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The informational value of this 
source is that, unlike manu-
scripts, texts of which are dis-

torted over the centuries, epigraphic 
data contains accurate and exten-
sive material on social and political 
history, culture, ethnogenesis and 
the historical territory of one or an-
other ethnic group. Epigraphic data 
is indisputable. In this respect, valu-
able information on the history of 
Azerbaijan is provided by epigraphic 
monuments of Karabakh, a territory 
that is occupied by neighboring Ar-
menia due to the current historical 
realities. The scorched earth policy, 
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Inscription on the Mausoleum of Yahya ibn Muhammad. 
Mammadbayli village in Zangilan. Graphic image
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which was pursued by Armenian 
nationalists in the early 20th century 
and culminated in the formation of 
the fi rst Armenian state entity - the 
Republic of Armenia – in the South 
Caucasus at the end of the 20th cen-
tury, is also bearing fruit. This time 20 
per cent of Azerbaijani territory has 
been annexed by Armenia. Today a 
policy of «Armenifi cation» in the re-
occupied territories of Upper and 
Lower Karabakh is actively being 
pursued. The process of renaming 
newly occupied territories has in-
tensifi ed and pathetic attempts are 
being made to prove that these ter-
ritories have historically belonged to 
Armenia, which does not hold water. 
There appear works whose authors 
are trying to prove that the Azerbai-
jani territories have been seized by 
Armenia by right. From this perspec-
tive, the study of the cultural heri-
tage of Karabakh is very important.

We began to study the 13-19th 
century building inscriptions on 

the monuments of Karabakh - Shu-
sha, Agdam, Barda, Fizuli, Zangilan, 
Jabrayil, Lachin, Kalbajar districts of 
Azerbaijan - before the events in 
the region. The material we identi-
fi ed contains a wealth of informa-
tion on the socio-political history of 
the region and reveals the names 
of scientists, architects, sculptors, 
calligraphers, carvers who created 
unique works of architecture and 
art of stone carving, including the 
name of the founder of the 13th-14th 

century Karabakh school of archi-
tecture, Ali Majd al-Din, Karabakh 
architect Safi  Khan, architects and 
builders such as Ibrahim Khalil, Ali-
jan, calligrapher Vali and sculptor 
Tahmaz Muhammad ibn Karbalai. 
At the same time, their creations are 
direct proof of the high level of the 
national culture of the Azerbaijani 
people.

The 14th-19th century tomb-
stones with Arab-Persian-Azerbai-
jani inscriptions and bas-reliefs on 

Gravestone inscription in the Shikh baba memorial complex

Gravestone. Stone fi gure of a horse. Kalbajar District. Graphic image
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them represent diff erent aspects of 
life, economic life, toponymy, his-
tory of folk medicine and the eth-
nogenesis of the Azerbaijanis. On 
the epigraphic data of Karabakh 
monuments, we can trace the area 
where ancient Turkic tribes lived in 
the South Caucasus.

The inscriptions report construc-
tion work conducted in Karabakh 
and cultural and educational activi-
ties of Karabakh khans. They show 
the establishment in the region of a 
political and economic framework 
that is necessary to create the unifi ed 
culture of Azerbaijan and report the 
heroic struggle of the people against 
aggressors. The inscriptions indicate 
that by its geographic location, mil-
itary-strategic importance, wealth of 
mineral resources, beauty and gran-
deur of nature, Karabakh attracted 
the attention of foreign invaders and 
greedy neighbors for centuries. It has 
always been at the center of trade 
and caravan routes connecting the 
countries of the East and the West 
politically, economically and cultural-
ly. Karabakh has always been a favor-

ite place for recreation and meetings 
by social, political and public fi gures, 
including foreigners.

Among the signifi cant monu-
ments of Karabakh is the Mausole-
um of Yahya ibn Muhammad al-Hajj. 
The mausoleum is located on high-
er ground in the village of Mam-
madbeyli in Zangilan District on the 
Silk Road. An Arabic inscription on 
the monument reads: «I - the owner 
of this structure – am a weak slave 
who needs the grace of Allah the 
highest, Yahya ibn Muhammad al-
Hajj, built by Ali Majd al-Din in the 
month of Ramadan 704 AH (= 28.03 
- 27.04.1305).» At the beginning of 
the inscription, there are framed 
verses from the Koran - III - 16-18; 
61-13; 65-35 (17, 20, 21).

