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Introduction




Welcome to Planet Esoterica’s travel guide to western Kazakhstan. It’s our first publication and, as far as we're aware, the only travel book dedicated to the western part of the country. 

When we set out to write it in early 2021, we had no idea if there was enough research material available to fill an e-book. But, lo and behold, after well over three years of digging around a plethora of online and offline sources, inspecting satellite imagery, and many long, bleary-eyed hours of writing, we finally got it done. We chose this region as there's limited coverage on the area, including from other publishers, even though it’s a humongous territory slightly larger than France.

How to Use This Guide

If you’re reading this book, then you’re probably the curious type with a penchant for exploring and learning about the world’s lesser-known spots. So, we've organised our book into chapters based on geographical regions or significant landforms to give you a sense of journeying through the landscape and to better showcase each region’s natural diversity. We also think it highlights why each environment is worthy of a visit in its own right, ranging from the eastern Caspian Sea’s deserty Tub-Karagan and Buzachi Peninsulas to the verdant plains of the Pontic-Caspian Steppe fed by the Ural River. Within these chapters are subchapters covering individual places and sites to visit.

This guide covers the West Kazakhstan, Aytrau, and Mangystau Regions in their entirety, as well as the western half of the Aktobe Region—all of which form the Kazakh part of the Caspian Depression. The Mugodzhar Hills in the Aktobe Region mark the easternmost geographical boundary of the depression, so we’ll cover the eastern half of this province in our future guide to central Kazakhstan.

Where relevant, we've provided internal links within the e-book, as well as hyperlinks to websites, papers, journals, and videos. Apart from our A History of Western Central Asia and the Eastern Caspian Region chapter and the appendices, our subchapters include additional resources, several hundred coordinates for inputting into any digital map tool, two dozen city and regional maps, and links to relevant Soviet maps. English-language place-names precede each coordinate, followed by the name in Kazakh Latin script and Russian Cyrillic, the latter of which is especially useful for anyone undertaking deeper research. Occasionally, we omit the Kazakh Latin script place-name if it’s the same as the English-language one.

Places Covered and List of Maps

Here's a snapshot of the places featured in this guidebook.




[image: ]
Places covered in the Mangystau Region, featured in the Ustyurt, Tub-Karagan Peninsula, Buzachi Peninsula, and the Mangystau Mountains chapters.
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Places covered in the Atyrau and Aktobe Regions, featured in the Caspian Lowland, Emba Plateau, and West Kazakh Steppe chapters.
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Places covered in the West Kazakhstan and Aktobe Regions, featured in the Pontic-Caspian Steppe and West Kazakh Steppe chapters.



City and regional maps included, with links to their respective chapters:


	Overviews of Atyrau, Aktobe, Oral, Aktau, Zhanaozen, and Fort Shevchenko, in addition to their central/downtown areas.


	Darinskoe village region.


	Inder Lake region.


	Historical sites south and east of Beineu town.


	North-west coast of the Tub-Karagan Peninsula, plus the north coast near Cape Zhygylgan and Sarytash Bay.


	Overviews of the Mangystau Mountains and Tub-Karagan Peninsula.


	Emba Fort and the Kokzhide and Kumzhargan Sands.





Request for Feedback

If you spot any grammar, punctuation, or factual errors, we’d love it if you could let us know. While we’ve copyedited, proofread, and fact-checked our book as rigorously as possible, a few errors might’ve slipped past our eagle-eyed selves. If there’s an area we need to include in the next edition, we’d love to know. Ultimately, we want to make our guidebooks as comprehensive as possible, so don’t hesitate to share any feedback or suggestions.

Stay Connected and Support Us

Thanks very much for supporting our mini publishing start-up. If you use social media, you can follow us on our Instagram and Facebook pages. If we haven’t updated our pages for a while, it means we’re busy whipping up our next two regional guidebooks to Central Asia. Our email is hello@planetesoterica.com if you need to reach us that way.

If you want to stay updated and register your interest in our future publications, sign up to our newsletter. Lastly, we would greatly appreciate it if you could leave a review where you purchased this book, mention it to anyone who might be interested, and tag us on social media using #planetesoterica.

Thank you for your support!

Matthew Traver
Founder and Author – Planet Esoterica

About the Author: Since 2010, Matthew Traver has embarked on numerous travels across Central Asia. His experiences range from a 1,000km+ horseback ride across eastern Kazakhstan and a  4WD journey through the Ustyurt, which inspired this guidebook, to exploring dozens of Khwarezm-era forts in Karakalpakstan and spending a month documenting the life of a hunter-herder in Tajikistan's Pamir Mountains.











  
  
Western Kazakhstan's Top Spots




As you'll discover in our guidebook, western Kazakhstan offers an abundance of opportunities for travellers. If you're unsure where to plan your trip, check out our roundup of the region's top spots to help you get started. 

Iconic

Karynzharyk Depression

Less than 40km from Turkmenistan’s border, this impressive basin measures 80km long and plunges to –70m below sea level. At the southernmost tip, the Three Brothers peaks and two smaller mesas rise from the white salt flats, creating one of the most distinct panoramas in western Asia. During rare moments of rainfall, the basin morphs into a shallow sea-like expanse, with the peaks resembling isolated desert islands.

Sherkala

Undeniably one of Kazakhstan's most iconic geological landmarks, Sherkala features on the 1,000 tenge banknote. Its distinctive side-profile resembles a yurt or a resting lion, depending on your viewing angle. Adorned with rugged cliffs, imposing rocky pillars, and deep chalk canyons, this peak is the showpiece of the Mangystau Mountains and is reachable in a day from Aktau city. Not far away lie the remains of Kyzylkala, a medieval caravanserai that was a major hub for western Central Asia’s Silk Road merchants travelling between the Caspian and Aral Seas.

Akkegershin and Aktolagay Plateaus

Separated by a mere 50km and on the greater Emba Plateau, Akkegershin and Aktolagay boast a marvel of wind-sculpted chalk formations. A closer examination reveals traces of the ancient Paratethys Sea, which submerged the region during the Jurassic and Cretaceous Eras. These waters left an indelible mark, with fossilised imprints of shells, ammonites, belemnites, shark teeth, and other marine animals embedded in the chalk.

Torysh Valley

Dubbed the ‘Valley of Balls’, hundreds of spherical rock formations dot  Torysh's arid landscape, with some as large as a car. Geologists believe they're formed by mineral precipitation in sedimentary rock or are crystalline balls made of volcanic ash and exposed through weathering. These formations exist in only a few places on Earth, such as California, New Zealand, and even Planet Mars—so don't miss your chance to ogle at this geological oddity!

