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Baku has always been famous for its beautiful ar-
chitecture, and one of the most beautiful build-
ings in the city is Ismayiliyya. Probably, such a 

building can only appear in Baku. The uniqueness of this 
building is that it combines different styles and trends. 
Made in the traditions of European Gothic, the building 
is richly ornamented with oriental patterns. The history 
of this building is equally rich and interesting.

Baku developed within the fortress walls for centu-
ries, and only in the 19th century did the city step beyond 
its borders. After the demolition of the external fortress 
wall in 1883, the site where the building is now located 
remained unbuilt for a long time. This place was called 
“Gapan dibi” (“a place for scales”), and was a picturesque 
oriental bazaar in those days. This square was one of the 
busiest places in the city. Various products, food, fruits, 
carpets, cattle and flocks of sheep were brought here 
for sale from Shamakhi, Agdash, Goychay, Sheki, Guba, 
other counties and neighboring villages.

At the end of the 19th century, the city government 
handed over this site to Muslims for the construction of 
a mosque in exchange for a destroyed cemetery. Local 
millionaires decided to build a majestic monumental 
mosque in Baku similar to those that towered in Istan-

bul, Tabriz, Baghdad and Cairo. The mosque was sup-
posed to have several domes, 6 minarets and a garden 
with fountains. But the Christian clergy opposed the 
construction of a large mosque next to the Orthodox 
Church of Alexander Nevsky. The project was rejected, 
and the market, renamed Sheytan Bazaar, remained in 
this place. The city hall decided to give it a more attrac-
tive look and build a market that meets sanitary and 
hygienic requirements. Architect Goslawski even draft-
ed a market in 1898, but its construction was rejected.
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On December 1, 1905, the City Duma, taking into ac-
count the appeal of the chairman of the Muslim chari-
table society, Haji Zeynalabdin Tagiyev, allocated this 
site for the construction of a building for a charitable 
society. For some time, the site remained vacant until 
one of the best buildings of the city was built on it - the 
building of the Muslim charitable society Ismayiliyya. 
The history of the building is interesting.
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A major representative of the pre-revolutionary Azer-
baijani bourgeoisie, oil tycoon Aga Musa Nagiyev (1849-
1919), tragically lost his son. The only son of the million-
aire, Aga Ismayil, fell ill with tuberculosis when studying 
in France. Leaving his studies, he was forced to return to 
Baku. After examining the patient, the doctor suggested 
that Musa Nagiyev send his son to Switzerland for treat-
ment for one year and asked for 50,000 rubles. But Musa, 
who was notorious for his stingy character, refused to al-
locate the money, considering the amount required to 
be too large. Only after a while, when the patient’s con-
dition worsened, did Musa agree to pay for the treat-
ment. But it was too late, and the doctor said that even 
millions would not save the patient. Dr. Mammad Rza 
Vakilov took the patient to Switzerland for treatment, 
but after a temporary improvement Aga Ismayil died at 
the age of 27 in 1906.

On the Novruz holiday, Haji Zeynalabdin Tagiyev, 
who was known for his good deeds, arranged a tradi-
tional reception at the women’s gymnasium. There he 
proposed that Musa Nagiyev immortalize the name of 
his son by erecting a building for a charitable society 
and naming it Ismayiliyya after his son. Musa agreed. All 
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those present, knowing the stingy character of Musa 
Nagiyev, immediately began to congratulate him, so he 
did not change his mind. In the morning, Musa began 
to complain to Tagiyev that he did not have that much 
money to erect the building. In response, Tagiyev prom-
ised to help him. He even placed an announcement in 
Kaspi newspaper, in which he undertook to complete 
the Ismayiliyya building, if Musa Nagiyev did not have 

Architecture



www.irs-az.com 23

enough money in the bank. They say that the design-
ers deliberately lowered the estimate of the building so 
that Nagiyev did not change his decision.

The architect of the building was civil engineer Jozef 
Ploszko, who started work on the project in 1907. Soon 
the Sheytan Bazaar was surrounded by a fence, and old 
booths and counters were demolished. The site for the 
building of the Ismayiliyya society occupied a favorable 
position in the street structure, but it was a responsible 
position from an architectural point of view. The mag-
nificent building of the women’s school had already 
been erected near the Ismayiliyya site, and the given ar-
chitectural face of the street required the creation of an 
expressive structure.

Already in 1908, on the birthday of the prophet, 
the presentation of the project took place at a solemn 
meeting in the hall of the first Muslim women’s school. 
When the drawings of the future Ismayiliyya building 
were posted, the author of the project, architect Plo-
szko, admitted that he had long dreamed of erecting 
a grand palace decorated with national ornaments in 
the center of Baku. This was the first work of the talent-
ed Polish architect Jozef Ploszko in Baku. His cherished 

dream was coming true and he was eternally thankful 
to Aga Musa Nagiyev. The project was executed in the 
style of Venetian Gothic, and the architect was inspired 
by the Palace of Ca’ D’oro (Golden House), which was 
built in Venice in distant 1430. The similarity of details is 
easy to see by comparing the facades of both buildings.

