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History

on the picturesque slopes of the greater Cauca-
sus Mountain range lies one of the most an-
cient cities of azerbaijan - Sheki.

Throughout the history of its existence, the city had 
two names - Sheki and Nukha. The word “Sheki” comes 
from the name of the ancient Turkic Saka tribe that lived 
on this territory. Over time, according to the phonetic 
laws of the azerbaijani language, the word turned into 

Shaka – Sheke - Shaki - Sheki. The long-term presence 
of Turkic tribes here is proved by hundreds of ancient 
burial mounds, the archaeological study of which be-
gan relatively recently.

at the same time, ancient sources mention the 
name “Nakhiya”. researchers have established that 
Sheki and Nakhiya are two ancient settlements on the 
banks of the river Kish. and if Nakhiya - Nukha remained 
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a settlement, Sheki, situated closer to trade routes, de-
veloped rapidly. However, as a result of a heavy down-
pour in 1772, the river Kish burst its banks and Sheki was 
completely destroyed. Kavkaz newspaper (15 july 1846) 
wrote: “... The culprit of the terrible flood - the river Kish 
- turned Sheki into ruins and swept away all of its hous-
es... Thousands of people became victims of this terrible 
flood ... then Sheki residents moved to the east bank of 
the valley - to the foot of the mountain. Here formed the 
present city of Nukha.” Thus, after the flood the popula-
tion moved into the village of Nukha, and the city start-
ed to be called Nukha. Officially, this name remained 
until 1968, although already in the 19th century, the city 
expanded so much that it covered the territory of old 
Sheki and Nukha itself.

archaeological excavations showed that as a popu-
lation center Sheki was founded more than 2,500 years 
ago, being one of the oldest settlements in the Cauca-
sus. in the first century, the city became part of Cauca-
sian albania. Near the city there was a battle between 
albanian troops and roman invaders under the com-
mand of Pompey. When the albanian kings embraced 
Christianity, many churches were built in the territory of 
Sheki because from here they hoped to spread Chris-
tianity to the north, the mountains of the Caucasus. in 
the 7th-8th centuries, the city was badly damaged as a 
result of campaigns of arab troops and then arab-Khaz-
ar wars. From the 9th century, the city was part of the 
azerbaijani Shaddadid and then Eldenizid state. after 
the period of Mongol invasions, the city began to revive, 
and an independent Sheki possession emerged there 
in the 14th century. Sheki rendered great assistance to 
the defenders of the alinja-gala fortress, who resisted 
the troops of Emir Timur (Tamerlane) for 14 years. The 
ruler of Sheki, Sayyid ali of the Orlat dynasty, died at the 
walls of alinja-gala, which became a symbol of heroism 
and defiance of the azerbaijani people. and although 
in 1396 the Timurids ravaged the city, the son of the 
late ruler, Sayyid ahmad, managed to restore it. From 
the 15th century, this azerbaijani city became known as 
the place where excellent silk is manufactured. Under 
the gara-Keshish oglu dynasty (1444-1551) Sheki main-
tained its independence. Only in 1551, was Safavid Shah 
Tahmasib i able to capture the city and incorporate it 
into the Safavid state.

in the middle of the 17th century, Sheki saw a series 
of uprisings against Nadir Shah afshar. The policy pur-
sued by the Shah led to the devastation of the econo-
my, and any attempt to protest was violently crushed. 
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in 1743, the local feudal lord Haji Chalabi (1743 -1755) 
raised a revolt and refused to obey the Shah. Nadir Shah 
attacked Sheki with a large army in 1744 and kept galar-
san-gorarsan Castle (Come and See), where the rebels 
had taken refuge, under siege for four months. By or-
der of Nadir Shah, the city was ruined and fields and 
gardens destroyed. However, all this did not break the 
will of Sheki residents. Nadir Shah was forced to lift the 
siege of the fortress and leave Sheki. Thus, an independ-
ent Sheki Khanate emerged. after the flood of 1772, 

the city was built anew, and a fortress, palace buildings, 
mosques, bazaars and caravanserais were built here. in 
1805, the city became part of the russian Empire, the 
Chalabi dynasty lost power, and in 1819 the Sheki Khan-
ate was abolished and Nukha County was created.

in the Soviet period, the city became a major agricul-
tural and industrial center. a silk production association, 
a garment factory, tobacco-fermentation and brick fac-
tories, meat plant, food plant, educational and cultural 
institutions had been created in the city.
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Today Sheki is one of the most beautiful cities of 
azerbaijan with a developed infrastructure and is one 
of the centers of cultural tourism in the country.

