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Gabala-one of the oldest cities in Azerbaijan, with a history 
spanning almost two thousand years. Situated in the 

lower part of the Bazar-Yurt mountain valley and the Tufan 
mountains, the city is located 15 kilometers northeast of 

ancient Kabala and 63 kilometers from the railway station 
of the Leki settlement.

Gabala was the capital of Caucasian Albania for six hundred 
years. The city’s name is mentioned in the works of ancient his-
torians from the 1st century. Later, in Arab sources, it was called 
Hazar. Subsequently, the city became part of the Shirvan Shahs’ 
state and the Sheki Khanate. In the 18th century, a small feudal 
union called the Gutkashen Sultanate emerged in the territory 
of Gabala. This sultanate soon became part of the Sheki Khanate 
and was governed by governors appointed by the Sheki khans. 
After the abolition of the Sheki Khanate, Gutkashen became part 
of the Sheki district. The Gutkashen district was established in 
1930. In March 1991, the name Gutkashe was changed to honor 
ancient Gabala.

Throughout its long existence, Gabala has been subjected to 
several destructive invasions. However, despite this, it managed 
to preserve the material evidence of its cultural past. The ancient 
ruins of Kabala are located 15 km from the modern city. Discov-
eries made during excavations of the settlement can be seen in 
the city museum today. The surroundings of Gabala are rich in 

GABALAGABALA
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historical and architectural monuments. 
According to data from 2009, the city’s population was 18,900 

people.
Lake Nohur. The city of Gabala is interesting from a tourism 

perspective because it is home to many historical monuments, 
mosques, mausoleums, temples, and towers. In one of the vil-
lages, descendants of ancient Albanians live. 

The city is also notable for its remarkably beautiful nature. 
Surrounded by mountains and lush greenery, it offers a serene 
atmosphere. Visitors can also relax on the shores of Lake Nohur, 
where all amenities are provided. Additionally, it’s fascinating 
to visit the waterfall located in the recreation area called “Seven 
Beauties.”

Ancient Kabala. Kabala, Gabbala, Kabalaka, Kabalak...These 
are all variations of the same historical place in Azerbaijan. Ga-
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bala was the capital of Caucasian Albania for six centuries (until 
the 6th century) and a major trade center of Azerbaijan (until 
the 15th century). The city is first mentioned as Gabalaka in the 
writings of the second half of the 1st century, more precisely in 
Pliny the Elder’s “Natural History.” Information about the city of 
Habala (Gabala) can also be found in Ptolemy’s “Geographical 
Guide” (2nd century). The trade connections of ancient Gabala 
were quite extensive. At that time, the city was considered one of 
the largest centers of Caucasian Albania.

Comprehensive research of the archaeological tomb began in 
the mid-19th century. As a result, it is now known that the cul-
tural layer of the city is at least 5 meters thick. From the 1st cen-
tury to the mid-18th century, four cultural layers were formed 
(ancient, early, advanced, and late Middle Ages). This fact is con-
firmed by numismatic and some other archaeological materials. 
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Fragments of wooden patterns and ceramic vessels from ancient 
times were first found in Gabala. This gives reason to attribute 
the ancient culture of Gabala to the beginning of our era.

In 1906, during excavations in the city, an ancient six-line in-
scription was found. It was believed to be of Aghvan (Albanian) 
origin. The inscription was taken to St. Petersburg, where it was 
lost for unknown reasons.

In the cultural layer of the city from the 9th to the 13th 
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centuries, a large number of hearths, furnaces, pits, and 
underground water pipelines made of clay pipes were 
discovered. At that time, the production of glazed ceramics was 
at its peak. Moreover, craftsmen’s marks, indicating the makers 
of the pottery, were often applied to the bottoms of the pots. 
Alongside agriculture and horticulture, various crafts such as 
pottery, jewelry making, glassblowing, silk production, weaving, 
and others played a significant role in the city’s economy. In 
addition to Arab coins from the 9th to 10th centuries, coins 
from the era of the Shirvanshahs, rulers of Darband, and Ildegiz 
were also found in the city of Gabala.

The Khazars frequently raided the city of Gabala and held it 
under their control for about a century. During this time, Gaba-
la served as their administrative center. Interestingly, the Arabs, 
who later occupied Gabala, named the city Gabala-Khazar for 
this reason.

