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ARTISTIC FEATURES OF AZERBAIJANI RELIGIOUS
BUILDINGS IN THE PERIOD OF INDEPENDENCE

Abstract. In the period of independence, the artistic style and symbolic
expressions reflected in the architectural language of religious temples engage
in a dialogue with both local and global architectural trends, thereby contrib-
uting to the formation of national identity and the enrichment of culture. At
the same time, these buildings also play an important role in terms of tourism
and economic development. This article aims to present new perspectives for
the preservation of cultural heritage at both a theoretical and practical level
by scientifically analyzing the complex artistic characteristics of Azerbaijani
religious buildings and their ways of expression in the modern socio-cultural
context. The comprehensive analysis of the artistic style of various religious
monuments such as mosques, mausoleums, churches, and synagogues pro-
vides a broader and more integrated perspective compared to studies in the
existing literature that focus on individual structures separately.

Key words: religious monuments, mosque, church, synagogue, artistic
features.

Introduction. In the period of independence, the comprehensive study of
religious monuments restored and newly constructed in Azerbaijan, as well
as the analysis of their artistic design, is considered one of the leading issues
in art history. Before any intervention in a historical monument, it is essential
to study and examine its structure and the current condition of its artistic ele-
ments. For this purpose, modern technologies are used; for example, 3D laser
scanning and photogrammetry ensure the monitoring and digital documenta-
tion of monuments. X-ray fluorescence (XRF) and Fourier transform infrared
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spectroscopy (FTIR) analyses play a decisive role in accurately determining
the chemical composition of pigments, mortars, and binding components, and
in selecting appropriate restoration materials. Microbiological analyses eval-
uate the presence of biological agents such as algae, lichens, and fungi and
their level of impact on the monument. The methods applied in the restoration
process must be based on the principle of using materials that are chemically
and mechanically compatible with the original materials and do not create
contradictions with them.

The interpretation of the main material. During the period of independ-
ence, important steps have been taken in the development of religious archi-
tectural monuments in the Baku and Absheron region of Azerbaijan, which is
distinguished by the richness and diversity of its architectural heritage. The
“Heydar” Mosque, the most magnificent and majestic religious center in the
Caucasus, with three balconies and four elegant minarets, was constructed in
2012-2014 by order of President Ilham Aliyev. The building, created through
the synthesis of local artistic traditions and modern architecture, has a facade
clad with special stones in the Shirvan-Absheron architectural style, while the
richness of vegetal and geometric ornaments in the interior gives the monu-
ment a special architectural harmony. Built according to the design of Hon-
ored Architect Adalat Mammadov, this monumental structure located in the
Binagadi district of Baku is decorated inside with exquisite examples of Azer-
baijani stone carving art.

Located in the Shuvelan settlement of Absheron and built in 1994, the
religious monument
— the “Mir Mov-
sum Agha” shrine
complex — attracts
both local residents
and tourists with
its mysterious mo-
numentality and
delicate decora-
tive design. Con-
structed from stone
and brick, which

are considered 10-  gjg 1, “Mir Movsum Agha” Shrine Complex. 1992-1994,
cal architectural ele-  Absheron.
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ments, both domes of the monument are covered with majolica (colored
ceramics) characteristic of Central Asian (Bukhara, Samarkand) architec-
ture (Fig. 1). Unlike other religious monuments in the Baku and Absheron
area, the mosque’s dome covering, resembling an Eastern carpet laid over
it, is decorated with blue tiles, while the entrance portal is adorned with
vegetal and geometric ornaments and exquisite examples of Arabic cal-
ligraphy. The monument, in whose construction architects from Isfahan
participated, features a single-balcony minaret decorated with blue and
green tiles, muqgarnas (stalactites), arch-like elements, and Qur’anic verses
written in the Nastaliq script.

