APZUT KAWAT WALL
Article by Murtazali Gadjiev

Encyclopaedia Iranica

Published: May 30, 2017
Last Updated: June 1, 2017

APZUT KAWAT WALL

APZUT KAWAT WALL

The Apzut Kawat wall was a Sasanian defensive long wall mentioned by
Anania Sirakac‘i in the part of his geography dealing with the eastern
Caucasus: “the long wall called Apzutkawat as far as the Allminon swamp and
the sea” (Ananias of Shirak, p. 57; Moise Coreéne, p. 27.9; tr., p. 37). The
identification of the Apzut Kawat wall, which derived its name from that of the
ruling Sasanian monarch (MPers. *Abzud Kawad, Kawad increased [in glory]”
or “has prospered”), with the Ghilghilchay (Gilgil¢ay/Gilgilcay) defensive wall
was first made by S. T. Eremyan (p. 35), who attributed its construction to the
reign of Kawad I (r. 488-531), and that opinion is now widely accepted. It is
indirectly confirmed by the presence of extensive marshlands, known under
the Azeri name Akh-zybyr (Agzibir), near the Caspian Sea in an area close to
the eastern end of the Ghilghilchay wall. Mastdl described the building
activity of Kawad I in the Eastern Caucasus and referred to “the walls that he
had constructed in Servan known as the Sur al-Tin [mortar walls], and the
stone wall known as Barmaki” (Mas‘udi, II, p. 74). It is possible to identify the
Barmaki wall as the fortification near mount Besh-Barmak (Begsbarmaq) and
the Sur al-Tin as the Ghilghilchay long wall (Figure 1).

The Ghilghilchay long wall is located in the Divichi (Davaci) district of the
Republic of Azarbaijan and derives its name from the name of the river, along
which it extends for its initial 14 km. The width of the coastal plain in the
immediate area of the wall measures from 7.7 to 8.7 km.
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The ruins of the Ghilghilchay defensive wall were seen by William of Rubruck
(chap. 50), who accompanied King Louis IX of France on the Seventh Crusade
in 1248. The Russian scientist-naturalist, Samuel Gottlieb Gmelin (1745-1774)
travelled to Iran along the western Caspian coast from 1770 to 1773. Later, one
of his anonymous companions published a brief description of the journey,
and in particular, provided information on the Ghilghilchay wall (in von
Bieberstein, p. 17). The Russian historian P. G. Butkov (1175-1857), who
participated in Valerian Zubov’s campaign in the eastern Caucasus in 1796,
also was informed about the wall (II, p. 588). Another participant in Zubov’s
campaign, F. F. Simonovich (1760-1815), compiled a “Description of Southern
Daghestan” in which he lists information about the Ghilghilchay wall and one
more name for it, Algun ibaru (p. 148). This name is rather interesting, but it is
written incorrectly. It is more correctly rendered as Alguni baru (from Pers.
baru, wall/fortification of Algun). The Azarbaijani historian, philosopher, and
poet Abbas-Kuliaga Bakikhanov (‘Abbasqoli Aqa Bakikanuf; 1794-1846) in his
Golestan-e Eram (pp. 11-12) provided information on this wall and used its
Persian name sadd-e Algun “Algun wall.” He wrote: “The remains of that wall
and the place of the gate and the ruins of the city can still be seen on the west
bank of the river Kalhin in the district of Shabaran of Qobbeh. The place of the
fort above the hill on the right bank of the river still exists. This wall starts
from the sea and from the top of the village of ‘Ali Khanlu, which probably
originally was Alghunlu, and is close to the said city; it joins with the fort
called Cheragh. From there to the mountain Ateh, where the ruins of a big city
are to be seen; it passes above the village of Qunaq kend and goes to Baba-
daghi” (as tr. in Floor and Javadi, p.12; see also tr. and comm. Buniyatov, pp.
18, 44).

