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Georgia and Silk Roads (XIII-XIV ce.)

Book I1

(Summary)

The Mongols are a distinguished force in world history.
They transformed a large part of Eurasia, the process well re-
flected in the changes that took place in the continent’s land
and sea trade routes. The trade routes that existed before the
1220s underwent a near-complete transformation. As a result of
the Mongol conquests, the extreme points of the Eurasian con-
tinent, China and Europe, the steppes of Eurasia and the Near
East, were connected by large and small trade corridors. In fact,
the Mongols succeeded in doing what the Sassanid rulers failed
to do in the 6™-7" centuries, and the Arabs later in the 8®-9
centuries. Both forces strived to connect several large trade and
economic Eurasian centers. They succeeded only partially. The
Mongols, with their military expansionism, occupied or indi-
rectly influenced all the regions (except for Syria-Egypt) of great
trade and economic importance in Eurasia. The key was to con-
nect the Black Sea and the Mediterranean with Central Asia and
China. The Mongols thus managed to do by land what the Eu-
ropeans later, from the 16™-17" centuries, did by sea when they
reached India and China without intermediaries.

The Mongols did not create the concept silk trade routes.
They simply facilitated their operation through allowing freer
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movement of goods over most of the Eurasian continent. Long-
distance trade was often exempt from burdensome taxes, and
the roads were kept secure. For the first time in world history,
with the continent’s two major trading centers, the Mediterra-
nean Sea/Europe and China/India connected, European traders
were given the opportunity to travel directly to China, facili-
tating trade and the flow of information in general. To use the
modern terminology, the 13™-14"™ centuries were no less a pro-
cess of globalization than the linking of the West and the East as
a result of Alexander the Great’s expeditions, or any other pro-
cess that helped bring distant countries and continents closer
together in the post-Mongol period.

China played a critically important role for the Mon-
gols in the formation of their Eurasian trade empire. The Mon-
gol conquests caused less damage to China than to the Middle
East. Chinese goods freely circulated throughout the Eurasian
continent with the Mongol support, the task which had hith-
erto been difficult to accomplish. This Mongol-Chinese synergy
ended when the Ming dynasty, which succeeded the Yuan Dy-
nasty, curtailed trade with the outside world. The positive role
of the Mongols in the development of trade was not limited to
China. European and Arab traders too depended on how effec-
tively the Mongols were able to develop and secure roads over
long geographical distances.

Initially, when the Mongols had no control over the
Middle East, Genghis Khan’s descendants worked their way up
the Eurasian steppes and the Black Sea to avoid Muslim lands.
One of the roads was from the shores of the Sea of Azov, from
the city of Tana to Astrakhan, then to Sarai and Urgench, from
where the roads reached the cities of China. These routes re-
mained generally safe during the Mongol rule, as reported by
the Florentine merchant Francesco Balducci Pegolotti.
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In the steppes, the gradual emergence of a trade corridor
was taking place simultaneously with the decline of trade routes
through Iraq and Syria between in 1250s-1260s. The latter pro-
cess was caused by Hulagu’s invasion of the Middle East and the
subsequent wars with the Mamluks. Though this does not mean
that trade in this direction ceased completely, there is no doubt
that the prolonged conflict between the Mongols and the Mam-
luks for Syria transformed the trade map of the Middle East. The
major routes moved further south, to the Tabriz-Trabzon direc-
tion, and to the south across the Indian Ocean.

The decline of the Syria-Iraq route was also facilitated
by the Mamluks themselves, when in the last quarter of the 13®
century Egypt took over the cities controlled by the Europeans
in the eastern Mediterranean. Added to this was the occupation
of the kingdom of Cilicia, whereby the Mamluks helped trans-
form Egypt into a key transit point for the trade through the
Red Sea to Indo-China and the east coast of Africa.