The “Saint Mary” Church (Fig. 2),
the only Catholic church in Azerbaijan,
was built in Baku in 2007 in the modern
Neo-Gothic style. “The mosaics placed
on the churchyard wall feature motifs
characteristic of Christianity; one of
them depicts Jesus Christ carrying the
cross. The windows are decorated with
stained glass. The large rose window
located in the center of the facade, be-
tween the two bell towers, plays an im-
portant role in illuminating the monu-

>~ = mentand creates a mystical atmosphere
Fig. 2. “Saint Mary” Church. Baku. in the temple. A statue of the Virgin
2007. Mary is placed on the facade. One of the
most remarkable points of the interior space is the view of religious-themed
artistic sculptures in the altar section” [7].

During the years of independence, two new synagogues have been built
in Azerbaijan, both located in the capital city of Baku: the synagogue of the
Ashkenazi Jews (2003) and the synagogue of the Mountain Jews (2011). The
three-story religious monument characteristic of the Ashkenazi Jews, who
have settled in Baku since the early nineteenth century, has a simple and func-
tional structure. The synagogue, built in the Jerusalem architectural style, was
designed by architect Alexander Herbert. Both monuments were constructed
from white stone. In the interior of the synagogue belonging to the Mountain
Jews, carved wooden elements and ornaments composed of the symbolic Star
of David attract attention. In addition, this synagogue preserves the menorah
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(seven-branched candelabrum) and the
Torah, which are characteristic of the
Jewish religious community.

In Azerbaijan, there are religious
monuments that bear the traces of clas-
sical Ottoman architecture (“Martyrs”
Mosque, Mehdiabad “Juma” Mosque,
“Theology” Mosque, the minaret of
the Quba “Juma” Mosque), which were
built after the country gained independ-
ence, in 1993-1997, by the “Gintash”
Joint-Stock Company of the Turkish
Diyanet Foundation. The completion of
the minarets with conical coverings, the
use of natural stone materials, symme-  Fjg 3, Interior of the Tazapir Mosque.
try and balance, stalactite mihrabs, the  Baku. 2009.
use of wood carving in the creation of
the delicately crafted minbar, and the harmonious placement of domes are
characteristic features of these monuments. One of the majestic monuments
that underwent large-scale restoration is the “Tazapir” Mosque in Baku,
whose history dates back to the 14th—15th centuries. During the restoration
carried out in 2005-2009 under the instruction of President [lham Aliyev, the
architect Adalat Mammadov, who led the project for the restoration and re-
development of the surrounding areas, preserved the features of the Shirvan-
Absheron architectural school. The stars affixed to the interior of the monu-
ment during the Soviet period were removed during restoration and replaced
with exquisite ornamental painting (Fig. 3). “Carpet artist Eldar Mikayilzade
played a major role in this work™ [1]. The surfaces of both minarets and the
inscription bands of the dome were decorated with the highest-quality gold
plates brought from Germany.

The “Holy Myrrhbearers” Church, built in the early twentieth century by
architect Fyodor Mikhailovich Verzhbitsky in the style of new Russian archi-
tecture, is currently the main cathedral church of the capital. After Azerbaijan
gained independence, the monument was restored to its previous status and
underwent major state restoration in 2003 and 2013. During the restoration,
the original design plan of the church was preserved, stained glass windows
were renewed, delicate stone carvings were executed, and a carved stone
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iconostasis was erected in the interior. In addition, the church area was trans-
formed into a complex, and a special building was constructed for the rest of
priests and deacons.

Another monument belonging to the Christian religious community that
underwent large-scale restoration during the period of independence is the
“Archangel Michael” Church (19th century). In 2006, a passage dedicated
to the Apostle Bartholomew was created in the lower part of the monument.
The restoration project of the Archangel Michael Church, which underwent
major restoration in 2020-2021, was led by Azerbaijani architect Sabir Ma-
harramov. Within the framework of the restoration of the monument, built in
the Orthodox “cross-in-square” style, a gilded dome and a central bell tower
were installed, and the interior icons were renewed by leading artists of the
Moscow State Academy of Art and Design.

