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THE TRAVELS

MARCO POLO was born in 1254, the son of Niccolo Polo, a Venetian
merchant. A few years later his father and uncle set out across the Black
Sea on a business venture, only to find themselves caught up in a Mongol
civil war and unable to return home. Eventually they joined an envoy
headed to the Mongol ruler Khubilai Khan, who quizzed them and sent
them as his emissaries to the pope. In 1269 they reached Venice and
Niccolo was reunited with his fifteen-year-old son Marco, who joined them
when they set out again for the East in 1271. The journey would last for
twenty-four years. Marco quickly learned the Mongol Empire’s languages
and customs and by his own testimony became a favoured agent of
Khubilai Khan, who sent him from his court at Beijing on long missions
and enjoyed the detailed reports he made on his return. The purpose and
exact route of these travels is still a matter of debate, but Marco almost
certainly made at least one journey south-west as far as Burma, another
south to modern-day Quanzhou, in China, and a third by sea to south and
south-east Asia. In 1291 the Polos accompanied a Mongol diplomatic
mission that sailed on a fleet of junks via Sumatra and India to the Persian
Gulf. From there they made their way back to Venice, arriving in 1295.
Shortly afterwards Marco was captured during a naval battle and
imprisoned in Genoa, where he met a romance writer named Rustichello of
Pisa. The Travels, the book they wrote together, is an eclectic mix of
businesslike gazetteer, wide-eyed cultural reportage and colourful legends.
Though widely disbelieved from the very beginning, its unprecedented
scope and detail made it among the most influential of medieval books, and
it continues to excite lively debate today. Marco Polo died in 1324 and was
survived by his wife and three daughters.

NIGEL CLIFF is the author of The Shakespeare Riots: Revenge, Drama, and
Death in Nineteenth-Century America (2007), which was a finalist for the



National Award for Arts Writing; The Last Crusade: The Epic Voyages of
Vasco da Gama (2011), which was shortlisted for the PEN Hessell-Tiltman
Prize; and Moscow Nights (2016). He has written widely for The Times, The
Economist and The New York Times and has lectured at Oxford University,
the British Library and the Ransom Center at the University of Texas at
Austin. He lives in London with his wife, the ballerina Viviana Durante,
and their son, Orlando.



Chronology

1254 Marco Polo is born in Venice to merchant Niccolo Polo and his first wife

1256 Hiilegii, a grandson of Genghis (or Chinggis) Khan, founds the Mongol state known as the
Ilkhanate in Persia

1257 Berke, another of Genghis Khan’s grandsons, becomes khan of the Golden Horde or Western
Mongols; a devout Muslim, he establishes Islam in a Mongol state for the first time

1258 Mongol forces under Hiilegii sack Baghdad and execute the last caliph

1259 Death of Mengii, the fourth Great Khan of the Mongol Empire

1259 Hiilegii’s troops and their Crusader allies invade Muslim Syria

1260 Niccolo Polo and his brother Maffeo sail from Constantinople to the Crimean port of Sudak
with a consignment of jewels; from Sudak they head to the court of Berke Khan at Sarai

1260 Battle of Ayn Jalut in Galilee; the Mongols suffer their first enduring defeat at the hands of the
Mamluks of Egypt

1260 Khubilai is elected Great Khan; for four years he is embroiled in a war of succession with his
brother Ariq Boke

1261 The Byzantines retake Constantinople, which Frankish Crusaders had sacked and seized in
1204 during the Fourth Crusade

1262 Berke declares war on his cousin Hiilegii in retribution for his destruction of Baghdad, trapping
Niccolo and Maffeo; they take refuge in Bukhara, staying there for three years

1264 Khubilai begins construction of a new city, called Khanbaliq or Daidu, near the ruins of the old
North Chinese capital; the city is now Beijing

1265 Abagha succeeds his father Hiilegii as ruler of the Ilkhanate

1266 Niccolo and Maffeo are invited to accompany an envoy en route to Khubilai’s court; they leave
Bukhara and travel east for a year

1266 Baraq becomes khan of the Chagatai Khanate of Central Asia and fights its de facto ruler
Qaidu, Khubilai’s nephew and rival; after a truce the territory is divided between the two

1266 Mengii-Temiir succeeds Berke as khan of the Golden Horde

1267 After receiving Niccold and Maffeo at court, Khubilai dispatches them as his emissaries to the
pope

1268 The Principality of Antioch, one of the last Crusader states, falls to the Egyptian sultan Baibars

1268 Death of Pope Clement IV; a three-year-long papal election begins

1269 Niccolo and Maffeo reach Acre; on learning there is no pope they go on to Venice, where
Niccolo discovers that his wife is dead and is reunited with his son Marco, now aged fifteen

1270 Baraq attacks the Ilkhanate and is defeated by Abagha; he dies soon afterwards

1271 Niccolo, Maffeo and Marco set out for Khubilai’s court; shortly after leaving Acre they are
briefly recalled by the newly elected Pope Gregory X

1271 Khubilai establishes the Yuan Dynasty and is proclaimed Emperor of China



1272 Khubilai officially names Daidu (Beijing) as his imperial capital

1273 By imperial decree banknotes become legal tender in Khubilai’s empire

1273 The city of Xiangyang falls to Khubilai’s troops after a five-year siege; the Polos are later
claimed to have been instrumental in its capture

1274 First Mongol invasion of Japan ends in defeat

1275 Niccolo, Maffeo and Marco reach Khubilai’s court at Shangdu (Xanadu); some time later
Marco enters Khubilai’s service and travels across his lands, returning to make detailed reports

1279 Fall of the Song Dynasty, which had ruled southern China (Manzi) for three centuries, to the
Yuan armies; Khubilai is the first non-Chinese ruler to conquer all of China

1280 On Mengii-Temiir’s death Tode-Mengii succeeds him as khan of the Golden Horde; three years
later he converts to Islam

1281 Second Mongol invasion of Japan ends in defeat after a storm destroys the attacking fleet

1282 Ahmed Tegiider (Ahmad Sultan) succeeds his brother Abagha as ruler of the Ilkhanate; a
convert from Christianity to Islam, he turns the Ilkhanate into a sultanate

1284 Abagha’s son Arghun, like his father a devout Buddhist, overthrows his uncle Tegiider and
takes control of the Ilkhanate

1286 Death of Zhenjin, Khubilai’s second son and Crown Prince

1287 Nayan’s rebellion; he attempts to join forces with Qaidu but Khubilai defeats them and executes
Nayan

1287 Tode-Mengii abdicates as khan of the Golden Horde in favour of his nephew Tele-Buga

1287 The Pagan Kingdom of Myanmar falls to the Yuan Dynasty

1288 A Mongol invasion of Vietnam is defeated for the third time but its rulers become Yuan vassals

1291 Acre, the last remnant of the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem, falls to the Mamluks

1291 Gaykhatu succeeds Arghun as ruler of the Ilkhanate

1291 Mengii-Temiir’s son Toqta murders Tele-Buga, with the powerful prince Noghai as kingmaker,
and becomes khan of the Golden Horde

1291 After seventeen years at Khubilai’s court Marco, Niccolo and Maffeo sail from the South China
Sea to the Persian Gulf as part of a retinue escorting a new bride to Arghun

1293 Khubilai’s invasion of Java ends in failure

1293 Toqta declares war on his former backer Noghai but is defeated

1293 The Polos’ party reach Persia in the spring or summer to discover that Arghun is dead; they
deliver the princess to his son Ghazan, and the Polos stay with his successor Gaykhatu for nine
months before continuing home

1294 Khubilai Khan dies and is succeeded by his grandson Temiir

1295 Marco, Niccolo and Maffeo return to Venice twenty-four years after they left

1298 Marco is taken captive by the Genoese during a sea battle; in prison he meets Rustichello of
Pisa, a romance writer, and together they write The Travels

1299 Marco is released from prison and returns to Venice, where he lives for the rest of his life

1299 Toqta defeats Noghai, who is killed in battle

1300 Marco marries Donata Badoer; they will have three daughters

1324 Marco Polo dies in Venice



Introduction

The Travels of Marco Polo may be the most famous travel book ever
written. That such a claim can confidently be made is remarkable for a
work now well into its eighth century — and doubly so since strictly
speaking it is not a travel book at all. It is undoubtedly rooted in a series of
striking journeys — from Venice to the Beijing court of the Mongol emperor
Khubilai Khan, around much of Asia, and back again — that began in 1271
and lasted for twenty-four years. But it is not about those journeys, in the
expected sense of recounting where they led and what happened on them.
Often it seems to be about anything and everything else, while so many
questions concerning Marco’s personal experiences remain unanswered at
the end that it has justly been called a great book of riddles. Perhaps then its
traditional French title, Le Livre de Merveilles, is less of a misnomer?
Marvels and miracles and whimsical tales certainly spill from every other
page, but there is much, too, that is earnestly factual and — dare it be said —
a little dull. Or what about its old Italian title, Il Milione, which was also the
facetious nickname (‘Mr Million”) that stuck to the Venetian in his own
city? As the name suggests, Marco positively revels in Eastern opulence
and riches, but recent scholarship has done away with the canard that he
habitually inflated everything he described. The oldest title of all, given in
the earliest manuscripts — Le divisament dou monde (‘The Description of
the World’) — best captures the narrative’s sheer geographical sweep as it
moves from the mountains of Armenia to the Sea of Japan, the snowfields
of Siberia to the spice forests of Sumatra, and onwards to Zanzibar and
Ethiopia. But this elusive, astonishing book is not merely a compendium or
gazetteer either. Swinging wildly between breathless reportage, hackneyed
legends and businesslike facts, by turns enthralling and plodding, revelatory



and inscrutable, teacherly and schoolboy-crude, it gives us a vivid portrait
not just of one man or many places but of the evolving medieval mind.

Behind the different faces of The Travels — as we must call it — lies the
greatest riddle of all: who exactly wrote Marco Polo’s book? Within three
years of Marco’s homecoming in 1295 — by then a middle-aged man who
had not seen his birthplace since he was seventeen — he was captured in a
sea battle with Genoa,' Venice’s fiercest rival among the sharp-elbowed
maritime republics of medieval Italy. The traveller was consigned to a
Genoese prison, where he happened across or was introduced to a fellow
inmate named Rustichello of Pisa. Rustichello, who had probably been
languishing in jail since 1284, was a professional romance writer who
specialized in Arthurian legends and may once have counted Edward I of
England as a patron. We have no idea whether Marco — whose skill in his
native language seems never to have been strong and was certainly rusty
after more than half a lifetime lived far from home — had been waiting for
an opportunity to set down his experiences, or whether Rustichello leapt at
the chance to practise his craft. All we have to go on is the Prologue’s
mischievously laconic line that ‘rather than idle away time’, Marco took
advantage of his enforced leisure to ‘put together this book’. Whatever the
impulse behind it, the manuscript that emerged from this unlikely encounter
was worked up by Rustichello from the information Marco supplied.