In 981, the city was conquered by Shirvanshah Muhammad 
Ahmad. In the 16th century, Gabala was destroyed by the Safa-
vids. The ruins of the city are now located east of the village of 
Chukhur Gabala and southwest of the modern city of Gabala. The 
ruins of the Gabala fortress cover an area of ​​more than 25 hec-
tares. To the east of the fort lies a temple and hilly terrain cover-
ing over 50 hectares.

SIGHTS OF GABALA:

Tomb of Imam Baba (18th century); 
Friday Mosque;
Museum of History and Local Lore; 
Udi Temple 
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Today, ancient Gabala stands as one of Azerbaijan’s 
renowned tourist attractions. Here, one can encounter 

stunning natural landscapes, numerous historical land-
marks, modern hotels, a ski resort, and the country’s 
largest amusement park. Gabala is a hub for political 

and economic discussions, festivals, and sporting events. 

10 Must-Visit Destinations 10 Must-Visit Destinations 
in Gabala: in Gabala: 

A Native ExplorationA Native Exploration
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL CENTER
The ancient city of Gabala is often compared to famous cities 

of the past such as Babylon, Troy, Pompeii, and Carthage. This is 
because in antiquity, the city was a political and commercial hub. 
As a result of archaeological research conducted by Azerbaijani 
and foreign scholars, new undiscovered pages of Gabala’s history 
have emerged. Years of archaeological excavations in this ancient 
city have uncovered the ruins of ancient buildings, fortification 
walls, and material and cultural artifacts associated with produc-
tion and crafts. Currently, more detailed information on this can 
be found at the Gabala Archaeological Center. It is not just a mu-
seum but a historical reserve. In the mentioned museum, one can 
find over 1500 artifacts discovered during excavations.

CHURCH OF SAINT ELISEUS
The village of Nij is located near Gabala, the ancient capital 

of Caucasian Albania. It is here that the Udi church named the 
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Elisha Church of the 1st century is situated, considered a rare ar-
chitectural monument. The first restoration of the church took 
place in the late 17th-18th centuries on the site of the ancient 
Albanian church, once erected by the will of the holy apostle El-
iseus (Chotari Gerges). During the Soviet period, the church was 
used as a warehouse. In 2006, it was restored and returned to 
the devout Udis, the residents of the village of Nij. It is worth get-
ting acquainted with the Udi people themselves during a visit to 
the village of Nij. They are considered a special ethnic group, de-
scendants of ancient Albanians, capable of preserving their tradi-
tions, language, material, and spiritual culture to this day.

LAKE NOHUR
Nokhur is an artificial lake, known for its breathtaking sur-

roundings. Surrounded by wooded hills, the lake boasts crys-
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tal-clear water and is lined with hotels and restaurants. Visitors 
eager to explore the lake can rent boats and catamarans. Addi-
tionally, horseback riding is available along the picturesque lake 
shore. The only prohibition in this area is swimming in the lake. 
However, fishing is permitted, and visitors can enjoy a barbecue 
on the beach afterward. The cleanliness around the lake is strict-
ly monitored, and serious fines are imposed on those who litter.

VANDAM VILLAGE
One of the colorful villages of Gabala is Vandam. Local resi-

dents are big jokers and claim that the famous actor Jean-Claude 
Van Damme is actually one of them. In turn, the actor visited 
his “homeland,” and locals jokingly told him that the village was 
named after him several years ago. In reality, Vandam is one of 
the ancient villages of Gabala. An octagonal dome has been pre-
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served in the ancient cemetery. Above the entrance door of each 
church, there are Arabic inscriptions. One of the inscriptions 
even mentions the date - the 590th lunar year of the Hijra.

SEVEN BEAUTIES WATERFALL
Located near Gabala, at a distance from the village of Vandam, 

is the magnificent Seven Beauties Waterfall, considered a natural 
wonder of this area. It earned its name due to the seven cascades 
tumbling into the valley of the river. Visitors can climb up to the 
upper tiers via a steep stone staircase, but there are always long 
queues here. The waterfall is a tourist hotspot drawing visitors 
from all over the world, and navigating through the crowd of ad-
mirers can be quite challenging. It’s worth noting that tourists 
are only allowed to ascend to the fifth tier. Only the brave dare to 
risk climbing to the final tier.
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 GABALA THERMAL WATERS
French scientist Henri Chenot owns Europe’s finest medical 

centers, frequented by members of the royal family and business 
elite. You can also indulge in the elite relaxation offered by 
Henri Chenot at the luxurious Chenot Palace Health Wellness 
Hotel in Gabala. The new project by the Chenot Group is the 
perfect place for relaxation, detoxification, and restoring the 
body’s natural balance. Henri Chenot’s method combines 
energy point and meridian massages, spa treatments, Sharco 
showers, and serene contemplative relaxation on the shores of 
the picturesque Lake Nohur surrounded by ancient forests. It’s 
worth mentioning that thermal relaxation in Gabala is not only 
for millionaires. There are also several budget-friendly hotels 
where you can enjoy healing mineral baths.