Boszhira

If you’re after a rival to the USA’s Monument Valley National Park, but without the crowds, head to Boszhira. It features several picturesque sandstone formations and mesas resting on chalk bedrock. The chief attraction here is the fang-like Azu Tisteri rock spires overlooking the beautiful bleakness of the Karashek salt marsh. With several viewpoints atop the plateau and plenty of camping spots in the basin, this place won’t disappoint.

Historical

New Alexander Fort

Craving a slice of military history with breathtaking natural views? Venture to New Alexander Fort, an early 19th-century relic of the Russian Empire's ambitions in the region. Originally established as a base for anti-piracy operations on the Caspian Sea and a launch point for Russia’s military campaigns against the Kokand and Khiva Khanates, all that stands today are its resilient stone walls. Yet, its cliffside position overlooking the dry, salt-white expanse of Dead Kultuk adds to its allure. While you're there, swing by the 11th-century Sisem Ata Necropolis, one of the Mangystau Region's largest burial sites.

Oral City

Immerse yourself in the history of Oral, located just south of Russia’s Orenburg Oblast and one of Kazakhstan’s oldest cities. Originally established by the Ural Cossacks in the 16th century after fierce battles with the Mongol Nogai Horde, centuries of Kazakh and Russian influence have moulded the city's architecture and culture. Today, as the flourishing capital of the West Kazakhstan Region, it proudly houses museums commemorating figures like the revolutionary Cossack Yemelyan Pugachev, heroic WWII Kazakh machine-gunner Manshuk Mametova, and legendary Russian poet Alexander Pushkin.

Saraishyk Medieval Settlement

Step back in time to the vibrant heart of the Silk Road at Saraishyk, just an hour's drive north of Atyrau city. Perched on the Ural River’s west bank, this 10th-century settlement once thrived as a nexus for the Golden Horde and later, as the capital for its successor, the Nogai Horde. The 14th-century account of the Arab explorer Ibn Battuta paints a vivid picture of the city, adorned with grand palaces, mosques, and boasting advanced urban innovations. But beyond its historic grandeur, the site is rumoured to be the final resting place for seven of the Horde’s rulers and the Kazakh Khanate that followed it.

Shakpak Ata

For an evocative blend of history, spirituality, and medieval craftsmanship, descend into the 10th-century Shakpak Ata, a necropolis and underground mosque hewn into Mount Ungaza's limestone cliffs. It’s a stone’s throw from the secluded Sarytash Bay on the Caspian Sea. Its four chambers feature intricate carvings of flora, fauna, and poetic Arabic inscriptions that hint at its Sufi roots. There’s an estimated 2,000 graves above ground and tucked into niches of cliff, too. 

Fort Shevchenko

Positioned on the Tub-Karagan Peninsula's western tip, Fort Shevchenko stands as a testament to the Mangystau Region's rich maritime history. Originating as the medieval port settlement of Ketikkala, it became a bustling trade hub connecting Eurasia. This rich trading legacy is evident in archaeological finds such as Chinese pottery and Indian Ocean corals delivered by Persian ships sailing from the Caspian’s southern shore. The peninsula played a pivotal role as Russia's launchpad into Turkestan in the early 18th century. Today, the city houses the Taras Shevchenko Museum, which chronicles the life of the exiled Ukrainian Renaissance man, and the Museum of Fishing History and Ethnography of Mangyshlak. For the intrepid traveller, there's much more to explore further up the coast, from the country's oldest lighthouse, secluded sandy coves, and remnants of a wealthy Russian fishing merchant's summerhouse near a hot spring.

Adventurous

Tyuleniy Archipelago

While islands might not be the first thing that comes to mind when thinking of this region, the Tyuleniy Archipelago is a testament to Central Asia's diverse landscapes. One of the largest islands, Kulaly, bears traces of a New Stone Age settlement and serves as the country’s sole maritime border post. It was also previously a hideout for 17th-century Cossacks and a base for processing Caspian seal skin and oil until the early 20th century. Today, few venture to the islands, as the only way to get here is to charter a speedboat from Bautino Port or Aktau. Yet, for those who seek unparalleled solitude and the thrill of treading where few have ventured in modern times – apart from conservationists and government officials – the journey is undeniably rewarding.

Ryn Desert

Stretching over 350km between the Volga and Ural Rivers and extending 250km from the Caspian Sea's north coast to the Pontic-Caspian Steppe, the Ryn is Kazakhstan's westernmost desert. In this vast wilderness on the edge of Russia, jerboas, hares, gophers, and domesticated camel outnumber humans. History resonates deeply here, from Stone Age hunter-gatherers, Scythian and Saka nomadic groups, and later various Turkic khanates. The secluded town of Khan Ordasy was the headquarters of Zhangir-Kerey Khan, leader of the Bukey Horde and the country’s last Turkic khanate. An extensive network of dunes teeming with birdlife and pine forests begins on the edge of the town, making it an ideal starting point for anyone eager to immerse themselves in a little-visited, remote Kazakh desert.

Ustyurt Caves

The vast Ustyurt region, stretching across Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, boasts over 50 caves. Three of the most prominent are in the Kazakh part and a day's drive of the Karynzharyk Depression: Balayuk and Utebay Caves, situated just eight kilometres apart to the south-east, and Karagan-Bosagas on its northern flank. Reaching these natural wonders requires a full day’s drive off-road. Inside Balayuk, there’s a small lake and a chamber spacious enough to accommodate multiple double-decker buses.

Mangystau Canyons

Channelling one's inner Indiana Jones is a breeze while traversing the vast coastal canyons of the Mangystau Region. These arid chasms, carved during a time when western Central Asia was more humid and the Caspian Sea levels higher, offer kilometres of adventure in their winding weather-worn passages. Among the highlights is Saura Canyon, which starts over two kilometres inland and ends near an abandoned Soviet-era fishing village. Nearby, an ancient stone wall, next to the ruins of an 8th–9th century caravanserai, links the Karakavak and Shuldor Canyons. 

Mugodzhar Hills

Marking the southernmost part of the Ural Mountains, the Mugodzhar Hills stretch over 200km from the Kazakh-Russian border to the Aral Sea Basin’s northern edge, serving as a natural divider between western and central Kazakhstan. Though its highest point, Mount Bolshoy Boktybay (675m), is barely a pimple in the world of peaks, the range boasts countless secluded valleys and hilltops – largely untouched because of limited road access – beckoning adventurers to explore by 4WD, on foot, or by bike.