Thus, in the era of the Mongol expansion, the foundation
was laid for the establishment of several key trading centers.
The first was the city of Tana, from where direct contact with
Central Asia and China was established through the Eurasian
steppes. The second access point was Trebizond, which was con-
nected to Tabriz. An important trade route was also the route
to the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea. To these main routes, in
the second half of the 13™ century, for a short period, another
trade line was added — the city of Layas on the eastern Mediter-
ranean coast. Roads from Layas and Trebizond merged in the
city of Sivas, from where it led to Tabriz. The trade route ran
from the east to the wealthy cities of Central Asia, Samarkand
and Bukhara.

In the 12%-14%™ centuries, the middle trade route, routes
from the Mediterranean Sea through Asia Minor to Mesopota-
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mia and Iran, was under military pressure from two sides: the
Crusaders, the Italian city-states and then the Mamluks, while
the Mongols and later Tamerlane pressured from the east. If the
Europeans, due to their geographical location, tried to influ-
ence the eastern part of the Mediterranean and thus hold one
side of the great trade routes, the Asian powers, as continental
states, often possessed adequate human and economic potential
to physically control the eastern part of the same corridors. In
this rivalry, the eastern part of Asia Minor along with Syria-Iraq
suffered the most. The capture of the middle trade corridor thus
would have allowed one or the other power to link the Persian
Gulf to the Mediterranean Sea.

Thus, the Mongols produced a real revolution in Eur-
asia. The trade routes they established were trans-Eurasian in
nature. By creating new corridors, the Mongols promoted great-
er economic growth in Europe too. From mid-13" century on,
European traders could, without intermediaries such as Egypt
and the rest of the Middle East, establish direct connection with
Central Asia, China, and Iran.

The Mongols created a new reality around Georgia by
the mid-13" century. The changes were quick and quite painful.
After the Mongols’ second appearance near the Georgian bor-
ders in the 1230s and the establishment of their military-politi-
cal power over large parts of South Caucasus, the trade routes to
Ani, Dvin, Kars, Barda, Ganja and through the whole of Shirvan
dramatically changed.

Compared to the previous invaders, the changes caused
by the Mongols were of a more lasting character. The Arabs
or the Seljuk conquests did cause significant fluctuations in the
functioning of the trade routes, but over time they stabilized
and rich trading centers were established all along the Georgian
borders. After the Mongols, a slow but continuous decline of ex-
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isting trade routes in the history of Georgia began. The process
lasted for several centuries before the routes finally atrophied
and coincided with the disintegration of Georgia in late 15*
century. The fact that these two processes were simultaneous
is not accidental. It is possible to assume that one of the reasons
for the weakening and subsequent disintegration of the unified
kingdom of Georgia was the loss of control over trade routes.

The decline of trade routes around Georgia, however,
could not have been caused solely by the Mongol invasions.
After the end of Mongol domination, Tamerlane’s conquests
and the invasions of the 15* century followed which further
undermined Georgia’s ability to position itself favorably on the
trade routes. A more lasting and, consequently, more significant
change, however, was the technological revolution that took
place in Western Europe and the Iberian Peninsula in the 15%
century. More efficient ships allowed the Spaniards and Portu-
guese to discover new trade routes and thus avoid using more
expensive and dangerous land routes of the Middle East.

This leads us to briefly discussing such an important issue
as the geographic location of Georgia and how crucial it was in
the development of trade routes around the country in the 13%-
14" centuries. We need to highlight several basic geographic
facts. The Caucasus mountain range hampered south-north
trade routes. This did not preclude traders from reaching the
Eurasian steppes. However, when any serious attempt was made
to establish trade relations with the steppes across the Caucasus,
it was always temporary. This was the case during the reign of
the Byzantine Emperor Justin II (565-578), when direct trade
relations with the Turks were established, albeit for a relatively
short period of time.