One of the most ancient cities of azerbaijan, Sheki 

is rightly called an architectural reserve of the country. 
it retains a large number of monuments of ancient and 
medieval periods and monuments of the 18th and 19th 
centuries. The upper part of the historical city is called 
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Yukhari Bash and has been declared a state historical-ar-
chitectural reserve. it includes a fortress, the Palace of the 
Sheki Khans and a series of public and religious buildings.

The Sheki fortress is one of the best preserved struc-
tures of defensive architecture. Here, the total length of 
the walls is 1.3 kilometers, the height is 4-8 meters, and 
there are two gates and 21 towers.

The Palace of the Sheki Khans is a historical and cul-
tural monument of global importance. it is considered 
one of the best samples of 18th century palace architec-
ture in the Caucasus and one of the jewels of the islamic 
East. The builders used specific anti-seismic belts, and 
the palace survived even strong earthquakes. Both the 
facade and the interior of the palace (with an area of   
300 m²) are painted with pictures that depict scenes of 
hunting and war, as well as with geometric and floral 
patterns. in the center there is a huge stained-glass win-
dow of a multi-colored glass mosaic. There are also mir-
ror balconies here. The windows of the palace are made 
from pieces of colored venetian glass with the Shabaka 
technology and without the use of nails or glue. One 
square meter of stained glass windows contains 3-7 
thousand pieces, which is why one stained glass win-
dow was made in 5-6 months. Dozens of russian and Eu-
ropean travelers and researchers described the palace. 
gen Nikolay rayevskiy wrote: “... the palace of the former 
khans of this area is very beautiful, and the Bakhchisarai 
Palace gives only a faint idea about it...” Writer alexandre 
Dumas, Sr., who visited Sheki in 1858, wrote: “The Khan’s 
Palace is a charming building. Only the brush can de-
pict this building with its wonderful arabesques ... May 
god keep the charming palace in Nukha from vandals.” 
Thousands of tourists visit the palace, marveling at the 
richness of forms and colors of this unique facility.

in Sheki, which was famous for its trade, there were 
many caravanserais (isfahan, Tabriz, lezgin, etc.), the 
largest of which were the Upper and lower caravanse-
rais built in the 18th century. The Upper caravanserai had 
242 rooms and the lower – 300. They also had store-
rooms, retail shops and stalls for cattle. Today, these car-
avanserais have been restored and host cultural events 
and festivals. One of them houses the Hotel Sheki-Kar-
vansaray.

The city retains a system of ditches (for discharging 
waste water) and a medieval sewer system composed 
of ceramic pipes, owing to which the city was consid-
ered one of the cleanest cities in the Muslim East from a 
sanitary point of view.

Near Sheki, an albanian church has survived in the 
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village of Kish. its creation is associated with the name 
of the Christian saint Elisha. The church was studied and 
restored jointly by scientists from azerbaijan and Nor-
way. analysis of the subjects showed that the religious 
structure belongs to about 3000 BC, although the sur-
viving building belongs to a later period. a bust of the 
famous Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl, who made 
a lot for the restoration of historical monuments of azer-
baijan, has been installed near the temple.

at the top of Mount garatapa there is the medieval 
fortress galarsan-gorarsan, which witnessed the bloody 
events of the 14th-18th centuries. The Khan’s Mosque, 
Omar afandi Mosque and the gileyli minaret are unique 
examples of islamic architecture. The tower and the 
church in the village of Orta Zeyzit, the mausoleum in 
the village of Babaratma, the tower in the village of ay-
din-Bulag, the House of the Shekikhanovs and medieval 
baths - this is an incomplete list of historical and cultural 
monuments of Sheki.

