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This article examines the historical evolution, architectural typology,
and geopolitical significance of medieval caravanserais located along
the Azerbaijani segment of the Silk Road. Investigating Azerbaijan’s
strategic transit position from antiquity to the modern era, the
research demonstrates that caravanserais functioned as complex socio-
economic, cultural, and administrative hubs that structured long-
distance trade across Eurasia rather than merely as resting stations.
This study is based on archaeological evidence, written sources from
Islamic geography, numismatic materials, and architectural analyses of
surviving monuments. The earliest traces of caravanserai-type structures
in Azerbaijan date back to the 6th-3rd millennia BCE. However, this
architectural tradition did not reach its peak until the medieval period
under Turkic political entities. The article focuses on the interregional
roles of the Bukhara and Multani caravanserais in the Icherisheher
(Baku’s Old City). These caravanserais served merchants from Central
Asia and India, respectively, and their foundations reveal continuity with
earlier urban infrastructure. The article analyzes the transit significance
of the Sangachal and Garachi (Miachik) complexes along the Caspian
coastal route in terms of their architectural characteristics and function
within the broader Silk Road landscape. The Maragheh Observatory,
founded in the 13th century, is evaluated as a center of intellectual
exchange where scholars from China, India, and Syria collaborated. This
illustrates the civilizational dimension of the Silk Road, which extended
beyond commerce. Additionally, the article explores the architectural
similarities between Azerbaijani caravanserais and monuments in
Central Asia and Anatolia. Notable examples include Sultan Han in
Turkey and Rabat-i Malik in Uzbekistan. These similarities demonstrate
the transnational spread of Turkic architectural engineering under the
Seljuk, Timurid, and Safavid empires. The article also emphasizes the
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role of state patronage, particularly that of the Shirvanshahs and Shah Abbas I, in shaping
the caravanserai network as an instrument of trade diplomacy. Additionally, the research
addresses how the Silk Road routes changed after the geographical discoveries of the late-
15th century and the subsequent growth of the Volga—Caspian corridor. In the contemporary
context, the study explores the connection between medieval heritage and modern geopolitical
realities by examining the TRACECA transport program, the "Virtual Silk Road" initiative,
and the strategic importance of the Zangezur Corridor. Ultimately, the article concludes that
Azerbaijan’s caravanserai heritage is a universal architectural legacy and living cultural and
strategic resource for regional cooperation among Turkic states.
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93epbaibkaHarsl KepyeH capaiiap xoHe XKibek k0JIbl XKyiieci: opTarachIpJIbIK cayza
nH}PpaKYpPhUIBIMBIHAH Ka3ipri reocascu xeJrijiepre neiiH

AnHoTtauuAa. Makanaga ¥isl XKi6ek *KoJIbIHBIH O3ep0alikaH ayMaFbIH1aFbl 06J1iri OOUBIHA
OpHaJIaCKaH OpPTaFacChIPJIbIK KepyeH capaiilapbIHBIH TAPUXU 3BOJIIOIMACHL, CIYJIET TUITOJIOTUSACH
JKQHEe reocascy MaHbBI3bl KapacThIPEUIaAbl. 3epTTey 93epOali’kaHHBIH eXeJri AdyipJeH Kasipri
Ke3eHre JIeliHTi CTpaTerusUIblK TPaH3UTTIK XaFJalibIiH TaJAai OTHIPHII, KepyeH capaiiapIbiH
TeK KOHAK asuIJalThIH OPBIHIAp FaHa eMec, Eypasusa KeHiCTiriHjeri y3akK KallbIKTBIKTAFbI
caya OaliylaHbICTapBIH YHBIMIACTHIPFAH KYPAEJi 9JIeyMeTTiK-9KOHOMUKAJIBIK, MJ[eHH JKoHe
QKIMIIILJIIK OpTaJIbIKTap OOJIFAaHBIH KepceTeli XKoHe OJIapAblH aiiMaKTHIK WHTerpaiusgarbl
peJIiH aliKpIHAANabl. 3epTTey apXeoJIOTHAJBIK AepeKkTepre, ncjaaM reorpa@usachHbIH xa30a
JepeKTepiHe, HYMU3MaTUKAJBbIK MaTepuajjapra XoHe caKTaJIFaH CIyJIeT eCKepTKIilllTepiH
Tajfayra Herisgeseni. AHBIKTaJFaHAal, d3epbaikaH aymarblHAArbl KepyeH capail TUMiH-
Jeri KypbUIBICTapAblH eH epTe i3gepi 0.3.4. VI-III MBIHXBUIABIKTapFa XXaTabl, ajlaifa Oy
JCTYPIiH COyJIeTTiK AaMybl OpTa FachipjapAa TYpPKi casch KYpPbUIBIMOAaphl Ke3eHiH[e
KapKBIHABI JAaMBII, XaJblKapaJsblK cay/da XylieciHiH KeHeliMeH THIFbI3 OallJTaHbICTBI OOJIIHI.
Epexiiie Hazap Muepuiiexep aymarbiHAarbl Byxapa xoHe MyJsiTaH KepyeH capaijiapbIHBIH
eHipapaJIblK KbI3MeTiHe aynapsuiazbel. Osap Tuicinme OpTta A3usa MeH YHJiCTaHHAH KeJireH
cayaarepJiepre KbI3MeT eTKeH XoHe KajlaJIblK MH(PPaKYPhUIBIMHBIH Tapuxu cabaKTacCTBIFbIH
kepceteni. ConpiMeH KaTap CaHravas xoHe I'apausl (Muoxuk) KelieHaepi Kacnuii TeHisi
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OOUBIHAAFbl TPAH3UTTIK MapLIPYTTapAarbl OJIAPAbIH CTPATErHsIbIK XoHE apXUTEKTypPaJIbIK
MaHbBI3bl TYPFBICBIHAH KapacTheipeutanbl. XIII racelpmarsl Mapara o6cepBaTOPUACH FBLIBIMHU
OpTaJIbIK peTiHAe KapacThIpbUIbil, oHAa Keitail, YHAicTaH koHe Cupusa FajibiMaapsl 6ipiecin
JKYMBIC icTereni atan eriseni, 0y JKiOeK >KOJIBIHBIH, 6DKEHUETTIK XKoHe MHTEJUICKTYaJIbIK
ajMacy KeHicTiri 6oraHbIH KepceTefli. 93epOaliXaH KepyeH capaliapbiHbIH apXUTeKTYPaJIbIK
OipJiri Typkusagarel CysiTaH XaH koHe O30ekcraHmarsl PabaT-u Mok eckepTkimTepiMeH
caselcThIpbLIaabl, 6y Cerxykrep, Temip ayseTi xkoHe Codayusiep AdyipiHAeri TYpKi coyJsieT
J9CTYPiHiH TPAHCYJITTHIK TapayblH KepceTei )koHe OpTaK MaJIeH!U KeHiCTiKTi aiiKbIHAaldbl.
KepyeH capaiinap xyliecidid gamysiHa lupBanmaxtap meH I [Ilax A6b6ac MaHBI3IBI yJiec
KOCThl. XV FachIpAblH COHBIHJAFbl ¥YJIbI TreorpadusAsblK ambUIbIMAApAaH KeliH cayzja
OarbITTapBIHBIH ©3repyi XoHe Enin-Kacnuil oJtisiHiH MaHBI3BIHBIH apTybl KapacThIPbLIAIbL,
OyJ1 eHipIiH aHa TIe03KOHOMMKAJIBIK JXarfaijapra OelliMaesreHiH kepcerendi. Kaszipri
3aman TypreicbiHaH TRACECA GarpapJiamacsl, «Buptyasabl JKibek koJibl» 6acTaMachl XoHe
3oHre3yp [aJ1i3iHiH CTpaTerussblK MaHBI3bl apKbLJIbl TapuXu Mypa MeH OYTiHTi reocascu
yaepicTepAiH cabaKTacThIFbl TajaaHaAbl. KOpEITHIHABLIIAN Kejle, O3epOailkaH KepyeH capail
Mypachel aMbebar coyJieT KYH/IBUIBIFE FaHa eMeC, COHBIMEH KaTap ©HipJIiK BIHTBIMaKTaCThIK
IeH WHTerpauusaHbl HBIFAUTAThIH MaHBI3ABl CTPATETUAJIBIK pecypc OOJIbIN TabObLIajbl XoHe
MoJleHU! cabaKTaCTHIKTBl KAMTaMachi3 eTefi.