Barda was one of the largest cit-
ies on the East-West trade route. 
According to historians and ge-
ographers, there were many great 
palaces, mosques, caravanserais, ba-
zaars, mausoleums, luxurious baths 
and other public facilities there. One 
mausoleum and the remains of the 
foundations of another mausoleum 

Ahsadanbaba, created by the Na-
khchivan architect Ahmad, the son 
of Ayyub al-Hafi z, have survived to 
this day. The facing covering the 
cylindrical barrel of the mausoleum 
from the lower zone with a Kufi c in-
scription to the upper frame zone 
consists of greenish-blue glazed 
bricks in combination with conven-
tional non-irrigated red burnt bricks 
forming the word «Allah», which is 
repeated over 200 times. The un-
glazed red bricks of the facing are 
laid horizontally, and the greenish-
blue glazed ones - vertically. Thus, 
the inscription turned out in four 
diff erent positions at an angle of 45 
degrees to the horizon. The frame 
inscription and another sign that 
goes on the belt of the mausoleum 
over the plinth and envelopes both 
portals contain verses from the Ko-
ran: 2-256, 78. The inscriptions on 
the stalactite arches on the upper 
part of the northern and southern 
portals contain the name of the ar-
chitect Ahmad, the son of Ayyub al-
Hafi z al-Nakhchivani and the date of 
the construction of the monument 

Following tradition
Vaqfnameh text on caravanserai
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- the month of Shawwal 722 AH = 
13.11.1322. The words «Osman» and 
«Ali» are repeated many times.

In the village of Shikhlar in 
Jabrayil District, located on the 
Silk Road, there is a mausoleum of 
stone. The courtyard of the mauso-
leum is surrounded by a brick wall. 
Behind it, there is a huge medieval 
necropolis. The mausoleum had a 
double fl oor - inside it was a dome 
and outside a tent. At the entrance 
to the mausoleum, there is a stone 
with the inscription: «The blessed 
month of Rajab, the seven hundred 
and seventh year (= 27.12.1307 - 
26.01.1308).» In the niche near the 
fence from the courtyard, there is a 
marble tombstone with the inscrip-
tion: «He drank from the fountain of 
knowledge. This is the tomb of the 
noble Sheikhzadeh Sheikh Abd al-
Salam b. Sheikh Giyas al-Din, who 
died on 20 Ramadan 759 AH (= 
27.08.1358).»

According to popular legend, the 
sheikh, buried in the mausoleum, be-
longed to the Qadiriyah Order. The 
founder of this order was Abdalqa-
dir al-Jilani (Gilani) (1077-1166). His 
disciples and sons traveled to Arab 
countries, Africa, India and Turkes-
tan in order to spread the Qadiriyah 
teachings. The order appeared in 
Azerbaijan in the 13th century.

A two-line inscription is carved 
over the entrance to the round mau-
soleum in the village of Shikhlar in 
Jabrayil District. The text is as follows:

1. «Its late owner
2. Forgiven Khalil ibn Mirzajan. 

May he have Allah’s mercy... year.»
Based on the paleographic features 
of the inscription and the architec-
tural decoration of the mausoleum, 
the construction of the monument 
can be attributed to the beginning 
of the 14th century.

There is an Azerbaijani-Persian 

inscription above the entrance to 
the mausoleum in the village of 
Khubyarli in Jabrayil District: «May 
these canopies always be land-
scaped by the owners of the world 
looking for mercy. Be aware that 
restoring the tomb was the senior 
resident of paradise, the highest 
Abd al-Ali Ikhwan. Built in 1202 AH 
(= 1787-1788).»

