 million
individuals. Unofficial figures often suggest an even higher number for Baku itself,
possibly exceeding 3 million. This concentration of people underscores the city's role
as a primary destination for rural-urban migration, a trend that has significantly
contributed to Azerbaijan's transformation into a predominantly urban society over the
past three decades.

The historical roots of Baku stretch back into antiquity. The earliest written mention of
Baku dates to 885 CE, offering a glimpse into its long and storied past. However,
archaeological discoveries suggest human settlements existed here many centuries
before the advent of the Common Era, hinting at a deep historical presence. During
the 8th century AD, Baku became part of the realm of the Shirvanshahs, a powerful
dynasty that eventually elevated it to the status of their capital in the 12th century.
This period marked a significant era of prosperity for the city, cementing its
importance as a regional power.
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During the Early Modern period, Baku flourished as a crucial nexus for traders from all
corners of the globe. Its strategic location on established trade routes meant it
attracted merchants, artisans, and travelers, fostering a vibrant cosmopolitan
atmosphere. A fascinating example of this global interaction is the Ateshgah of Baku, a
unique temple built by Indian traders during the 17th and 18th centuries. This
remarkable structure served as a place of worship for adherents of Hinduism, Sikhism,
and Zoroastrianism, standing as a testament to the city's historical role as a melting
pot of cultures and religions.

The late 19th century ushered in a dramatic transformation for Baku with the
discovery of vast oil reserves. This pivotal moment propelled the city onto the world
stage, irrevocably changing its urban fabric and economic trajectory. Baku rapidly
evolved into one of the world's first truly modern industrial cities. By 1900, it had
achieved global prominence as the largest supplier of oil to the international market, a
staggering feat that cemented its reputation as an economic powerhouse.

This burgeoning oil wealth acted as a powerful magnet, drawing in architects and
engineers from across Europe. Their collective talent and vision reshaped Baku's
skyline, leading to the construction of magnificent boulevards and an eclectic array of
architectural styles that continue to define the city’s aesthetic today. These grand
structures, often blending European flair with local influences, are a striking reminder
of Baku's oil-fueled golden age.

Even today, Baku steadfastly retains its position as Azerbaijan's economic engine. Its
infrastructure is robust and modern, featuring an excellent network of roads and an
efficient public transportation system that keeps the city moving. The Port of Baku,
one of the largest on the Caspian Sea, plays a pivotal role in international trade,
facilitating the flow of goods and connecting Azerbaijan to global markets. Beyond its
traditional strengths in oil and trade, Baku has also emerged as a significant financial
services hub, home to numerous banks and other financial institutions.

Architecturally, Baku presents a captivating fusion of styles, reflecting its diverse
historical influences. European elegance, Russian grandeur, and subtle Asian elements
converge to create a visually rich urban landscape. Among its most iconic landmarks is
the Inner City, known as Icherisheher, a UNESCO-listed World Heritage site that
transports visitors back to medieval times with its narrow cobbled streets and ancient
fortifications. Within Icherisheher stand the magnificent Palace of the Shirvanshahs
and the enigmatic Maiden Tower, both steeped in legend and offering profound
insights into the city's past.

In recent years, Baku has made concerted efforts to diversify its economy beyond its

traditional reliance on oil. A key strategy in this diversification has been the active
promotion of tourism, a sector that has seen significant growth through the hosting of
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international events and the development of world-class attractions. The city has
become a sought-after destination, drawing visitors with its unique blend of history,
culture, and modernity.

Beyond its economic and architectural prowess, Baku is also a thriving cultural and
educational center. It is home to prestigious institutions like Baku State University,
along with numerous other universities and colleges that attract students and scholars
from across the region and beyond. This strong emphasis on education and culture
further enhances Baku’s status as a dynamic and forward-looking capital, continually
fostering intellectual growth and artistic expression. The city’s commitment to urban
development and sustainability is evident in projects like the Baku White City, an
ambitious initiative to transform former industrial zones into vibrant, eco-friendly
urban districts. This forward-thinking approach ensures that Baku continues to evolve,
balancing its rich heritage with the demands of a modern, sustainable future.
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