The first scientific visual observations of this wall were carried out in 1931-32
by E. A. Pakhomov, who incorrectly identified it with “the stone Barmaki wall”
mentioned by Mas‘udi (Pakhomov, pp. 40-43). Pakhomov gave a brief
description of the Ghilghilchay long wall from the sea up to the Chirakh-kala
(Ciraqqala) fortress, where he believed it ended. Pakhomov established some
specific features of the building materials and the engineering construction of
the wall and also provided one more local name of its coastal section, Iskender
samti.

In 1963-64, this defensive line was visually inspected in its entirety by H. P.
Abdullaev, who determined its length to be about 60 km from the sea up to the
foot of mount Babadag (3629 m). Abdullaev was inclined to date its
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construction to the 5th—-6th centuries CE.

In 1980 the Ghilghilchay wall was examined by the archaeologists of the
Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography of the Academy of Sciences of
Azarbaijan, and the first excavation of the wall was carried out by A. A. Aliev
(1984, pp. 64-70; 1985, pp. 50-1; 1986). The excavation was conducted along a
section of the foothill part of the wall. In these excavations, 15 m of the
defensive structure, including the wall and part of a tower, were cleared. The
wall was constructed from mud bricks (dimensions 40-42 x 40-42 x 12 cm, 45 X
45 x 12 cm) laid successively on clay mortar. The wall was 4.15 m wide and
4.2-5.0 m high (up to 30 rows of bricks). The excavated section of the tower
proved that it was solid (i.e., blind) and had a semicircular form advancing out
from the line of the wall on both sides. The length of the advance on each side
of the tower equaled 5.2 m; the width of the tower running parallel to the wall
was about 7.0-7.3 m. The diameter of the semi-circular towers measured 5.7 m.
Aliev determined that the Ghilghilchay wall extended for approximately 50
km.

In 2002, the Azarbaijani-Daghestani-American archaeological expedition
carried out careful visual investigations of portions of the Ghilghilchay long
wall. The investigation was first conducted on the flat coastal plain (about 6
km) and then followed the foothill portion (about 8 km) up to its crossing of
the Ghilghilchay river (Aliev et al., pp. 143-77).

The coastal plain section of the Ghilghilchay long wall extends 6.0 km and ends
with a large fortified settlement. What now remains of the Ghilghilchay wall
begins about two km from the coast of the Caspian Sea and is visible as a low
bank which has probably been deformed by transgressions and regressions of
the Caspian Sea (Figure 2). Closer to the sea, the rest of the wall is not visible,
but there are separate hills and heights. The present extent of the remaining
coastal plain section of the wall measures approximately 5890 m. The wall
follows a direct southwest line that blocks the coastal plain and comes to an
end at the northeast corner tower of the mentioned settlement. The wall
averages 3.5-5.0 m in height and 30 m wide at the base of the tower structures.
Some sections of the wall measure 1.5-2.5 m in height and 6.0-7.0 m in width
(at the beginning of the wall), while other sections reach heights of 6.0-7.0
meters. There are breaks at several places along the wall, the majority of
which resulted from the modern construction of roads.

The remains of towers regularly arranged in the wall are easily distinguished.
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On the flat coastal plain, the remains of 135 towers are clearly visible. In
several places, however, the towers and the wall are destroyed. The usual
distance between towers is 36-40 m. The remains of the towers rise above the
wall 1.0-2.0 m and jut out from its line on both sides as semicircular outcrops
with diameters ranging from 10-14 m. The diameter of the large towers
reaches up to 25 m. The largest tower on the flat coastal plain, Tower 117, has
a height of about 10 m and a diameter at its base of approximately 40 m. This
tower rises above the adjoining wall 2.5 m and, obviously, represented an
important strategic point. The defensive wall appears to be entirely
constructed of mud bricks measuring 42-43 x 42-43 X 12-13 cm on a 2 cm thick
clay mortar with outside plaster measuring 2.5-3.0 cm thick. Pakhomov (p. 40)
also noted the same formation of bricks, thick mortar, and outside plaster
coating. Burnt bricks (measuring 37 x 37 X 7-8 cm and 37 x 37 X 10 cm) and
cobblestones were also used in limited quantity in the construction of the wall.
The thickness of the wall on the flat coastal plain measures approximately 8 m.