The complex of architectural 
monuments Imarat in Agdam con-
tains tombstones of 16th century 
necropolises. Two chest-like monu-

ments with an Arabic inscription 
belong to S-a-t-l-m-sh-u, son of 
mau(lan) Ahmad al-Din (who died 
in 965 AH = In 1557/1558) and Mu-
hammad, son of Karam (who died 
in 945 AH = 1538/1539). On other 
gravestones, there are carved im-
ages that refl ect the economic life, 
crafts and lifestyle of the population 
– a rider, sockets - the symbol of the 
sun, a water pitcher, mace, dagger, 
bow and arrows, shoes. On one of 
the gravestones, there is a bas-relief 
of a cow without the head. Between 

Shusha. Vaqfnameh cathedral  mosque of Govhar-aga
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the legs of the animal, there are im-
ages of a bow and arrow, a sledge-
hammer, dungeon for forging metal 
products and metal-cutting shears.

Domestic scenes refl ecting the 
profession of those buried, which are 
the most widely represented at the 
memorial sites of the foothill regions 
of Azerbaijan, have mostly retained 
the old customs, which is refl ected 
in the applied arts. It is dominated by 
the realistic motivations of local art.

In Lachin District, in the valley of 
Shalva, to the left of the road lead-
ing to the Agoglan temple, there are 
16th century tombstones in the form 
of stone sculptures of a horse and a 
chest. On the left edge of one of the 
tombs, a loom is carved in relief. To 
its right, there is a fi gure of a stand-
ing woman. The woman’s hands are 

apart, and in one hand she holds a 
beater and in the other - scissors. At 
the level of her head, a ball of wool 
is carved, and under her hand, there 
is multipronged beater. Two similar 
monuments can be found at the 
Urud cemetery in Zangezur. These 
headstones and other 16th-17th 
century monuments in the form 
of stone sculptures of horses and 
sheep - judging by paleography, po-
etic Azerbaijani-language texts and 
embossed images displaying every-
day scenes - represent the uniform 
style of the school of stone carving 
art and calligraphy typical of masters 
of the foothill regions of Azerbaijan.

Sheep-breeding occupied a sig-
nifi cant place in the economy of the 
foothill areas. Therefore, the sheep 
turned into a totem. The horses that 

were the only means of transpor-
tation in the mountains were also 
considered sacred. This should ex-
plain the appearance of headstones 
in the form of stone sculptures of 
horses and sheep.

In the village of Malibey in La-
chin District, there are three monu-
ments in the form of stone sculp-
tures of horses. The mane, saddle, 
stirrups and bridle on the fi rst one 
are shown in distinct lines. The fi rst 
blade shows a bird, and on the left 
side of the neck there is a date: “977 
AH (= 1569/1570)”. The technique of 
the second fi gure is close to that of 
the fi rst one. In both fi gures of the 
horses, the rear and front legs are 
carved from a stone, but are sepa-
rated by a line. On the left side of 
the monument, sockets are shown 
- the symbol of the sun and the 
fi gure of a man holding a bird in 
his right hand. It is known that the 
ancient Turks worshiped the deity 
Umay, who protected children. The 
traditional image of a man with a 
bird in his hand on monuments and 
buildings was seen as a sign that 
protects them from destruction and 
damage. The horse’s mane is neatly 
combed to the right side. Near the 
saddle, a socket is carved. All three 
monuments are made by one sculp-
tor. They can be attributed to the 
16th century. All the fi gures of horses 
have the same tamga depicted on 
the left hip. We fi nd such a tamga on 
the fi gure of a horse (14th century) 
located in Mtskheta branch of the 
lapidarium of the State Museum of 
Georgia in Armaziskhevi.

Statues of horses have survived 
in the village of Gulabird in Lachin 
District. On the left side of one of 
them, there is an inscription: “The 
Koran 55-26, 27. Muharram b. Korji 
1022 AH (= 1613/14)”. To the left of 
the inscription, there is a fi gure of a 
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man with a gun. On the other one, 
the horse’s fi gure is embellished. On 
the forehead and around the horse 
cloth, there are pendants. On the 
long brushed tail, a knot is tied. The 
rear and front legs are carved from a 
stone, but are separated with a line. 
On the left side, there are carved im-
ages of a man holding a bird in his 
right hand (Umay) and an ax in his 
left hand. The rider is taking aim.