  
  

Chapter 1

A History of Western Central Asia and the Eastern Caspian Region





Getting to grips with the history of western Central Asia and the eastern Caspian region is a challenge, as the historical timeline is patchy—especially the period between the end of the last Ice Age to the middle half of the first millennium CE. According to Solange Rigaud et al. in their 2021 paper about the region’s earliest settlements, for Archaeological Research in Asia, this knowledge blank spot is because large parts of the eastern Caspian region are only sporadically investigated and the movement of bygone cultural groups through the region need reassessing using modern methods1.

One of the few reliable sources dedicated to the region’s entire human history is an article by renowned western Kazakhstan archaeologist Andrei Astafiev, Medieval Trade Routes and Ancient Settlements of Mangystau2, which largely inspires this chapter.








  
  
Ancient Settlers on the Eastern Caspian Sea Coast




Humans have lived on the Mangyshlak Peninsula and adjacent Turkmenistan’s coastal region for well over 10,000 years (since the Late Stone Age). Systematic exploration into the eastern Caspian basin’s early human history began in the mid-20th century, with field investigations in Turkmenistan led by Alexey Okladnikov. Working across several sites in the Turkmenbashi Gulf, 200km south of Mangystau, he and his team unearthed shells, bones, and stone artefacts from the late Middle Stone Age to early New Stone Age period, roughly 8,000 years ago1. 

At one site, Kuba-Sengir on the gulf’s north coast, they discovered 900 shells packed into a reddish rock band, together with dozens of microblades and rock debris. Okladnikov and colleagues interpreted this high concentration as the site of a shell bead workshop. At Kaylu, a site 5km west of Kuba-Sengir, they discovered a burial site with ochre-covered skeletons and nearly 200 discoid shell beads1. In 2018, Solange Rigaud et al. visited both sites and identified new shells, several dozen stone artefacts, bones and ceramics, so there’s undoubtedly plenty more to discover on future excavations.

Shells played an important role in daily life, at least as far back as 120,000 years ago in North Africa and the Middle East3, serving both practical and symbolic purposes, ranging from tools and ornaments to trade and religious rituals.

As ornaments and jewellery, ancient artisans crafted shells into necklaces, bracelets, earrings, and pendants by drilling holes and stringing them together with plant fibres or animal sinews. This personal adornment also likely held symbolic or cultural significance. Shells with strong and sharp edges were utilised as cutting, scraping, or engraving tools, while others served as containers, scoops, or implements for food preparation and consumption—the Gulf of Mexico’s lightning whelks (Busycon perversum) and sunray venus (Macrocallista nimbosa) are two such distant archaeological examples4.

In trade and exchange, rare or valuable shells functioned as currency. They also served as artistic elements in pottery, sculptures, and wall decorations, often inlaid into objects or arranged in patterns and designs. 

Shells played a part in burial practices too, either as offerings or grave goods for the deceased, reflecting the individual's social status, beliefs, or community customs. In some cases, they were used in rituals or as symbols related to religious or spiritual beliefs, with engraved symbols or images holding special meaning for those who used them. Overall, the diverse uses of shells in antiquity show early humans' ability to create and appreciate objects of beauty and symbolic meaning.

The Copper Age

In Tokmak, a Copper Age cemetery 200km up the coast near Mangystau’s Kendirli Bay, Astafiev noted that personal ornaments at this site showed “typological and technological similarities” to the shell beads at Kaylu. Likewise, so did another inland site in Azerbaijan, known as MPS4, between the Aras and Kura Rivers. Another inland site, Dam-Dam-Chesme 1 and 2, near Balkanabat, Turkmenistan, also had microliths and a prismatic blade/bladelet industry similar to Kaylu’s.
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A view of the Aras River, separating Iran and Azerbaijan. Knovakov © Shutterstock




During the Mangyshlak Regression (8 to 10 thousand years ago) and the Novocaspian Regression (5 to 9 thousand years ago), sea levels were, respectively, 90m and 20m lower than today. It's likely there was a natural land bridge connecting the Caspian’s east and west coast, enabling trade and migration. It was more humid during this period, too, making living, hunting, foraging, and sourcing drinking water far easier back then. Higher sea levels occurred as well, rising by up to 35m from today's levels, during the Early to Late Khvalinian Transgressions, approximately 10 to 20 thousand years ago1.








  
  
The Mangystau Region’s Early Settlers




Mangystau’s oldest archaeological sites date back to at least the 10th to 8th millennium. Examples include Zhanaozen city (fka Novy Uzen), west of the Ustyurt State Nature Reserve; Sarytash Bay, on the Tub-Karagan Peninsula’s north-east coast; and a site called Kyzylsu 1, beside Shopan Ata Necropolis. In Kyzylsu 1, researchers unearthed dozens of split stones, bifacial tools, geometric microliths, scrapers, and cutters, forming one of the best collections of its kind in Eurasia5.
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Shopan Ata Necropolis. Moehring © Shutterstock




In the 7th millennium, tribes from beyond the Caspian moved into the region, such as the Kukrek Culture, who originated from the Sea of Azov area. Numerous sites on the Mangyshlak Peninsula, such as the Buzachi Peninsula, and Karagiye and Karynzharyk Depressions, yielded traces of their microlith technology5. Earlier artefacts from M'lefaat, northern Iraq, also show cultural similarities6.
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The southern end of the Karynzharyk Depression, with the iconic 'Three Brothers' peaks in the background. Geoorgiy Boyko © Shutterstock




Between the 6th to 5th millennium, the Oyuklin became the dominant culture in the region and was replaced by the Tuluz Culture. Evidence of seasonal hunting camps from both cultures was found in the desert villages of Senek and Ushtagan, central Mangystau, and Shebir village on the Buzachi Peninsula. Finds included pottery, decorations made of shells, and tools for processing wood, bones, and skins5. 

The Tuluz Culture made contact with local tribes in the north and north-east Caspian region, while following the seasonal migration routes of saiga, sheep, and goitered gazelle. In Mangystau, there are approximately 30 known remains of Copper Age settlements, in the form of stone foundations from large dwellings, but only a few have been studied, such as the Koskuduk 1 and 2 and Aktau sites7.

