Karabakh
Jafar Giyasi,
Doctor of architecture,
Corresponding Member of Azerbaijan
National Academy of Sciences

				BRIDGES of

KHUDAFERIN
The tradition of bridge construction in Azerbaijan has ancient history. It is due to complex topography
and rich river network existing within the territory of the country.
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o ease access to different locations people used to build
small but monumental bridges
on the local roads and the routes of
international trade. The most significant and famous examples of the
national architecture are Khudaferin
bridges which have national and regional value. These two bridges over
the Araz River which has become a
boundary since XIX century, have
evolved into the symbol of the ter-
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ritorial integrity of Azerbaijan.
The famous Arab traveler and geographer Yagut Hamawi, during his
trip to Azerbaijan in 1213 and 1220s
described Araz river as being“Amazing”. Later Hamawi reports: It is believed that in Aran region along the
Araz River there were 1,000 towns.
Although the number of towns are
exaggerated, however on either side
of the river there had been cluster
of settlements since antiquity. J.

Hamawi, referring to another Arab
author, says:“At Balasadzhan steppe,
to which Araz River flows there are
5,000 abandoned villages which survived during the demolition of the
walls, and a lot of structures have remained so far. It is alleged that those
villages belonged to Princes of Araz,
who is mentioned in the Holy Book
of Koran by the Almighty Allah.”The
feature of the landscape necessitated the building of the bridges across
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the Araz River because of its densely
populated coasts. In historical sources there are still some records about
bridge construction across this River
in Azerbaijan, which flew across the
whole country crossing it from west
to east.
Among the numerous bridges
over the Araz River, the most popular and durable one was proved to
be Khudaferin.This is explained with
their favorable geographical location where they were built. These
two monumental bridges of 15 and
11 spans accordingly suggest that
Khudaferin canyon was the main
crossing over the Araz River. Since it
was located on the transcontinental
routes, Khudaferin overpass played
an important role in domestic and
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internationalrelations.Thesebridges
served as a major junction for Great
Silk Road and gained great international importance. These bridges
were the major route for the movement of various forces and tribes,
coming from the south to the region
of Aran and Karabakh. The sources
also mention the crucial importance
of these bridges both militarily and
strategically. The historical accounts
indicate that a large number of
troops were able to go across the
bridge in a very short span of time.
In the first place a bridge is an
engineering structure. The strength
and durability of the bridge in the
past to a great extent depended on
the spot where it was built. Hence, in
ancient and medieval times for the

construction of bridges the availability of river boulders for supporting
structures was essential. Supporting
columns, breakwaters built on the
hard rock served as a guarantee for
the strength of the bridge as it allowed crowd of people and heavy
caravans to move across. The availability of large boulders in the Khudaferin canyon made the location
very advantageous for the bridge
construction. Among the many
bridges over Araz only Khudaferin
bridges survived thanks to its favorable location.
Historical sources contain very
little information about Khudaferin
bridges, as well as about many other
architecturalmonumentsinAzerbaijan. It is impossible to determine the
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Khudaferin Bridge in 3D reconstruction

precise date of the bridge construction as the structures are devoid of
any inscripts. As valuable historical
monuments of architecture Khudaferin bridges were established at
ancient times. Another option is that
the bridges over this famous river
crossing were founded during the
Urartu (IV century BC).
The earliest records about Khudaferin bridges which we possess,
belong to historian-geographer
Hamdullah Ghazvini. Dating back
to the 15th century he wrote: “Close
to Zengilan across the Araz River
there is a Huda-Aferin bridge which
had been built in AH 15 (636 AD) by
Bakr ibn Abdullah, one of the companions of the Prophet Muhammad”.Thus, the commander Bakr ibn
Abdullah at the order of the Caliph
Omar in 643-644 arranged a military
campaign to Azerbaijan. The historian of the XIX century A. Bakikhanov in his work “Gyulyustani-Irem”
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(“Gardens of Paradise”) describes the
events of AH 22 (644 AD) as follows:
“Following the conquest of Mugan
region, Bakr ibn Abdullah built the
Khudaferin bridge across the Araz
River”. Researchers (A. Salamzade, K.
Mammadzade) based on this historical data presume that for the
free movement of Arab troops in
the Khudaferin canyon a new bridge
was found or the old one was restored in the VII century.
According to the account of Ottoman scholar Munadjimbashi, the
Azerbaijani governor Fazl Sheddadi I
built huge and strong bridge across
Araz River in 1027. The bridge which
Munadjimbashi mentions as “Azim
Asari”(“Great Work”) is said to be just
the same 15-span Khudaferin bridge
by the historian V. Mironski Seldjuk
historian Sadreddin Ali al-Husseini
acknowledges that the Sultan Alp
Arslan on his way back from Tiflis
campaign in 1068 crossed the Araz