KinT ce3mep: ¥in! XKibek xoJibl, 93epbaiikaH KepyeH capaiijiaphl, coyJieT Mypachl, Ma/ie-
HUeTapaJsblK AUaJIor, apXeoJIOTUsAIBIK Mypa, TYPKi CoyJieT eHepi, opTarachIpJiblK cayaa XKoJlI-
napel, upBanmaxtap Memieketi, Codayn memiekeri, TRACECA, MoieHU AUIJIOMAaTHS,
3oHTre3yp AdJ1i3i.
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Baky, Azepbatidacar
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KapaBaH-capau u cucrtemMa lllénkoBoro mytu B A3ep6aiikaHe: OT cpe/IHeBeKOBOH
TOProBoii HHPPACTPYKTYPHI K COBPEMEHHBIM I'eONOJIUTHYECKUM CETAM

AnHoTanusA. B JaHHOI cTaThe pacCMaTpUBAIOTCA NCTOPUYECKas BOJIIOLUA, ApXUTEKTypHas
THUIIOJIOTMA U I'€OIIOJIMTUYECKOE 3HAUEHNe CpeJHEBEKOBBIX KapaBaH-capaes, PacCIIOJIOXKEHHBIX
Ha azepOaiixaHckoMm yuyacTke Benmkoro IllenkoBoro myTtu. HcciieqoBaHue aHaIU3UPYET
CcTpaTernyeckoe TPaH3UTHOe IoJIoKeHHe AsepbaikaHa C APEBHOCTA 0 COBPEMEHHOI'O
IIlepuoja, oKasblBas, YTO KapaBaH-capan QPYHKIMOHUPOBAJIN He TOJIbKO KaK MecCTa OTIbIXa,
HO Y KakK CJIOXXHBIE COL[MaJIbHO-9KOHOMUYECKNe, KyJIbTYpHBIE U aIMUHUCTPATUBHbBIE [IEHTPHI,
obecreyrBaBIlllie OpraHU3aIMI0 AaJbHUX €eBPAa3UuNCKUX TOProBhIX cBs3eil. McciiegoBaHue
OCHOBaHO Ha apXeoJIOTMYeCKUX AAaHHBIX, MMCbMEHHBIX MCTOYHHMKAX MCJIaMCKOU reorpaduy,
HyMH3MaTHU4YeCKNX MaTepuajlaXx U apXWTEeKTypPHOM aHaJIu3e COXPAaHUBIIMXCA NMaMATHUKOB.
YcraHoBieHO, uTO HauboJlee paHHUE CJIe[bl COOPYXKEHHIl KapaBaH-CapallHOrO THUIIA Ha
Tepputopun AsepOaiikaHa oTHocATCA K VI-III TeicAYesieTAM 0 H.5., OAHAKO HauboJibllee
pasBUTHE JAHHOU apXUTEeKTYPHOU Tpaguluy HaOJloaeTcsa B CpeJHEeBEKOBBIU Mepuoj NpHu
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TIOPKCKHX MOJIUTUYECKUX oOpa3oBaHUAX. Ocoboe BHUMaHUE ylesseTcsl MeXpernoHaJIbHOU
posin kapaBaH-capaeB byxapa u Mynrtan B Wuepumexep (Crapbiii ropon baky), koTopeie
00C/IyKUBaIM COOTBETCTBEHHO KymnioB u3 LleHTpanbHOW A3uu u UHOUKM, a UX OCHOBaHUA
JIEeMOHCTPUPYIOT NIPeeMCTBEHHOCTh OoJiee paHHel ropojickoil nHGpacTpyKTypsl. TpaH3uTHoe
3HaueHue KoMiulekcoB Canravan u lapausl (Mwuamxkuk) Ha KacnmiickoM nIprOpexHOM
MapuIpyTe aHaJIM3UPyeTCA C TOYKU 3peHUsA UX apXUTEKTYPHBIX O0COOeHHOCTell M (PyHKIUI
B cucrteMe IlenkoBoro nmytu. MaparuHckas ob6cepatopus XIII Beka paccMaTpuBaeTcsi Kak
LEHTP MHTEJUIEKTyaJbHOr0 OOMeHa, IAe COTpyaHuYanu yueHsle u3 Kurasa, Uunquu u Cupun,
YTO AEMOHCTPHpPYET LUBWIN3ALMOHHOE n3MepeHue IllesIkoBOro MnyTHy, BBIXOAAILEE 3a PaMKU
TOProBjd. Jlajiee MpOCJIEXMBAETCA apXWUTEKTypHOe eOUHCTBO MexXay asepOaiikaHCKUMU
KapaBaH-capasMy U naMATHUKaMu LleHTpasbHOU A3uu 1 AHaToymu, B yacTHocTH, CysTaH
Xan B Typuum n Pabat-u Manuk B Y30eKucTaHe, YTO OTpakaeT TpaHCHAIMOHAJIbHOE
pacIpocTpaHeHre TIOPKCKON apXWUTEKTyPHOU MHXXEHEPUM B 3IOXY CeJIbKYKOB, TUMYPUIOB
u Cedesupos. IloguepkuBaercsa poJjib roCy1apCTBEHHON NMOAAEPXKH, OCOOEHHO CO CTOPOHBI
[MnpBaHmaxos 1 maxa A66aca I, B popMHpoBaHNM CeTH KapaBaH-capaeB KaK MHCTPyMeHTa
TOProBoM AuIuioMaTuu. Takxke paccMaTtpuBaercs TpaHcdopMmanua mapuipyTos IlleskoBoro
