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THERE AND BACK AGAIN

The Travels of
| Marco Polo

Marco Polo's account of his odyssey to China
became one of the world's first best-selling books,
and not just for its fantastic tales. Its commercial
details awoke Europeans to the possibilities of global
trade two centuries before the age of discovery:.

ANTONIO RATTI
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TITLE PAGE OF A 1503 SPANISH EDITION OF THE
TRAVELS OF MARCO POLO. THE VENETIAN EXPLORER
IS DEPICTED AT THE TOP LEFT.
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he world-famous explorer

Marco Polo is credited with

many things, but perhaps the

greatest is compiling one of

. the world’s first best-selling
travelogues. Published around 1300, the book
chronicles his experiences during a 24-year
odyssey from Venice to Asia and back again.
Polo did not write down his adventures
himself. Shortly after his return to Venice in
1295, Polo was imprisoned by the Genoese,
enemies of the Venetians, when he met a fel -
low prisoner, a writer from Pisanamed Rusti-
ciano. Polo told his stories to his new friend,
who wrote them down and published them in
amedieval language known as Franco-Italian.

Although the original manuscript is lost,
more than 100 illuminated copies have sur-
vived from the Middle Ages. Many of these
are of great beauty, but there are significant
discrepancies among them. The work came
to be known as Il Milione, perhaps based on
a well-known nickname of Polo’s. In the
English-speaking world, the book is often
known as the Travels of Marco Polo.

The Bodleian Library in Oxford, England,
holds one of the earliest versions, dating from
about 1400. Gorgeously rendered, the Bodle-
ian copy contains what many scholars consid-
er to be an authoritative text. It tells the story,
beginning in 1271, of an odyssey undertaken
by a trio of Venetians, who traveled through
extraordinary lands and into places where few
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APPING THE MODERN WORLD
Using information given by Marco Polo in his Travels, Venetian monk Fra Mau
created this map of the world around 1450, more than a century after Marco
Polo's works had been published. Now held in the Marciana National Library in
Venice, it shows a world whose contours were growing more precise and detailed
than Europeans had ever known before.




A PORTRAIT OF KUBLAI KHAN ON SILK, PAINTED IN 1294, SHORTLY
AFTER HIS DEATH. NATIONAL PALACE MUSEUM, TAIPEI
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Christians had ever been, all the way to the
court of the Mongolian emperor, Kublai Khan.

The names of the places they traveled—
Hormugz, Balkh, and Kashgar—became for
Europeans indelible parts of a new mental
map of the world. Although fantasticlegends
and rumors from such far-off places had fil-
tered through to Europe on the numerous
east-west trading routes of the Silk Road, Po-
lo’s eye brought them alive in a new way. He
wrote of fabulous things, but also of everyday
matters relating to commerce.

His book became a best seller, spreading
throughout the Italian Peninsula in a matter
of months—aremarkable feat in an age before
Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press
around 1439. Polo’s book reawakened Europe
to the possibilities of international trade and
expansion, and became a text that heavily in-
fluenced the age of discovery that dawned in
Europe two centuries later.

Mongolian Rule

Marco Polo was born in 1254, at a time when,
Europe was looking not westward to the
Atlantic, but eastward with fascination and
trepidation. By this time, Mongol hordes had
reached Hungary. By the time of the Polos’
great journey 17 years later, the Mongol em-
pire had reached its maximum. Its north-
west component, the Khanate of the Golden
Horde, stretched as far west as the Danube
River in central Europe. The easternmost
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VENETIAN SEND-OFF

A 15th-century illustration from Marco Polo's Travels, held by the Bodleian
Library, Oxford, shows the Polos’ departure from Venice. St. Mark's Basilica
with its four bronze horses is recognizable (left) and alongside it is the Doge's
Palace. In front are the columns of St. Theodore and St. Mark, topped by a
winged lion. The inclusion of exotic animals (lower left) hints at the wondrous
thing to come on their epic voyage.




TRAILBLAZING
FRIARS

THE POLOS were not the first Westerners to penetrate
the vast Mongolian domains, nor even to meet

the ruling khan of the day. One pioneer was the
Franciscan friar Giovanni da Pian del Carpini, who

in 1246, on behalf of Pope Innocent IV, arrived at the
court of Gilyiik (the third Great Khan) after a lengthy
and arduous trip by land. Equally significant was the
experience of Willem van Ruysbroeck, a Flemish

friar, who in 1254 made it to Karakorum, the capital of
Méngke (the fourth Great Khan), as an emissary of
Louis IX, king of France. Unlike Marco Polo’s account,
-however, the reports of the roving friars did not

find a wide public, and did not shape the European
imagination to such an extent.

part of the empire stretched to Asian shores of
the Pacific.