Other sites studied from the Oyuklin-Tuluz era, by Astafiev and other teams, include the poorly preserved Beit-Tyube burial ground, located on a coastal dune, and Tubezhik 1 and 2, Dikiltas, Meretsai 2, and Teren. These all had artefacts from the Sarmatians, who existed around the early first millennium, indicating that these sites have been inhabited for millennia. There are also several single-chamber catacombs in the area, like Syrlytam, Shagatai, and Qumran5. 

One particularly impressive archaeological site from the Sarmatian era, that highlights the region’s complex cultural makeup, is the Baite complex. Located some 20km north-east of Say-Utes village, near Dead Kultuk, dozens of stone figures were discovered here in 1983. Grouped into three hilltop complexes spread over a couple of kilometres – all within sight of each other – the figures mostly depicted armed male warriors sporting carved icons of daggers, bows, and helmets. Archers on horseback, snakes, deer, carts, and geometric designs were found, too. Scientists think they belonged to the Massagetae people, or, more likely, the Sarmatians as their carvings are an exact match of those found elsewhere in the steppe, and the North Caucasus and Black Sea regions8.










  
  
Bronze Age to Iron Age in the Caspian Basin




Strabo, a 1st century BCE Greek historian and geographer, produced some of the earliest written accounts of trade in the Caspian region in his 17-volume Geographica encyclopaedias. In Book XI he describes the “Oxus” (today’s Amu Darya) entering the “Hyrcanian Sea” (Caspian), with “large quantities of Indian merchandise” conveyed by it to the Caspian Sea. From there, the goods were transferred across the waters and upstream into the Black Sea region via the “Cyrus” (today known as the Kura River, which flows through north-east Turkey, Georgia, and Azerbaijan)9.
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The confluence of the Kura (L) and Aragvi Rivers (R) near the city of Mtskheta, Georgia. Vblinov © Shutterstock




The Oxus emptying into the Caspian that Strabo refers to was, in fact, the Uzboy River, which was a distributary of the Oxus. From its source, just south of the Aral Sea, the Uzboy flowed for 750km to the sea via Sarykamysh Lake.

Between the Bronze Age to Iron Age (approximately 5,000 to 2,500 years ago) several cultural groups followed the Oyuklin-Tuluz. Accurately identifying who inhabited where and at what time is challenging because of limited archaeological evidence and the complex nature of population dynamics in the Eurasian Steppe and desert. The following is a non-exhaustive list of notable groups from this period.


Kelteminar Culture (c. 6000–3500 BCE) 

Primarily found in the territory of present-day Uzbekistan, around the Kyzylkum Desert, and extending into parts of Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, the Kelteminar formed in the north-west of Tajikistan’s Zeravshan Valley10.

While their core location was around the southern half of the Aral Sea Basin, their influence likely extended to a broader area further west and north, including the Mangyshlak Peninsula. The Kelteminar people were hunter-gatherers and fishers who lived along rivers and lakes and built larger houses, possibly for housing multi-generational families, and had advanced metallurgy skills which they exported throughout western Asia, the Caucasus, and Eastern and Central Europe. As they moved eastward into Asia, they melded with other tribes and evolved into the Suyargan Culture (c. 2000 BCE)11.


Andronovo Culture (c. 2000–1200 BCE) 

Genetically closely related to the Sintashta Culture, which hailed from the Ural-Tobol River Basin and descended from Europe’s Corded Ware Culture (c. 3000–2350 BCE), the Andronovo were an Indo-Iranian society. Their territory covered parts of present-day Russia, Kazakhstan, and other Central Asian countries, including regions near the Aral and Caspian Seas.

Known for their fortified settlements, bronze metallurgy, and distinct ceramics, the Andronovo people played a significant role in the cultural and linguistic development of the Eurasian Steppe. It's believed they're the ancestors of some later Iranian-speaking groups, including the Scythians. Similarly, the Sintashta were master artisans, building sophisticated weapons and chariots, and training and breeding horses12. Russian archaeologist Arkadi Tugarinov discovered several graves in 1914 in the village of Andronovo, near the Yenisei River in southern Siberia, which contained decorative pottery and pairs of crouched skeletons. In the 1920s, Sergei Teploukhov identified the Andronovo as a distinct culture and Mikhail Gryaznov undertook excavations of cemeteries in western Kazakhstan, revealing pottery with “stylistically similar complexes” and concluded they were part of a western variant of Andronovo linked to the Srubnaya Culture of the Volga Region13. The Andronovo built round or rectangular burial mounds (aka kurgans) over timber or stone chambers, which contained the deceased, livestock, ceramics, weapons, chariots, and horse-related items.


Cimmerians (c. 1200–600 BCE)

 Celebrated for their adeptness in equestrian skills and archery, the Cimmerians instilled fear into their neighbours' hearts with their marauding and combat skills. These Iron Age nomads roamed the Pontic-Caspian Steppe, which extends across north-west Central Asia, southern Russia, and Eastern Europe. Their early ancestors hailed from the Koban Culture within the northern Caucasus, and later they blended with the Novocherkassk-Chernogorovka Culture near the northern shores of the Black Sea by the Prut and Lower Don Rivers, between 900 and 650 BCE14.

In the 8th century BCE, they assaulted and subdued mighty city-states within the surrounding territories, notably the Kingdom of Urartu around 720 BCE (now Armenia) and Gordion, a chief city in the kingdom of Phrygia in today's west-central part of Anatolia, Turkey. The Cimmerians eventually broke into different factions, possibly settling in locations such as Tabal, Anatolia, and Thrace, a historical region in south-east Europe nestled between Bulgaria, Greece, and Turkey. Circa 600–560 BCE, King Alyattes from Lydia, which arose from Phrygia’s collapse, dealt the final blow for the group15.
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The Iron Age remains of the Kingdom of Urartu's Fortress of Van, overlooking Lake Van in Turkey's Eastern Anatolia Region. Nesrin Ozdemir © Shutterstock




Although only minimal information about their language prevails, German historian Carl Lehmann-Haupt stated a possible connection between the Cimmerian language and Thracian and Iranian14. Today's insight into their culture predominantly stems from the literary narratives of renowned figures like Homer, Herodotus, and Strabo. In contemporary culture, American writer Robert E. Howard based the fictional Conan the Barbarian character on the Cimmerians, although not with any historical accuracy!