The limits of transit to Georgia should also have been
caused by the passivity of trade and economic relations in the
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Caspian Sea. The states in Central Asia, due to their geographi-
cal location, were continental empires. Having no access to the
ocean, this limited their ability to establish fleets, which was not
seen as a priority for the Mongols or other nomads.

The Black Sea, on the contrary, was a much more active
economic space. Until the 13" century, however, it did not fig-
ure as an important trading artery, but rather was perceived as
the inland sea of Byzantium, where trade was limited and non-
regional actors were largely excluded. When the Mongols es-
tablished their power to the north of the Black Sea, Italian trad-
ers became active in the Crimean peninsula, the Sea of Azov,
and Trebizond. Georgia and the Georgia’s Black Sea ports were
in the middle of these two corridors and could not play a signifi-
cant role in this trans-Eurasian trade. This does not exclude the
possibility that the Italians traded with Georgians in Crimea or
that their ships entered the Georgian ports. But the data on such
contacts show that the trade turnover in the Georgian ports
could not have been of the same significant level as it was in the
case of Trebizond or the Crimean ports.

The fourth direction was to the south of Georgia and in-
cluded the trade corridors through eastern Anatolia, Armenia,
and Arran-Shirvan. These trade routes, in turn, were connected
to northern Iran, Iraq, and Syria. In fact, the southern direction
was the only geographic area where Georgia had the opportu-
nity to connect with regional or larger trade routes.

This geographical excursion shows that Georgia, due to
its location on the classical silk trade routes, could not function
as a transit state. Mountains, seas, and ravines within the coun-
try constituted insurmountable obstacles for trans-continental
transit trade.

In early 13" century Georgia was a powerful state. Dur-
ing the reign of Lasha-Giorgi, the countries around the kingdom
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recognized Georgia’s primacy. A 14™-century Georgian anon-
ymous chronicler mentions the territories (Ganja, Erzurum,
Nakhichevan) falling under the Georgian influence. This rep-
resented the geographic area where trade routes of regional im-
portance were passing in the early 13" century. By referring to
these three cities, the author focused on the three main areas
of Georgian influence, which also constituted a certain geopo-
litical perimeter where Georgia felt dominant. This sentiment is
confirmed in yet another note from the same chronicler, when
the author mentions how Akhlat and the Greeks paid tribute to
Lasha-Giorgi. Moreover, Georgian influence also extended into
northern Iran. Ibn al-Athir’s statement that Georgians could
penetrate any city in Azerbaijan most likely have been true. The
same situation was in the direction of Anatolia.

Thus, by the beginning of the 13" century, Georgia con-
trolled most of the routes between the Black and Caspian Seas.
The Georgian monarchs purposefully facilitated the operation
of the roads to the rich cities of Dvin, Ani, Shirvan and Arran.
Moreover, the Georgians were expanding further south towards
the lake Van and northern Iran, which, if not for the appearance
of the Khvarazmians and later the Mongols, would most likely
have ended in establishing a more concrete political powerbase.

Jalal ad-Din’s campaigns were particularly damaging
not only to Georgian cities but also to the neighboring terri-
tories. The operation of trade routes faltered. The scale of his
campaigns is evidenced by the fact that he reached the outskirts
of Baghdad, the largest trading city in the Middle East before
the Hulagu’s campaign. Jalal ad-Din also reached Tabriz, then
moved to Nakhichevan, and destroyed every village and fortress
in the vicinity of Tbilisi. The Khwarazmians occupied Isfahan,
the rich Akhlat, Maragha, and Dvin. By 1226, before the con-
quest of Thilisi, Jalal ad-Din had de facto control over Azerbai-
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jan, the southern parts of the Georgian lands, and wealthy Ar-
menian cities.

The Khvarazmians also raided the territories around
Kambechiani and Iori, Kartli, Trialeti, Javakheti, Artaani,
Samtskhe, Tao and Ani. The capture of Ganja and the economic
weakening following the city revolt of 1231 by the craftsman
Bender resulted in the destruction of most of the city buildings.
The sultan’s troops also carried out attacks on Ani, Kars and Er-
zurum. The Georgian chronicler specifically points out that the
sultan’s expeditions lasted for five years, causing great damage
to the country and the neighboring lands.