Tombstones in the form of stone 
sculptures of sheep and horses (19th 
century) with Arab-Azerbaijani in-
scriptions and various domestic im-
ages have survived in Kalbajar Dis-
trict at cemeteries in the villages of 
Zar, Zeylik, Kashdak and others. These 
monuments were erected to Khu-
daverdi b. Muhammad (who died 
in 1228 AH = 1813), Rasul b. Bayram 
(who died in 1253 AH = 1837/38), 
Abbas b. Ismayil Farahkanlu (died in 
1305 AH = 1887/88), Illaz b. Shah Val 
from the Shilannu community of the 
Farahkanlu tribe (died in 1260 AH = 
1844), Sheikh Farman; monuments 
in the form of statues of horses – to 
Muhammad Bakir b. Mashhadi Is-
kandar from the Shilannu commu-
nity (died in 1266 AH = 1849/50), 
Karbalayi Oruj b. Karbalayi from the 
Farahkanlu tribe (died in 1286 AH = 
1869/70); Karbalayi Husayn b. Baba 
(died in 1291 AH = 1874/75). The 
name of the sculptor is carved here - 
Tahmazov, son of Karbalayi Muham-
mad. On another fi gure of a horse, 
there is a poetic text in Azerbaijani: 
“This grave is the home of a gentle 
young man. Time has leveled his 
tender body with the ground - in 
1297 AH (= 1880). A similar verse is 
found on 16th century tombstones 
located in the medieval cemetery 
of the village of Urud in Zangezur. 
This inscription is the fi rst part of the 
quatrain, which was carved in the 
epitaph of Sheikh Safi  in the village 

of Pir Vahid in Guba District of Azer-
baijan in 1054 AH (= 1644/45). The 
Persian version of the fi rst part of this 
quatrain can be found on the 16th-
17th century tombstones made by 
the masters of the Shirvan-Absheron 
school of stone carving art.

Chronologically, the Urud monu-
ments cover 883-1015 AH (= 1478 
- 1610/1611). Based on epigraph-
ic data and other motives of the 
abovementioned monuments of 
Karabakh, as well as on Urud grave-
stones of Zangezur, which are prod-
ucts of a single school of stone carv-
ing art and calligraphy, we can trace 
the long process of Turkization and 
later Islamization of the tribes that 
inhabited the historical territory of 
Azerbaijan - Zangezur (Syunik).

In the village of Kargabazar in Fi-
zuli District, the Qiyas al-Din mosque 
stands on a high rock, which people 
call “Shah Abbas Mosque”. An Arabic 
inscription is carved on two pieces 
of limestone: “O Allah! O Muham-
mad! O Ali! This mosque was built 
by Haji Qiyas al-Din, who believed 
in the grace of Allah the Most High, 
1095 AH (= 1683/84).

The marble stele - a monument 
to the founder of the Azerbaijani 
Karabakh khanate - has the inscrip-

tion: “Panah Khan Javanshir, who has 
the grandeur of the sun that sits in 
stone and glass (i.e. a stone fortress 
called Shusha – M.N.), which is lo-
cated in the mountains. 1172 AH (= 
1758/59).

In the mosque of the city of Shu-
sha, there are several inscriptions. 
One of them reads: “The Messen-
ger of Allah, may Allah bless and 
welcome him, said - worship Al-
lah as though you see Him. But if 
you do not see Him, He sees you. 
In the word “abd” (slave), there are 
three letters - “ayn”, “ba” and “dal”. As 
far as the letter “ayn” is concerned, 
it is his (slave’s) knowledge (ilm) of 
Allah, “ba” is his diff erence from oth-
ers, and “dal” is his closeness to Allah 
without questions and cover. And 
there is no greater punishment than 
to put on a shirt of a servant of Allah 
without true faith and unnecessarily. 
1202 AH (= 1787/88).”

On the main facade, there is 
an Arabic inscription: “Surely Allah 
wishes for his slaves, those in need 
and those turning to his generosity. 
On the basis of the will, a place has 
been arranged for Govhar-aga in 
paradise (renovation of the mosque 
completed) in 1302 AH (= 1884/85).