Scythians (c. 900–200 BCE) 

Inhabiting vast territories in the Eurasian Steppe, including regions around the Aral and Caspian Seas, the Scythians built a reputation as adept horse riders, archers and metalsmiths. Today, their enduring reputation as one of the more prominent groups from Central Eurasia before the Common Era underscores their crucial role in shaping the political and cultural landscape of the steppe. One of the earliest written accounts of the Scythians is in On Airs, Waters, and Places16, part of Hippocrates’ Hippocratic Corpus:

“They have no houses but live in wagons. The smallest have four wheels, others six wheels. They are covered over with felt and are constructed, like houses, sometimes in two compartments and sometimes in three, which are proof against rain, snow and wind. The wagons are drawn by two or by three yoke of hornless oxen. They have no horns because of the cold. Now in these wagons live the women, while the men ride alone on horseback, followed by the sheep they have, their cattle and their horses. They remain in the same place just as long as there is sufficient fodder for their animals; when it gives out they migrate… They eat boiled meats and drink mares’ milk. They have a sweetmeat called ‘hippace’, which is a cheese from the milk of mares.”
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Saka-built burial mounds in Kazakhstan's Kugaly Valley, Jetisu Region, at the foot of the Dzungarian Mountains, which straddle the Kazakh-Chinese border. The Saka inhabited eastern Central Asia and western China around the same time as the Scythians. Like the Andronovo culture, the Scythians and Saka constructed burial mounds, locally known as kurgans. Boris Rezvantsev © Shutterstock





Sarmatians (c. 500 BCE–400 CE) 

The origins of this Indo-European nomadic group is widely debated. One hypothesis put forward is that they descended from the Andronovo and Srubnaya Cultures in the western Urals and Volga region, essentially in and around the Pontic-Caspian Steppe, and that around the 3rd century BCE they migrated to Eastern Europe and the northern Black Sea region, where they faced off with the Huns and Goths17. Another suggests groups from the Ural-Volga region, eastern Aral region, and central Kazakhstan formed early Sarmatian (aka Prokhorovka) culture18.


Dahae (c. 400 BCE–0 CE) 

Also known as the Dahi and other names, the Dahae were an ancient eastern Iranian nomadic tribal confederation famous for their mounted archers. They operated in a broad zone of the Aral-Caspian region, spanning between south-west Turkmenistan, parts of Uzbekistan, and south-west Kazakhstan.

They allied with the Achaemenid Empire during the 331 BCE Battle of Gaugamela against Alexander the Great19. Over time, the Dahae faded from prominence and likely assimilated into other groups or cultures in the region, although the timeline for this is unclear.

Although our understanding of the diverse cultural groups that inhabited the Caspian and western Central Asia remains incomplete, it’s clear the exchange of goods, ideas, and innovations along the riverine networks and vast expanses of the Eurasian Steppe shaped their lives. From the Kelteminar to the Dahae, all these groups – and countless others not mentioned – forged connections that transcended geographical boundaries, enriching their societies and leaving an indelible mark on the region’s historical tapestry.




The Disappearing Uzboy and an English Merchant Adventurer

The Uzboy abruptly dried up in the 17th century, forcing countless riverine communities to disperse elsewhere20. This wasn’t the first time it happened though, as historical accounts between the 10th and 13th centuries make no mention of any river entering the Caspian21. 

During this period, various Iranian and Persianate dynasties ruled over Khwarezm, a historical region along the lower course of the Amu Darya. In 985, a dam was constructed near Konye-Urgench, Turkmenistan, for irrigation, presumably by the Ghaznavid Empire. However, when the Mongols invaded in 1220, they destroyed this dam. The subsequent destruction shifted the Amu’s course north to the Aral Sea and over the following decades the Uzboy’s waters returned, although whether this directly resulted from the dam destruction is unknown22.

In 1558, Anthony Jenkinson, an English traveller working for the Muscovy Company, set up camp on the shore of Sarykamysh - the lake that gives rise to the Uzboy - and observed that the waters were "fresh and sweete" [sic]. This suggests that the lake was being fed by the fresh water of the Amu River and had not yet transformed into the salty, dying, endorheic lake it is today. East of Urgench, he noted the Amu’s main course was running north to the Aral, having been recently re-established, and “was swifte” [sic]23. 

The Muscovy Company – an English trading enterprise – appointed Jenkinson to establish commercial connections with Central Asia, Persia, and Russia. Their aim was to tap into the opportunities presented by these regions, trading for goods such as silk, spices, and furs.

At the time of its founding in 1553, the Dutch were major importers of England’s cloth and the Netherlands was increasingly coming under Spain’s influence. Queen Elizabeth I and her courtiers were keen to expand their export markets beyond the Netherlands – which was experiencing financial difficulties – and search for new maritime trade routes to Asia via the Russian Arctic. These proved too hazardous, so they reverted to exploring land routes with Tsar Ivan the Terrible’s blessing24.

As a diplomat and merchant-explorer, Jenkinson's objectives included establishing diplomatic relations and negotiating trade agreements with the regional powers; surveying the territory to determine potential trade routes; gathering information on local products and markets; and representing the interests of the Muscovy Company and, by extension, the English Crown, in these regions.

After travelling through Russia, he ventured across the Caspian Sea and into Persia and Central Asia, visiting places such as Bukhara and Samarkand. Although Jenkinson's efforts did not lead to the establishment of a permanent, direct trade route between England and Central Asia, his travels and detailed accounts25 of the region provided valuable information for future explorers and helped to strengthen his country’s diplomatic and commercial ties with Russia and Persia.












  
  
The Early Silk Road Economy




The discovery of 1st to 5th century copper coins in local dig sites near Ayrakty-Shomanai and Sherkala in the Mangystau Mountains, as well as the Altynkazgan burial complex and the remains of the Karakabak settlement near Kochak Bay, shows that bartering was no longer the primary means of trade in Mangystau by the first millennium CE. Many of the coins were from the Afrighid dynasty, who ruled the southern Aral Sea’s Khwarezm oasis region from the 4th to 10th century2. The provenance of the older coins is unclear. However, many coins were minted with the profile of a crown-wearing King Vazamar26, who ruled the area. He was likely in power until 242, when the king of the Sasanian Empire, Shapur 1 (r. 240–270), swooped in and took over27. Although it didn’t last long as the Afrighids arrived in 305.