In the same year, 1908, the foundation was laid in a 
solemn ceremony. Almost the whole city was present 
at this ceremony. The eminent people of Baku, oil in-
dustrialists, representatives of the city government, the 
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mayor, the governor and intellectuals came here. There 
were speeches, congratulations and parting words. 
Baku cadi Aga Mir Muhammad Karim read out a surah 
from the Koran, praised the emperor and members of 
the royal family, pronounced kind words about Musa 
Nagiyev’s parents and expressed his best wishes. A steel 
casket with the starting date of construction engraved 
on it was laid at the foundation of the building.

It took five years to erect this building. From early 
morning until late at night, carts drawn by draught 
horses carried construction materials to Nikolayevskaya 
Street (Istiglaliyyat Street) from the town of Gizil-gaya. 
Dozens of workers headed by stonemasons put the 
project into practice. The stone symphony was revived 
in the finest laces created by Azerbaijani masters Usta 
Ganifa, Usta Haji Abbas, Usta Haji Kheyrullah, Karbalayi 
Mirza Soltan and Salman Ata.

After the first floor was completed, the money allo-
cated for construction ran out and the work stopped. 
Musa Nagiyev’s manager Fatullabay Rustambayov 
made considerable efforts to persuade his boss to al-
locate more money and finish the building. Nagiyev 
signed the papers on the allocation of money with his 
eyes shut not to see the amount needed to complete 
the building.

Finally, in early 1913 the construction of the build-
ing of the charity society was completed. The building 
was richly ornamented and crowned with two turrets. 
To emphasize the charitable character of the build-
ing, the upper frieze was decorated with aphorisms in 
golden letters in a beautiful Arabic script. Calligrapher 
Mirza Asadulla Hilal created valuable sayings in golden 
Arabic letters along the main and lateral facades: “Man 
rises by work, and only by work can he achieve the goal”, 
“Work created man”, “Man should strive for knowledge 
from birth to death”, “Muslims, your age dies with you. 

Prepare your descendants for the future” and “Strive 
for knowledge, no matter how long this way is”. Musa 
Nagiyev was an adherent of one of the currents in Is-
lam - Bahaism. Therefore, a large granite bust of Sheikh 
Bahaullah was installed at the very top on the facade of 
the building. There was a marble monument to Musa’s 
son Aga Ismayil in one of the niches below. Mammad 
Emin Rasulzadeh wrote later in Azerbaycan Cumhuriy-
eti magazine published in Turkey: “Perhaps for its beau-
ty it was the best building in the entire Islamic world 
built with such (charitable) purposes” (“Bяlkя dя islam 
alяmindя böylя bir mяqsяdlя yapılmış binaların яzяmяti 
etibarilя birincisidir”).

Receptions, evenings in favor of the poor and 
meetings of the Muslim society Nashr-Maarif began 
to be arranged in the halls of the charitable society, 
which became the center of cultural, educational and 
charitable events.

The vaults of this building have seen a lot. In the 
years of the First World War and right up to the Febru-
ary Revolution of 1917, the building of the charity soci-
ety housed an infirmary for wounded Russian officers. 
During the March events of 1918, Ismayiliyya, being a 
stronghold of Muslim society, underwent a massive at-
tack and shelling. Armenian forces looted and set fire to 
the building. The building was seriously damaged both 
by bullets, shells and a fire. The roof that collapsed as a 
result of a fire completely destroyed the entrance stairs 
and damaged the marble floors. In fact, only walls re-
mained from the building.

On November 22, 1918, the government of the 
Azerbaijan Democratic Republic set up an Extraordi-
nary Commission chaired by engineer A. I. Shternberg 
to assess the damage to the building. According to the 
findings of the commission, the volume of the building 
was 3,000 cubic fathoms, and about 330,000 rubles had 
been spent on the building in 1907-1908. Now, the con-
struction of the same building will take 22 times more 
money, i.e. 7,260,000 rubles.

After the establishment of Soviet rule, it was decided 
to destroy the remains of the building. And only the 
protests of the local population forced the authorities 
to abandon these plans and begin restoration. The ar-
chitectural monument was restored in 1922-1923 un-
der the direction of architect Alexander Dubov. Unfor-
tunately, during the restoration, the oriental ornaments 
and inscriptions from the Koran on the facade and on 
the sides of the building were removed, and instead of 
them there appeared golden five-pointed stars. Also, 
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the bust of Sheikh Bahaullah and the monument to Aga 
Ismayil disappeared.

The restored building was handed over to the House 
of Turkic Culture. In 1926, the first Turkic congress was 
held here. The first radio in the city began broadcasting 
from this building. In different years the building housed 
various organizations and institutions: The Society for 
the Survey and Study of Azerbaijan, the Archaeological 
Commission, the Society of Turkic Culture and others. 
The Manuscript Fund, which moved into the current 
building of the central Akhundov library in 1960, was 
located here for a long time.

In the postwar years, the Ismayiliyya building was 
handed over to the Academy of Sciences, and currently, 
the Presidium of the National Academy of Sciences of 
Azerbaijan is located here.

The magnificent Palazzo de Ismayiliyya is more 
than 100 years old, but it invariably evokes admiration 
for the mastery of the architect and the art of masons 
who incorporated a genuine architectural symphony 
in material. 
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