The “Shah Abbas” Mosque (early 17th century), located in the Nizami
district of Baku and built during the reign of Safavid ruler Shah Abbas I, was
comprehensively restored in 20222023 by order of President Ilham Aliyev.
Considered one of the prominent examples of the Shirvan-Absheron architec-
tural school, the restoration of this square-shaped monument included several
key innovations: the demolition and reconstruction of the ruined administra-
tive building in the courtyard, the construction of a new single-balcony mina-
ret in the same style, the renovation of
the mihrab, and the replacement of the
dome covering. After restoration, the fa-
cade cladding stones of the monument
were also renewed (Fig. 4).

One of the important restored reli-
gious monuments in the regions of the
Republic is the 19th-century “Alexan-
der Nevsky” Church located in the city
of Ganja. The monument was repaired
in 2017 on the occasion of the 130th
anniversary of its construction. Built
from fired bricks known as “plinf,” the
church has a simple and laconic appear-
ance. During its restoration, its original
Fig. 4. “Shah Abbas” Mosque. Baku. architectural style (Byzantine architec-
Restoration period: 2022-2023. ture) was preserved, and the icons and
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medallions in the interior were restored. However, on October 8, 2020, dur-
ing the Armenian rocket attack on Ganja, the Alexander Nevsky Church was
damaged. At present, this church is in need of partial restoration.

One of the most valuable religious architectural monuments of the 8th
century, the eclectic-style Shamakhi “Juma” Mosque, has been preserved to
the present day with great resilience. This outstanding monument was re-
stored in 2010-2013 by the state together with its surrounding area and trans-
formed into a complex. “Iranian specialists were invited for the restoration of
the inscriptions on the walls. This time, taking into account that the monu-
ment is located in a seismic zone, foundation strengthening and structural
stabilization works were carried out” [8].

The “Altigunbaze” synagogue, located in the Red Settlement of the
Guba district, was built in the 19th century by the Jewish architect Hilal Bel
Haim. The restoration period of the monument, constructed from red fired
brick, covers the years 1995-2000. Built in an Eastern architectural style,
the synagogue’s prayer niche facing Jerusalem is called “Aran-Kadosh,”
where the Torah belonging to the Jewish religious community is preserved.
Decorative wooden partitions in the windows of the temple attract atten-
tion. Symbolic ornaments with the Star of David carved on wood inside the
synagogue are particularly notable. The domes of the temple have a spiral
structure (Fig. 5).

The Garabagh region, an integral part of Azerbaijan, contains monu-
ments belonging to different historical periods. Unfortunately, during the
30-year occupation by b —

Armenians, these monu-
ments were either de-
stroyed or falsified. One
of the most prominent
religious monuments
of Garabagh restored
after the Second Kara-
bakh War and returned
to its original condition
is the “Yukhari Govhar
Agha” or Shusha “Juma”
Mosque. Dating back

i Fig. 5. “Altigunbaze” Synagogue. Guba district, Red
to the 18th century, this  Settlement. 1995-2000.
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monument was first built from reeds by Panah Ali Khan. The surviving
structure was later constructed in 1883 by architect Karbalayi Safikhan
Karabakhi in the style of the Arran architectural school. The comprehen-
sive restoration, completed in 2023, preserved the original design plan. The
three-planned minarets decorated with geometric ornaments were repaint-
ed and a protective coating was applied. The roof covering of the building
was restored. The restoration also included the madrasa building of the
mosque. Samples of mortar, natural stone, brick, wood, and paint taken
from the monument were analyzed at the Ahmet Refik Ersen Restoration
and Conservation Laboratory of Fatih Sultan Mehmet Foundation Univer-
sity in Tirkiye in order to obtain proper conservation methods. The “Agh-
dara Juma” and “Saatli” mosques in Shusha were also restored according to
their original design. Unlike the Yukhari Govhar Agha Mosque, the mina-
rets of the Aghdara Govhar Agha Mosque are located on the rear facade
rather than the front. The interiors of both monuments feature semi-arches
and a delicately ornamented central-axis mihrab with vegetal motifs. Apart
from the Saatli Mosque, Karbalayi Safikhan Karabakhi used a structure
called “guldasta” instead of minarets in other neighborhood mosques of
Shusha. The interior of the Saatli Mosque is distinguished by polychrome
wall painting. The monument, whose restoration was completed in 2021,
is decorated with ornaments consisting of lotus flowers characteristic of
Egyptian art. The entrances of Garabagh mosques begin with arched por-
ticos. During the 2022—-2024 restoration of the Aghdam Juma Mosque, the
facade was completely renewed with stone cladding. The red brick mina-
rets of the monument were dismantled during restoration and rebuilt in the
same style. Prior to the restoration of these structures, assessment work was
carried out by experts from Azerbaijan, Italy, Latvia, Austria, and Tiirkiye,
and a restoration project was prepared.