IIyTU nocjie Besmkux reorpagryecknx OTKPBHITUN KOHIA XV Beka U Nocjeaylliee yCuaeHue
Bosro-Kacnutickoro kopyopa. B coBpeMeHHOM KOHTeKCTe aHaJIN31UpyeTCs IPeeMCTBEeHHOCTh
MEXJy CpeIHEBEKOBHIM HacjieJueM U TIeONOJMTUYECKMMHU peaJusAMHU uepe3 IMporpaMmy
TRACECA, wununuatuBy «BuprtyasbHbii IllesKoBbIII HyThb» M CTpaTernyeckoe 3HauyeHHe
3aHre3ypckoro kKopuaopa. B 3axoueHue [esiaeTcs BBIBOJ, YTO KapaBaH-capaliHOe Hacjeaue
AzepbaiixaHa peAcTaBiiseT co00l Kak YHHUBepCcaJIbHOe apXUTEeKTyPHOe HacJle[iuie, TaK 1 XUBOU
KyJIbTYPHO-CTpPaTern4ecKrii pecypc pernoHajIbHOIO COTPYAHNYECTBA TIOPKCKUX FOCY1apCTB.

KioueBsle cioBa: Benukuii [llesikoBeiil yTh, AzepOaii)kaHCKie KapaBaH-capau, apXu-
TeKTypHOe HacJjeAue, MeXKYJIbTYpHBI OUaJior, apXeoJIorM4yeckoe Hacjaeque, TIOpKCKas
ApXUTEKTypa, CpeOHEBEKOBEIE TOProBble MyTH, rocyaapctso Ilnpsanmaxos, CedeBuackoe
rocyaapcrso, TPACEKA, KyJibTypHas QUILJIOMaTusA, 3aHre3ypCcKuil KOpUAOop.

Introduction

As one of the most remarkable achievements of human civilization, the Great Silk Road
played a decisive role in establishing economic and cultural integration between the East
and West. Extending over 12,000 kilometers and functioning for more than 1,500 years since
the 2nd century BC, his transcontinental network shaped the political and ethnocultural
landscape of Eurasia. Silk was not only the primary traded commodity but also held the status
of a universal currency and diplomatic symbol of the era.

Azerbaijan's history from antiquity to the late Middle Ages is inextricably linked to this
global trade system. The "Water Route", described by the ancient geographer Strabo, connected
seas via the Kura and Rioni rivers. Land routes stretching along the northern shores of the
Caspian Sea also confirmed Azerbaijan's strategic position within the international transit
system (Akbulut, Tugba, 2025: 428; Aliyarli, 2000). On this historical foundation, cities such
as Shamakhi, Tabriz, Ardabil, and Derbent emerged during the medieval period as major
commercial centers linking territories from India to Italy (Ashurbeyli, 2006).

39



M.M. Mustafayev Turkic Studies Journal (2026) 36-53

Archaeological research allows us to substantiate the essence of Silk Road trade with material
evidence, not only through written sources. For instance, the ancient water pipeline found under
the Multani caravanserai in Baku's foundation shows how these institutions were integrated
into urban infrastructure. Recent studies indicate that the beginnings of this route date back to
the Eneolithic period (Koltsov et al., 2015: 17). In this context, Azerbaijan functioned as a key
geopolitical crossroads where the Northern (Caspian-Volga) and Southern routes intersected.
Caravanserais were not merely resting stations; they were also cultural centers that preserved
the region’s historical memory and facilitated material and intellectual exchange.