It was an immediate success. Written in a hybrid Franco-Italian, it was
eventually transcribed by hand into nearly every European language and
dialect, including Catalan and Irish. Yet at some point that high demand led
to the loss of the master copy or copies. Some 150 different manuscripts
have come down to us, but each has been abridged or expanded, adapted or
‘improved’, to the point where all differ to some degree — sometimes
startlingly so. When modern editors first tried to make sense of this muddle
and tease out the original text, it was generally agreed that one version,
known as the Paris manuscript, was closest in style to the original, though it
appears to be an abridgement of a more complete earlier version. Some of
the missing material has survived in Giovanni Battista Ramusio’s famous
sixteenth-century travel compendium Navigationi e Viaggi and in a Latin



manuscript discovered in Toledo in 1932. For a while it was thought that the
Paris version with its insistent but fitful evocation of a first-person speaker
(‘Let me tell you’, “You should know’, ‘I give you my word’, and so on), its
rhetorical questions (“What else shall I tell you?’ or ‘Why make a long story
of it?’), its digressions (‘But first [ want to tell you one more thing that I left
out’) and its habitual anticipations and recapitulations represented a more or
less direct transcription of Marco Polo’s dictated words. But in the early
twentieth century the Polan scholar Luigi Foscolo Benedetto demolished
that theory by showing that Rustichello had used practically identical
storyteller mannerisms in his previous works. In the first few pages alone
the opening invocation to readers, the welcome staged for the travellers on
their arrival at Khubilai’s court and the emperor’s approbation of young
Marco are copied or lightly adapted from an Arthurian romance by
Rustichello,? while the story has barely begun before a line handed down
from the literature of knight-errantry — ‘they went on their way and rode
without meeting with any adventure worth mentioning’ — gives a gallant
ring to the summary of a trade mission.” The upshot is that, while the Paris
text is still believed to preserve the idiom of the original, that original is
now believed to be heavily indebted to Rustichello.

The niceties of authorship are a modern concern, and Marco’s early
readers were much more interested in whether he could be believed. Doubts
dogged him to the last day of his life in 1324: according to the Dominican
friar Jacopo d’Acqui, several of the friends who surrounded his deathbed
admonished him to recant his more far-fetched claims before it was too late.
The problem was not the miracles and legends that enliven its earlier parts
in particular — the Georgian fish that only appear at Lent, the Muslim caliph
locked up to die with his treasure, the Christian shoemaker of Baghdad
whose faith moved mountains, the three Magi of Persia, the levitating
church column in Samarkand, the birds of prey that retrieve diamonds from
Indian gorges, or the single-sex Male and Female Islands of the Arabian
Sea. Stories like these appealed to the mystical medieval mind, and many
had a much earlier provenance; it now seems likely that Rustichello had a
large hand in them, or even inserted some to make an outlandish narrative



more palatable to his readers. Nothing could have been less controversial;
what really seems to have shocked Marco’s audience was his detailed
depiction of entire civilizations that were completely unknown to them.
This was a world where express messengers sped letters by foot, horse and
dog-sled across thousands of miles in a matter of days, and where
banknotes were legal tender when paper was barely known in the West;
where palaces were built on the scale of cities, cities boasted thousands of
bridges and pleasure lakes plied by boats carrying workers on dinner
cruises, and rivers had been tamed and linked by canals that throbbed with
commerce. To accept Marco’s descriptions as even half true was to entertain
the deeply troubling notion that Western Christendom, by contrast, was
hopelessly backward.

If the deathbed doubters were expecting a last-minute confession, they
were disappointed: ‘I have not told one half,” Marco sharply retorted, ‘of
what I have really seen.” A moment’s reflection suggests that if anything he
understated the case: even a book as long as The Travels cannot contain
twenty-five years’ worth of life. Yet these were not the first sceptics and
they were certainly not the last, for Marco Polo, like William Shakespeare,
belongs to that exclusive band of authors whose work is sufficiently mould-
breaking that their connection with it has been persistently disputed. In the
seventeenth century critics mulled over his failure to mention the Great
Wall of China; a century later, the notion surfaced that perhaps he had never
been to China in the first place. This longest-brewing of academic
controversies carried on fermenting until it fizzed into public view in the
late twentieth century, notably with a 1995 book by Frances Wood entitled
Did Marco Polo go to China? Dr Wood’s thesis — that Marco went little
further than Constantinople or the Crimea and cobbled together the writings
of Persian travellers, hence explaining his failure to mention not just the
Great Wall but such Chinese staples as tea, calligraphy and the binding of
women’s feet — made worldwide headlines and inspired a salvo of scholarly
counterblasts with such pointed titles as ‘Marco Polo Went to China’,
Marco Polo’s China and Marco Polo Was in China.* The happy result of all



this activity is that we are better equipped to follow Marco’s travels and
judge his veracity than at any time since his book appeared.

We can deal with the charges, as Marco might say, in due course and in
their proper place. But the conclusion is clear. The Polos were not the very
first Europeans to reach Khubilai’s court; Chinese sources tell us that at
least one group of ‘Frankish’ envoys preceded them. But Marco was the
first known to have travelled widely across China, the first to set foot in
Indochina and Sumatra and (since the classical age) in India and Sri Lanka,
and the first to report the existence of Japan, Java and many islands of the
Pacific and Indian oceans. He was the first to paint an almost overwhelming
panorama of China in all its vastness, wealth and refinement, and to report
the magnificent new court at Beijing of its conqueror Khubilai Khan. He
was the first to disclose the full astonishing extent of the Mongol Empire,
and the massed armies clashing on plains that foreshadowed its
disintegration. And he was the first to unfold to Europe the bewildering
variety of races, customs, religions and even wildlife to be found beyond its
borders. No previous known traveller covered so much ground; certainly
none left such a full account of what he saw.

The tremendous compass of that account is crucial. Marco Polo’s true
importance does not lie in the fact that he travelled to the East — so did
many other merchants and missionaries of the Middle Ages — but that he
came back and set down everything he could remember. The manuscript he
wrote with Rustichello’s help enlarged Westerners’ geographical knowledge
more than any single work before or since. It gripped their imagination,
challenged cherished beliefs and expanded pinched horizons. It was still
essential reading when Christopher Columbus sought a sea route to the East
two centuries after it first appeared. Few books can truly be said to have
changed the world; for all its naysayers, Marco Polo’s Travels is one of
them.

Columbus sought a sea route to the Indies in search of the most coveted
commodities in the world: spices. As understood in the Middle Ages, spices
included a range of substances used as medicines and perfumes as well as



flavourings — among them such exotica as ambergris, a fatty secretion of the
intestines of sperm whales used to ward off the plague, and tutty, the
scrapings from the chimneys of zinc-smelting furnaces, which Marco notes
is ‘a very good salve for the eyes’. Exorbitantly expensive and impossible
to produce in Europe, spices had been prized since the time of the Romans,
who pursued them to India by sailing from the Red Sea coast of Egypt.
According to Strabo’s Geography, by around 25 BC as many as 120 Roman
freighters a year were crossing the Indian Ocean on the monsoon winds; the
first-century AD sailing guide known as the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea
describes a thriving trade conducted at ports along India’s western and
southern shores. There the Romans reached their limit; as to all the gold
that disappeared along the caravan routes of Central Asia to pay for that
other essential luxury, Chinese silk, they only had the vaguest idea where it
ended up. And when Roman power waned, even India became a hazy
memory. By the third century AD Arab traders dominated the ocean routes,
and when Islam roared out of the Arabian deserts in the seventh century, the
West’s dismissal from the East was assured. Within a decade Arab armies
had seized Roman Syria, Palestine and Egypt and wiped Rome’s old rival,
the once-mighty Persian Empire, off the map; within a century the Abbasid
caliphs ruled from Baghdad over most of West Asia and North Africa and
were suzerains of lands stretching from Pakistan to Portugal. Only
Constantinople, capital of the remaining eastern rump of the Roman
Empire, survived as a Christian terminus of the spice and silk caravans.
Behind its triple walls the merchants of Genoa, Pisa and Venice competed
and frequently fought for the chance to ship the prized goods to the rest of
Europe, at a hefty mark-up. Yet even when the search for profit drew them
close to Muslim middlemen, they remained utterly in the dark about where
their merchandise came from or how it was produced.

Cut off from first-hand knowledge of the outside world, Western
Christendom re-imagined Asia in its own image. On its wheel-shaped maps
Jerusalem was placed dead centre and the Garden of Eden at the top,
corresponding to the Far East; a spring in the middle of the garden watered
the Earth’s four great rivers, in the process washing down spices and



precious stones from the surrounding lands. Space was also found for other
biblical locations, including the resting place of Noah’s Ark, the land of the
Dry Tree, the kingdom of the Magi and the countries of Gog and Magog,
savage nations (or giants) whose defeat would herald the end times of the
Earth; the last were usually placed north of the Caucasus, where in the
fourth century Bc Alexander the Great was said to have confined them
behind a pair of colossal Iron Gates. Alexander’s campaigns in India,
embellished by the medieval imagination and recounted in the immensely
popular Alexander Romance, were another source of intense speculation
about the East. The legends identified several Monstrous Races that he
encountered on his travels, including the Cynocephali or men with dogs’
heads, the Blemmyae with faces in their chests, the one-legged Sciopods
who used their single giant foot as a sunshade, and the Anthropophagi, or
cannibals. They also described Alexander’s voyage along the river Ganges
under the towering walls of the Earthly Paradise, adding to a growing
weight of opinion that India, which was made to stretch as far as the river
Nile, was more or less synonymous with the East. This schema became so
ingrained that scholars paid no heed to the masterworks of classical
geography that eventually re-emerged from the libraries of Islamic Spain, or
to contemporary writings by European Jews like the rabbi Benjamin of
Tudela, who in the twelfth century returned from the Middle East with firm
news of both India and China. It was barely shaken when the first Crusaders
hacked their way into Jerusalem in 1098 and carved out a fragile necklace
of Catholic states in the eastern Mediterranean. And after successive
Crusades sallied forth and sputtered out and Islam rebuilt a wall of faith
around the eastern and southern shores of the Mediterranean, nothing less
than a global upheaval seemed likely to re-open a door from Europe into the
East.

Unsuspected by Christians and Muslims alike, that upheaval was already
gathering force in the highlands north of China. In 1206 a kurultai or
council of nomadic tribes set aside longstanding hostilities and acclaimed as
their leader a young Mongol named Temiijin. Taking the title Genghis (or
Chinggis) Khan, he marshalled the savage tribesmen with their expert



horsemanship, deadly archery, inhuman stamina and unmatched mobility
into a fleet fighting machine that had no rival and knew no remorse.
Beginning in North China, the Mongols annihilated the Xi Xia state of the
Tangut, a Tibetan-speaking people who controlled the eastern stretch of the
Silk Road. Crossing the Yellow River, they drove back the Jin Dynasty to
its east. Turning further west, they overran the Kara-Khitan Khanate, a
Mongolic state that ruled large parts of Central Asia, and brutally
obliterated the Turkic Khwarezmian Dynasty, which had wrested control of
Greater Persia just a few years earlier. Having erased these proud names
from memory, the main army plundered its way back east while a
detachment rode north into Christian Armenia, Georgia and Russia. In 1237
a larger force returned and devastated what remained of Russia before
thundering into Central Europe and massacring half the population of
Hungary. Only news of the death of Genghis Khan’s son and successor
Ogedei, which prompted the Mongols to withdraw in 1242, spared Vienna
the same fate. By then aghast Western Europeans had seized on the
similarity between Tatar, the name of one tribe in the Mongol
confederation, and Tartarus, the hell of classical mythology, and christened
the whole infernal horde Tartars.

