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Introduction
Azerbaijan—known as the Land of Fire—occupies an extraordinary place at the
crossroads of Europe and Asia. Set against the dramatic backdrop of the Caucasus
Mountains and the vast expanse of the Caspian Sea, it is a nation shaped by millennia
of encounters, conquests, and coexistence. This book, Azerbaijan: Portrait of a
Country, explores the many facets that together create this vibrant, resilient, and
resourceful nation.

At first glance, Azerbaijan’s allure may lie in its geography—a striking tapestry of snow-
capped peaks, lush lowlands, semi-arid steppes, and subtropical coasts. Its landscapes
cradle ancient caves and fortresses, silky carpets of orchards, and futuristic
cityscapes. Yet it is not only the diversity of its natural environment that stands out,
but also the extraordinary resilience and adaptability of its people through centuries of
change.

From early human settlements and the dawn of Zoroastrianism, through the rise and
fall of empires, Azerbaijan has continually woven influences from neighboring Persia,
formidable Turkic tribes, the Russian empire, and Soviet power into a unique historical
and cultural identity. Across these transitions, Azerbaijani culture has blossomed—its
language enriched, its cuisine deepened, and its music, dance, and social customs
refined, making it a living mosaic of memory and innovation.

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the country has faced anew the challenges
and opportunities of independence. Rich oil reserves have catapulted Azerbaijan onto
the global economic stage, shaping modern Baku and granting the nation both
prosperity and responsibility. Yet, these gains have come hand-in-hand with complex
social, environmental, and political questions, from post-Soviet transformation to the
enduring Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.

For the visitor, Azerbaijan offers both historic treasures and modern marvels: ancient
petroglyphs, imposing khan palaces, cosmopolitan boulevards, and iconic architecture.
Its legendary hospitality is embodied in every cup of tea, every shared meal, and
every act of welcome extended to strangers. Local traditions, sporting heroes, and the
nation’s youth confidently chart their course toward a dynamic future while mindful of
a layered and sometimes turbulent past.

This book is for the curious traveler, the keen historian, and everyone intrigued by the
human spirit’s ability to shape—and be shaped by—a singular place. Azerbaijan:
Portrait of a Country invites you to journey through stories of endurance and
creativity, to discover the soul of a land that bridges continents, cultures, and
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Between East and West:
Geography and Regions
Azerbaijan, officially known as the Republic of Azerbaijan, is a transcontinental country
positioned at the dynamic intersection of West Asia and Eastern Europe, forming a
significant part of the South Caucasus region. Its borders paint a fascinating picture of
its strategic location: to the east lies the vast expanse of the Caspian Sea, a natural
boundary that has shaped much of its history and economy. To the north, it shares a
frontier with Russia, while Georgia lies to its northwest. Armenia and a sliver of Turkey
border it to the west, and to the south, it meets Iran. The capital and largest city,
Baku, sits proudly on the Caspian Sea, a bustling hub that reflects the country's blend
of ancient heritage and modern ambition.

The terrain of Azerbaijan is a study in striking contrasts, dominated by three principal
physical features. To the east, the Caspian Sea stretches out, its shoreline forming a
fundamental natural boundary. To the north, the formidable Greater Caucasus
mountain range stands sentinel, a towering barrier. Occupying the heart of the
country are extensive flatlands, which provide a significant agricultural base. Roughly
40% of Azerbaijan's total area is embraced by mountains, which include the Greater
Caucasus, Lesser Caucasus, and Talysh Mountains. These ranges contribute to a
diverse landscape, with elevations varying dramatically across relatively short
distances. The highest point in Azerbaijan is Mount Bazardüzü, soaring to an
impressive 4,466 meters (14,652 feet), situated on the border with Russia. In stark
contrast, the lowest point is found within the Caspian Sea itself, a remarkable 28
meters (92 feet) below sea level.

The two main rivers carving their paths through this landscape are the Kura and the
Aras. These rivers are not merely geographical features; they are vital arteries,
serving as primary sources of hydroelectric energy and irrigation, especially for the
central Kura-Aras Lowlands. The Kura, notably the longest river in the Caucasus
region, flows from Turkey through Georgia and Azerbaijan before forming a delta and
emptying into the Caspian Sea. The Aras, its main tributary, joins the Kura before its
final journey to the sea. This river system, along with the Caspian Sea, plays a crucial
role in shaping the country's climate and ecosystems. The large, flat Kura-Aras
Lowland, much of which lies below sea level, is surrounded by mountains on three
sides: the Greater Caucasus to the north, the Lesser Caucasus to the southwest, and
the Talish Mountains to the south, along the Iranian border. The Karabakh Upland
occupies the western part of the country.

Azerbaijan is famously home to an extraordinary range of climates, boasting nine out
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of the eleven existing climate zones found globally. This remarkable diversity is
influenced by several factors, including its complex geographical location and varied
landscape, the proximity of the Caspian Sea, the effects of solar radiation, and the
movement of different air masses. The Greater Caucasus mountain range acts as a
protective shield to the north, largely preventing cold air masses from impacting the
foothills and plains, thus contributing to a predominantly subtropical climate in these
regions. The Caspian Sea also plays a significant moderating role, tempering
temperatures in the east by reducing both the intensity of summer heat and the
severity of winter cold.

In the central and eastern parts of Azerbaijan, a dry subtropical climate prevails,
characterized by mild winters and long, often scorching summers where temperatures
can climb as high as 43 °C (109 °F). The Caspian Sea coast, particularly around Baku,
enjoys milder weather, with January averages around 4°C (39°F) and July averages
around 25°C (77°F). Southeastern Azerbaijan, however, experiences a humid
subtropical climate, receiving the highest precipitation in the country, with annual
rainfall ranging from 1,200 to 1,400 mm (47 to 55 inches), much of which falls during
the colder months.

A unique geographical and climatic region is Nakhchivan, an autonomous exclave
separated from the rest of Azerbaijan by Armenian territory. This region has a distinct
dry continental climate, marked by very cold winters and dry, hot summers. While the
central lowlands and Caspian Sea coast tend to be drier and hotter with moderate
winters, the mountainous areas generally receive higher precipitation and experience
lower average temperatures. For instance, while July temperatures in the Kura-Aras
lowland can average 26-27°C, at 2000 meters in the mountains, they are a more
moderate 14-16°C. The coldest months in the mountains can see temperatures drop
to -5°C or -10°C, and even lower in Nakhchivan, sometimes reaching -20°C or below
during cold waves.

However, Azerbaijan's climate is not static. The mean annual temperature across the
country has been on an upward trend, with the western regions experiencing warming
at a faster rate than other areas. This rise in temperature contributes to increasing
instances of extreme heat. Furthermore, the country is susceptible to a range of
environmental hazards, including droughts, earthquakes, floods, landslides, and
extreme temperatures. These challenges are compounded and exacerbated by the
overarching impacts of climate change, which poses a long-term risk, especially to
sectors like agriculture and tourism, and can lead to increased risks of heat-related
illnesses in urban areas such as Baku. Water resources are also under threat, with
projections of significant decreases in water reserves in the coming decades due to
climate change. The Caspian Sea's water level has already fallen below its lowest
recorded level since the 19th century, with predictions of further decline.
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