Prior to the Sasanians was the Parthian Empire (r. 247 BCE–224 CE), which may have extended into Khwarezm, or at least had some influence over it. So, it’s plausible that some of Mangystau’s pre-Vazamar coinage hails from the Parthian or Sasanian periods.
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The 170m x 200m Janbas Qala in Karakalpakstan, a Khwarezmian fortification built in the 4th century BCE, was once surrounded by irrigation systems and small agricultural settlements that relied on the Amu Darya's waters. Russian archaeologist Sergey Tolstov, who led the first excavation of the site in the 1930s, believed it was abandoned in the 1st century CE after a conflict, with attackers breaching its walls using a battering ram. Another theory suggests the Amu Darya's course changed, flowing to the Caspian Sea via the Uzboy River instead of the Aral Sea, making life in the area untenable. Matthew Traver © Planet Esoterica




Karakabak Settlement and Proto-Urban Society

Out of all the early first millennium sites in Mangystau, Karakabak is the most significant as it’s the Aral-Caspian region’s only known urban-like settlement between the 3rd and 5th centuries28. Located in Kochak Bay, Tub-Karagan Peninsula, the site covered three hectares and its multi-ethnic population was engaged in pottery production, animal husbandry, agriculture, and non-ferrous metalworking2. 

Significant artefacts from the site include glass ornaments; stucco and lacquer dishes; 4th to 5th century metal products originating from the Caucasus, western Caspian coast, southern Kazakhstan, and the northern Black Sea; 3rd to 6th century brooches; and dozens of coins from Khwarezm, Bukhara, Sogdia, the Sasanian Empire, and China. Shipping and trade operated out of the Kochak Bay area until the 18th century, and then shifted to the western tip of the Tub-Karagan Peninsula, with the founding of Fort Shevchenko and its port in 18462. 

Nearby was Baylam Fortress, located on a 12km2 plateau between the Karakavak and Shuldor Canyons. On the plateau's southern end are the remains of its 560-metre-long defensive wall, spanning between the two canyons. The canyon cliffs and wall created a protected area, which was likely used for grazing and agriculture, and may have existed as an independent enclave of trade and craft2.

The Northern Silk Road Through the Aral-Caspian Region

A northern branch of the Silk Road – between the Aral and Caspian Seas – emerged in the mid-6th century, as the First Turkic Khaganate and Roman Byzantine Empire needed a trade route to bypass their arch-rivals, the Sasanian Empire2. According to Byzantine historian Menander Protector, Sogdian merchant Maniah led the Roman-Turkic alliance, travelling to the court of Justin II in Constantinople carrying Chinese silk and letters from Istämi, the Khaganate’s ruler29.

In later periods, the main caravan trade routes passing through Mangystau linked Khwarezm with the state of Volga Bulgaria (7th–13th century) and the Khazar Khaganate (7th–10th century), both of which extended in to north-west Kazakhstan, the Black Sea region, and European Russia at various points in time2.

For an account of life in the area during the medieval era, 11th-century Persian traveller Gardizi’s book, Zayn al-Akhbar (“The Ornament of Histories”), is a recommended read and one of the first history books composed in New Persian30.

Gardizi passed through the steppes and deserts west and north of the Aral Sea en route to the Pechenegs, who occupied large parts of the Pontic-Caspian Steppe from the 8th–12th century. He was likely from Gardez, eastern Afghanistan, as his name suggests, and had connections to the Ghaznavid Empire’s court, administration, and sultans. The book covers the history of the pre-Islamic kings of Iran until the end of the Sasanian Empire in 651, the life of the Prophet Muhammad, the various Caliphates up to the early–mid 11th century, and the dynasties and rulers that governed the historical region of Greater Khorasan, which covered eastern Iran, Afghanistan and parts of southern Central Asia. Gardizi also delved into the cultural groups existing in the eastern Islamic lands, such as Zoroastrians, Christians, Jews, Hindus, and Turkic tribes. The book ends in the 1040s, with his coverage of events in the Ghaznavid Empire. His work is one of the greatest contributions to our understanding of the early Islamic period31.

Tenth century Baghdad-born traveller Ahmad ibn Fadlan’s account of his journey from Iraq to Volga Bulgaria – known as the Risalah of Ibn Fadlan – also provides insight into historical western Central Asia, as he traversed through the Usyurt and regions bordering the Caspian (see: Shalkar Lake).
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 The remains of a wall in the ancient city of Merv, Turkmenistan, whose origins date back to the mid-1st millennium BCE during the Achaemenid Empire. Over the following centuries, various civilisations controlled Merv, including the Parthian and Sasanian Empires around the turn of the 1st millennium, as well as the medieval Abbasid Caliphate and Seljuk Empire. In 1040, the Battle of Dandanqan took place, with the Ghaznavid Empire launching an unsuccessful attack on Seljuk-run Merv. In the distance is the tomb of Seljuk ruler Ahmad Sanjar, built in 1157. Michal Knitl © Shutterstock




Kyzylkala’s Influence in Mangystau

Near Sherkala mountain, is the medieval settlement of Kyzylkala. In 969, campaigns by the Kievan Rus', orchestrated by the Grand Prince of Kiev, Sviatoslav I, triggered the end of the Khazar Khaganate. For three centuries the Khazars controlled much of western Kazakhstan, the Pontic-Caspian Steppe, northern Caucasus, and parts of Ukraine. 

In the circa 970s, settlers ventured over from Afrighid-run Khwarezm to establish the site as an outpost, seizing an opportunity to take the territory over from the collapsed Khaganate2. The 50-hectare site was adjacent to Akmysh spring, which still runs today and is a popular picnicking spot, and consisted of a 110m x 115m mud-brick fortress with 12 towers and four-metre-high walls5. The discovery of Oghuz and Khwarezm pottery, stone talc vessels from Sultan Uizdag Mountain in southern Karakalpakstan, and the remains of a caravanserai, suggest trade was a major source of income for its population. It was an industrious society, too, involved in a wide range of handicraft production. Discoveries include several pottery kilns, glazed ware, coloured tiles, and decorative bricks. Researchers suggest there was jewellery-making, glassblowing, metalsmithing, irrigated farming, tin and copper mining and processing going on as well. Locally made ceramics have been found as far as the Volga Delta in the north-west Caspian region, in the ancient Khazar capital of Atil and Samosdelka2.
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The Buzan River, a left distributary of the Volga River, begins 120km inland from the Caspian Sea coastline. Dudarev Mikhail © Shutterstock




Tenth century Islamic geographer and traveller al-Istakhri was the first person to mention the Mangyshlak Peninsula in writing, according to M.A. Mirzoev’s 1994 book, Mangystau: Voices of Centuries. Al-Istakhri said he didn’t know of any other place where anyone lives, except perhaps “Siyakh-kuh”, where a “tribe lives on it from the Turks”, whom moved there after a conflict with the “Guzes”, and lived in a haven with springs and pastures32.