Within three generations the Mongols had forged with their battle-axes,
scimitars and bows the largest contiguous empire the world has seen,
straddling the vast majority of the Eurasian landmass east of the river
Danube as far as Korea. Not even a Mongol khan could singlehandedly
hold the reins of such far-flung lands, and the empire was divided into four
khanates ruled by descendants of Genghis. The Great Khans were
nominally supreme but directly ruled only Mongolia and North China
(known as Cathay after the Khitai, its Mongolic former rulers). The Golden
Horde (Marco’s ‘Tartars of the West’) corresponded roughly to European
Russia. The Ilkhanate (Marco’s ‘Tartars of the Levant’) stretched south-
west from Afghanistan through Iran and Iraq and into the Caucasus and
Anatolia. The fourth khanate, named after Genghis’s son Chagatai,
occupied the Central Asian lands that Marco calls Turkestan. In each
quarter the destroyers of civilizations adopted the local culture, rebuilt on a



grand scale, and often proved unexpectedly capable governors. But to
Western European eyes the Mongols now appeared as the whirlwind that
had razed much of Islamic civilization to the ground while leaving
Christians — not counting Russians who adhered to the schismatic Greek
Church — miraculously untouched. Since the Mongols’ faith was doubtless
skin-deep, Rome envisaged the prospect of vastly enlarging the reach of
Catholicism.> And, for the first time in history, they made it possible for
Europeans to travel in relative security across the full breadth of Asia,
regardless of their religion or race.

In 1245 the papacy was first to test the new dispensation in the
redoubtable form of John of Plano Carpini, a disciple of St Francis of Assisi
who was in his sixties and by all accounts grossly overweight. With orders
to protest the Mongols’ invasion of Europe and gauge their strength, as well
as the potential for converting or allying with them, the friar trekked across
Russia and Mongolia, so ill he could barely ride and subsisting on millet
and melted snow, only to find himself among 3,000 ambassadors heading to
the kurultai that was camped near the Mongol capital at Karakorum to elect
Giiyiik in succession to his father Ogedei. After witnessing the
enthronement he obtained an audience with the new Great Khan, who
declined the offer of baptism and ordered the pope and rulers of Western
Europe to pay him homage, and Friar John turned for home in the dead of
winter. Nothing daunted, in 1253 King Louis IX of France dispatched
another Franciscan friar, the Fleming William of Rubruck, to Karakorum.
The net result of his six-month stay was six baptisms, no alliance and a
deliciously frank and detailed diary,” which he presented to Louis on his
return. Undeterred by a translator who was normally too drunk to be
understood, William described a capital that was no match in appearance
for the village of St Denis outside Paris and yet was remarkably
cosmopolitan. Near the end of his visit Mengii, the new Great Khan,
enlisted him in a grand debate with representatives of Buddhism and Islam,
while among his acquaintances was a woman from Lorraine who cooked
him dinner, a Parisian master goldsmith whose creations included a silver
tree that dispensed wine, an Armenian priest who nearly killed the



goldsmith by prescribing rhubarb as an emetic, a hermit from Jerusalem, a
Hungarian courtier, a Greek knight, an Englishman’s son named Basil and
numerous Nestorian Christians, including the grand secretary of the court.
The news that there were many Christians across the Mongol Empire,
some holding high office, was not received with unalloyed joy in Rome.
Back in the fifth century the Nestorians, followers of a patriarch of
Constantinople who had emphasized the disunity of Christ’s human and
divine natures, had been condemned as heretics. Many had migrated to
Persia, where they joined the existing Church of the East and continued to
thrive after the Arab conquests, expanding deep into Central Asia and
China and implanting the veneration of St Thomas the Apostle in India. The
same fifth-century Christological disputes had also given rise to the
Miaphysites (called Jacobites by Marco), who countered Nestorianism by
emphasizing the unity of Christ’s nature only to be ostracized in turn; they
formed the churches of Mongol-dominated Armenia as well as Egypt and
Ethiopia. Both groups were anathema to the Roman Church, but as
interpreters who spoke Persian, Arabic, Mongolian and Latin they were
vital to Western travellers — not only missionaries but also the merchants
who soon followed, led by Marco Polo’s father Niccolo and uncle Maffeo.

While Marco was still a young boy,” Niccolo and Maffeo had sailed from
Venice to Constantinople with a consignment of goods. This was an
everyday undertaking in the half-century during which the Venetians ran the
city, which had been seized from its Byzantine rulers during the disastrous
Fourth Crusade of 1202—4. But in or around 1260° they wound up their
affairs, converted their wealth into portable jewels and sailed across the
Black Sea to the Crimean port of Sudak. ‘Trading on’ with the aim of
growing profits at each stop was regular merchant practice, and Sudak was
an obvious port of call; we know from his will that another Marco Polo, the
traveller’s uncle, had a house there. The brothers’ timing, though, was
immaculate: within months Constantinople was retaken by its former rulers,
with the aid of Venice’s old rival Genoa. Unable to turn back, they headed
several hundred miles to the north-east, following the route taken by



William of Rubruck to the court of Berke Khan, ruler of the Golden Horde.
This was virgin territory for Western merchants, and Berke’s readiness to do
business promised great things when war broke out between him and
Hiilegii, the founder of the Ilkhanate. In a sign that Mongol unity was
fracturing, for the first time religion had trumped blood: Berke was a
convert to Islam, and in 1258 Hiilegii had sacked Baghdad and murdered
the last Abbasid caliph. Now doubly caught, the Polos made a long journey
south-east to neutral Bukhara, a centre of Islam where, quite possibly, ‘no
Latins had ever been seen’. Probably they were hoping to continue
clockwise around the Caspian Sea and return to Venice via the Anatolian
port of Ayas. Instead they found themselves trapped for three years until an
envoy passing through on a mission from the Ilkhan to the Great Khan
Khubilai, who had succeeded his brother Mengii in 1260, decided to take
them along as a curiosity. After travelling to a place at ‘the end of the earth’
— probably Khubilai’s existing capital Shangdu, the famed Xanadu, but
possibly the new city he was building to its south, which would be called
Daidu and would become Beijing — they were presented to the Great Khan.
Though Marco was several thousand miles away and barely entering into
his teens, this was the moment in which The Travels was born. To his father
and uncle, the unsung heroes of his story, the great meeting was a
dangerous gamble that offered the opportunity of a lifetime. They had been
buffeted across Asia by events beyond their control; somehow, through
chance and good judgement, they had unintentionally discovered that the
Mongols had opened up the entire length of the Silk Road. To Khubilai,
whose court was at least as cosmopolitan as those of his predecessors, two
meandering merchants were hardly a remarkable sight; but Western
Europeans were still sufficiently rare for him to interrogate them at length
before dispatching them as emissaries to the pope with a request for a
hundred Christian scholars and a vial of holy oil from Christ’s sepulchre.
Bearing letters written in Turkish and a gold paiza or tablet of authority,
they trekked back across Asia through floods and snow and sailed from
Ayas to the Crusader port of Acre in the eastern Mediterranean, arriving in
April 1269. There they discovered that Pope Clement IV had been dead for



four months and the cardinal electors were still hopelessly deadlocked, and
with no pope to hear their business the brothers went home to Venice,
where they doubtless made a dramatic entrance and Niccolo was reunited
with his son Marco, though not his wife, who had died.

Two years later there was still no sign of a new pope, an embarrassment
that eventually provoked irate Italians to lock up the electors, reduce their
rations to bread and water and reputedly remove the roof of the papal
palace. Unwilling to lose the chance to do business with the world’s most
powerful man, the two brothers set out for China with the seventeen-year-
old Marco in tow. Their first stop was Acre, where they enlisted the support
of a prominent churchman named Tedaldo Visconti, and they had not gone
much further when an envoy came after them with the news that Tedaldo
himself had been elected pope. The newly anointed Gregory X provided
them with full credentials, letters and gifts for the Great Khan, and a pair of
friars in lieu of the hundred requested by Khubilai, though even those two
reportedly took fright when they heard at Ayas that the Mongols and
Mamluks of Egypt were fighting nearby® and hastily turned back.

The Prologue is at its most frustratingly veiled when describing the three
Polos’ journey east. All we hear is that it took three and a half years to
reach Khubilai’s court, ‘on account of the snow and rain and flooded rivers,
and because they could not ride in winter as easily as in summer’. For
anything more we must turn to the main narrative; but here we need to tread
carefully. Though we set off in a generally easterly direction, the sequence
of countries and cities is sometimes puzzlingly serpentine; and while some
commentators have tried to put the Polos on the ground at every step, others
have ridiculed any suggestion of a route that leads some 400 miles south of
the main Silk Road through difficult and mountainous terrain. Even so,
feeling our way between these two extremes and assuming that the elder
Polos were keen to avoid getting caught up in another Mongol war, we can
plot a likely route with no great difficulty. Heading east-north-east (Chapter
1) across Turkey and Greater Armenia, the travellers crossed from the
Caucasus into Iran and proceeded south-east through Tabriz, Yazd and
Kerman to the port-city of Hormuz on the Persian Gulf. Doubling back to



Kerman and turning north-east, they entered northern Afghanistan (Chapter
2), heading east along the Wakhan Corridor and climbing high in the Pamir
Mountains to the plains known as the Roof of the World. Crossing the high
passes when the snows permitted and entering China from the north-west,
they descended into the sandy Tarim Basin and initially headed for the city
of Kashgar. From there the most direct onward route hugged the northern
rim of the Taklamakan Desert, but the Polos took another branch of the Silk
Road that skirted its southern rim and forced them to cross the smaller
Desert of Lop. Arriving in Dunhuang (Marco’s Shazhou), they headed
along the oasis-rich Gansu Corridor that threads between the Tibetan
Plateau and the Gobi Desert, passing through Jiuquan (Marco’s Suzhou),
Zhangye (Marco’s Ganzhou, where we hear they spent a year about their
business but not which business or year it was) and Wuwei (Marco’s
Erguiul), where they followed the northern loop of the Yellow River into
Inner Mongolia and finally headed east to Shangdu.

Marco repeatedly digresses from this route to describe places he probably
did not pass through, at least on this leg: Georgia, Mosul and Baghdad,
‘Mulehet’ or Assassin country, Kashmir and Samarkand, the cities north of
the Taklamakan and Gobi deserts, the old Mongol capital at Karakorum,
and northern Mongolia as far as the Pacific Ocean. Excepting these, the
only puzzles are the detour to Hormuz, the decision to cross Afghanistan
and the Pamirs, and the switch to the southern route around the
Taklamakan. In these cases we have to resort to more or less informed
guesses. If the Polos did visit Hormuz on their outward journey, it must
have been in hopes of reaching China by sea. In that case, something —
perhaps the ‘deadly’ Indian Ocean dhows, the length of the voyage, the
need to wait for the monsoon to turn, or all three — clearly changed their
mind. In some versions of the text we hear that Marco was ill for a year and
headed into the mountains for a cure; another consideration behind the
onward route from Iran may have been the news that Qaidu," the most
powerful figure in the Chagatai Khanate and a constant thorn in the side of
his uncle Khubilai, was fighting with his forces to the north. In 1275 we
find Qaidu further east attacking Uriimgji, a major Silk Road hub, which



may also have diverted the Polos south round the Taklamakan. Or they may
simply have changed their plans to join caravans that would take them part
of the way; the reason is obvious when we read that Marco was nearly
captured by robbers in Persia and that ‘many of his companions were taken
captive and sold, and some were killed’. These suggestions remain
speculative, but some such detours and delays are needed to explain why a
journey that took William of Rubruck eight months lasted five times as
long.