The exceptional role of Turkic-origin state formations, such as the Safavids and the
Shirvanshahs, in developing this caravanserai network should be emphasized. As brilliant
examples of the Shirvan-Absheron and Nakhchivan-Maragha schools of architecture, these
monuments serve as tangible evidence of the historical role of Turkic peoples in international
trade and intercultural dialogue. Archaeological evidence, including trade vessels, numismatic
materials, measuring instruments, and the strategic layout of caravanserais, confirms the
reality of the Silk Road. These facts demonstrate that the route in question was not merely a
romantic notion, but rather a dynamic, multifaceted economic system.

Written sources, especially Islamic geography from the seventh century onward, play an
irreplaceable role in understanding this system. Works by authors such as Ibn Wahb, al-
Ya‘qubi, al-Istakhri, Ibn Fadlan, al-Mas‘udi, and Yaqut al-Hamawi offer a comprehensive
overview of the routes' directions and the economic potential of Azerbaijani cities (Ashurbeyli,
2006: 15-17). A major achievement of 10th-century Islamic cartography is the corpus of
21 maps covering the territory from India to the Atlantic Ocean. This corpus proves how
systematically trade centers along the Silk Road were recorded (Ashurbeyli, 2006: 18-20).

Fig. 1. Directions of the Great Silk Road across the map of Azerbaijan.
1-cyp. 93epbaiikaH KapTaceiHAarb! ¥ibl JKibek jKOJIbIHBIH OaFbITTapHhI.
Puc. 1. Hanpasnenus Besnuxkoro IIIénkoBoro myTu Ha kapTe A3epbaiikaHa.

40



M.M. Mustafayev Turkic Studies Journal (2026) 36-53

Materials and methods

This interdisciplinary study combines historical, archaeological, architectural, and
geopolitical analyses. Primary materials include medieval written sources from Islamic
geography, such as works by al-Istakhri, Ibn Fadlan, al-Mas‘udi, and Yaqut al-Hamawi;
numismatic finds; and archaeological evidence from excavations and surface surveys along
the Azerbaijani segments of the Great Silk Road. The architectural documentation is drawn
from field measurements, photographic records, and a comparative analysis of surviving
monuments. This is all supplemented by cartographic materials and historical maps.

The architectural typology was examined through on-site investigations of key caravanserais,
such as those in Bukhara, Multani, Sangachal, Garachi/Miachik, Upper and Lower in
Sheki, and Qarghabazar. The focus was on plan layouts, construction techniques, materials
(limestone, baked brick, and river stone), defensive elements, water supply systems, and
courtyard organization. A comparative analysis was conducted with analogous monuments
in Central Asia (e.g., Rabat-i Malik) and Anatolia (e.g., Sultan Han) to identify shared Turkic
architectural features under Seljuk, Timurid, Safavid, and Shirvanshah patronage.

Archaeological data includes evidence of earlier proto-caravanserai structures from the
Neolithic and Bronze Age periods, as well as layers of urban infrastructure beneath later
caravanserais, such as the ancient water pipeline under the Multani Caravanserai. Numismatic
materials and trade artifacts recovered from Silk Road contexts provide insight into economic
flows and intercultural contact. Geopolitical analysis incorporates modern transport corridor
studies, such as TRACECA and the Virtual Silk Road, as well as strategic documents related to
the Zangezur Corridor, to trace historical continuity into the contemporary era.

All interpretations adhere to the authenticity and contextual integrity principles outlined
in the ICOMOS and UNESCO Silk Road heritage guidelines. Quantitative elements, such as
the distances between roadside caravanserais (approximately 30-40 kilometers, or about one
day’s journey), were verified against historical travel accounts and modern GIS mapping.

Research background

Interest in Azerbaijani caravanserais among scholars has developed within the broader
framework of Silk Road studies, particularly since the late 20th century, when UNESCO
and ICOMOS began researching transnational trade routes. Early Azerbaijani historiography,
including foundational works such as Sara Ashurbeyli's (2006) study of the Shirvanshahs and
Ziya Buniyatov's (1984) study of the Atabegs, established the region's role as a vital transit
node connecting the Caspian, Volga, and trans-Eurasian trade routes.

International contributions have further enriched the field. For example, ICOMOS's thematic
studies (Williams, 2014) have positioned Azerbaijani caravanserais as nodal points within a
unified "Silk Road landscape", and comparative architectural research has highlighted their
links with Central Asian and Anatolian monuments. Recent works by Polvonov (2021) on
caravanserai archaeology and by Demirel (2023) on Indo-Azerbaijani cultural and commercial
ties have deepened our understanding of specific sites, such as the Bukhara and Multani
caravanserais in Baku’s Icherisheher district.

Local Azerbaijani scholarship has focused on preservation and typology. Studies of the
Sheki caravanserais (Alakbarli & Aliyev, 2000), the Absheron roadside complexes (Sangachal
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and Garachi/Miachik), and other regional examples, such as Qarghabazar (Tapdiqoglu, 2001),
have documented the architectural features and state patronage under the Shirvanshahs and
Shah Abbas I. Archaeological excavations and restoration projects, particularly in liberated
territories since 2020, have revealed layers of continuity from ancient Albanian traditions to
medieval Turkic polities.