The largest contiguous land empire the
world had ever known emerged from a group of
warring tribes.In 1206 a single leader, Temii-
jin, was elected Genghis Khan (meaning “Uni-
versal Ruler”) after he won a series of victories
over hisrivals. Temiijin enjoyed unprecedent-
ed control over what is now Mongolia. With
the accession of this fearsome leader, the fed-
eration of tribes began expanding their strong-
holds beyond the Mongolian steppe.

They first turned east, to the kingdoms of
north and western China, eventually reaching
Beijing, which fell to them in 1215. From then
on, state after state across China and Central
Asiawas absorbed into the expanding Mongol
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Travels of Marco Polo (127112 5)
Outbound: Italy to China

~ Homeward: China to Italy

empire. The Mongols even raided lands in
southern Russia.

Atthe time of Genghis’s death in 1227, Mon-
gol horsemen patrolled the shores of both the
Caspian and China seas; they were in Siberia,
Tibet, and the central Chinese plains. They
were also present along the Silk Road, a great
artery of trade, commerce, and information.

From 1236, the Mongols began tolook farther
west and turned their attention to Europe. In
a series of shatteringly aggressive campaigns,
they stormed through what is now Ukraine and
Poland, taking Kiev in 1240 and sacking Kra-
kow the following year. A successful invasion
of Hungary opened the way for Mongol armies
to enter Austria, raiding south of Vienna. Here
they were at last turned back.

Karakorum
o

Word of the speed of Mongolian conquests
and the apparent invincibility of their horse-
men spread throughout Europe. When Polo set
out on his journey, there would still have been
many survivors of the Mongol invasions. Even
so, fear of Genghis Khan was mixed with curios-
ity about his people. Some enterprising Europe-
anseven had hunches that money could be made
through more contact with the Mongolians.

(Fuzhou)

GRANDTOUR
Beginning in 1271,
Polo’s 24-year
round trip (above)
logged more than
20,0000 miles.

EOSGIS.COM/NG MAPS

When Polo set out on his journey, there
would still have been many people with
firsthand memories of the scale of the
violence that the Mongols had unleashed.
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CHINESE CHRISTIANS
Kublai Khan was
intrigued by European
religion and would have
been aware of Christian
communities already
established in China.
The Xi'an monument
(above), erected in

A.D. 781, cites the
arrival of the Nestorian
Christians in Xi'an,
capital of the Tang,

in 635.
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A Family of Travelers

Europe’s great seafaring republic, Venice,
maintained a vast network of trading contacts
throughout the Mediterranean and Middle
East. Tt was poised to begin expanding its trade
network eastward. Venice was home to mer-
chants with an in-depth knowledge of the East
and among the best placed to chase riches.
Throughout the medieval period, they traveled
the routes east to Trebizond, the gateway to the
Silk Road (located in today’s Trabzonin modern
Turkey). Goods moved between Chinaand Eu-
rope along this route.

Although Polo’s pioneering Travels
awakened mass interest in the lands of the
East, he was by no means the first European
to travel into the heart of the Mongol lands.
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Marco Polo came from a family of mer-
chants. When he was a small child, his father
Niccold and uncle Maffeo were already amass-
ing some remarkable travel experiences. The
shrewd traders had left Venice in 1261 to forge
new relationships in the East. The pair had
met the Mongolian khan as part of this first
epic journey.

One of the Polos’ commercial bases was
Constantinople, where their brother, Marco
senior, worked. Their agents operated up the
Volga River into Bukhara. It was there in mod-
ern Uzbekistan that Niccold and Maffeo had
pulled off a major diplomatic feat: They met
members of Kublai Khan’s government and
arranged an expedition to his court in Shangdu
(in Inner Mongolia in modern China).

Their meeting with Kublai Khan was one of
history’s great encounters between East and
West. In the khan, the two Venetians found a
man whose curiosity about the West matched
theirs about the East. The relationship they
built with the Mongols made the brothers pi-
oneering intermediaries, a conduit through
which knowledge of Europe and China could
travel in both directions.

Intrigued by what the brothers told him
about Europe (and especially about Christi-
anity), the khan asked them to return to Eu-
rope and petition the pope to send learned
men to teach the Mongols about Christianity.
The Polos’return home was long and arduous.
Things became more complicated when they
reached Acre (in modern Israel) and learned
that Pope Clement IV had died, and there was
no elected successor.

The brothers continued back to Venice,
where they would await a new pope and plan
their return to the court of Kublai Khan. This
time, they would bring Niccolo’s son, Marco. A
boy when the father had last seen him 10 years
ago, he was now a young man at 17 years old.