The coastal plain section of the Ghilghilchay long wall ended at a large fortress
located approximately 0.4 km from the beginning of the foothills. The
settlement has a trapezoidal shape, and its northern wall extends as if it is a
continuation of the Ghilghilchay long wall. The size of the settlement is
approximately 420 x 210 m. The earthen banks that cover the remains of the
impressive defensive walls reach 5.0-7.0 m in height and measure 30-36 m in
width at their base. The northern and western walls provide the best security,
and the remains of towers on these sections appear as semicircular outcrops
(d=10-12 m) rising above the wall 0.5-1.5 m. The towers on the northeast and
northwest corners are visible as large hills reaching heights of about 10 m
with diameters at their bases of about 35 m. The northern wall is the most
heavily fortified. Here, 14 towers are located along a 396 m long wall. The
distance between towers is not regular and changes from 12.5-13.5 m up to 36
m. Between Towers 4 and 5, there is a break that is approximately 6 m wide,
which probably was the ancient gate of the settlement (Figure 3).

The foothill section of the Ghilghilchay long wall is visible beginning 800 m to
the south of the described settlement above the contemporary highway. Here,
the wall is clearly visible in cross-section, revealing its construction entirely of
mud bricks (40-43 x 40-43 x 12 cm). The thickness of the wall here measures
approximately 6 m with a remaining height of approximately 2.3 m. The
foothill section of the wall follows a south-southwest trajectory, but it changes
direction sharply at various points as it conforms to the course of the high
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river terrace. Its dimensions are significantly smaller than the coastal plain
section of the wall, and it is obvious that this difference in size is not so much a
question of the wall’s preservation along this section, as it is of its real
dimensions. That is, the foothill section of the mud-brick wall was smaller than
that built on the coastal plain. The foothill portion of the wall was additionally
strengthened by its location on top of the natural terrace ridge.

On this foothill section, there are 140 towers connected by a wall averaging
2.0-2.5 m high and 8.0-12.0 m wide. The distance between towers on this
portion changes to a general range of 37-52 m. The remains of towers jut out
from the wall on both sides and have, generally, the appearance of small
barrows (h=2.5-3.5 m; d=5-18 m), rising above the wall 0.5-1.3 m. Toward the
end of the foothill section the ruins of the wall and towers are larger. The wall
here is 4.0-5.5 m high with towers rising to 6.0-6.5 m in overall height. There
are three big towers-garrisons, fixing the presence of an internal room, and
three rectangular fortified settlements, measuring about 45 x 60 m, 120 X 90 m
and 28 x 25 m. The last settlement is on the lower terrace of the Ghilghilchay
river where the channel narrows to 50-60 m. The remains of fragments of
burnt brick (6.0-7.5 cm thickness) masonry on lime mortar indicate that there
had been a bridge across the river here (Pakhomov, 1933, p. 42). The remains
of the mountain portion of the Ghilghilchay defensive wall begin on the
opposite coast of the river on a mountain spur that descends down to the
riverbed. The remains of the wall extend farther to the west up to the Chirakh-
kala fortress at the top of the mountain range and then to the foot of mount
Babadag.

Ceramic assemblage of the fortifications of the Ghilghilchay long wall, as well
as the building materials and engineering features of this defensive system
gives a possible date for the construction of the Ghilghilchay wall to the
5th-6th centuries CE. The identification of the Ghilghilchay defensive line with
the long wall Apzut Kawat, mentioned by Ananias of Shirak, which received its
name in honor of the reigning monarch, is sufficiently reliable. This enables us
to attribute the construction of the Ghilghilchay wall to the time of the reign of
Kawad I. A more exact time of construction can be determined by considering
the political situation in the Caucasus and the Near East. The most favorable
conditions for the construction of such an extensive defensive system existed
in the period between 508 and 522 CE when Iran had peace with Byzantium
and had established allied relations with the northern Caucasian Huns-Sabirs
and had regained control of the eastern Caucasus and the Darband corridor
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(Aliev et al.,, pp. 174-175; Gadjiev, 2006, pp. 25-26; 2009).
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