TUFANDAG SKI RESORT
The Tufandag Ski Resort has the status of a winter-summer 

destination, allowing tourists to engage in various extreme 
sports, with each season offering its own unique charm. In win-



Historical PersonalitiesHistorical Personalities

156156

ter, thrill-seekers can ski and snowboard down its steep slopes, 
while in summer, they can ascend the mountains via cable cars 
or ride quad bikes. Local excursions include hikes to the beautiful 
lakes near Mount Tufan. According to legend, one of these lakes 
holds a genuine fragment of Noah’s Ark. Moreover, each slope 
of the resort features restaurants with mountain views, but the 
most stunning vista is from the eponymous five-star hotel. Dur-
ing the summer months, Tufandag hosts various parties, spectac-
ular performances by renowned DJs, and competitions.

“GABALAND” ENTERTAINMENT COMPLEX
 Gabala has many other advantages. For children, there’s the 

huge entertainment complex called “Gabaland,” which is number 
one in all of Azerbaijan. “Gabaland” features amazing attractions 
designed for both children and adults alike. The park is open from 
dawn till dusk. Admission is free for children under 6 years old, 
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tickets for children aged 6 to 12 cost 1 AZN, and for children over 
12 years old and adults, it’s 3 AZN. The mini-train, Crazy Clown, 
inflatable cushions, and other attractions will provide children 
with unforgettable moments. Adults can enjoy a bike safari, ride 
quad bikes, and compete in the karting zone. Since the park 
area is quite large, visitors can get around by train. At the heart 
of the park is a pool with slides and attractions for children. 
Another notable spot in Gabala is the ice palace. Spending time 
in this palace during hot weather is a special pleasure.

SHOOTING CLUB
The Gabala Shooting Club is a sports and entertainment club 

that meets all international standards. It is equipped with all 
the necessary technical equipment used during Olympic com-
petitions, so various international competitions are often held 
here. It is also worth noting that the mentioned club is not only 
intended for professionals. Anyone who enjoys shooting a pistol 
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or releasing an arrow from a bow can come to the club’s terri-
tory and choose suitable entertainment. The club’s territory is 
very large. There are 5 fields for 3 types of skeet shooting, eight 
fields for sports activities, 3 shooting ranges (open and closed), 
and an archery field. Additionally, you can enjoy delicious food 
at the club’s restaurant, play paintball, or have tea on the lawn in 
the picturesque oak forest.

MARKET: WHITE CUCUMBER AND JAM
When you visit Gabala, be sure to check out the local market. 

Here, in addition to vegetables, fruits, and berries, you can buy 
various pickles and, of course, exotic jams that Gabala is famous 
for. Jams are made from walnuts, rose petals, paradise apples, 
watermelon rind, and even mint. One of the famous markets is 
located on the road from Ismayilli to Gabala. Here, the most re-
markable is the pickles made from white cucumbers, grown only 
in Gabala. Pickles made from apples, cranberries, grapes, egg-
plants, quinces, etc., are also in demand. For the road, you can 
buy green feijoa, red cherries, and yellow “lavashana”.
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This article reviews the interpretation and research of the 
prominent Norwegian traveller and world-renowned 
scholar, Thor Heyerdahl, and his visit to the village of 
Nij in Gabala District, a place mainly inhabited by Udi, 

one of the autochthonous peoples of Azerbaijan. According to 
Thor Heyerdahl’s theory, Odin, who in Scandinavian mythology 
was chieftain of the Asi tribe, came from the Caucasus. He also 
gave a hypothetical interpretation of, and scientific credence to, 
the modern-day Udi being the remnants and ancestors of Nor-
wegians. While meeting the Udi, Thor Heyerdahl learnt about 
their cuisine, ethnography, customs and national traditions.
In the attempt to maintain identity and culture against the back-

drop of world events some ethnicities have clearly disappeared 
from the face of the earth, while others, some relatively small in 
number like the Udi, have struggled for their independence, histor-
ical past and integrity and withstood the difficult trials that have 
befallen them. The surge of interest of Norwegians in Azerbaijan 
and of Azerbaijanis (including Udi) in Norway began with the work 
of the great Norwegian traveller, ethnographer, archaeologist and 
scientist, Thor Heyerdahl. The huge interest of Thor Heyerdahl led 
him to Azerbaijan at the end of the 20th century and only then to 
the lower reaches of the Don in Azov.