“Siyakh-kuh” means ‘Black Mountain’ in Persian. And, in Kazakh it is “Karatau”, which is the contemporary name for Kyzylkala’s nearby mountain range. Mirzoev suggests the “Turks” mentioned by al-Istakhri are the Pechenegs, who the Oghuz Yabgu State (“Guzes”) forced out from the northern territories between the Aral and Caspian Seas. Later on, the Oghuz took over the peninsula, forcing them to migrate west to the Volga region and beyond.

In the 9th–10th century, the Oghuz controlled large parts of the Aral-Caspian Basin, including the trade routes. Zhezdy fortified settlement near the cliffs of Donyztau, north-west of the Aral Sea, and several of their accompanying military outposts helped them to maintain a grip on the region2. However, by the 11th century, the Oghuz’s future was at threat due to the rise of the Seljuks in the south – themselves a branch of the Oghuz Turks – and the Kipchaks, who dominated the central and northern steppes and muscled their way into their territory on the Mangyshlak Peninsula.

In 1065, Alp Arslan’s army, second sultan of the Seljuk Empire, attacked the area as part of his wider campaign to invade the Byzantine Empire and snatch Armenia and Georgia, making the peninsula’s Kipchak-Oghuz residents his subjects. And, in the early 12th century, Shah Atsiz of Khwarezm conquered the settlement and large parts of the Mangyshlak Peninsula33. The works of Arab scholar Ibn al-Athir, Constantinople-born Yakuta al-Hamawi, and al-Husayni mention Arslan’s and the Shah’s escapades2.

Throughout the century, Khwarezm maintained its influence over the peninsula, especially during the reign of Shah Tekish from 1172 to 1200. Tekish skilfully implemented a policy of rapprochement with the western Central Asian nobility he had overthrown, including the Kipchak and Oghuz of Mangyshlak, as well as the Yemek (aka Kimek) and Kangly peoples33. 

Next to Kyzylkala, near the foot of Sherkala, was a large fortified settlement believed to be used by agriculturalists for rearing livestock and cultivating grain and melons. The discovery of copper and gold coins here, minted in honour of Khwarezm’s Shah Tekish and his son-turned-successor Muhammad II (r. 1200-1220), suggests that their rule or trade extended into the Mangyshlak Peninsula during the High Middle Ages2.

By the second half of the 13th century, Kyzylkala’s population declined. The Mongol’s conquest of the Khwarezmian Empire between 1219 and 1221, drought, and a drop in the Caspian’s sea level in the 13th century hindering coastal shipping were all contributing factors34.

It’s often said that Central Asia’s medieval steppe-dwelling civilisations declined because of the 13th-century Mongol invasion. Yet, a 2020 study by the University of Lincoln suggests that climate change, leading to drier conditions, played a pivotal role in their demise. Investigating the Otrar oasis in Kazakhstan, researchers found that diminishing river flows and droughts were more instrumental in the abandonment of ancient irrigation systems than the Mongol onslaughts. Notably, the region had previously rebounded swiftly after the Arab invasions in the 7th and 8th centuries, due to favourable wet conditions. However, extended droughts during and post the Mongol period weakened the resilience of the local populace, inhibiting the revival of expansive irrigation-driven agriculture35.




Old Maps of the Caspian Sea

Leaf V of the 1375 Catalan Atlas shows the Caspian Sea region. On it is a red-roofed circular fort, which might be Kyzylkala, located right beneath an upside-down crossed-legged figure overlooking a blue-red polka dot bay. Beneath it is an annotated headland marked as “Mebnemeselach”, which is presumably the Tub-Karagan Peninsula given its prominence as a maritime hub at the time and its closeness to Kyzylkala.

Similarly, the Venetian Pizzigani brothers marked a section of the eastern Caspian coast as “Melmeslack” on their 1367 chart. F.K. Brunn interpreted these marks as the Mangyshlak Peninsula, whereas the Russian orientalist Vasily Bartold believed it signified the location of the port. Either way, both these maps tell us that Europe in the medieval era recognised the eastern Caspian as an important economic and geopolitical region of central Eurasia2.












  
  
Medieval Life in Far Western Central Asia




Arab geographer al-Maqdisi’s book, The Best Divisions for Knowledge of the Region, gives an idea of medieval life in far western Central Asia. In it he describes his visit to Khwarezm, in the 10th century, and mentions an array of imported goods, such as wax, amber, swords, Slavic slaves, arrows, chain mail, honey, and leather. Animals, too, like sable, martens, beaver, grey squirrel, hares, falcons, and livestock. Mentions of exported goods included glassware, ceramics, gemstone, silver coins, bows, cotton and silk textiles, and gold and silver dishes2. 

The anonymously written Hodud al-'Alam, meaning ‘The Regions of the World’, is another Persian geography book, completed in 982, just a few years before al-Maqdisi's. According to Encyclopaedia Iranica’s chapter on Kat, a former Khwarezm capital and now Beruniy, Karakalpakstan, the book describes it as a town with abundant wealth and a “resort for merchants”, with goods available from the Turks, Transoxiana, Turkistan, and the Khazars. Quilted garments, cushion covers, and felt carpets were major products, as were cotton products (much like in modern Uzbekistan). There was likely a sizeable non-Muslim population, as there was a serving Christian bishop in the 8th century and possibly a Christian Persian physician called Abu-Sahl al-Masihi working with the legendary Islamic Golden Age polymath al-Biruni36. Khwarezm was home to Zoroastrians, too, whom al-Biruni studied extensively and included in his book, The Chronology of Ancient Nations.

Given Khwarezm’s proximity to western Kazakhstan, and connecting trade routes, it’s likely settlements on the Mangyshlak Peninsula, like Kyzylkala, were similarly vibrant in terms of the range of goods traded and people passing through. Although there was undoubtedly friction between the two places, as the people of Kat were reputedly “warlike and active fighters for the [Islamic] faith”, especially against the Turkic nomads making their way west and south across Kazakhstan in the 10th century36.
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Chilpik Dakhma in Karakalpakstan, located south of the road connecting Beruniy and Nukus. Also known as 'The Tower of Silence', it was built by the Zoroastrians sometime between the 1st century BCE and 1st century CE for funerary rituals, which typically involved laying out corpses for birds to feed on. Gumbao © Shutterstock













  
  
The Caspian Sea’s Medieval Maritime Trade




Nestled inland, the Kyzylkala area served as a transit point for trade caravans heading to the coast with fortified rest stops set up along the way, providing storage and water for travellers. Mount Kurgan-Tas (aka Korgantas), on the outskirts of Fort Shevchenko, was one of the land route’s final destinations and served as a port. Today, the low-lying mountain is over 1.5km inland. But back then, it overlooked a bay and featured a series of constructed terraces for yurts or stone-walled dwellings. Pottery fragments from Khwarezm and Kyzylkala were found here2.

