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Introduction
Azerbaijan occupies a remarkable geographical and cultural position at the crossroads
of Europe and Asia, a fact that has left a profound imprint on its history, people, and
identity. Over millennia, this land—stretching from the southern slopes of the Greater
Caucasus to the shores of the Caspian Sea—has acted as a bridge between empires,
religions, and civilizations. The story of Azerbaijan is one of resilience, adaptation, and
transformation, shaped by the push and pull of powerful neighbors and the persistent
creativity of its people.

The journey of Azerbaijan begins deep in prehistory, with traces of humanity dating
back hundreds of thousands of years. From the early Paleolithic cultures of the Azykh
and Guruchay, through the emergence of the Kura-Araxes civilization and the first
political entities such as Manna and Caucasian Albania, the region flourished as a
cradle of early statehood and culture. This vitality continued as Zoroastrian fire
temples lit the land and Persian, Greek, and Armenian dominions left their distinctive
marks, fostering a unique blend of influences that would lay the foundation for
Azerbaijan’s complex identity.

Arrival of Islam in the 7th century marked yet another watershed, introducing new
cultural, spiritual, and political paradigms. The rise and fall of local dynasties, the
incursions of Seljuk Turks, and successive waves of Mongol and Turkic rulers forged a
society characterized by both resilience and dynamism. The coalescence of Turkic,
Persian, and indigenous elements eventually gave birth to the Azerbaijani nation,
language, and cultural tradition.

From the Safavid Empire’s assertion of Shia Islam to the relentless contest for
influence between the Ottomans and Iran, the region repeatedly found itself at the
center of imperial ambitions. The earthquake of the Russian conquest in the 19th
century brought sweeping economic and social changes, including the transformative
oil boom that thrust Baku onto the global stage. Yet it also separated the Azerbaijani
people into northern and southern territories—an enduring legacy of shifting borders
and great power rivalry.

The tumultuous 20th century subjected Azerbaijan to yet more dramatic upheaval:
brief independence following the Russian Revolution, Sovietization and Stalinist terror,
the creation and suppression of a national identity, and the eventual struggle to
reclaim sovereignty at the end of the Soviet era. The unresolved puzzle of Nagorno-
Karabakh, war and displacement, and the continuing quest for stability and prosperity
in the post-Soviet period all testify to the enduring challenges the country has faced.
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This book traces the broad arc of Azerbaijan’s history, drawing on archaeological,
historical, political, and cultural sources. It is the story of a land continually shaped
and reshaped by migration, trade, conquest, and innovation—a story that is as much
about survival and self-assertion as it is about adaptation and transformation. As
Azerbaijan moves forward in the 21st century, its rich past remains a wellspring of
identity and inspiration—a reminder of both the complexities its people have
navigated and the possibilities that lie ahead.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Beginnings: Early Human
Settlements and the Paleolithic Era
The land that stretches across the southern slopes of the Greater Caucasus Mountains
and meets the shores of the Caspian Sea holds secrets buried deep within its soil and
stone. Long before empires rose and fell, before distinct cultures left their indelible
marks, this region was a stage for some of the earliest chapters of human history. To
understand Azerbaijan today, we must first look back, far back, to a time when the
concept of nations, or even settled communities, lay in the unimaginable future. Our
journey begins in the mist-shrouded depths of the Paleolithic era, an epoch spanning
millions of years when our ancestors were still finding their feet, literally and
figuratively, across the globe.

This vast span of time, often called the Old Stone Age, represents over 99% of human
technological prehistory. It was a period of significant climate fluctuations, including
multiple ice ages, which dramatically altered landscapes and migration routes. For
early humans, life was a constant negotiation with the environment, requiring
ingenuity, adaptability, and a deep understanding of the natural world to survive as
hunter-gatherers. The territory now encompassed by Azerbaijan, with its diverse
topography ranging from mountains to plains and coastal areas, offered a variety of
ecological niches that could support life, even in these challenging times.

One of the most compelling pieces of evidence for the antiquity of human presence in
Azerbaijan comes from the Azykh Cave complex in the Lesser Caucasus mountains.
This labyrinthine system of underground chambers and galleries has served as a
natural archive, preserving remnants of life spanning hundreds of thousands of years.
Excavations here began in the 1960s and quickly yielded remarkable finds that
pushed back the timeline of human activity in the region significantly.

Among the most famous discoveries is a partial jawbone, unearthed in 1968, which
has been attributed to an early human species. This fossil, often referred to as
"Azykhanthropus," became a landmark finding in the study of European and West
Asian prehistory. While its exact classification has been debated among
paleoanthropologists over the years, the consensus places it within the broad lineage
of early hominins, perhaps related to Homo heidelbergensis or an archaic form of 
Homo neanderthalensis, representing a crucial stage in human evolution.

The estimated age of the Azykhanthropus jawbone is staggering, dating back
approximately 300,000 to 400,000 years. To put this into perspective, this individual
walked the earth long before the emergence of anatomically modern humans, Homo
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sapiens, whose earliest fossils are found in Africa much later. This finding firmly
establishes Azerbaijan as one of the potential sites of ancient human formation and
dispersal, challenging earlier narratives that sometimes focused solely on Africa or
East Asia as primary centers of early human development.

Life for the inhabitants of Azykh Cave during this remote period would have been
incredibly challenging. These early humans were highly mobile hunter-gatherers,
following animal herds and seasonal plant availability. The cave would have provided
vital shelter from the harsh elements and protection from predators. Evidence found
alongside the jawbone, including stone tools and the remains of ancient fauna, paints
a picture of their daily existence.