The differentiation of the ethnogenesis of the Udi people con-
stitutes a lengthy process which took place on the basis of con-
tacts of various cultures of east and west. The Udis, whose origins 

Thor HeyerdahlThor Heyerdahl
and the Udi peopleand the Udi people
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and history have for nearly 200 years been attracting the atten-
tion of the academic world, are indigenous peoples of the Cauca-
sus and Azerbaijan (as the historical Motherland). Since the early 
19th century more than 300 works have appeared on the Udis’ 
anthropology1 and language,2 religion,3 history of the language,4 
ethnography5 and history,6 origins7 and culture,8 traditions and 
customs.9 The accumulated data give clear witness that the Udi 
are very ancient inhabitants of the Caucasus and known only in 
the historical-cultural space of Azerbaijan.

Thor Heyerdahl visited Azerbaijan several times where he 
amazed everyone with the sensational results of his research and, 
specifically, his scientific interpretations of rock drawings and mi-
gration of peoples.

From his study of the rock drawings at Gobustan, he came to 
the conclusion that the Norwegians and Azerbaijanis have close, 
even kindred, ties and described Gobustan as an open-air muse-
um. The Udi have a special place in both this interest and his trav-
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els. According to the legend, the first Scandinavian king, odin, led 
his people from a land called Azer. He also asserted that the Udi, 
an aboriginal ethnos in Azerbaijan,10 were direct relatives of the 
Scandinavians. The juxtaposition of odin with the ethnonym ‘Udi’, 
‘Uti’; the search for the Asi in Azerbaijan, whose name comes from 
Atropat,11 a satrap of Darius III; the representation of Urartu as 
‘Hittite civilization’; the Albanians who migrated from the Cauca-
sus to the Balkans – all this and much else besides is grounded in 
placenames and is a scientific interpretation of the settling of the 
area to the north. It’s unlikely that there is another popular con-
cept on which such a range and variety of information about the 
ancient connections between the peoples of our country could be 
set out with such ease, love and knowledge of the matter in hand. 
It was Thor Heyerdahl’s dedication and interest that brought him 
to Azerbaijan and the village of Nij in particular, a place of compact 

Thor Heyerdahl in dialogue with Udi representatives. Sitting, from left to 
right, George Kechaari, head of the office of cultural affairs for the Udi 

people, two school directors and Mais Kechaari. Standing behind the latter is 
Sergey Antonov. Heyerdahl visiting them and taking interest in their culture 
meant a lot for the preservation of their language and its development as a 

written language.
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settlement of the Udi.
In the history of Scandinavian mythology compiled by 13th 

century Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson, the main figure in all 
the traditions and legends is odin (Udi) – a religious figure who 
embodies the qualities of deity, priest-king and hero chieftain, de-
fender of military honour. odin is presented as a real, historical 
figure who was subsequently deified by his descendants. Not local 
in origin, the chieftain of the Asi (Azi) tribe came to Scandinavia 
from a distant country, bringing with him a very limited number of 
his people. The harsh polemics surrounding the theory about odin 
were largely typical of relations between Heyerdahl the scholar 
and academic circles. His theories rarely received scientific rec-
ognition, while Heyerdahl the traveller himself rejected scientific 
criticism and concentrated on publishing his theories in popular, 
accessible literature, and in the case of ”The search for odin: on the 
trail of our past” – a book targeted at a mass readership.12