According to the Prologue Marco quickly became a court favourite of the
Great Khan, who had meanwhile declared himself the first Yuan emperor of
China. In 1279 Khubilai finally destroyed the Song Dynasty of southern
China, which Marco knew as Manzi (‘Southern Barbarians’), and around
then or a little earlier he sent the young Venetian on a long mission to the
south. Marco had noted Khubilai’s exasperation when his envoys failed to
satisfy his curiosity about the places they had visited, and he resolved to do
better. On his return he gave an account of the business he had been sent on,
then regaled the emperor with full descriptions of everything he had seen.
By making himself indispensable he earned a privileged position, and for
the remainder of his years in China he travelled on imperial business.

So, at least, we are told. In itself the involvement of a foreigner in the
Mongol administration was nothing unusual. Mongol rulers habitually
distrusted their conquered subjects, often with good cause, and relied
heavily on outsiders and minorities; Khubilai’s policy was to prefer non-
Chinese for government posts, particularly higher offices. Even so, Marco’s
exalted status may well be an exaggeration. Contrary to what was once
thought, there is no mention of a Polo in the Chinese histories. There is
none, either, of other Western envoys and merchants,'! but the book’s claim
that Marco governed the city of Yangzhou ‘for three years by the Great
Khan’s commission’ must be accounted untrue, since the histories record
the governors’ names and nationalities. So must be the assertion that the
Polos provided Khubilai with engineers who designed the trebuchets — giant
catapults — that brought his long siege of Xiangyang to a successful
conclusion. Chinese sources agree that foreigners were involved, but they



also state that the siege ended two years before Marco reached Khubilai’s
court. It is just possible that the engineers were part of the elder Polos’
company on their first trip, and that a copyist ‘corrected’ the story out of
confusion or to enhance Marco’s role. Whoever was responsible, both of
these highly dubious episodes are tellingly omitted from several important
versions of the text.

Along with Marco’s official status, his area of expertise has been the
subject of much speculation. Recent suggestions range from a functionary
in the imperial salt administration to the merchant partner of a Mongol
noble (the ortakh system) and, perhaps most convincingly, a keshikten or
knight in Khubilai’s personal guard. This is a fun game, though since there
is no evidence an inconclusive one; and it may equally be that Marco
simply remained the Great Khan’s personal observer or inspector, sent here
and there as the need arose. Whatever his occupation, it undoubtedly
enabled or required him to travel widely across Khubilai’s empire. Almost
all the places he mentions have now been identified, and though there are
the usual digressions and wanderings off course, we can be fairly sure that
the itineraries described correspond to actual journeys made. The first route
(Chapter 4) leads south-west from Beijing through modern-day Hebei,
Shanxi, Shaanxi and Sichuan provinces, turning west to Tibet (or rather
Eastern Tibet, long part of Sichuan) then regaining the main road as it heads
into Yunnan province and on to Myanmar, from where it jumps east to
North Vietnam before returning north-east to Beijing. Marco’s earliest trip
in this direction can be dated to before the death in 1280 of Manggala,
whom he names as ruler of Chang’anfu (better known as Chang’an and now
Xi’an); he may have retraced his footsteps and gone further after the
Mongols completed their conquest of Myanmar in 1287. Since the stretch
from Myanmar to Vietnam is muddled, he may also have made a separate
trip into North Vietnam, which was repeatedly at war with the Mongols in
the 1280s despite being nominally their tributary. The second itinerary
(Chapter 5) starts outside Beijing and proceeds south, partly by land and
partly by the 1,100-mile-long network of rivers, lakes, manmade waterways
and locks known as the Grand Canal, to the former Southern Song capital



of Hangzhou (then Xingzai or more familiarly, following Marco himself,
Quinsai or Kinsay), before continuing by an indirect route along several
rivers and ending at the great port of Quanzhou (Marco’s Zayton).

Marco’s richly detailed description of Xingzai’s canals and market
squares, pleasure gardens and dinner cruises on a palace-fringed lake stands
among the very finest portraits of a medieval city, suggesting he may have
spent some time there or visited on several occasions. And other cities, such
as Chengdufu (now Chengdu, capital of Sichuan province), are portrayed
more briefly but scarcely less vividly. But between these set pieces there are
long formulaic stretches that bring to mind the practical businessman’s
guide some commentators have seen in The Travels as a whole. Every town
is large and splendid, every region well stocked with game. The reader is
apt to tire of hearing that their inhabitants are idolaters and subjects of the
Great Khan who live by trade and crafts and use paper money. Yet if proof
of Marco’s reliability is wanted, it is found here in abundance. Recent
analyses of Chinese sources have revealed that the immense wealth of
information he provides is in the main strikingly accurate — outmatching the
sum total of surviving accounts by other travellers. And not only does his
account exactly fit the years during which he was present; it also predates
the Chinese histories themselves by some years. No other witness gives
nearly such a full report of the Grand Canal, a spectacular engineering feat
that was still under construction when Marco was in China. (The last links
permitting the shipment of grain from the fertile Yangtze valley to
burgeoning Beijing — a milestone Marco notes — opened in 1288, three
years before his departure.) He is the only visitor to explain how banknotes
were manufactured from the bark of mulberry trees and to describe their
appearance and denominations, and he accurately records the places where
‘paper money’ circulated and where it did not. The number of times the
curfew bell rang in Beijing, the number of strokes dealt as punishment for
crimes, the 3 per cent exchange fee for worn-out banknotes, the leading
centres of salt production together with the values of their crops — all are
present and correct, and they reveal Marco to be a far more reliable guide to
medieval China than was previously thought. In this light the blatant



exaggerations — the 6,000 bridges of Suzhou, 15,000 boats at Zhenzhou and
armies of 460,000 dismissed as ‘a mere handful’ — can best be explained by
the medieval enthusiasm for impressive numbers; while the obvious errors
of fact — from Marco’s confused list of Great Khans to his miscount of the
arches supporting the Pulisanghin Bridge'? — suggest slips of memory, if not
of a scribe’s pen, rather than fakery or plagiarism (which in any case would
merely suggest that his sources were equally incorrect). Given the volume
of information, the reliance on ‘dependable and trustworthy men’ who may
nevertheless have been imperfectly informed themselves, and the years that
passed before the book was written, the slip-ups are surprisingly few.
Altogether these journeys must have taken up a good deal of Marco’s
time in China, though probably not the full seventeen years. The Prologue
tells us that his final trip for Khubilai was a voyage ‘over strange seas’ to
India — in other words, to south and south-east Asia. Chinese sources record
seven Yuan embassies to southern India and Ceylon (Sri Lanka) between
1280 and 1290, generally to strengthen trade relations, and Peter Jackson’s
suggestion that Khubilai may have mainly employed Marco on such
overseas missions® is supported by the emphasis on his familiarity with the
Indies (Chapter 5) and the wealth of information that follows (Chapters 6
and 7). As to how Niccolo and Maffeo were occupied all this while, there is
no word. They may have been housed by the court, perhaps in one of the
visitors’ hostels that Marco describes; they may have continued to trade on
their own account; or they may have accompanied Marco on his trips —
though the book places them together just once, at Fuzhou, and then only in
one version of the text. A limited sphere of action may explain why they
eventually grew restless to go home and leapt at an opportunity to join a
fleet that was setting sail for Persia to deliver the princess Kokechin to her
intended lord Arghun. Marco’s account of the mission is corroborated in
both Chinese and Persian sources, including the names he gives of the three
envoys of Arghun'* who left China and the one who arrived in Persia. The
Polos do not feature in either source, and it seems highly improbable that,
as we hear, Khubilai entrusted the royal bride to their personal care. But the
evidence indubitably puts them on the fleet of junks that sailed in 1291



from Quanzhou, through the South China Sea and Strait of Malacca, and
into the Indian Ocean. Recent scholarship has convincingly shown that
Marco was in Sumatra," which he describes in some detail; and that being
the case, there are no longer grounds for doubt that he visited the ports of
Sri Lanka and the east and west coasts of India. Evidently he did not visit
Japan in person; though his long account of Khubilai’s failed invasion of
1281 is more accurate than some critics have claimed,® the distance he
gives from China is an overestimate by a factor of three — a mistake that
may have encouraged Christopher Columbus in his scheme to reach the
East by sailing west. Nor can he have got to Java, which he reports from
sailors’ talk to be the biggest island in the world; and the confused
geography of Arabia and West Africa is not the account of an eyewitness.
But so much is clear from the Prologue’s statement that, after a nine-month
stay in Persia, the Polos made their way home via the Black Sea and
Constantinople, which was once again open to its former masters.

Ramusio, in his sixteenth-century compendium, gives a famous story of
the travellers’ return to Venice in 1295, which he claims to have heard as a
youngster from an old senator who had it from his grandfather. They
showed up, he says, dressed in Mongol rags, barely able to speak Venetian
and with ‘a certain indescribable smack of the Tartar both in air and accent’,
and were high-handedly disowned by their own relatives. But when they
threw a banquet at which they appeared in increasingly splendid oriental
garb before slashing at their travelling outfits until rubies, sapphires,
carbuncles, diamonds and emeralds came tumbling out, the assembled
kinsmen quickly ate their words. Marco was so often called on to repeat his
stories of the fabulous wealth of the East, Ramusio adds, that he was given
the nickname Il Milione. Scholarly diligence has spoiled a good yarn by
demonstrating that the name was already claimed by another branch of the
family — that of the Marco Polo who owned a house in Sudak — and was
probably transferred to the traveller out of some confusion.

Not much is known of Marco after his return from prison in Genoa,
probably following a peace treaty signed in July 1299. The following year
he married Donata Badoer, a merchant’s daughter, and they had three



daughters. In his businesslike will he made some handsome but not
extravagant bequests and tied up some family business, the value of which
suggests he was well off rather than rich. He freed a Mongol slave named
Peter — whose existence, otherwise unrecorded, is another hint of how much
is missing from The Travels — and left his daughters equal shares of his
possessions, among them a gold tablet of authority from the Great Khan, a
‘“Tartar knight’s belt’ and the headdress of a Mongolian wife. The fate of his
precious manuscript is not mentioned at all.