If we look at the geographical area of the expeditions
of the Khvarazmians, it is clear that they covered the lands
along the southern, southwestern and south-eastern borders
of the kingdom of Georgia. These are the areas where major
trade routes passed through in the 12"-13" centuries and where
Georgian kings had direct economic interests. Consequently, Ja-
lal ad-Din’s campaigns must have produced a deeply negative
effect on the entire trade network in the region. The restoration
of the old economic and trade relations would not have been
problematic had it not been for the subsequent second appear-
ance of the Mongols.

Jalal ad-Din’s expeditions, in addition to economic and
political losses, also dealt a major blow to Georgia’s regional po-
sition. The kingdom lost influence in the lands, which it bor-
dered on. Such was Erzurum, which fell under the influence of
the Sultanate of Rum. The network of trade routes over which
the Georgian monarchy had long fought completely disinte-
grated. To restore this it required a long period of peace and the
concentration of the available military potential, which became
impossible due to re-appearance of the Mongols at the border of
Georgia.
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In the written sources we have some information on
how Jalal ad-Din viewed trade routes. One such reference is the
reconstruction work carried out by the sultan in Maragha. This
must have been caused by the location of the city along regional
trade routes. When the Khwarazmians plundered Akhlat, Jalal
ad-Din regretted and wished to rebuild the city. Yet another ex-
ample was the organization of a punitive march in response to a
report he had received about the robbery of merchants near Ta-
briz. The second such case was the robbery of a caravan of some
70 people near Baghdad. In a response the angry Jalal ad-Din de-
manded the return of the property. The sultan must have been
well aware of the importance of trade across Eurasia. After all,
Khwarazm was a trading state which had enjoyed active eco-
nomic contacts with India, Iran, China and even the Mongols.

Thus in Jalal ad-Din’s trade and economic policy, we
see a dual approach. He did not try to protect trade activity in
Georgia and surrounding areas. The Georgian and Armenian
cities were deliberately looted. In the Islamic world, however,
the sultan’s attitude was markedly different, as the protection
of caravans was his priority. The political situation he faced did
not allow the Sultan to formulate a long-term policy. Jalal ad-
Din rather fought for self-preservation. Even without the Mon-
gol threat, his kingdom faced frequent uprisings and potential
formation of rival coalitions. The establishment of an empire in
the Middle East in that historic period proved to be impossible.

Then the Mongols came. Under their watch the trans-
continental trade routes in the Middle East have shifted either
further southward, to the Red Sea, or northward to the Black
Sea and the steppes of Eurasia. For example, the trade route such
as Tbilisi-Dmanisi-Ani-Erzurum, which was actively used un-
til the 1220s, declined after the Mongol conquest. The reloca-
tion of trade routes was due to military-political reasons. The
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Barda-Ganja-Tbilisi-Ani, or Barda-Ganja-Dvin-Ani roads were
relatively close to the Golden Horde (rival to the Il-khans) and
could have been targeted through military expeditions from the
north. This was well seen in the wars which took place in the
second half of the 13" century. Thus the Mongols undermined
Georgia’s central trading position. The political situation that
Georgia faced during the 13*-14" centuries was not conducive
to re-gaining access to trade routes.

Great Central Asian conqueror Tamerlane tried to
achieve several goals through his brutal 8 military campaigns
against Georgia in late 14™-early 15" century. The religion —
spread of Islam — played an important role, as did other stra-
tegic aims such as establising control over the Caucasus passes
to deter the Holden Horde leader Tokhtamish from invading
the Middle East. Indeed, if we look at his campaigns in other
regions, Tamerlane’s campaigns often combined several goals:
control over the trade routes, getting hold of available riches,
and securing territorial expansion for greater military security.
In this article, we have focused on Tamerlane’s trade and eco-
nomic policy suggesting that one of the major goals of the Asian
conqueror was to isolate Georgia from the regional trade routes.