The Gazanchi Church, located on the elevated relief of Shusha, was falsi-
fied by Armenians during the occupation period. Thus, the church’s bell tower
was completely altered and appropriated. During its restoration in 2022, the
bell tower was returned to its original appearance based on archival materials.
The construction of the New Shusha Mosque, a symbol of national pride and
victory, has been ongoing since 2021. The design of the monument was car-
ried out jointly by Italian and Azerbaijani architects. The Seyidli, Haji Yusifli,
Dordler Qurdu, Jufalar, Hamamgabagi, and Quyuluq neighborhood mosques
of Shusha were severely damaged during the occupation by Armenian forces
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and are currently in need of large-scale restoration. During the restoration of
these monuments, archival materials must be obtained, original design plans
analyzed, and local climatic and landscape characteristics taken into account.
Based on the monitoring of the Kochari Mosque, another example of the Ar-
ran architectural style, it should be noted that this monument is currently in a
deplorable condition and requires urgent restoration.

Conclusion. The continuous measures taken in the restoration and pres-
ervation of religious architectural monuments during the period of independ-
ence serve the development of the country’s cultural environment and the
strengthening of historical memory. According to overall statistical data, it
should be noted that during the years of independence in Azerbaijan, 1 Catho-
lic church, 1 mausoleum, more than 30 mosques, and 2 synagogues have
been completely rebuilt. In particular, the restoration of religious monuments
in the Garabagh region, which were damaged due to long-term neglect and
destruction, has become not only a material renewal but also a symbol of the
cultural and spiritual revival of the region. The continuation of this process
and the transmission of religious and cultural heritage to future generations
are identified as important tasks in the study, and a list of monuments in need
of restoration is provided.

There are several important aspects to be considered in the restoration
of architectural monuments, and these principles are established in interna-
tional documents such as the Venice Charter (1964) and the Nara Document
on Authenticity (1994). Examples of preventive measures necessary for the
long-term preservation of stained glass, frescoes, mosaics, carvings, and cal-
ligraphic works in religious buildings include the installation of strong ven-
tilation systems regulating temperature and humidity, the use of protective
glass for stained and latticed windows, and digital monitoring. In order to
strengthen national identity and ensure that future generations respect cultural
and spiritual values, educational programs and awareness-raising activities
on the historical and artistic features of religious monuments should be ex-
panded alongside their restoration.

Despite technological progress in the modern era, several problems re-
main in the restoration process: the loss of original materials limits authen-
tic restoration; the absence of archival documentation for some monuments
forces reliance on comparative studies based on similar regional examples;
and every intervention on a historical monument must be reversible, distin-
guishable from the original, and properly documented.
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Normin imanova (Azarbaycan)