The book that remains with us today is a strange, particoloured beast, by
turns as magical as a unicorn and as prosaic as its real-life counterpart,
which Marco makes known as the ungainly rhinoceros. As I suggested
earlier, that multifacetedness is partly the product of the very different
personalities that went into its making. The relationship between the two
Genoese prisoners must have been as combustible as it was rewarding.
Inevitably it evolved as the months passed, and the book evolved with it. At
the beginning, when Marco was recalling places he had last visited as a
teenager and had probably not seen any reason to set down in writing,
Rustichello may have had the upper hand. Here he spiced up the
geographical sequence with Christian legends and romantic stories of the
Middle East that presumably circulated via visitors to the Holy Land;
among the latter we may count the elaborate tale of the Old Man of the
Mountain who gave his drugged followers a glimpse of Paradise before
dispatching them on murder missions — a colourful take on the Nizari
Ismailis, a renegade band of Shia fanatics who terrorized Crusaders and
mainstream Muslims alike until the Mongols crushed them in 1256. But
when the talk moved on towards China and Marco’s notes arrived from
Venice — an old Ramusio tradition, but the only way to account for the
remarkable depth of detail — the scales turned. Apart from a few formulaic
battle scenes — Khubilai’s epic fight with his uncle Nayan or his ‘very fine
battle’ with the king of Myanmar and Bengal — which were evidently a
Rustichellan speciality, the romancer could do little beside give the sheaves



of material a rough literary shape. And here, far beyond Rustichello’s
imaginative reach, we find ourselves in Marco’s world.

Aside from some poetic forays into travellers’ lore such as the waylaying
spirits of the Desert of Lop, that world is above all a world of facts. And
many of those facts, especially concerning places that Marco probably only
passed through, seem addressed to commercial travellers. Whether or not
Marco was directly involved in trade, as the son and nephew of merchants
the subject naturally fascinated him. The book brims with lists of
merchandise: primarily high-value, low-weight goods such as silks and gold
fabrics, precious stones and spices that could be profitably transported
across long distances, but also commodities like the sturgeon of the Caspian
Sea, the horses of Persia, the dried melons of Sheberghan or the coal of
Cathay that were merely interesting in themselves. Marco is irresistibly
drawn to the sheer volume of shipping on China’s rivers and canals; the
quantity and value of precious wares carried on the Yangtze alone, he
exults, ‘exceeds that of all the rivers of Christendom put together, and all
the seas to boot’. And he provides detailed descriptions of the business
models and practical processes of industries from pearl fishing to indigo
and porcelain. His sense of geography, though no less developed than that
of his contemporaries, is likewise geared to the needs of travelling
merchants: he gives directions from one city to the next and distances in
terms of the number of days required, adding notes where necessary on how
much food to pack or what kind of terrain to expect.

But Marco was not just a merchant, and his book is not just a guide to
business opportunities in the East. He is equally obsessed with exotic
plants, beasts and birds; recent scholarship by Stephen G. Haw and others
has demonstrated his meticulousness as a natural historian,'” especially
given the difficulty of fitting new species into a European frame of
reference. He is alive to the raw beauty of plains and escarpments, rivers
and deserts, mountains and oceans. He betrays more than a passing interest
in systems of government and justice and a relentless curiosity about local
customs, the more outrageous the better. And he has an eye for vivid
details. Along the way we hear that the 20,000 prostitutes of Daidu are



organized like an army, 1,000 cartloads of silk arrive daily in the city and
5,000 astrologers are maintained at Khubilai’s expense. We learn how to
trap a lion with a small dog and how to scare one off with a length of
bamboo, how elephants mate and what happens when they go into battle
drunk, how to hunt crocodiles and whales and extract musk from deer. We
glimpse the full-body tattoos of Jiaozhi Guo, the state orphanages run by
the king of Manzi, and the hot-blooded men of that country who at the
slightest affront hang themselves outside their tormentor’s door to shame
him into giving them a lavish funeral.

These passages reveal a man whose preoccupations went a good way
beyond what we would expect of a medieval European merchant. If they
were really intended for Khubilai’s ears, it is easy to imagine the emperor
listening with relish to his observant young envoy’s reports. And since
many of the things that fascinated Marco — drink, sex, hunting, size, power
and taxation — seem also to have dominated Mongol court culture, it is
tempting to go further and say that Marco’s years in the East left him
heavily Mongolized. A Chinese sage once advised Genghis Khan to sleep
alone now and then if he wanted to see old age; Marco likewise has a
Mongol-sized appetite for tales about husbands who rent their wives to
travellers (a story so good he tells it twice, in Kumul and Jiandu) and
women whose marriageability rises in line with their sexual prowess. The
latter are found in Tibet; possibly speaking from personal experience, he
slyly notes that ‘for young gentlemen between sixteen and twenty-four
years of age a visit to this country is highly recommended’. And though he
admires Chinese women for being ‘incomparably chaste’ — and pruriently
details the process, involving a pigeon egg, for testing their virginity — it is
by no means clear that he does not prefer Mongol women, who ‘do not
trouble themselves with such niceties’ and are, moreover, faithful,
uncomplaining and excellent housekeepers. As for drinking — which killed
off several of Genghis’s successors — there is a good deal about the
palatability and efficiency as intoxicants of local brews; while when Marco
manages to combine lewdness and alcohol, riotous scenes ensue. Surely the
book’s most outrageous image is that of the Russian wife who squats on her



way home from an all-day drinking binge only to find herself stuck to the
icy grass, a situation not made less compromising when her husband bends
down to help and freezes his beard to her hairy thighs. Marco’s earlier
commentators preferred to pass discreetly over these ribald traveller’s tales
— some of which were omitted from early versions of the book — but they
are as much a part of his picture of the Mongol world as are his lovingly
detailed tallies of game stocks or the excise duties exacted from the Great
Khan’s ports.

If the things Marco put in his book square with Mongol culture, the
things he left out — those much-trumpeted omissions that have led critics to
question whether he was ever in China — were probably of little interest to
the Mongols. Tea drinking and foot binding were long-standing though not
ubiquitous Chinese customs; Marco briefly mentions the ‘dainty step’ of
Chinese girls, but as recently conquered subjects of the Mongols the
Chinese were second-class citizens and too close an interest in their
personal habits would have likely been beneath an employee of Khubilai
Khan. By the same token, though he must have seen Chinese calligraphy
and printed books, his failure to learn written Chinese is no surprise.
Mongolian was the language of the court, while Persian was the lingua
franca among the many foreigners in Khubilai’s empire, including those in
the emperor’s employ, with Turkish a second tongue. The fact that Marco
sometimes gives the Persian or Turkish versions of proper names does not
prove that he cribbed the whole lot from a guidebook, but merely that he
learned to speak those languages with the people he mixed with. As for the
hoary complaint that he fails to mention the Great Wall, the mystery is
easily solved: at the time of his visit it was little more than a series of
broken earthen ramparts, and it would not be fortified into its familiar form
for another 200 years.

There is one more subject that is strikingly understated in Marco’s
account of the Mongol world: Christianity. The Venetians had never been a
pious people: ‘Siamo Veneziani, poi Cristiani,” the saying went; ‘First
Venetians, then Christians.” Even so, Marco’s attitude to religion betrays the
relatively broad mind of a young man who came into his majority in the



East, not the censoriousness of a William of Rubruck — or the limited
horizon of an armchair traveller who had never left the West. He is
admittedly not free of the usual late medieval Christian’s abhorrence of
Islam, which he caricatures as a licence to sin against people of other faiths
while claiming every Muslim victim as a martyr; perhaps a few such
denunciations were politically expedient in a book written for Western
readers, because for every crude denunciation of Muslim ‘dogs’ there is an
individual Muslim, like his ‘learned’ companion in Fuzhou, whom he
speaks of with respect. Nor does he distinguish between Buddhists and
shamans — such as the ‘magicians’ who treat patients by telling them how to
propitiate the spirit world — and the Hindus we meet in India; in his book all
are idolaters. And he dutifully declares that Khubilai holds Christianity to
be the truest and best faith; if the pope had only accommodated his wishes
and sent them back with a hundred Christian scholars, he says, grinding a
family axe, things might have turned out very differently. Yet for all that, he
seems quite at home amidst the Mongols’ inclusive belief system, with its
syncretism of animism and more conventional religions. He makes a point
of quoting at length Khubilai’s elegantly reasoned if expedient explanation
for preferring the miracle-working Buddhists over the Christians of his
parts, who ‘are so ignorant that they make nothing of themselves and have
no power’. He credits the humanitarian teachings of Buddhism with
inspiring the emperor’s generous welfare policy — if Gautama Buddha had
been a Christian, he declares, he would have been a ‘great saint’ — and he
personally vouches for the efficacy of the lost property idols. ‘And in this
way I, Marco, found a ring that I had lost,” he avows, speaking directly for
once as if determined to make the point — ‘not, mind you,’ he carefully if
speciously adds, ‘that I made any offering to the idols or paid homage to
them.” As for the Tibetan lamas who were prominent at Khubilai’s court —
we first hear of them as the Bakhshi who drive away bad weather, make
cups float over to Khubilai’s table and dine on executed felons, in sharp
contrast to the ascetic Sienseng, who eat nothing but bran — Marco may
accuse them of concealing black magic behind a godly front, but he never
suggests that their enchantments are tricks. ‘Their marvels are without end,’



he notes, ‘but it is best not to speak of them in our book, or people might be
too shaken up.’

Of all the Christian precepts that Marco cuts down to size, the greatest is
the legend of Prester John. For a century Europe had been gripped by
stories of a mighty Eastern priest-king who was descended from one of the
Three Magi and ruled over a lost Christian realm of unimaginable wealth.
Rumours and forgeries had made it known that Prester John commanded
any number of marvels, including a fountain of youth and an all-seeing
mirror, was served at an emerald table by seven kings while entertaining
30,000 guests, and could put a million men in the field. Here was an ally
who could revive Rome’s flagging dream of a universal Church — if only he
could be found. Marco naturally claims to have done just that; and yet in
stark contrast to the gilded figure of Western fantasy, his Prester John is an
arrogant and vengeful Mongolian warlord whose refusal to give his
daughter in marriage to Genghis Khan brings upon him defeat and death.
There is only one figure in The Travels who possesses all the stature of the
legendary king: Marco’s patron Khubilai Khan. Where Marco’s Prester
John is foolhardy and vainglorious, his Khubilai is circumspect and
judicious. He is the most powerful man since Adam, ‘the greatest lord who
lives or ever lived’ and ‘the wisest and most universally gifted’ of all the
Mongols. Marco is not afraid to point out how violently the Chinese hated
their conqueror — so much so that he was forced to run his cities as virtual
police states and his country as a vast armed camp, the cost of which ate up
most of his revenues. But that, he implies, is the price of greatness. And
what greatness we are shown; what power and wealth and chivalry, in an
age that set great store by extravagant display. We see Khubilai riding
magnificently through his palace park ‘with a leopard on the crupper of his
horse’, hawking with 10,000 falconers from a gold-lined cabin mounted on
elephants’ backs, and holding court between palaces in giant tents lined
with ermine and sable. We watch as he presides over banquets so vast that
40,000 are left to eat outside, or feast days that feature 100,000 white
horses, 5,000 elephants carrying his treasures and 12,000 lords dressed in
gem-encrusted golden robes that are changed thirteen times a year. Here is



the true emperor of the East in his full glory, and here is the true hero of The
Travels; Prester John is nothing more than his unprepossessing foil. Given
Rustichello’s evident preference for fantastical legends of a strongly
Christian bent, this switching of narrative roles suggests that Marco did,
after all, come to play a large part in the literary scheme of his Travels.
Marco Polo has been described as a man who looked at everything and
saw nothing,'® a dazzling dilettante with the voluble excitability of a
merchant in a bazaar and about the same depth of knowledge. There is
something in the charge. But his single most commendable characteristic —
beyond even the obvious courage that saw him fend off cannibals, pirates,
robbers, extortionists, wild beasts and evil spirits without so much as a
word about the dangers he endured — is surely his capacity for observing
cultures utterly alien to him without moralizing. In that he stands apart from
more experienced travellers who went east armed with a rigid set of beliefs
and a censorious attitude to anything that failed to fit in with them. We
might regret that Marco’s age had not developed the leisure to appreciate
travel for travel’s sake, and wish he had told us more about his personal
journey. We might miss the instinct or insight — rare perhaps in someone
who left home so young — to draw broad conclusions from the eye-opening
scenes he witnessed. But would we really rather he had filtered his portrait
of the Mongol world through the distorting lens of medieval Catholicism
and European values? If he had, would we still be reading his book today?