The great ocean sailor searched long and hard for the traces of 
his ancestors in the Caucasus too. His attention was caught by peo-
ple living an isolated life on a plateau near the foothills who call 
themselves Udi – a name which Thor Heyerdahl associated with 
‘odin’, and which aroused his interest in our people. Thor Heyer-
dahl’s theory posited that one of the branches of the Azi did not 
go north with odin but south, which makes it even more timely 
and intriguing to look for the geographic and ethnic centre of lo-
calization of the Udi and their migration. A second, more mobile 
branch of the tribe which split in Azov went west, to the Balkans, 
where they dispersed. This is confirmed in many place-names (Nij 
in Macedonia, Udine in Italy, etc.). Thor Heyerdahl put forward the 
theory that the Udi, an ethnic minority in Azerbaijan, were ances-
tors of the Scandinavians. In the last 20 years of his life, he trav-
elled to Azerbaijan several times and visited the Albanian church-
es in Kish, Nij, oghuz and elsewhere.
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Thor Heyerdahl twice visited the village of Nij during his tours 
of the Shaki-Gabala region (1999 and 2000). His route included 
the Udi Church of St elisha (eliseus) and he showed a very lively in-
terest in the medieval Albanian temple. He was struck not only by 
the rich ethnocultural and religious heritage, but also by a whole 
raft of similarities which referenced and confirmed his point of 
view. Thor Heyerdahl was impatiently awaited in Nij though his 
trip was postponed several times.

Thor Heyerdahl finally arrived in September 2000. The whole 
village came out to welcome the great Norwegian during the 
chestnut and hazelnut harvest. The news about Thor Heyerdahl’s 
visit spread across the region like wildfire. The legendary seafar-

This text represents the key that 
led to the deciphering of the ancient 
Caucasian Albanian script. Having 
noticed that one chain of letters 
is repeated various times, Dr.Zaza 
Aleksidze realized that the text was 
taken from the New Testament and 
was able to read it. Dr Aleksidze of 
the Georgian Centre of Manuscripts 
in Tbilisi also concluded that the 
language represented here devel-
oped into the Udi language of today.
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er, traveller and scholar walked round the historical and cultural 
focal points of the village with his wife Jacqueline Beer like an or-
dinary citizen, and even the presence of interpreters, other guests 
and representatives of the local authorities could not spoil this im-
pression of approachability and humbleness.

Everyone who came into contact with Heyerdahl was immedi-
ately charmed by him. He was not at all arrogant and had no ‘celeb-
rity complex’. At his advanced age (he was then 85!) he maintained 
his curiosity and enormous interest in the new and unknown and 
his unquenchable thirst for discoveries and the comprehension 
of mystery. He was always smiling, benevolent and convinced of 
the benevolence of everyone on the planet. Before Thor Heyer-
dahl no-one had posited a possible link between the Udi and the 
semi-mythical, legendary odin and his fellow tribesmen, the he-
roes of Scandinavian legend. A banquet was given in honour of the 
important guest. More than 60 people took part in the celebration 
– Norwegian intellectuals, representatives of the local authorities, 
teachers in Udi schools, the local intelligentsia and others. During 
the lunch Thor Heyerdahl acquainted himself with the cuisine, 
ethnography, customs and national traditions of the Udi people. 
He was amazed by the variety of dishes, the preservation of din-
ing traditions, hospitality and recipes for the preparation of differ-
ent Udi dishes. Above all he was surprised by the appearance and 
shape of an ordinary, village axe, which theUdis still use today in 
their gardens; it was an exact copy of a tool used by the Vikings.13

Thor Heyerdahl’s official visit to the ‘land of odin’ was soon 
shrouded in modern myths and legends. For example, it is said 
that sensing that his end was near, he wanted to spend his last 
days in Nij and even to acquire a small house and garden here. This 
question was never resolved, however. Now we, the modern-day 
Udi – scholars who are not indifferent to their history and ordi-
nary people – are interested in something else. Will anyone be 
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found in the foreseeable future to compare in scope, influence and 
importance with Thor Heyerdahl, who was so hardworking and 
energetic and at the same time such a romantic dreamer?

The great Thor Heyerdahl did not consider his last trip to be 
his final one. He was engrossed by something more important 
than the difference between the right answer and the wrong. He 
thought and acted like the austere knights of odin once did: the 
aim of the epic journeys was not personal success but honour and 
truth. ‘I don’t have to prove that I’m right and that before oslo there 
was Azov and before Azov there was Nij,’ he said during a meeting 
with the Udi, ‘I just want to find the truth about what the world 
was like several thousand years ago, where the peoples came from 
and where they went.’ Finding the truth is the worthiest of tasks, 
and the adventures will definitely be continued, because the great 
seeker is a perfect projection of the militant ethic of the Azi and 
Vikings and will in the future be a shining example of scientific 
research for the scholars amongst our descendants.

Robert Mobili
Baku State University
Institute of History of the National Academy of Sciences of 

Azerbaijan Albanian Christian Community of Azerbaijan
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