To the Court of Khan

In 1271 father, son, and uncle left Venice and
sailed to Acre. From there they swung north-
east, taking a route that stretched overland
through eastern Anatolia and Armeniato Ta-
briz, in present-day Azerbaijan. Next they
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headed south through the Iranian highlands,
skirting Baghdad, aiming for the Strait of Hor-
muz, from where they intended to take a ship
across the Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean all
the way to China.

Inspection of the available boats, however,
alarmed them. They were, Polo would later de-
scribe in his Travels, “wretched affairs . . . only
stitched together with twine made from the
husk of the Indian nut”In the end, they decid-
ed to make the journey by land.

Marco Polo was always interested in the
goods a region produced, how it connected
with Europe, and how it could connect in the
future. Tabriz, for example, “is excellently sit-
uated so the goods brought to here come from

¢ & iy o MOUNT ARARAT INTHE

ARMENIAN HIGHLANDS
- OF EASTERN-TURKEY

TUULAND BRUNO MORANDIGTRES "+ . L

'ENCOUNTERS IN
THE HOLY LAND

ON HIS TRAVEL THROUGH ARMENIA, Polo spotted a landmark
that would have been a familiar reference to his European
readership: Mount Ararat, a snowcapped, dormant
volcano in eastern Turkey, and the peak where the Bible
says Noah's ark rested after the flood. He wrote:

You must know . . . that the Ark of Noah exists on the top of
acertain great mountain, on the summit of which snow is so
constant that no one can ascend; for the snow never melts, and
is constantly added to by new falls. Below, however, the snow
does melt, and runs down, producing such rich and abundant
herbage that in summer cattle are sent to pasture from a long
way round about.



MINERS DIG FOR RUBIES IN THE MOUNTAINS OF BADAKHSHAN,
AFGHANISTAN, FROM A 15TH-CENTURY EDITION OF THE TRAVELS
OF MARCO POLO. BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE, PARIS
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many regions. Latinmerchants.. .. go there to
buy the goods that come from foreign lands.”
The Persians, he observes, produce “the
best and handsomest carpets in the world.”
In Baghdad: “a great river [the Tigris] runs
through the midst of it by means of which
merchants transport their goods to and from
the Sea of India.” These details were im-
portant for future trade between Venice and
East Asia.

Despite his report on the city, it is unlikely
Marco visited Baghdad, as the city had been
laid to waste by the Mongols slightly more
than a decade before. Neither are historians
sure if Marco Polo visited Mosul, although
he certainly gathered a lot of information
about the city’s textile trade. He described a
place called Cipangu with a palace so richly
endowed that its floors were lined with gold
“more than two fingers thick.”Most historians
agree that Cipangu is Japan and that Polo nev-
er went there. Much of his account is believed
to be secondhand, at best.

Three and a half years traveling through
Central Asia brought hardship to the family.
Polo later recalled suffering attacks by ban-
dits and severe illness while passing through
Afghanistan. After surviving it all, the Polos
eventually made their royal rendezvous. Mar-
co Polo, then age 21, became one of a select
few to be received by a khan—in this case,
the fifth Great Khan, Kublai—at his summer
palace at Shangdu.
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INTHE FOOTSTEPS OF ALEXANDER

The ruins of the Yamchun fortress overlook the Panj River that today separates
Tajikistan and Afghanistan. Here, in the ancient kingdom of Badakhshan,
Marco Polo recovered from illness. Polo relates that the regional rulers
claimed descent from Alexander the Great, through his marriage to Barsine,
daughter of the Persian emperor Darius Ill. He also repeats the legend that the
region’s horses were descended from Alexander's horse, Bucephalus.




By his own account, Marco was popular
with Kublai Khan himself, and could speak
the khan’s tongue. The Polos spent nearly 17
years in his employ in China and its neighbor-
ing lands. Marco was sent on many journeys
around China, and farther afield to Pagan in
modern-day Burma, and to the old Mongolian
capital at Karakorum far to the north.

When the time came to return to Europe,
the Polos’ sea voyage home was another epic
journey, taking them through the South Chi-
na Sea, Vietnam, Malaysia, Sumatra, and Sri
Lanka. The Polos rounded the southernmost
tip of India and sailed north up the western
coast until they disembarked and contin-
ued overland to Afghanistan. From here, they
slogged through Persia and the Middle East,
on to Constantinople, from where they finally
sailed for Venice. After an odyssey of 24 years,
they arrived home in 1295.

Birth of a Best Seller
Marco Polo’s account of his journey became
a best seller partly because of its new insights
into a faraway part of the world: Although trav-
elers’tales from the lands of the Silk Road had
been distributed before, the wealth of informa-
tion Marco Polo provided on China and its sur-
rounding lands was unprecedented in its time.
The Travels became famous, even notorious,
for their tall tales. One such story isan account
of plants that produced pasta (this latter, how-
ever, is almost certainly a misinterpretation;
Polo surely knew pasta did not grow on trees!).
Nevertheless, the book also spins tales about
hungry cannibals and giant unicorns (some
believe they were rhinos) who lived on Suma-
tra. On anisland called Angaman (believed to
be the Andaman Islands), it describes people
with heads like dogs.