By the time the two men in the Genoese prison started on the home straight,
they had perhaps reached an understanding. For all Rustichello’s eagerness
to account everything a marvel, he had discovered that fact was
undoubtedly stranger than fiction; while Marco, who happily was not
immune to the medieval hunger for magic and wonder, must have become
aware of the romancer’s ability to transmute his sometimes leaden words
into gold. When the narrative reached India, the locus of so many European
fantasies, Marco gamely recounted some stories he had picked up (the
miracle of St Thomas and the Male and Female Islands), watered down
several legends (the gryphon, the methods of retrieving diamonds and the



Monstrous Races, who survive only in a brief mention of men with dogs’
heads) and debunked others (mummified pygmies, which he explains are
small monkeys laboriously worked into human form). But these stories pale
next to his vivid account of India’s culture. In rapid bursts, we hear about
fantastically bejewelled kings, ritual suicide, the monsoon winds, suttee,
cow worship, naked warriors, circles drawn round debtors, the use of the
left hand to wipe the anus, the habit of chewing paan, the production of
spices, the business acumen of Indian boys, and probationer monks whose
fitness for office was tested by bringing in a squad of temple girls to tempt
them into a state of arousal. Here, too, Marco refrains from easy
judgements. He speaks admiringly of the monogamous and abstinent
Brahmins who are incapable of telling a lie, the Yogi who live to an
advanced age by subsisting on rice and milk supplemented with sulphur and
mercury (a deadly recipe his readers hopefully did not try), and the still
more extreme ascetics who go stark naked and shudder at killing a louse.
He has nothing sanctimonious to say about the pervasive superstition that
sees business deals regulated by the position of tarantulas or the length of
shadows, journeys by sneezes, funerals by the need to move the deceased in
an auspicious direction, if necessary by knocking a hole in the wall, and
voyages by sending up an ‘idiot or a drunkard’ in a hurdle during a gale.
Even when he reaches the geographical limits of Mongol influence, he
relays the more barbaric forms of shamanism without dismissing them out
of hand. Describing the Sumatran custom of smothering, cooking and
eating every scrap of relatives whom magicians have pronounced terminally
ill — to prevent worms from breeding in their corpses and causing them
eternal torment when the worms die for lack of food — he conspicuously
fails to comment on the greater concern for invertebrates than people. It
takes something truly unjustifiable and perhaps personally threatening to
draw his condemnation, such as the Sumatrans’ habit of capturing
foreigners and eating them if they cannot pay a ransom: ‘Now this is a very
evil practice and a bad custom,’ he frowns. The comically deadpan tone can
seem like a literary device; more likely, it simply reflects the almost
numbing avalanche of revelations upon revelations that Marco unpacked



before his readers. Small wonder that they shook their heads in amazement
and found it hard to believe new facts over old myths.

In the very last section of the book, with its blow-by-blow accounts of
Mongol battles tricked out in chivalric prose as cumbersome as plate
armour, it is tempting to see Rustichello’s revenge. If so, to the modern ear
the victory rings hollow. The repetitive rallying cries of rival khans and the
formulaic attempts to elevate mass slaughter come across as false and trite
after everything else we have read. Yet they tell us a great deal about what
the romancer thought his readers wanted: a fitting capstone to an account of
the notoriously bloodthirsty Mongols. If Marco had ever written a book on
his own, it would no doubt have been less puzzling, more factual and
almost certainly more boring. The book the two men negotiated together is
more interesting and revealing. It reaches beyond description and
experience into the realms of imagination and myth. In the process it
encompasses a larger reality: that of the medieval European mind, half
tradition-bound, half boldly outreaching, on the cusp of the modern age.

More merchants and missionaries would follow Marco to China and
India. The Franciscan John of Montecorvino reached Beijing in 1291 and
within a few years built a church with a bell tower and a Chinese boy choir
to sing hymns to the Great Khan. In 1318 another friar, Odoric of
Pordenone, embarked on a decade of Eastern travels and visited many of
the same places as Marco — though some would not see another Westerner
for six centuries more. In India Odoric stopped to disinter the bones of four
martyred Franciscans, three Italians and one Georgian; in the interval since
Marco’s arrival the subcontinent had already become more accessible, if
unexpectedly dangerous. By then Italian businessmen had settled along the
Silk Road and in China itself, and around 1340 a Florentine merchant
named Francesco Pegolotti compiled a guide for newcomers, the Pratica
della Mercatura, which assured its readers that the road from the Crimea to
Beijing was ‘perfectly safe whether by day or night’. Pegolotti, though,
never set foot in Asia himself, and even as he was writing, travel to the East
was once again becoming dangerous. With the conversion of most Mongols
to Islam a gulf of faith once again separated the two continents, and it was



left to the Muslim globetrotter Ibn Battuta to trounce the Europeans by
travelling three times the distance covered by Marco. In the mid-fourteenth
century the Black Death devastated the Mongol lands and Europe alike,
killing millions and severing more commercial ties. The last Yuan emperor,
faced with hyperinflation and Chinese revolts, fled to Mongolia in 1368,
and the victorious Ming rulers expelled all foreigners from China. By the
turn of the century the ravages of Tamerlane, who made it his murderous
mission to revive Genghis Khan’s empire as an Islamic entity, had all but
wiped out the once-influential Nestorian Christians. Only daredevil
Westerners would venture into the East until the Portuguese, after more than
a half-century of preparations, sent Vasco da Gama by sea to the land of
spices more than 200 years after Marco Polo returned home.

As a historical document, The Travels stands as the book that revealed
the East to the West and formed Europe’s idea of Asia. As a record of a
remarkable odyssey lived once on the ground and again in its writing, its
unruly, overflowing abundance explains why, uniquely among medieval
travellers, Marco Polo continues to grip the Western imagination. Few
names from the Middle Ages — not those of monarchs or Crusaders, popes
or saints — have more resonance or currency. Despite all the enigmas
surrounding him he ranks with the greatest of explorers, a byword for grand
adventure spiced with exotic flavours, and still capable of making headlines
after more than 700 years. If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery,
centuries of scepticism may be the mark of true originality.

NOTES

1. sea battle with Genoa: A tradition beginning with Ramusio holds that
Marco was captured at the Battle of Curzola (Korcula) while
commanding a war galley. But the battle took place on 9 September
1298, leaving precious little time to write the book, which is dated to
that year. The Battle of Ayas or Laiazzo, an earlier suggestion by Jacopo
d’ Acqui, seems impossible since it was fought in 1294 while Marco was
returning from his travels. As A. C. Moule and Paul Pelliot suggest, he



may simply have been captured in a minor skirmish between armed
merchantmen.

2. Arthurian romance by Rustichello: Rustichello’s romance of Guiron le
courtois is also written in the same Franco-Italian as the Paris
manuscript, which appears to settle in its favour the question of which
was original language of The Travels. Barbara Wehr, however, has
suggested that the prison collaboration between the two men was a
fiction devised by Rustichello, who translated Marco’s more coherent
Venetian MS and dressed it up in chivalric garb — a thesis that requires
us to believe that the traveller was more capable of writing a ‘pure’ text
than the professional romancer. Conversely, Ramusio entirely excluded
Rustichello from the transaction; he says Marco became a celebrity in
Genoa and wrote his book with a Genoese gentleman — in Latin, he
loyally adds, because the Genoese dialect was too barbaric for the
written word.

3. summary of a trade mission: In the manuscript’s Old French, ‘se
mistrent en chemin et chevauchen tant qu’il ne trevent aventure que
amentovoir face’.

4. scholarly counterblasts: 1gor de Rachewiltz, ‘Marco Polo Went to
China’, Zentralasiatische Studien 27 (1997), pp. 34-92; Stephen G.
Haw, Marco Polo’s China: A Venetian in the Realm of Khubilai Khan
(London: Routledge, 2006); and Hans Ulrich Vogel, Marco Polo Was in
China (Leiden: Brill, 2013). In fact, two leading Chinese historians of
the Yuan period, Yang Zhijiu and Cai Meibiao, had already anticipated
and rebutted the charges in works published in 1982 and 1993
respectively.

5. enlarging the reach of Catholicism: Peter Jackson, in The Mongols and
the West, 1221-1410 (Harlow: Longman, 2005), argues that the popes
and rulers of Christian Europe had a better understanding of the
limitations of the Crusaders and the rapacious imperialism of the
Mongols than do latter-day historians who accuse them of missing a
golden opportunity for a Mongol-Christian alliance against Islam.



10.

11.

12.

frank and detailed diary: See The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck:
His Journey to the Court of the Great Khan Mengii, 1253—1255,
translated by Peter Jackson with introduction, notes and appendices by
Peter Jackson with David Morgan (London: Hakluyt Society, 1990).
Marco was still a young boy: Nearly all that we know about the Polos
comes from Marco’s Prologue, but the differences between versions
makes it impossible to be definitive. We think Marco was born in 1254
because we are told he was fifteen when his father returned in 1269,
though other texts give the date as 1260, 1270 or 1272.

In or around 1260: Most texts give the year of the elder Polos’ presence
in Constantinople as 1250, widely regarded as a slip for 1260.

Mongols and Mamluks of Egypt were fighting nearby: Skirmishes
between the Mongols and Egyptians took place in Syria late in 1271,
but contrary to what Marco says the Egyptians did not devastate
Armenia that year. There seems no very well-founded cause for the
friars’ alarm, and the whole episode of Gregory’s commission (which is
not recorded elsewhere) may have been exaggerated to give the Polos
‘official’ status.

Quaidu: Leader of the house of Ogedei, which had been sidelined in the
succession disputes between Genghis Khan’s grandsons. Around 1269
he was forced into a truce with the Chagatai khan Barag, who had
Khubilai’s backing, but he retained much of his territory and gained the
whole khanate when he helped Baraq to launch a suicidal attack on
Abagha Khan, Hiilegii’s son and successor to the Ilkhanate. Marco deals
with these matters at length in Chapters 3 and 9.

other Western envoys and merchants: For instance Giovanni de
Marignolli, an important papal envoy who arrived at the Yuan court in
1342 with a thirty-two-man retinue, is not mentioned in any Chinese
sources.