Contemporary research increasingly links historical caravanserai networks to modern
initiatives, such as TRACECA (Lobzhanidze, 2012), and digital projects, such as the Virtual Silk
Road (Atkins et al., 2004). Building upon these foundations, this study integrates archaeological
evidence with geopolitical analysis. It emphasizes the civilizational and Turkic dimensions of
the caravanserai tradition and addresses gaps in the documentation of neglected roadside
monuments.

Analysis

Types of Caravanserais in Azerbaijani Architecture: Urban and Roadside Caravanserais

Etymologically, caravanserais derive from the Persian words ‘karvan’ (group of travelers)
and ‘sara’ (palace or enclosed building). They were the economic lifelines of the Silk Road.
According to UNESCO research, these structures were built at strategic intervals of around
30-40 kilometers to ensure the safety and rest of merchants (UNESCO, 2020).

The earliest proto-trade stations or transit shelters in Azerbaijan date back to the Eneolithic
period. However, caravanserais did not reach their architectural peak until the medieval period.

Determining their exact total number is difficult, though, as many of these structures
have collapsed over time and monuments in Karabakh and Shusha suffered severe damage
during the period of occupation. Currently, approximately 20-25 well-known caravanserais
are registered with the state or partially preserved.

Azerbaijani caravanserais are divided into two main groups according to their location:
urban caravanserais, found in cities such as Baku, Ganja, Sheki, Shamakhi, Shusha, and Lankaran,
and roadside caravanserais. These structures not only functioned as trade stops, but also as
transcultural centers where different languages, religions, and ideas intersected. The following
table summarizes the historical and architectural features of major caravanserai complexes
located in various regions of Azerbaijan that played an important role in Silk Road trade.

Table 1. The historical and architectural characteristics of the major caravanserai complexes along
the Silk Road in Azerbaijan.

1-xecme. ¥p1 XKibek >xos1pl GOMBIHAAFEI D3epbaii’kaH ayMarblHJaFbl Heri3ri KepyeH capail KellleH-
JepiHiH Tapux¥ XoHe COYJIETTIK chllaTTaMasapsl.

Ta6uya 1. VictopudecKkrie U apXUTEKTypHbIe XapaKTePUCTUKY OCHOBHBIX KOMILJIEKCOB KapaBaH-capaeB
B AzepbatixaHe B10Jib Besmkoro IlleskoBoro myTu.

Name of Historical Period / Architectural and Functional Features
Caravanserai | Century | City / Region
Bukhara 15th century | Baku A strategic trading point designed for Central Asian
Caravanserai (01d City) merchants, distinguished by its octagonal courtyard layout.
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Multani 14th-15th centuries | Intended for merchants from Multan, India. Findings show

Caravanserai Baku (0ld City) that its foundation was built upon older structures, possibly
dating back to the 7th-10th centuries (Demirel, 2023;
ICOMOS, 2000: 28).

Small (Khan) 15th-16th centuries Constructed by the Shirvanshahs; a rectangular complex

Caravanserai with a spacious courtyard and two entrances. Later used as
a religious school (madrasa)..

Molla Ahmad 14th century 0ld City, near the ancient port | Considered one of the first

(Haji Gayib) reception centers for merchants arriving by sea, serving
both for accommodation and storage of goods.

Shah Abbas 17th century | Ganja Built according to the design of Sheikh Baha'i, a large trading

Caravanserai complex reflecting the grandeur of Eastern architecture.

Ughurlu Khan | 17th century | Ganja Commissioned by the governors of Ganja; notable for

Caravanserai its unique two-courtyard structure, typical of feudal
architecture.

Upper 18th-19th centuries | One of the largest urban caravanserais in the South

Caravanserai Sheki Caucasus; with more than 300 rooms, a complex cell system,
and arched balconies.

Lower 18th-19th centuries | Combined the functions of trade and lodging; one of five

Caravanserai Sheki major complexes preserving Sheki’s ancient mercantile
spirit.

Sangachal 17th-18th centuries A key stop on Caspian coastal transit routes; located at the

Caravanserai | Absheron (Caspian junction of sea and land roads, serving as an important site

coast) for merchants’ overnight stays and exchange of goods.

Garachi 16th century | Situated strategically along the Baku-Shamakhi road;

(Miachik) Absheron district rectangular in shape, with strong defensive walls and corner

Caravanserai towers, functioning as a roadside caravanserai.

The cities located along the Silk Road in Azerbaijan distinguished themselves as major
production centers and strategic logistical hubs with their unique caravanserai architecture.
Centers such as Sheki, Barda, and Derbent, in particular, gained decisive importance within
this global trade network. Sheki (historically known as Nuxa) hosted five large caravanserais
during the Middle Ages as a significant handicraft center. The Upper and Lower Caravanserais,
which have survived to the present day, demonstrate the characteristic synthesis of baked brick
and river stone that is typical of the Sheki school of architecture. The Upper Caravanserai,
with its complex cell system, covers a total area of 6 000 m? and is considered one of the
largest urban caravanserais in the South Caucasus (Alakbarli & Aliyev, 2000: 44) (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. The courtyard of the Upper Caravanserai in Sheki.
2-cyp. Illoxuperi JKoraprul KepyeH capaliJiblH ayJiachl.
Puc. 2. [iBop BepxHero kapaBaH-capas B Illexu.

Other important stops on the Great Silk Road included Barda (also known as Partav), the
capital of Albania from the 5th century, and Beylagan (also known as Oranqala), a pivotal
location on the Mil plain. Both cities played a significant role at the intersection of trade routes.
Barda's renowned "al-Kurki" bazaar, in particular, was considered the largest transportation
and exchange hub in the region (Ashurbeyli, 2006: 157). Derbent, the northernmost point
of this network and known as the "Iron Gate", combined port and land trade and became a
magnificent example of Shirvan stone architecture.