MAPMAKERS
The Polos cross a
desert in Asiain
a detail (above)
from the “Catalan
Atlas” of 1375, a
map that drew
heavily on details
from the Travels.
Bibliotheque
Nationale, Paris
ALBUM

Although many accounts in the Travels
seem based on hearsay, and some are
probably fabricated, most historians
believe that Polo did indeed reach China.
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Even when the stories are not fabulous, their
provenance is often hazy. The only source of
information for the Polos’ route is Marco’s
account, and it is not always easy to distin-
guish between what the family actually saw
with their own eyes and what stories they were
told by others. With its mix of hearsay and
occasionally disjointed, rambling style, epi-
sodes of Polo’s account have been regarded as
afabrication by some commentators. Even so,
most historians consider that Polo’s account
of his travels in China is based on authentic,
lived experience.

The work was also attractive to readers be-
cause of its commercial emphasis. Not only
did it offer readers strange and fantastic details
about faraway places, it also presented practical



information of use to merchants interested in
international trade. Polo describes China as a
“merchants’paradise”and includes down-to-
earth data on the intricacies of Chinese law.

Polo’s eagerness to record the goods being
produced and how they could be transported
caught the mood of the times. Information from
the Travels was useful in improving maps of East
Asia, which fed trade relations. Marco Polo’s
work also inspired travelers to retrace his steps
to China, bringing back yet more information
on these lands. This knowledge fueled a grow-
ing curiosity about the world as Europe moved
into the Renaissance and the age of discovery
toward the end of the 1400s. Better navigation
enabled eastward as well as westward trade in
that feverish period of exploration.

In 1557 the rulers of China’s Ming dynasty
allowed Portugal to create a permanent set-
tlement at Macau, and it was from this trad-
ing post that the Italian Jesuit priest Matteo
Ricci began his attempt to evangelize across
China. His profound knowledge of the coun-
try enabled him, and fellow Jesuits, to explain
Chinese beliefs and customs to the West, con-
tinuing the cultural bridge that Marco Polo, his
father, and his uncle, had begun building two
centuries before.

ANCIENT HISTORIAN ANTONIO RATTI SPECIALIZES IN THE IRANIAN BRONZE AGE.
HISRECENT STUDIES ALSO INCLUDE NOMADIC SOCIETIES IN CENTRAL ASIA.

Learn more

BOOKS
Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu
Laurence Bergreen, Alfred A. Knopf, 2007,
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SPLENDOR OF
KUBLAIKHAN

n Xanadu did Kubla Khan

N / A stately pleasure-

@3 dome decree.” The fa-
mous opening words of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge's 1797 poem were
inspired by an account of Shang-
du that was based on Marco Polo’s
Travels, and which the Romantic
poet had just been reading before
falling into an opium-induced vi-
sion. Beijing was the capital of the
khan's realms, but Shangdu was his
summer residence. On seeing it,
Polo was awestruck by this lavish
marble palace, with golden halls
and corridors within magnificent
grounds. When the Polos offered
Kublai Khan the letters and gifts

from Pope Gregory X, including
oil from Jerusalem’s Church of the
Holy Sepulchre, he was delighted
and, "bestowed much commenda-
tion on the fidelity, the zeal and the
diligence of his ambassadors.”

A 16-MILE PERIMETER WALL sur-
rounded a beautiful royal park
of meadows and streams. Mar-
co Polo describes how the Great
Khan would often ride around the
grounds with “one of more small
leopards carried on horseback.”
On a given command the leopards
would be released and “instantly
seize a stag, or goat, or fallow deer,
which he gives to his hawks, and in
this manner he amuses himself.”

IN THE MIDDLE OF A beautiful grove
of trees was another marvelous
spectacle, an immense, portable
pavilion, “constructed with so
much ingenuity of contrivance that
all the parts may be taken asun-
der, removed, and again set up, at
the majesty's pleasure.” The roof
of this Cane Palace was made of
bamboo, supported upon pillars,
each decorated with a dragon.

THE GREAT YURT, OR “CANE PALACE," CONSTRUCTED BY KUBLAI KHAN. IT COULD BE DISMANTLED,
PACKED AWAY, AND MOVED TO ANOTHER SITE, AS THE NOMADIC LIFESTYLE REQUIRED.

LOOK AND LEARN/BRIDGEMAN/ACI

TOP AND BOTTOM: ALBUM




15TH-CENTURY. FRENCH EDITIO
| OF MARCO POLO'S TRAVELS