Pulisanghin Bridge: Marco’s error has not, though, prevented it
becoming known as the Marco Polo Bridge. He may have confused it
with a longer bridge on the same road.



13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

»

overseas missions: Peter Jackson, ‘Marco Polo and his “Travels” ’,
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 61 (1998), pp.
924,

three envoys of Arghun: Marco gives their names, in order of seniority,
as Oulatai, Apusca and Coja (corresponding to Ulaatai, Abishga and
Qoja), and tells us that only Coja survived the voyage. A Chinese
document dated 21 September 1290, discovered by Yang Zhijiu, refers
to an early directive issued by Khubilai that “Wuludai, Abishihe and
Huozhe be sent to the domain of the Prince of the Blood Argun by way
of Ma’bar’ (south-east India) before adding that provisions for seventy
of the 160 ‘co-travellers’ who did not belong to the official mission
should not be purchased with government money. And a passage in the
Collection of Histories (c.1307) by the Persian historian Rashid al-Din
records the arrival in the spring or early summer of 1293 of ‘Xoja’ and a
party of envoys with the royal bride, adding that since Arghun had died
his son Ghazan took her as his wife. Marco’s earlier account not only
gives the same information but also explains why Qoja alone is
mentioned in the Persian source.

Marco was in Sumatra: See J. Jensen, ‘The World’s Most Diligent
Observer’, Asiatische Studien/Etudes Asiatiques 51.3 (1997), pp. 719—
26.

more accurate than some critics have claimed: The account is not, as
has been suggested, a conflation of the failed invasion of 1281 with the
earlier attempt of 1274. The very fact that Marco knew about a country
whose existence seems to have been unsuspected west of Central Asia
and would not be revealed in another European text for three centuries
speaks for itself.

meticulousness as a natural historian: Haw, Marco Polo’s China, pp.
124-46.

a man who looked at everything and saw nothing: The line is Khubilai
Khan’s, in Eugene O’Neill’s play Marco Millions, but several
commentators have made the same criticism.



A Note on the Text

Few books have had as turbulent an infancy as Marco Polo’s Travels. In its
authors’ lifetime it had already been translated into Tuscan, Venetian,
German, Latin and Court French, and perhaps added to by Marco or figures
unknown. From the early days translators and copyists took a free hand,
imposing their own corrections (which were as often as not errors) and
‘improving’ the text by cutting one part, fleshing out another and
refashioning the style to suit their readers. One influential early version, a
translation from Venetian to Latin made between 1310 and 1317 by the
Dominican friar Francesco Pipino on the orders of his superiors, removed
the chivalric rhetoric and conversational style and introduced damning
judgements on non-Christians — as expected in a book aimed at a learned
audience of clerics and designed to inspire missionaries to head out East.
Modern scruples about authorship did not exercise these writers or their
readers, and the book’s very popularity gave it the status of a kind of
encyclopaedia or treasury of information that could be updated as
knowledge evolved, ensuring its existence in numerous forms but also the
destruction of the original. The task of modern editors and translators has
been to decide which text, or combination of texts, best represents the one
written in the Genoese prison — while not neglecting the fact that the most
commonly read versions, whether less or more authentic, have their own
historical weight and interest.

In 1928 the Polan scholar Luigi Foscolo Benedetto classified the various
texts according to a scheme that has become more or less standard.
Professor Benedetto divided all the manuscripts and early printed versions
that we possess into two groups, A and B. Group A is much the larger of the
two and is headed by the text known as the Paris manuscript or, for short, F



(Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS. fr. 1116). Written in Italy in the
early fourteenth century, this is the longest surviving manuscript and the
only one to retain the original Franco-Italian language. Several lost relatives
of F also survive in translation into Court French (subgroup FG), Tuscan
(TA), Venetian (VA) and Pipino’s Latin (P); each subgroup is further
divided into groupings of similar manuscripts. The B texts are fewer in
number but derive from a lost version that preserved much more of the
content, though not the style, of the original (or rather, since there are some
errors and omissions common to all the extant texts, an imperfect copy of
the original, also lost); they include the sixteenth-century text printed by
Giovanni Battista Ramusio (R) and the early fifteenth-century Latin
manuscript discovered in Toledo in 1932, which was once owned by
Cardinal Francisco Xavier de Zelada (Z). Though the early parts of Z are
heavily abridged, the later parts closely match F except for some 200
additional passages. About two-fifths of these are not preserved elsewhere,
including the chapter on Uyghuristan and its capital Kara-Khoja, the
‘Christians’ (or Manichaeans) of Fuzhou and most of the material about
Russia, including its stovehouses and drinking clubs. The other three-fifths
are also found in R, thus corroborating some parts of Ramusio’s text whose
authenticity had long been doubted and lending credence to further
passages that are still only found in R, including the murder of Ahmad and
the description of the palace at Xingzai.

A second body of opinion sees the two groups as representing two
distinct versions of the book: A, written in the Genoese prison, and B, a
revised version produced by Marco after his return to Venice, perhaps for a
small circle of patrons and presumably with the aid of yet another
collaborator. Either way, few scholars doubt that F and Z (plus parts of R)
represent two stages of the Polo manuscript in an authentic form. The
present translation is an attempt to provide a composite reader’s text based
on F but containing all the supplemental passages from Z and some from R,
together with brief additions or corrections from other ‘good’ texts. Except
in minor instances, the additions to F are listed in the Appendix. My aim
has been to produce a fluent, readable modern translation that avoids



unnecessary archaisms and stays as close as possible to the substance and
style of the original — not always a straightforward task, since F, Z and R
are all in different languages and the idiom of F itself runs the gamut from
monotonous to swashbuckling. As well as letting these contrasts speak for
themselves, I have retained F’s quasi-conversational asides, repetitions and
recapitulations; these flourishes are likely Rustichello’s and are important
indicators of his contribution to the book. I have, though, untangled some
particularly tortuous passages of prose, and I have not denied myself the
resources of modern English or attempted to reproduce word-for-word the
limited vocabulary of the early texts. Readers interested in a more literal
translation are recommended to consult the invaluable 1938 Moule—Pelliot
edition.

The spelling and transliteration of proper names is a particular problem in
a book that crosses so many linguistic borders, as is the question of whether
to stay close to the forms given in the texts or use the modern equivalent.
Since the same names appear in different versions — and within the same
version, and often within the same chapter — in a wide range of sometimes
drastically different spellings, I have seen no great advantage in giving one
or another manuscript form in the translation itself. The question of which
matches Marco’s intention is important in establishing his accuracy and the
text’s authenticity, but has to be weighed against the benefit to the general
reader of using more recognizable names. On the other hand, too ruthless a
pruning of the unfamiliar or superseded tends to produce strange growths
such as the use of Xanadu (as popularized by Samuel Taylor Coleridge) in
place of Marco’s own more accurate version of Shangdu, as well as more
obvious anachronisms such as Istanbul for Constantinople, Mongols for
Tartars or Muslims for Saracens that would substitute modern names for
those known to Marco. My rule of thumb has been to give modern versions
of names where they are clearly descended from those given by Marco, but
standardized versions of the historical names where they have changed
significantly since his time. So I give Marco’s Mien as Myanmar rather than
Burma and, conversely, his Seilan as Ceylon not Sri Lanka; and I give his
Taidu and Cambaluc as Daidu and Khanbaliq instead of replacing both with



Beijing. Occasionally the interplay between thirteenth- and twenty-first-
century terms produces strange resonances, and here and there I have
broken my rule in the interest of clarity. Personal names are given according
to the established usage in the language in question; an exception has been
made for Genghis Khan, since Chinggis, the phonetically more accurate
spelling, is a good deal further away from the popular version of his name
than Khubilai is from Kublai. In general the intention is to present the state
of the world as Marco saw and represented it, while giving some aid to
readers who find themselves navigating through unfamiliar and sometimes
treacherous terrain.

For Chinese names I have adopted the pinyin system wherever possible;
hence the old name for Hangzhou is given as Xingzai even though Kinsay,
derived from Marco’s own Quinsai, is the more familiar spelling. For
languages such as Mongolian for which no authoritative system of
transliteration exists, I have used the most widely accepted modern form,
while aiming for a reasonable degree of consistency. (I have preferred to
use ‘q’ rather than ‘k’ in transliterating Mongolian, but have made
exceptions in the case of familiar forms such as khan or, indeed, Khubilai.)
I have avoided diacritics in the translation, since as well as increasing
readability for experts at the expense of general readers they give an odd
impression of the state of linguistics in Marco’s time, but have used them
where appropriate in the editorial material. In the very few instances where
the names Marco gives are untraceable, I have lightly updated his spellings
to bring them into line with the forms given elsewhere. Readers interested
in gauging Marco’s accuracy will find manuscript versions in the Notes;
these are based on the careful reconstructions given in the Moule—Pelliot
edition, as exhaustively explained in Professor Pelliot’s later volumes of
notes. In general, when the range of languages Marco used and the changes
in pronunciation since his time are taken into account, they are sufficiently
accurate to give further proof of what, for the time and given the process of
composition, is a remarkable degree of attention to detail. I am indebted to
Dr Christopher Atwood for scrutinizing the manuscript and pulling me back
from several linguistic and factual brinks; many of his suggestions are



incorporated in the text and Notes. I also owe a considerable debt to
previous translators and editors of The Travels whose work mine builds on,
especially L. F. Benedetto, A. C. Moule and Paul Pelliot, and Ronald
Latham, as well as to the other authors mentioned. The errors that doubtless
remain after my forays down Marco’s many rabbit holes are of course my
responsibility alone.

The convenient division of the text into a Prologue and nine chapters has
been retained from the 1958 Penguin edition, but line spaces have been
added to signal the 232-odd chapters — some lasting a few lines, some
several pages — into which F and other early versions were divided.
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Prologue

Honoured emperors and kings, dukes and marquesses, counts, knights and
townspeople, and all who want to know about the various races of mankind
and the peculiarities of the various regions of the world, take this book and
have it read to you! Here you will find all the greatest wonders and chief
curiosities of Greater Armenia and Persia, of the Tartars' and India, and of
many other lands. Our book will lay them out for you in the proper order as
related by Messer Marco Polo, a wise and noble citizen of Venice, who has
seen them with his own eyes. There are also some things in here that he has
not seen; but those he has heard from dependable and trustworthy men. We
will set forth the things seen as seen and the things heard as heard, to ensure
that our book is accurate and truthful and free of falsehoods. And everyone
who reads this book or hears it read should place his trust in it, because
everything in it is true. For let me tell you that from the day the Lord our
God moulded our first father Adam with His hands until this very hour,
there has never been a man, neither Christian nor pagan, Tartar nor Indian,
nor of any other race, who has explored and discovered the truth about so
many disparate parts of the world and its great wonders as has this Messer
Marco Polo. And for this reason he thought it would be a great pity if he did
not have all the great marvels he had seen and heard about from trustworthy
sources set down in writing, so that others who have not seen them and do
not know of them can learn about them from this book.

