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Tombs

Although many of the religious buildings constructed in Baghdad during the period of
Mongol rule incorporated the tombs of their founder, very few of these have survived in their
original form. A rare example of an ironwork grill for an unknown tomb from Mongol-era
Baghdad is currently part of the collection of the Museum for Islamic Art in Doha (fig. 12). An
inscription in the tomb of Shaykh ‘Umar Suhrawardi built around 1234 (see above) provides
rare epigraphic evidence for the reconstruction of a building following the Mongol conquest.
The inscription, dated 1334, states that the building was renewed — presumably because it
had either fallen into ruin or had been damaged.*

Fig. 12: Ironwork from a Mongol-era tomb in Baghdad (photo A. Petersen, 2022).

45 Al-Janabi, Medieval Architecture, 107-109.
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Khans

Although very few secular buildings have been preserved from this period, Khan Marjan, one

of the seven caravanserais built to support the Marjaniyya madrasa, has survived into the

21st century. This is probably the most famous surviving building from Mongol-era Baghdad
(figs. 13 and 14). The identity of the building is confirmed by an inscription above the now-
blocked main entrance. This text is made up of nine lines and states that this is one of several

buildings built to support the Marjaniyya mosque and the hospital known as the Dar al-Shifa’
(fig. 15).#° It is perhaps relevant that, in addition to the khans, a paper shop provided income

to the Marjaniyya wagf. The building is unique in Islamic architecture. It has two floors,
with galleries opening onto a central courtyard covered by a magnificent vaulted roof, which

reaches a height of 14 metres. The vaulting system comprises a series of arched ribs bridged

by two tiers of vaults, with windows to provide ventilation and light. The exact function of
the building is a matter of debate, although it seems likely that it provided accommodation

and storage spaces for merchants with expensive goods, possibly silks and other precious

fabrics (similar to the Turkish bedestan).
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Fig. 13: Khan Marjan, southeast (rear) facade, now the main entrance (photo A. Petersen, 2021).

46 Al-Janabi, Medieval Architecture, 233-236.
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Fig. 14: Khan Marjan, exterior, in 2021 (photo A. Petersen, 2021).
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Fig. 15: Khan Marjan, northeast side, inscription above main entrance (photo A. Petersen, 2021).
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Bookshops and Paper Production

Given our limited knowledge of the topography of medieval Baghdad, it is difficult to locate
where book production and libraries were located. However, we do have a few clues. For
example, the famous al-Mutanabbi street seems to have existed in the same location from
the 13th century.* Its location near the river is probably significant, as water was needed
both to power the mills and also as an essential ingredient for making paper pulp. We know
that paper was being made in Baghdad from the 8th century, possibly using floating water
powered mills moored in the Tigris river.*® Floating mills had the advantage that they could
adapt to the extreme seasonal variations in water level in the Tigris and could also be moored
in locations where the water flow was at its strongest. Once the pulp had been produced it
was made into sheets in factories which were probably located close by the river, as was the
case in Fustat.** Bookshops were also probably located close to the factories and the mills
moored in the river.

Conclusion

In the absence of direct archaeological evidence for the siege of 1258, it is difficult to assess
the direct impact of the Mongol conquest on the physical infrastructure of Baghdad. The
most compelling evidence for the destruction is the continued absence of structures adja-
cent to the landward walls up until the 19th centuries. However, elsewhere in the city there
appears to have been considerable continuity. Both the historical sources and the survival
of many medieval buildings in the old city up until the mid-20th century suggests that the
city recovered fairly rapidly after the conquest. The quality of the surviving architecture seen
in buildings such as the Mustansiriyya, the so-called Abbasid palace and Khan Marjan also
indicates a city of considerable economic and cultural significance.

47 Sekulova, al-Mutanabbi Street, 178.
48 Bloom, Paper before Print, 27.
49 Shatzmiller, Adoption of paper, 483.
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