In the Georgian historiography, Tamerlane’s expeditions
against Georgia are mainly viewed through a military-political
prism. Yet, by considering the invader’s attacks on Georgia in a
broader general regional context, it becomes clear that Tamer-
lane’s goal was also driven by the need to control trade routes
criss-crossing the Caucasus and the neighboring territories.

Tamerlane’s campaigns had a devastating effect on trade
routes in Eurasia. After the Golden Horde lost its trade and eco-
nomic potential following Tamerlane’s campaign of 1395, the
major trade route shifted southward through Asia Minor and
northern Iran. It was close to Georgia, but due to Georgia’s weak
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economic position and despite the active military policy of the
Georgian king Giorgi VII, the country was unable to reap ben-
efits from those transit routes.

But a one-sided depiction of Tamerlane’s rule would not
be entirely correct. The roads and cities that fit into his imperial
agenda reached a high level of economic and political devel-
opment. This was the case with Tabriz, which, second to the
imperial capital Samarkand, was the richest city in the Timurid
Empire. The description of the city given by the Castilian envoy
Clavijo in early 15 century shows that it would not be entirely
correct to portray Tamerlane solely as a destroyer of trade routes
and economic prosperity.

In addition to the southern trade route around Georgia,
another important route was through Derbent on the western
seashore of the Caspian Sea. The main directions of the military
campaigns staged by Tokhtamish indicate that the west coast
of the Caspian Sea was the main transit route from the Middle
East to the Eurasian steppes meaning that trade was also quite
widespread.

These two trade routes were close to Georgia making it
easier for Giorgi VII to mount attacks against Tamerlane’s plans
for building effective trade routes from Central Asia to Asia Mi-
nor. The Georgian king ventured southward on several occa-
sions. The mentioning of merchants in the 1401 peace agree-
ment between Giorgi and Tamerlane is also quite indicative that
the Asian conqueror was worried about potetial disrusptions
from the Georgian side to the operation of trade routes.

Despite its seeming military strength, Temurid empire
was not a solid formation. Tamerlane’s campaigns and the stra-
tegic position of his empire were in many ways similar to those
of Jalal ad-Din, Khwarezmian prince of early 13" century. The
main strategic goal of both invaders in the Middle East was to
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prevent the formation of an opposing military coalition. Both
wanted to accumulate wealth by conquering rich cities or re-
ceiving tribute as a result of an agreement.

Yet, the two Asian rulers had different long-term po-
litical-economic goals. Jalal ad-Din’s goal was self-preservation.
He thought less about controlling trade routes, though there are
indications in the sources that he was intent on punishing those
who ostructed trade. Its immediate purpose was to ensure the
security of his army and work with regional powers toward a
veritable anti-Mongol coalition.

The imperial projects of Tamerlane and Jalal ad-Din pro-
duced a radical overhaul of the trade and economic patterns in
Eurasia. None of the leaders, however, had enough power to se-
cure long-term existence of their empires. Both rulers were sur-
rounded by a number of potent powers that hindered a success-
ful establishment of an empire in the heart of the Middle East.

For Georgia, what started during Jalal ad-Din ended
with the death of Tamerlane in 1405. This is the isolation of the
kingdom from major trade routes and pushing them southward
to the Tabriz-Trebizond line. The process lasted for about two
centuries and ended in Georgia’s near-complete distancing from
the regional and transcontinental trade routes. This had a direct
impact on the country’s development in the following centu-
ries. The 15" century was a time when the process of establish-
ing new trade routes in the world was in full swing. Georgia,
on the other hand, met this era politically as a politically and
economically weakened state ever further removed from lucra-
tive trade routes.
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