Inside the sockets located above, 

Urud monument
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an Arabic inscription is carved in 
relief: “Allah. Muhammad. Ali. Fati-
ma, Hasan and Husayn. He (Allah) 
is eternal. The hand of Allah is on 
their hands.” In front of the mosque, 
there is a pediment divided in two. 
In the socket in the partition, there 
is an inscription in Arabic: “Made by 
Karbalai Safi  Khan, the architect of 
Karabakh. 1301 AH (= 1883/84).”

The name of the master is also 
found in another mosque of Gov-
har-aga located at the bottom of 
Shusha, and on a mosque in Fizuli: 
“Made by Karbalai Safi  Khan - the 
architect of Karabakh. 1307 AH (= 
1889/90).

Based on the architect’s projects, 
mosques have been built in Barda 
(1868) and Agdam (1870), the Tatar 
Mosque (1870) in Odessa, Karaba-
glar Mosque (1880) in Ashgabat, a 
number of neighborhood mosques 
in the city of Shusha and other civil 
structures in Karabakh.

The aforesaid shows that Safi  
Khan was a prominent architect of 
the Karabakh khanate at the end 
of the 19th century. The names of 
other famous Karabakh artists - 
painters Gambar and Ali (1302 AH 
= 1884/85) survive in the paintings 
of the Emirate of the Sheki Khan 
Mushtag in Sheki.

The construction of large ob-
jects, and especially socio-cultural, 
defense and other structures in the 

18th century is indicative of the huge 
weight of the Karabakh khanate in 
the political and economic life of 
Azerbaijan and its superiority over 
other khanates.

Let’s turn to Govhar-aga’s deed 
of gift on the main mosque in the 
city of Shusha. This mosque was 
built, according to historian Mirza 
Jamal, author of Karabakhnameh, 
by order of Ibrahim Khan in 1182 AH 
(= 1768/69). On his orders, other fa-
cilities were built as well, including 

the Shusha fortress in 1198 AH (= 
1783/84) and the Asgaran fortress 
in 1203 AH (= 1788/89). Ibrahim 
Khan’s father Panah Khan was also 
involved in construction. He built 
the famous fortresses Bayat, Shah-
bulag, mosques, baths and bazaars. 
According to Mirza Jamal, the main 
mosque was rebuilt by the daugh-
ter of Ibrahim Khan Govhar aga and 
became much more beautiful, as 
evidenced by inscriptions. (Pic. 1). 
According to the inscription - the 

text of Govhar aga’s vaqfnameh, 
the construction of the upper and 
lower mosque and two madrasas in 
the city of Shusha was to be com-
pleted by the time the text of the 
inscription was written, i.e. 1282 
AH (= 1865/66). The size of each 
of the stones on which the text of 
the vaqfnameh is carved is approxi-
mately 1.60 x 0.70 m. The placement 
of   a large number of words in a small 
area is evidence of the carver’s skill 
and the originality of the style he 
chose. The name of the calligrapher 
is not mentioned in the inscription. 
The inscription is framed with a sim-
ple fl oral ornament. The inscriptions 
refer to Govhar aga’s bequest to two 
mosques and two madrasas and 
the terms of spending their income. 
The original of the vaqfnameh has 
not been found. A copy of it kept 
at the Institute of Manuscripts of 
the National Academy of Sciences 
of Azerbaijan is not dated. The text 

carved in stone has a date and the 
carver-scribe says that he had seen 
the original of the document and all 
its copies.

The inscription lists all property 
bequeathed for charity needs - 
benches, gardens and land.

In the city of Shusha, near the 
Govhar-aga mosque, there is a large 
two-story caravanserai. High above 
its portal, there are four stone slabs, 
on which the text of the deed of gift 
(vaqfnameh) of Husayn Mashadi ibn 
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Mashadi Mir Sayyaf is carved in re-
lief. They talk about the handover to 
the vaqf of the Aksa (far) mosque at 
the caravanserai. The vaqfnameh on 
the stone was written and carved by 
Ali, son of Haji Abbas in 1306 AH (= 
1888/89). (Pic. 2)

At the cemetery of the village of 
Ashagi Aybasanli in Fizuli District, 
unknown poems of famous Kara-
bakh poet Vidadi from other sources 
have survived on the tombstones.