Absheron's transit hubs, such as the Sangachal caravanserai (built 1439-1440 by Shirvanshah
Khalilullah I) and the Garachi (Miachik) caravanserai on the ancient Baku—Shamakhi trade
route, vividly reflect the region's architectural traditions. Constructed of limestone, the Garachi
caravanserai bears an inscription above its gate mentioning Shirvanshah Khalilullah II (1524-
1535). It preserved its commercial significance until the 19th century. Initially known as
"Miachik", the monument became popularly referred to as the "Garachi caravanserai" due to
nomadic tribes occasionally settling there during periods of abandonment. Both monuments
have guest rooms, utility buildings, and defensive corner towers. However, their current
neglected state necessitates urgent conservation to preserve them as part of the "Silk Road
memory" (Songechal karvansarasi, 2020). (Fig. 3, 4).

44



M.M. Mustafayev Turkic Studies Journal (2026) 36-53

Fig. 3, 4. Sangachal Caravanserai, Garachi (Miachik) Caravanserai.
3, 4-cyp. CoHreuas kepyeH-capatinl, Kapauu (Musaxuk) KepyeH-caparsl.
Puc. 3, 4. Canrevanbckuii kapaBaH-capail, Kapauu (Muakuk) kapaBaH-capaii.

The formation and development of Azerbaijan’s caravanserai network was directly linked
to the economic policies and strategic planning of the ruling states. During the Arab Caliphate
(7th-10th centuries), the unification of a vast geography within a single political and economic
framework greatly stimulated international trade. Consequently, Tabriz and Barda became
major provincial centers along the main global trade routes branching from Baghdad. In
the subsequent 11th-14th centuries, the political stability and unified transport and postal
system (yampay) established by the Seljuk and Mongol states enabled Tabriz and Sultaniyya
to become leading centers of international trade (Ashurbeyli, 2006; Buniyatov, 1984).

This trajectory reached its historical peak in the 15th-17th centuries under the Aq Qoyunlu
and Safavid states. The Aq Qoyunlu ruler Uzun Hasan established diplomatic and economic
relations with European states. The large-scale construction of caravanserais and trade
policies implemented by Safavid rulers Shah Ismail I and especially Shah Abbas I played
a crucial role in turning Azerbaijan into a decisive transit hub between East and West.
International trade operations carried out via Syria, Rhodes, Cyprus, and Istanbul during this
period further enhanced the functional significance of the caravanserai network (Mustafayev,
2020; Seyidbeyli, 2021: 78-80).

The Garachi caravanserai is one of the architectural manifestations of state tradition and
strategic economic policy. It reflects the characteristic features of the Absheron school of
architecture. Located on the Baku-Shamakhi caravan route at the intersection of the Caspian
Sea's coastal trade roads and inland highways, this 17th century monument was built with
strong defensive walls and corner towers to ensure security. It included a central courtyard,
stables for pack animals, and rooms for merchants to rest, making it a key stopover for
international trade for a long time (Ashurbeyli, 2006; Mustafayev, 2020). Despite its current
state of neglect, restoring the Garachi caravanserai is important for preserving the region's
historical and cultural landscape and transmitting the Silk Road heritage to future generations.

Modern scholarly approaches require evaluating caravanserais as integral parts of a
broader "trade corridor" system, not merely as individual architectural monuments. According
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to thematic studies conducted by ICOMOS in 2014, Azerbaijan’s caravanserai network is
considered one of the main "nodal points" of the international trade chain. Caravanserais served
not only as shelters but also as complex economic and logistical centers where high-value
goods were exchanged and regional economic flows were managed. ICOMOS emphasizes that
caravanserais, together with surrounding bridges, water channels (kahrizes), and defensive
towers, formed a unified "Silk Road landscape". This concept elevates Azerbaijan’s medieval
caravanserais beyond the status of individual monuments, making them a strategic component
of UNESCO’s transnational serial nominations (Williams, 2014).

Unity of Azerbaijani and Central Asian Architecture

The architectural style of caravanserais in Azerbaijan emerged under the patronage of the
Shirvanshahs, the Safavids, and local governors. These monuments are an integral part of the
broader Turkic cultural landscape. These monuments are distinguished by central courtyard
planning, monumental entrance portals, and complex arch-vault systems. They are the result
of the integration of Turkic architectural schools and shared engineering thought. A clear
example of this unity is the Bukhara Caravanserai in Baku (15th century). With its square
design and central octagonal courtyard, it incorporated elements of renowned Central Asian
engineering structures, such as the Raboti-Malik, into the Absheron landscape (Polvonov,
2021: 83). The central pool system, which is still preserved in the building today, reflects the
era's advanced water supply technologies.

However, Azerbaijan’s connection to the Silk Road extends beyond the architectural dialogue
of the Middle Ages to the economic foundations of antiquity. Notes by ancient authors such
as Strabo and Pliny confirm that, beginning in the 2nd century BC, the territories of Albania
and Atropatene attracted foreign merchants due to their favorable geographical location, salt
deposits, and abundant metal resources. In 198 BC, the first official Heqin (peace and kinship)
treaty was signed between the Hun Empire and China’s Han dynasty, establishing the legal
basis for the exchange of silk, wine, and rice (Kroll, 2006: 112). This treaty ensured stability
in East Asia and stimulated the integration of a vast geography (including Azerbaijan) into
the international economic system through the early Silk Road routes.

The Maragha Observatory, founded in the 13th century, was the pinnacle of this intellectual
environment. Functioning as a “medieval academy of sciences”, it was a place where scholars
from China, India, and Syria worked together (Buniyatov, 1984: 248). This level of scientific
and cultural activity strengthened Azerbaijan's position as a global production center. The
highly valued "Shamakhi silk" in the markets of Venice, Genoa, and London during the 17th—
19th centuries is a vivid indicator of this development. By the 19th century, this region
was meeting 75% of the Russian textile industry’s silk demand, confirming that Azerbaijan’s
role on the Silk Road was not merely as a “route” but also as a strategic industrial hub
(Mustafayev, 2020).

