
Tash Aw:
‘BAGHDAD is at once a grand historical narrative and a personal homage to a 
beloved city. The weight of Marozzi’s scholarship is interlaced with a storyteller’s 
instinct for all that is intimate, unusual and moving, and the result is a book that 
is a constant revelation, peeling back the layers of this fascinating city on every 
page. Beautiful and disquieting, it is a truly monumental achievement.’ 

Jonathan Keates:
‘Justin Marozzi’s BAGHDAD is always more than just 
the history of a city. It demonstrates superbly how the 
spirit of place can be shaped by human aspiration and 
imagination, in its account of the making of the medieval 
City Of Peace, paradise of poets, singers and storytellers 
in the days of Caliph Harun al-Rashid. Simultaneously 
Baghdad became the realm of fearless seekers after truth 
in the fields of science, medicine and technology. Marozzi 
shows how the city’s indomitable vitality refused to die 
even when Mongol hordes slaughtered 80,000 inhabitants 
and the whole wondrous assembly of mosques, palaces 
and bazaars went up in smoke. Baghdad’s obstinate will 
to live has carried it through the years of Ottoman and 
British occupation, through the eye-popping tyranny of 
Saddam Hussein and further near-annihilation during 
the 2003 ‘War On Terror’ by America’s ‘Coalition Of The 
Willing’. Justin Marozzi brilliantly interweaves character, 
anecdote and a fine sense of history’s greater and lesser 
ironies to fashion the compelling narrative.’ 

The 2015 judges, Tash Aw, Jonathan Keates and Fiona Sampson, commented:
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The 2015 judges comment on the RSL Ondaatje Prize:
‘This is a shortlist notable for its seriousness of intent. It has breadth and variety, as all 
good shortlists do, but the books on the list display an ambition rarely seen elsewhere. 
These are books that grapple with what seem to be the big issues of the world today - 
they trouble us, and stay with us long after we’ve finished them.’

The other shortlisted books

Rana Dasgupta Capital (Canongate)

‘A book whose exuberance almost manages to disguise its
seriousness, Capital is as crowded and exciting as the city it evokes 
and offers a fascinating sense of Delhi’s shapeshifting multiplicity.’

Publicist: Jenny Lord   jenny.lord@canongate.co.uk

Helen Dunmore The Lie (Hutchinson)

‘Beautifully fluent, this finely-wrought novel is a painstaking
study of the untrustworthiness of the heart’s affections.’

Publicist: James Keyte  jkeyte@penguinrandomhouse.co.uk

Justin Marozzi, a former foreign correspondent has 
spent much of the past decade living and working in 
Iraq, with long assignments in Afghanistan, Darfur and 
Somalia. A trustee of the RGS and a Senior Research 
Fellow at Buckingham University his previous books 
include South from Barbary: Along the Slave Routes of 
the Libyan Sahara, Tamerlane: Sword of Islam and The 
Man Who Invented History: Travels with Herodotus. 

All publicity enquiries for Justin Marozzi should be directed to 
Fionnuala Barrett at Allen Lane:
FBarrett@penguinrandomhouse.co.uk | 020 7019 3188  
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Fiona Sampson:
‘BAGHDAD is moving, passionate and erudite about the repeated tragedy, and 
the recurring renaissance, that mark the city. In elegant, unfussy prose, Marozzi 
manages to be both compendious and full of illuminating detail, both authoritative 
and evocative. It is hard to imagine this study of a city could be bettered.’



Tobias Hill What Was Promised (Bloomsbury Circus)

‘This exquisitely composed novel has a real sense of time as well as place,
with characters that are stronger for the ways in which they are moulded and 
and driven by irresistible imperatives of time and social change.’

Publicist: Alison Glossop Alison.Glossop@bloomsbury.com  

Sigrid Rausing Everything is Wonderful (Grove Press)  

‘This is a portrait of village community in flux, as much as it is an exactly
observed snapshot of Estonia in the early 1960s, haunting in its 
world of subtle understatement and its evocation of the writer’s 
sensitivities growing and nourished by an alien landscape and 
society.’

Publicist: Jennifer Krebs  Jennifer.krebs@perseusbooks.co.uk

Elif Shafak The Architect’s Apprentice (Viking)

‘Enchanting in its inventiveness, playful and profound, this fabular,
gem-like book is a serious contribution to the novel form.’

Publicist: Anna Ridley aridley@penguinrandomhouse.co.uk

The prize
The RSL Ondaatje Prize is an annual award of £10,000 for a distinguished 
work of fiction, non-fiction or poetry, evoking the spirit of a place.

Previous RSL Ondaatje Prize winners:

2014  Alan Johnson  This Boy
2013  Philip Hensher  Scenes from Early Life
2012  Rahul Bhattacharya  The Sly Company of People Who Care
2011  Edmund de Waal  The Hare with Amber Eyes
2010  Ian Thomson   The Dead Yard: Tales of Modern Jamaica 
2009  Adam Nicolson   Sissinghurst: An Unfinished History 
2008  Graham Robb   The Discovery of France 
2007  Hisham Matar   In the Country of Men 
2006  James Meek    The People’s Act of Love 
2005  Rory Stewart   The Places In Between 
2004  Louisa Waugh   Hearing Birds Fly 

For further information about the RSL or the RSL Ondaatje Prize, please contact 
annette@rsliterature.org | 020 7845 4680 | @RsLiterature | rsliterature.org