On the front side of one of the 
steles, there is an inscription in Azer-
baijani: “1209 (deceased, forgiven 
Ahmad Sultan Kazak). Oh, Vidadi, 
do not believe that you will break 
a way through the constant (i.e. in 
the mortal world). (No one has es-
caped this oppressor with a con-
tented heart). Know that the lord of 
the tomb was a man of joy and was 
known worldwide for his piety. (At 
one time, he was a philanthropist 
and generous man.) When death 
came, he left the mortal world and 
left (with a hundred wounds, sor-
row, pain in his heart, his soul could 
not stand it). The date of his death 
matches a digital hemistich: Take 
Sultan Ahmad Kazak for a walk in 
paradise - 1202 AH (= 1794/95).

On another stele, there is an 
inscription in the Azerbaijani lan-
guage: “This is the grave of Pari, the 
daughter of Ahmad Sultan Kazak. 
(At the time of the death of Pari Kha-
num, this hemistich came as a nice) 
date for Vidadi! Paradise became the 
abode of this fairy (Pari) (22, 400).”

The last hemistich by abjad (nu-
meric value) corresponds to 1206 
AH (= 1791/92), which means the 
year of the death of Pari.

Analysis of materials shows that 
the inscriptions contain the names 
of members of the Azerbaijani Tur-
kic tribes Farahkanlu and Shilannu, 
which were part of a large union of 

Karabakh “otuziki” (thirty-two). Barda 
District and all the territory south of 
it, as far as the banks of the Aras, was 
called “otuziki”. Petrushevsky writes:” 
It was an artifi cially created associa-
tion of small Turkic (Azerbaijani) and 
Kurdish tribes.”

Summarizing the aforesaid, we 
can conclude that based on the 
epigraphic monuments and other 
motives of fi ne art available on the 
existing monuments of Karabakh, 
as well as on the Urud gravestones 
of Zangezur, which are products of 
a single school of stone carving art 
and calligraphy, we can trace the 
long process of Turkization and later 
Islamization of Albanian tribes in-
habiting the territory of Syunik long 
before the appearance of these 
monuments and the Islamic religion 
in the South Caucasus. They help to 
identify the places where ancient 
Turkic tribes that played an impor-
tant role in the formation of the 
Azerbaijani people were concen-
trated. Tombstones with a variety of 
household images and epigraphic 
inscriptions in Arabic script shows 
the unity of life and culture of the 
population of Syunik (Zangezur) 
and other areas of Azerbaijan and 
are a striking confi rmation of the 
belonging of this territory to Azer-
baijan. At the same time, we fi nd in 
the inscriptions an explanation of 
some place names found in Azer-
baijan. In 14th-19th century inscrip-
tions, including in the said territory, 
there are names of scholars, sheikhs, 
peers, heads of various sects, com-
manders, etc. associated with the 
origin of the names of some lo-
calities. For example, the village of 
Shikhlar is found in Zangezur; Shi-
khbabali, Pirjamal, Pirabulkasum in 
Shusha District; Pirahmadli in Fizuli; 
Shikhov in Gubadli District. These 
names preserve particles Pir and 

Sheikh (Shikh), which imply titles 
and laqabs given to theologians, 
scholars and heads of religious sects 
in the Middle Ages. In medieval 
Azerbaijan, like in the Muslim East, 
their ideological followers – sheikhs 
– were buried around the graves of 
such scholars. Over time, this place 
was named “Shikhlar”, i.e. “Sheikhs”. 
Hence, the village located nearby 
received its name.

Thus, the attempt of Armenian 
“colleagues” to legitimize the an-
nexation of Azerbaijani territories 
by creating a number of pseudo-
scientifi c works does not hold water. 
The presence of a rich cultural heri-
tage in these territories belonging 
to the Azerbaijani people proves 
the opposite. The main task today is 
to preserve this heritage for future 
generations of Azerbaijanis. 
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