The country’s caravanserai network extended beyond major cities to include strategic
villages and settlements, forming a broad infrastructure. One of the most important links in
this regional network is the Qarghabazar caravanserai, located in the village of Qarghabazar
in the Fuzuli district and dated to 1681. Built of unhewn stone with an elongated rectangular
plan measuring 23.7 by 34.7 meters, the structure contains two large vaulted halls that ensure
the safety of caravan animals and merchants. With geometric ornaments on its portal, a
symmetrical layout, and guard rooms, this monument is an example of complex architecture
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that synthesizes trade and defensive functions. The building is known among the people as the
“Shah Abbas Caravanserai” and stylistically demonstrates continuity with ancient Albanian
traditions, once again emphasizing Azerbaijan’s strategic importance along historical trade
routes (Tapdiqoglu, 2001: 150) (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5. Qarghabazar Caravanserai (1681). Qarghabazar village, Fuzuli district.
5-cyp. Kaprabasap xepyeH capatinl (1681 x.). ®usynu aygansl, Kaprabasap aybiiibl.
Puc. 5. KapaBan-capaii Kapra6asap (1681 rog). Cesio Kapratazap, ®usyJIMHCKHHI paiioH.

The Great Silk Road is a historical legacy of the Middle Ages and a dynamic system that
continues to shape the economic and political realities of the modern world. According to
Georgian international relations expert and geopolitician Givi Lobzhanidze, the restoration
of this route turned "from myth to reality" by the late 20th century, with the South
Caucasus states (especially Azerbaijan and Georgia) reestablishing their role as central hubs
(Lobzhanidze, 2012: 340-342). However, the roots of this modern reality lie in centuries of
complex transformation processes.

Azerbaijan’s caravanserai architecture is part of a unified style that developed along
the Silk Road. Typological similarities between Azerbaijan’s caravanserais and magnificent
monuments, such as the 13th century Sultan Han in Turkey and the 11th-century Rabat-i
Malik in Uzbekistan, confirm this unity through their monumental portals, central courtyard
systems, and strong fortress walls. This demonstrates how architectural ideas, construction
techniques, and functional requirements spread rapidly across transnational levels during the
Seljuk, Timurid, and Safavid empires (ICOMOS, 2000; Seyidbeyli, 2021).

However, the trajectory of the Silk Road was significantly altered by global geographical
discoveries from the late 15th century onwards. Vasco da Gama’s discovery of a direct sea
route to India in 1498 undermined the strategic advantage of land routes that had dominated
for centuries. The shift of European trade with the East to oceanic routes led to a relative
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decline in the role of traditional caravan roads, including those passing through Azerbaijan,
in international trade (UNESCO, 2020: 103).

Nevertheless, the transformation of global trade routes did not mean the region lost its
importance. As the Mediterranean and Black Sea basins became less important, alternative
routes (particularly the Volga—Caspian waterway) came to the forefront. The corridor
connecting Northern Europe with the East revitalized the strategic position of the port of
Baku. During this period, Baku became a major transit hub and the primary maritime gateway
for exporting local silk products (Aliyarli, 2000; Ashurbeyli, 2006: 210-212).

From the mid-18th century onward, the Volga—Caspian route became a geopolitical arena
where major powers' interests intersected. The rivalry between England and Russia over
control of this strategic corridor increased the importance of Azerbaijan's main silk-producing
centers: Shamakhi (Shirvan), Ganja, and Rasht (Gilan). The high-quality raw silk produced in
Azerbaijan was an indispensable resource for Russia's and Europe's textile industries. Thus,
the transformation of global trade routes did not diminish Azerbaijan’s economic significance.
On the contrary, it established the country as a strategic center of the new world order and
geopolitical competition (Mustafayev, 2020; Ashurbeyli, 2006: 225-228).

Modern Reality: From Historical Heritage to Digital and Geostrategic Hub

The Transport Corridor Europe—-Caucasus—Asia (TRACECA) program, established in Brussels
in 1993, is regarded as a legal and political model adapted to the modern-era geopolitical and
economic demands of the ancient Silk Road. According to Georgian international relations
expert and geopolitician Givi Lobzhanidze's analyses, this corridor plays a crucial role in
safely delivering Caspian energy resources and other strategic goods to Western markets.
It serves as an alternative, multivector transport route that bypasses Russia and Iran for
regional states (Lobzhanidze, 2012: 340-342).

The multilateral agreement signed in September 1998 at an international conference in
Baku, attended by 12 countries, strengthened TRACECA'’s institutional status, establishing
Baku as the center of its Permanent Secretariat. Thus, Azerbaijan began acting as one of the
main coordination hubs in reviving the historical Silk Road in the modern era.

Modern integration processes extend beyond transport and trade. In 2001, the "Virtual Silk
Road" (Silk Net) project, supported by NATO's Science Committee, transformed the ancient
Silk Road into a digital communication network (Atkins et al., 2004). Thus, the historical hub
function of medieval caravanserais continues today through fiber-optic cable lines and energy
pipelines (including the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline). As Lobzhanidze emphasized,
participating in these projects is strategically important for Azerbaijan and Georgia in terms
of integrating into global economic and political processes and protecting national interests
(Lobzhanidze, 2012: 341).

Infrastructure projects implemented within TRACECA have deepened economic integration
among regional countries and have created real conditions for establishing the Baku port and
railway network as an international transit center. This process shows that Azerbaijan’s role
in the historical Silk Road has a new meaning in the modern era, establishing the country as
a major hub for energy and communication corridors.