On the territory of Sheki there are also a number of 
natural monuments. Thus, the two unique trees – khan’s 
chinars (sycamore), aged at least 500 years, are also 
an attraction. The circle of the trees is 11.5 meters and 
height - 33-34 meters.

Quarters of the city have ancient historical names - 

agvanlar (agvans) Duluzchular (potters), Zargarlar (jew-
elers), Halvachilar (confectioners), many of which show 
the diversity of crafts, some of which are still maintained.

One of the crafts in the development process ac-
quired a truly industrial scale. This is silk production and 
manufacture of silk products. Sheki was located on the 
pass of the great Silk road, where trade caravans arrived 
for many centuries. From here, merchants and travelers 
exported stunningly beautiful silk fabrics and gold-em-
broidered shawls. Sheki silk, which gained fame from 
the 15th century, is lightweight and transparent like a 
veil, is durable and was valued no less than Chinese silk. 
local gardens cultivated silkworm, of which hundreds 
of shops made silk fabrics. They wove blankets, shawls 
and “kalagais” from them right here. From the 16th cen-
tury, Sheki became a center of silk production in the 
Caucasus. in 1829, the first silk manufactory - the first 
manufactory in azerbaijan – was built in Sheki. in 1861, 
the first silk mill - one of the largest in the world - was 
built here. in the 19th - early 20th centuries, the city was 
even called “Caucasian lyon” – by analogy with the city 
of lyon, the center of silk production in France.

Since 1931, a silk factory, which now weaves silk car-
pets, shawls and scarves using natural dyes, has operat-
ed in Sheki.
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The intangible cultural heritage of Sheki is also 
unique. Firstly, it is the Sheki dialect of the azerbaijani 
language. Secondly, it is the sense of humor and the 
ability of Sheki residents to tell jokes. it is no accident 
that Sheki is a sister city of the Bulgarian city of gabrovo, 
which is known for its jokes. a theatre of laughter with 
summer and winter grounds functions in Sheki. Final-

ly, Sheki is famous for its gastronomy. The Sheki halva, 
Sheki piti (stew with vegetables in a special clay pot), 
Balva, Sheki gurza, bamiya, peshvenk, girmabadam, 
Sheki kulcha, tel, Sheki ovma are samples of culinary 
masterpieces of Sheki masters, the secrets of which have 
not been lost to this day. Oriental sweets are baked ac-
cording to traditional recipes handed down from gen-
eration to generation. Walnuts, hazelnuts, almonds and 
honey from mountain herbs give them a unique taste. 
a confectioner in Sheki is exclusively a man’s profession.

Sheki, located among mountains covered with 
forests, has a very mild climate. The mountain forests 
around the area prevent excess heat in the city, pro-
tect the city from floods and adorn the view of the city. 
Wildlife is also rich. This amazingly beautiful mountain 
area, intricately dissected by deep and narrow valleys 
with many springs, pristine rivers, waterfalls and mineral 
springs framed by thick forests and alpine meadows, is 
anciently renowned as a climatic health resort.

in addition to historical-cultural tourism, equestrian 
tourism (horse riding) is also developed in Sheki. Here, 
in the village of Dashyuz, there is the republican Center 
for Equestrian Tourism under the Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism of azerbaijan. This cognitive and healthy form 
of tourism has more than seven different one or two-
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day travel routes to various parts of Sheki District, dur-
ing which tourists can get acquainted with the region’s 
rich nature and historical sites that have a long history. 
Tourists can also take part in the Chovgan horse game 
(polo). This game was recently included on the UNESCO 
intangible heritage list.

From Sheki, travel routes lead to other picturesque 
places of azerbaijan – the cities of gakh, Zagatala and 
Balakan. For the convenience of local residents and 
tourists, a bridge over the river Shin - the longest bridge 
in azerbaijan (length 1,300 meters and width 13 meters) 
was opened in Sheki in 2010.
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ancient Sheki awaits visitors - those who appreciate 

natural beauty, those who love history and those who 
enjoy the uniqueness of local color. 
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