Secondary East Caspian Ports

Kochak Bay, mentioned earlier, served as a secondary harbour to Korgantas. Sixteenth to 18th century documents referred to it as ‘Karagan’ or ‘Mangyshlak’ piers and it was established as early as the 11th century. There are no signs of them today though, as they’ve vanished through falling Caspian Sea levels. Kyzylkala-style ceramics were discovered nearby, buried deep in marine sediments from the 14th century, along with 11th–12th century coins and a burial ground2. 

There were other piers in the area, too, according to Russian business correspondence from the 16th–17th centuries: “Sadeev” and “Nazarov”, whose locations are unknown, and “Kabaklyt”, which Astafiev says may have been situated on the southern end of Dead Kultuk, according to analysis of diaries written by merchants and diplomats travelling in the region. One such account is by Andalusian traveller, Abu Hamid al-Garnati, who crossed the Caspian Sea from the medieval city of Saqsin, in the Volga Delta, to reach Khwarezm in the 1150s. Large ditches of flint ship ballast originating from the Tub-Karagan Peninsula, found in Samosdelka, near Saqsin, along with gold coins bearing the Mangyshlak stamp, suggest al-Garnati likely landed in Kochak Bay on his way to Khwarezm2.

A Submerged Trade Route

In the 6th–10th centuries, when the Caspian Sea levels were 3–4m lower than today, a large freshwater reservoir formed in the north-east Caspian Sea, also known as the Ural Borozdina. It was fed by the Ural, Emba, and Akhtuba Rivers and separated from the southern portion of the Caspian by an isthmus, creating a land bridge between Europe and Asia. Trade routes may have crossed over it2, like during the earlier Mangyshlak and Novocaspian Regressions, when it may have been possible to walk between Azerbaijan and western Kazakhstan.

At a 2019 UNESCO meeting in Almaty, experts revealed that the Caspian Sea holds over 80 abandoned or sunken vessels and metal structures, along with 20,000 smaller identified objects needing conservation and more in-depth investigation, suggesting many more undiscovered archaeological sites in the region37.
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Western Kazakhstan's Caspian Sea coastline. AlStPa © Shutterstock













  
  
Attack of the Mongols




The early 13th century Mongol invasion of the Mangyshlak Peninsula stalled trade and economic growth for a couple of decades until Mongol leader Batu Khan revived it. In the early 14th century, caravan routes in the Ustyurt and Mangyshlak flourished under the reign of the Golden Horde* and its leader, Khan Uzbek. Commercial goods flowed effortlessly across the territory between the southern Aral Sea and Saraishyk settlement, north of Atyrau on the Ural River, aided by fortified caravanserais and roving guards. These premises also acted as a postal station and horse change-over point for messengers, some of whom knocked out well over 100km per day. From Saraishyk, goods travelled to the Horde’s western city of New Sarai (fka Sarai Batu) on the Volga River’s lower course2.

Other caravanserais in the area built (or taken over) during the Golden Horde period are Uchkuduk, Azhigel’dy, Kosbulak, Beleuli, and Churuk, in the Karakalpakstan section of the Ustyurt and given in order of their location on the trade route. Uchkuduk is the southernmost of the five and is located slightly north of the extinct Chimboy Lake. Beyond Churuk, there were five more caravanserais heading north-west across the eastern Caspian Depression to Saraishyk: Kushe, Beldeuli (Kuptam), Koskuduk, Uchkan, and Tas-Kichu, which we presume is a spelling variant of ‘Tas Keshu’, in the Tenteksor Tract. Emma D. Zilivinskaia’s paper, Caravanserais in the Golden Horde, provides a thorough overview of the topic and is worth a look to learn more about their construction38.

* Also known as the Kipchak Khanate or Ulus of Jochi

Ketikkala Settlement

Ketikkala settlement emerged in the 14th century, near present-day Fort Shevchenko's Mount Kurgan-Tas, during Khan Uzbek’s reign. Artefacts found in the 16-hectare site include coins from the 1360s–70s, stonework, stucco, glass, metals, and ceramics from China, Iran, and Khwarezm. Azerbaijani dishes from the Shirvanshah period were found here, too, including in Shakpak Ata and Makhtym Baba Mosques, Kendirli Bay, the extinct Uzboy River (aka Aktam), Koshkar Ata Depression, and Cape Zhygylgan on the Tub-Karagan’s north coast. In the 1980s, off the coast of Cape Melovoy (meaning ‘Cretaceous’ in Russian), in Aktau city, glazed, engraved, and painted ceramics were discovered in the remains of a Shirvanshah merchant ship, which suggests there was maritime trade between the east and west Caspian coastlines during their reign2.




[image: ]
The Shakpak Ata Necropolis area, with the Caspian Sea visible 5km on the horizon. Ekaterina Kuchina © Shutterstock





The Shirvanshah Dynasty

From 861 to 1538, the Shirvanshah Dynasty presided over the historical region of Shirvan, now located in modern-day Azerbaijan. They were of Arab and Persian heritage and vassals of several major empires: Seljuks in the 12th century, the Turco-Mongol leader Timur in the 14th century, and later the Safavids in the 15th and 16th centuries. Despite these allegiances, they upheld a substantial level of independence and wielded notable influence in western Central Asia.

The Shirvanshahs deeply appreciated arts and culture. During the 12th century, Shamakhi, their initial capital, became a focal point for Persian literary pursuits, drawing the likes of writer-poet Khaqani and renowned romantic epic poet Nizami Ganjavi. A testament to their rich cultural contributions is the magnificent Palace of the Shirvanshahs in Baku, which rose to prominence as their capital around the 15th century. This expansive 22-hectare compound housed several mosques, a traditional bathhouse, royal burial sites, and a grand 52-room palace.

Strategically nestled between the Caspian Sea and the Black Sea, Shirvan flourished as a pivotal trading hub on the Silk Road, bridging western Central Asia to south-eastern Europe and the Volga region. It became a bustling marketplace for commodities such as textiles, spices, ceramics, and intricate metalwork. However, the dynasty met its demise in the early 16th century when the Shirvan leader Shahrukh faced expulsion by his Safavid overlord, Shah Tahmasp I, on grounds of disloyalty.
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