Recent major geopolitical events have furthered the restoration of the Silk Road. The victory
in the 44-day Patriotic War of 2020 created a new geostrategic reality in the South Caucasus.
The restoration of territorial integrity provided favorable conditions for implementing new
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transportation and communication projects in the region. In this context, the Zangezur
Corridor holds special strategic importance (Lobzhanidze, 2012: 340-342).

Opening the Zangezur Corridor will provide Azerbaijan with a direct land connection
to Turkey via Nakhchivan and, more broadly, to the Turkic world. Along with the existing
Baku-Thbilisi-Kars railway line, this corridor will create a shorter, more efficient transit route
between Asia and Europe. This will accelerate economic integration for Azerbaijan, Turkey,
the Central Asian Turkic republics, and the Turkic world as a whole (Lobzhanidze, 2012;
Seyidbeyli, 2021).

In the modern era, the idea of restoring the Silk Road naturally aligns with strengthening
economic, transportation, and cultural cooperation among Turkic states. Large-scale energy and
transportation projects, such as TRACECA, Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan, TANAP, and TAP, demonstrate
that this integration is already a reality. Thanks to its favorable geographical position and consistent
political strategy, Azerbaijan continues to play a pivotal role as a geostrategic bridge connecting
East and West, North and South within the new Silk Road system.

Results

The analysis confirms that the medieval caravanserais in Azerbaijan were part of a
sophisticated, multifunctional network that served as more than just lodging; they were also
socioeconomic, cultural, and administrative hubs along the Silk Road. Urban caravanserais,
such as those in Bukhara and Multani in Baku, as well as the complexes in Ganja and Sheki,
served as specialized trading posts for merchants from Central Asia, India, and beyond. Often
built atop earlier infrastructure, these caravanserais demonstrate urban continuity from the
7th-10th centuries onward. Their architectural feats, such as central courtyards (sometimes
octagonal), surrounding cells, arched galleries, and water systems, reflected advanced
engineering adapted to commercial and defensive needs.

Roadside caravanserais such as Sangachal (constructed 1439-1440 under Shirvanshah
Khalilullah I) and Garachi (Miachik, associated with Shirvanshah Khalilullah II) were
strategically positioned 30-40 kilometers apart along the Caspian Sea coast and inland
routes. These rectangular structures, which had defensive walls and corner towers, combined
accommodations, stables, storage, and security functions. They were part of a broader "Silk
Road landscape" that included bridges, kahrizes, and watchtowers.

The study reveals a significant architectural unity spanning Turkic cultural regions, with
similarities in portal design, courtyard layout, and vaulting techniques connecting Azerbaijani
structures with those in Rabat-i Malik (Uzbekistan) and Sultan Han (Turkey). This highlights
the transnational dissemination of Seljuk, Timurid, and Safavid architectural traditions. State
patronage by the Shirvanshahs, especially Shah Abbas I, played a decisive role in systematizing
this network as an instrument of trade, diplomacy, and economic control.

Intellectual exchange is evidenced by sites such as the Maragha Observatory, which
combined commercial activities with scientific collaboration involving scholars from China,
India, and Syria. Evidence of proto-traces from the sixth to third millennia BCE and Eneolithic
water infrastructure indicates deep historical roots. Meanwhile, the post-15th-century shift
toward the Volga—Caspian corridor demonstrates the adaptability of Azerbaijani transit
infrastructure.
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In the modern context, the caravanserai heritage informs contemporary projects directly.
TRACECA revives the multi-vector transport role of medieval routes; the Virtual Silk Road
extends digital connectivity; and the Zangezur Corridor promises to restore efficient land
links within the Turkic world. The approximately 20-25 documented caravanserais, many
of which were damaged during periods of occupation, represent both universal architectural
value and a living strategic resource. Preserving and promoting them can strengthen cultural
diplomacy and regional cooperation among Turkic states.

These results substantiate Azerbaijan’s position as a historical and contemporary
geostrategic bridge where caravanserais embody the synthesis of trade, culture, and the
Turkic contribution to Eurasian connectivity.

Conclusion

Azerbaijan’s caravanserai heritage encompasses more than just the economic and logistical
infrastructure of the Great Silk Road; it is also the material embodiment of a “dialogue of
cultures” that developed over centuries. Although trans-Eurasian land trade lost its initial
dominance at the end of the 15th century due to global geographical discoveries, the
Silk Road's civilizational legacy continues to be of vital importance in today's system of
international relations.

The caravanserais in Azerbaijan are tangible proof of the leading role of Turkic peoples
in this system. Built under the patronage of political entities such as the Shirvanshahs, the
Safavids, and local governors, these monuments demonstrate the engineering richness of
the Turkic architectural school with their central courtyard planning, monumental portals,
complex defensive systems, and advanced water supply solutions. This architectural unity
makes the caravanserais a universal value and an inseparable part of the tangible cultural
heritage of the Turkic peoples.

In the modern era, within the framework of UNESCO’s “Silk Roads: Routes of Dialogue"
the preservation of these ancient monuments has been defined as a global priority. Azerbaijan
has exceptional potential in these transboundary nominations, particularly in heritage
projects undertaken with Turkic-speaking countries. The caravanserai complexes analyzed
in this study, including those in Bukhara, Multani, Sheki, Ganja, and Sangachal, are integral
parts of a unified cultural landscape symbolizing peaceful human cooperation.

In conclusion, Azerbaijan’s caravanserai network has become a powerful instrument of
cultural diplomacy and regional cooperation in the modern era. Restoring and promoting
these monuments internationally further strengthens the country’s strategic position on
the global cultural map. This heritage is an important cultural-strategic resource for the
sustainable development of the Turkic world and humanity as a whole, not only a memory
of the past.
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