MUSTOQILLIK DOVRUNDO AZORBAYCAN DINi

TIKILILORININ BODii XUSUSIYYOTLORI

Miistoqillik dovriinds dini mobadlorin memarliq dilinds oks olunan badii
islub vo simvolik ifadslor hom yerli, hom do global memarliq tendensiya-
lar1 ilo dialoqa girorok milli identitetin formalagmasina vo modaniyyatin
zonginlogsmasino 0z tasirini gostorir. Eyni zamanda, bu tikililorin turizm vo
iqtisadi inkisaf baximindan da ohomiyyatli rolu vardir. Moqgalo Azorbaycan
dini tikililorinin kompleks halda badii xiisusiyyatlorini vo onlarin miiasir
sosial-madoni konteksds ifads olunma yollarin1 elmi cohatdon tohlil edorak
hom nazari, ham do praktiki soviyyado modoni irsin qorunmasi {igiin yeni
perspektivlor togdim etmoyi hodofloyir. Mascid, tlirbo, kilso vo sinaqoq-
lar kimi miixtolif dini abidolorin badii tislubunun kompleks tohlili méveud
odabiyyatda ayri-ayn tikililor iizorinde fokuslanmig aragdirmalara nisbaton,
daha genis vo inteqro olunmus perspektiv toqdim edir.

Acar sozlar: dini abidoalor, moscid, kilsa, sinaqoq, badii xiisusiyyatlor.
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Hapvmun UmanoBa (A3zepoaitorcan)

XYAOXKECTBEHHBIE XAPAKTEPUCTUKHU PEJIUTUO3HbBIX

3JAHUM ASEPBAUI)KAHA B IIEPUOJ] HE3ABUCUMOCTH

B nepuoag HE3aBUCUMOCTHU XyI[O)K@CTBGHHBIfI CTUJIb U CUMBOJIMYCCKUC
BBIPAXKCHMS], OTPAKEHHBIE B APXUTCKTYPHOM S3BIKE PEIUTMO3HBIX XPaMoOB,
BCTYIAIOT B JAMAJIOT KaK C MECTHBIMH, TaK U C IIOOATBHBIMH apXUTEKTYp-
HbBIMH TCHACHIIMAMM, OKa3bIBas BIIMSAHHUC Ha (1)OpMI/Ip0BaHI/I€ HaHHOHaHBHOﬁ
UJCHTUYHOCTH U 00OTaleHne KyabTyphl. B To e Bpems 9TH 37aHHs UTPAIOT
BaXHYIO POJIb B cepe Typu3Ma W SKOHOMHYECKOTO pa3BuTws. Llems Hayd-
HOU CTaTbu — MNpEACTaBUTbL HOBBIC ICPCICKTUBLI COXPAHCHUA KYJILETYPHOI'O
Hacjequsl Kak Ha TEOPETUYECKOM, TaK M Ha MPaKTUYECKOM YPOBHSX IMyTeM
HAy9YHOTO aHaJIHM3a CJIOKHBIX XyT0)KeCTBEHHBIX 0COOCHHOCTEH azepOaiiiKan-
CKUX PEIUTHO3HBIX COOPYKEHUHU U CIIOCOOOB UX BBIPAXKECHHS B COBPEMEH-
HOM COLIMOKYJIBTYPHOM KOHTCKCTC. KoMmiuiekcHbIl ananns XYyIOKECTBCHHOT'O
CTWJIA PA3JIMYHBIX PCIIMTUO3HBIX ITAMATHUKOB, TAKUX KaK MCYCTH, Fp06HI/II_IBI,
LEPKBU U CHHATOTH, MpejaraeT 6osiee MUPOKYIO U LEJIOCTHYIO MEePCIEeKTH-
BY, Y€M UCCJICJIOBAHHUS, COCPEIOTOUCHHBIC HA OT/ICITHHBIX 3JIAaHUSX, IPEICTAB-
JICHHBIE B CYIIECTBYIOIIEH IUTEpATypeE.

KiaroueBrble cioBa: PCIUTUO3HBIC ITAMATHUKH, MEYECTH, ICPKOBb, CUHAIro-
ra, Xy/l10’KeCTBEHHbIE OCOOCHHOCTH.
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