River “with no vessels and the seamen” and arrived at village Laryanis
(now called Lardjan, the south of
Khudaferin canyon). However, the
author does not mention Khudaferin
bridges. Some European and Azerbaijani scholars believe that the Khudaferin bridge with 15 spans was
established during the heyday of the
Kingdom of Atabek in the XII century.
Foundations of big Khudaferin
bridge were raised on the boulders
therefore the spans are different in
size. The spans were spread over
given of landscape and that is why
the bridge is not straightforward
with some curvature. The bridge
is about 200 m long, 4,5 m wide,
and the largest span being more
than 10 m, the highest one level is
approximately 10 m. above water
level. Breakwaters were built from
well-figurated stones. All the bridge
arches have lancet shape typical for
the architecture of Muslim epoch.
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Arches archivolts were originally
made from the stone. The remaining parts of the bridge were built of
rough cobble stones. The parapet
of the upper part of the entrance is
made from the brick. The combination of textures and colors of various
building materials add clear tectonic
structure and artistic peculiarity for
the great Khudaferin bridge.
Khudaferin bridge of 15-span is
still functional. However, as being
subject to the repeated destruction
this ancient monument had to be
restored. Last serious damage coincides with the Gajar epoch - the
period of khanates formation in the
north of Azerbaijan. In this context
historian A. Bakikhanov reports:
“When Agha Mohammad Khan Gajar wanted to conquer Karabakh
in 1795, he reinstated Khudaferin
bridge, which had been destroyed
by Ibrahim Khan”. The Iranian historian Z. Mansouri also confirms that
www.irs-az.com

the Karabakh Khan Ibrahim Khalil Javanshir destroyedKhudaferinbridge
in order to prevent the offensives of
Agha Mohammad Khan Gajar’s army.
The author writes: “Shah ordered to
build a new Zovgerli bridge adjacent
to the Khudaferin bridge, as well as
to restore the old one. Javanshir’s
people failed to destroy the foundations and were able to demolish
only the arches. The Shah ordered
to build a bridge applying only high

qualitybuildingmaterials”.Khudaferin bridges had been destroyed before the second military campaign to
the Caucasus by Mohammad Khan
in 1797. Current state of Khudaferin
bridge with 15-span is consistent
with the records of the historians.
Thus, the upper part of the bridge
arches which were restored later was
made from the brick and shows clear
distinction between the old parts of
the bridge and the present ones.
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Khudaferin bridge of 11-span
is 750 m away west of the 15-span
bridge. The entire bridge was built
and lined with well-figurated blocks
of limestone. Researchers estimate
that the bridge was built on the ruins of another ancient one during
the reign of Elkhanids (end of XIII
century). Nevertheless, the historian of this epoch while depicting
all the important events up to the
40s of the XIV century suggests only
the reconstruction of the huge Khudaferin bridge in the VII century, but
does not mention any other bridges. Small Khudaferin bridge is almost completely demolished, only
3 middle spans have remained. This
is the reason why the people call it
as “Siniq korpu” (“broken bridge”).
The bridge is about 130 m in length,
6 m wide, and the height above water level is 12 m. The outline of the
lateral arches is almost semicircular.
Solid bridge abutments and arches projected from the water, and
badly damaged coastal spans give
an evidence of the excellent original appearance of the monument.
11-span Khudaferin bridge was destroyed to stop the advancement
of enemy troops, but later as opposed to the big Khudaferin bridge,
it wasn’t restored. Despite the small
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number of spans and the relatively
short length “Siniq korpu” conveys
strong impression even being destroyed thanks to its construction
materials and architectural design
applied. This bridge though in ruins,
like many ancient monuments, is
majestic and grandiose.
The construction method of both
bridges is traditional in the architecture of the Middle Ages - curvilinear
arches of the spans are supported by
heavy breakwaters and solid foundations.This sufficiently reliable system
withstood the masses of people, military cavalry. In addition to sustainable engineering design, Khudaferin
bridges capture attention with its
artistic-aesthetic expression. Workmanship of architects transformed
this structure into the monumental
architectural work.
Khudaferin bridges are closely
linked to events of global significance, they are considered highly
professional architectural and engineering facilities, and, finally,
complimentary with the amazing
nature. All these features make
possible for us to consider these
bridges as monuments of universal
value. But, unfortunately, for many
years, they have not been paid due
attention and eventually their fate is

in jeopardy.
Huge threat impended over
them in 1990. According to the
agreement made between the design-study and scientific-research
association“Hydroproject”USSR and
Iran since 1975 the construction of
two water development facilities
“Khudaferin”and“Gizgalasi”(“Maiden
Tower”) had to be built in Khudaferin
canyon. The construction started in
1990 which posed danger not only
for these two Khudaferin bridges,
but also for the closest ancient villages, numerous historical and architectural monuments in the Araz
valley. This incident led to a wave of
disturbances among the commuinity in the country. With the outbreak
of the Karabakh conflict followed by
the occupation of Azerbaijani lands
by Armenian military forces, including Jabrail district where Khudaferin
bridges are located, construction
project was disrupted. Like many
other monuments Khudaferin bridges are also under Armenian“cultural”
terror for twenty years now. Despite
the fact that it is the occupied zone,
Iranian government again raised the
question of constructing water development facilities in 2000, but this
time faced with strong denial from
Heydar Aliyev, ex-President of the
Republic of Azerbaijan.
Unfortunately, Iran has started
some construction works in this
area lately. To carry out construction
works in the occupied territories
which are not controlled by Azerbaijan now is a rough breach to international laws.
Fate of Khudaferin bridges under the “captivity” of the Armenians
ought to raise concern of world
community, and international organizations must get involved to stand
for their preservation.
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