The stone tools discovered at Azykh Cave and other Lower Paleolithic sites in
Azerbaijan are characteristic of the period. They belong to what archaeologists term
the Oldowan and later Acheulean industries, though specific regional variations exist.
These were primarily core tools and flakes, relatively simple yet effective instruments
made by striking one stone against another to create sharp edges or points.
Handaxes, cleavers, and scrapers would have been essential for butchering animals,
processing hides, and working with wood and other materials.

The study of these tools provides critical insights into the cognitive abilities and
technological sophistication of these early inhabitants. The ability to select suitable
raw materials, understand fracture mechanics, and consistently produce functional
tools reflects a level of planning and skill that distinguishes them from earlier
hominids. While they may seem rudimentary to our modern eyes, these tools were
state-of-the-art technology for hundreds of thousands of years, enabling survival in
diverse environments.

Associated with the Lower Paleolithic period in Azerbaijan is the archaeological
complex known as the Guruchay culture. Named after the Guruchay River valley
where important sites have been found, this culture is characterized by a particular
style of stone tool production. Excavations in this region, including further work at
Azykh Cave itself (as it contains layers spanning multiple periods), have uncovered a
wealth of artifacts that help define this early cultural phase.

The Guruchay culture tools exhibit features that distinguish them within the broader
Lower Paleolithic context, suggesting a locally developed tradition or adaptations to
the specific resources and environment of the region. Archaeologists analyze the
types of stone used (often local flint, obsidian, or other suitable rocks), the techniques
employed in flaking and shaping, and the forms of the finished tools to reconstruct the
activities and potentially even the subsistence strategies of the people who made
them.

Understanding the Guruchay culture involves more than just cataloging stone tools. It
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requires imagining the lives of these people: how they organized themselves in small
groups or bands, how they communicated, how they perceived the world around
them. While direct evidence for these aspects is scarce from such deep antiquity, the
archaeological record provides tantalizing clues about their resilience and adaptability.

Fire, for example, would have been a revolutionary technology for these early humans.
It provided warmth, protection from animals, and the ability to cook food, making it
more digestible and safer to eat. While definitive proof of habitual fire use at the
earliest Paleolithic sites is challenging to find, the presence of hearths or evidence of
controlled burning in later layers of Azykh Cave points to its eventual adoption. The
natural occurrence of oil and gas seeps, leading to spontaneous fires in some areas of
Azerbaijan, might have also played a role, perhaps initially as a source of wonder or
fear, and later potentially as a practical resource once the ability to harness or control
fire was understood. However, associating this with organized religious practices like
Zoroastrianism is a leap that belongs to much, much later periods.

The landscape of Azerbaijan during the Paleolithic was likely very different from today.
Glacial periods would have brought colder climates and potentially vast grasslands or
tundra in higher elevations, while warmer interglacial periods fostered more
temperate conditions and diverse forests. These environmental shifts would have
necessitated flexibility in hunting strategies, targeting megafauna like mammoths or
bison during colder spells and smaller game, birds, and fish during warmer times.
Rivers and lakes, fed by mountain snowmelt, would have been crucial water sources
and likely routes for migration.

The location of Azerbaijan at the southern edge of the Caucasus, a significant
geographical barrier, and near the Caspian Sea, a vast inland body of water, placed it
at a crucial juncture for human migration routes out of Africa and into Eurasia. Early
humans likely dispersed along corridors dictated by climate, topography, and resource
availability. The Caucasus region, therefore, served not just as a habitat but possibly
as a gateway or even a refuge during periods of environmental stress elsewhere.

The discoveries in Azerbaijan contribute significantly to the broader understanding of
early human dispersal across Eurasia. The Azykh jawbone suggests that early
hominins had spread into this part of Western Asia hundreds of thousands of years
ago, long before the main waves of migration associated with later Homo species. The
Guruchay culture provides regional specificity to the Lower Paleolithic toolmaking
traditions, indicating adaptation and perhaps localized development among these
scattered populations.

Studying these ancient periods is an exercise in piecing together a puzzle with very
few pieces. The archaeological record is fragmentary, preserved only in rare
circumstances like the sheltered environment of a cave. Much of what we 'know' is
based on inference, comparing findings to similar sites across the globe and applying
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our understanding of ecology and human behavior. Nevertheless, each discovery,
whether it's a fossilized bone fragment or a precisely flaked stone tool, adds another
brushstroke to the vast canvas of human prehistory in the region.

The importance of the Paleolithic era in Azerbaijan lies in establishing the deep roots
of human presence. It shows that this land has been inhabited, adapted to, and
shaped by humanity for an immense stretch of time. The ingenuity displayed in
creating the first tools, mastering fire, and surviving in challenging climates laid the
foundation for everything that followed. These early inhabitants, though vastly
different from us, were the first to explore the possibilities of this land, leaving behind
faint but crucial echoes in the archaeological record.

Future research at sites like Azykh Cave and in river valleys like Guruchay promises to
yield further insights into these earliest periods. New dating techniques and advanced
analysis of stone tools, faunal remains, and environmental data continually refine our
understanding. The story of human beginnings in Azerbaijan is far from complete; it is
an ongoing process of discovery, challenging us to appreciate the incredible depth of
time and the enduring connection between people and the landscape they inhabit.

As we move forward in this history, we will see cultures and civilizations rise with ever-
increasing complexity, leaving behind more tangible and abundant evidence of their
existence. But it is important to remember that these later developments were built
upon the foundation laid by those first hardy pioneers of the Paleolithic, who navigated
a world we can only dimly imagine, using nothing but their wits and the simplest of
stone tools. Their presence in the heart of the Caucasus marked the true dawn of
human history in Azerbaijan.
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