Let me also tell you that to amass this knowledge he spent a good
twenty-six years in these different countries and lands. And afterwards,
when he was in prison in Genoa, rather than idle away time he decided to
put together this book for the entertainment of readers. So he had all these
things written up by Messer Rustichello of Pisa, who was in the same



prison; this was in the year 1298 from the birth of Jesus Christ. But what he
recounted was only the small fraction that he was able to remember.*

At the time when Baldwin was emperor of Constantinople® — the year was
1260 — it so happened that Messer Niccolo Polo, who was Messer Marco’s
father, and Messer Maffeo Polo, who was Niccolo’s brother, were in that
city, having come there from Venice with their merchandise. Without doubt
they were noble, wise and far-sighted men. After talking things over they
decided to head across the Black Sea in the hope of gaining new business
and turning a profit. So they bought a large stock of dazzling and valuable
jewels and set out from Constantinople, taking ship to Sudak.”

When they had stayed in Sudak for a while, they resolved to press on still
further. What else shall I tell you? Leaving Sudak, they went on their way
and rode without meeting with any adventure worth mentioning until they
came to the court of Berke Khan,® lord of part of Tartary, who was then
living at Bolghar” and Sarai.® This Berke received Messer Niccolo and
Messer Maffeo with great honour and was highly delighted by their arrival.
The two brothers gave him all the jewels they had brought; Berke accepted
them very willingly and was immensely pleased with them, and in return he
gave the brothers goods worth at least twice their value. He conveyed them
to many places to sell these goods, and they fetched excellent prices.

When the brothers had stayed a year in Berke’s land war broke out
between him and Hulegu,” the lord of the Tartars of the Levant. They
marched against one another with all their forces and joined battle. The loss
of life on both sides was terrible, but in the end the victory fell to Hulegu.
And because of this battle and this war, no one could travel along the roads
without being abducted. Or rather no one could travel in the direction from
which the brothers had come; if they went on ahead they could travel freely.
So they said to one another: ‘Since we cannot return to Constantinople with
our goods, let us carry on towards the east. Then we can make our way
home by a roundabout route.” They got themselves ready and, leaving
Berke, made their way to a city called Ukek' that marked the limit of the



Western Khan’s lands. And from Ukek they crossed the river Tigris' and
for seventeen days journeyed through a desert where they found no towns
or villages but only Tartars with their tents, living off their beasts.

When they had crossed this desert they approached a very large and
splendid city called Bukhara." The province was likewise called Bukhara,
and its ruler’s name was Barag." It was the finest city in all of Persia. By
the time the two brothers reached the city both the route ahead and the way
they had come were impassable, and so they stayed there for three years.

While they were living there an envoy sent by Hulegu, the lord of the
Levant, stopped off on his way to the Great Khan of all the Tartars, who
was named Khubilai'* and lived at the end of the earth in an east-north-
easterly direction. And when the envoy saw Messer Niccolo and Messer
Maffeo he was astonished, because no Latins'® had ever been seen in that
part of the world. ‘Sirs,” he said to the two brothers, ‘if you will trust me,
you will find it greatly conducive to your profit and honour.” The two
brothers said that they would readily trust him in any undertaking that lay
within their power. The envoy replied: ‘Sirs, I can tell you that the great
lord of the Tartars has never seen any Latins'® and is exceedingly eager to
meet one. So if you will accompany me until we reach him, I assure you he
will be very glad to see you and will treat you with great honour and
liberality. And with me you will be able to travel safely and without any
hindrance.’

When the two brothers had heard what the envoy had to say, they got
themselves ready and declared that they would willingly accompany him.
So they set out with this envoy and travelled towards the north and north-
east for a year until they reached their destination. Along the way they
encountered great wonders and various things that we will not go into here
because Messer Marco, Messer Niccolo’s son, who also saw all these
things, will tell you about them in full further on in this book.



When Messer Niccolo and Messer Maffeo arrived at the court, the Great
Khan received them courteously and held lavish revels and festivities in
their honour. He was thoroughly delighted that they had come. He asked
them many questions: first as to the emperors, how they maintained
authority and justice in their lands, went to battle and acted in every way;
and then about the other kings, princes and other nobles.

Afterwards he asked them about the Lord Pope, all the practices of the
Roman Church, and all the customs of the Latins. And in each case Messer
Niccolo and Messer Maffeo gave him a full and truthful account, speaking
well and sagely like the wise men they were, and with a firm grasp of the
Tartar language.

When the great lord called Khubilai Khan — lord of all the Tartars in the
world and all the provinces, kingdoms and regions of this vast part of the
earth — had heard all about the Latins in the well-chosen words of the two
brothers, he was exceedingly pleased. He made up his mind to send
emissaries to the pope, and he asked the two brothers to undertake this
embassy along with one of his barons. They replied that they would carry
out all his commands as those of their liege lord. Then the Great Khan
summoned to his presence a baron named Kogatal and told him that he
wished him to go with the brothers to the pope. Kogatal answered: ‘Sire, I
am your servant, and I am ready to do all you command me to the utmost of
my power.’ So the Great Khan had letters written in Turkish to the pope and
entrusted them to the two brothers and his baron, giving them instructions
as to what they should say on his behalf to the pope. And you should know
that the purport of his letters and the purpose of the mission was this: he
told the pope to send him as many as a hundred men learned in the
Christian religion, well versed in the seven arts,"” and sufficiently skilled in
disputation to demonstrate plainly to idolaters and those of other
persuasions that their religion was utterly false and that all the household
idols they worshipped were things of the Devil; men able to prove by clear
reasoning that the Christian religion was superior to these others. The Great



Khan further directed the brothers to bring him some oil from the lamp that
burns above the sepulchre of God in Jerusalem. As you have heard, then,
this was the gist of the embassy sent by the Great Khan to the pope by
means of the two brothers.

When the Great Khan had entrusted the two brothers and his baron in full
with the message he was sending to the pope, he gave them a gold tablet
inscribed with instructions that the three emissaries, wherever they went,
were to be provided with all the accommodation they required, together
with horses and men to escort them from one place to another. And when
Messer Niccolo and Messer Maffeo and the other envoy had been
handsomely equipped with everything they needed they took leave of the
mighty lord, mounted their horses and started on the road.

When they had ridden some way the Tartar baron who was with the
brothers was taken ill and, being unable to carry on, stopped in a city. And
when Messer Niccolo and Messer Maffeo saw that he was ill, they left him
and went on their way. And I assure you that they were served and obeyed
everywhere they went in everything they chose to command. What else
shall I tell you? They rode on day after day until they came to Ayas.'® And I
assure you they were hard pressed to make the journey in three years. This
was because they could not ride all the time but were held up by bad
weather, snow and swollen rivers.

From Ayas they went on to Acre," which they reached in the month of
April in the year 1269% from the incarnation of Jesus Christ only to
discover that the Lord Pope was dead. And when Messer Niccolo and
Messer Maffeo found that the pope (whose name was Clement) was dead,
they went to a learned clerk who was the legate of the Roman Church for
the whole kingdom of Egypt. His name was Theobald of Piacenza®* and he
was a man of great authority. They told him about the mission on which the
Great Khan of the Tartars had sent them to the pope. When the legate had
heard what the two brothers had to say he was filled with wonder, and it
seemed to him that this development could be greatly to the profit and



honour of Christendom. He said to the two brothers: ‘Sirs, you see that the
pope is dead, and so the proper course is for you to wait until there is a new
pope. And when there is a pope you will be able to fulfil your mission.” The
two brothers, who saw clearly that the legate spoke the truth, declared that
pending the election of a pope they would go to Venice to see their families.
And so they left Acre and went to Negropont.”> And at Negropont they
boarded a ship and sailed to Venice. There Messer Niccolo learned that his
wife was dead and had left him a fifteen-year-old son, whose name was
Marco. And this was the Marco who this book is about. Messer Niccolo and
Messer Maffeo stayed in Venice for about two years, waiting for a pope to
take office.

When the two brothers had waited as long as you have heard and there was
no sign of a pope being made, they decided that if they delayed any longer
it might be too late for them to return to the Great Khan. So they set out
from Venice, taking Marco, Niccolo’s son, with them, and headed straight
for Acre, where they met the legate I told you about before. They discussed
the affair with him at length and asked his permission to go to Jerusalem to
obtain some of the oil from the lamp at Christ’s sepulchre® that the Great
Khan had requested. The legate gave them permission to go. So the two
brothers set out from Acre and went to Jerusalem, where they took some oil
from the lamp of Christ’s sepulchre. They returned to the legate at Acre and
said to him: ‘Sir, since we see there is no pope, we wish to go back to the
Great Khan, because we have delayed too long.” And the lord legate, who
was one of the greatest lords of the whole Roman Church, replied: ‘Since
you wish to go back to the Great Khan, so be it.” Then he composed letters
and a message to be sent to the Great Khan, testifying that Messer Niccolo
and Messer Maffeo had come to fulfil their mission but that, since there was
no pope, they had been unable to complete it.

With the legate’s letters in their possession the two brothers left Acre and
set out on their return journey to the Great Khan. They travelled until they
reached Ayas, where they had barely arrived when the legate himself was



elected pope and took the name Pope Gregory of Piacenza.** The two
brothers were delighted by the news, and before any time had passed an
envoy arrived in Ayas with a message from the legate who had been elected
pope, directing Messer Niccolo and Messer Maffeo, if they had not already
gone on,” to turn back to him. The two brothers were overjoyed and replied
that they would gladly do so. What else shall I tell you? The king of
Armenia fitted out a galley for the two brothers and conveyed them with all
honour to the legate.

When they reached Acre they went to the Lord Pope and made him a
humble obeisance. The Lord Pope received them courteously, gave them his
blessing, and held revels and festivities in their honour. Then he provided
Messer Niccolo and Messer Maffeo with two Dominican friars, who were
undoubtedly the most learned then to be found in that whole province. One
was named Brother Nicholas of Vicenza, the other Brother William of
Tripoli. The pope gave the friars privileges that granted them plenary
authority to ordain priests and bishops and to grant or withhold absolution
as fully as he could himself. He entrusted them with letters in which, among
other things, he petitioned the Great Khan’s brother Abagha,*® lord of the
Tartars of the Levant, to grant the Christians his aid and favour so that they
could visit the lands beyond the sea. He charged them with delivering his
greetings to the Great Khan, along with many fine crystal vessels and other
gifts that he gave them.”” And when Messer Niccolo and Messer Maffeo
and the two friars had received the privileges and the letters and the
message from the Lord Pope, they asked for his blessing. Then all four set
off on their journey, taking Marco, Messer Niccolo’s son, with them.

They headed directly for Ayas, but no sooner had they arrived than
Bunduqdari,? the Egyptian sultan, invaded Armenia with a huge army and
devastated the country. The emissaries’ lives were in danger, and when the
two friars understood this they were terrified at the prospect of carrying on.
So they declared that they would go no further.? They gave Messer Niccolo
and Messer Maffeo all their privileges and letters, took leave of them, and
went off with the Grand Master of the Templars.



Messer Niccolo, Messer Maffeo and Niccolo’s son Marco set out on their
journey and rode on through winter and summer until they came to the
Great Khan, who was then at a large and wealthy city called Kaipingfu.*
We will not go into what they saw along the way because we will tell you
about it further on in our book, all in due order. But you should know that
they were hard pressed to make the journey in three and a half years, on
account of the snow and rain and flooded rivers,*! and because they could
not ride in winter as easily as in summer. And I give you my word** that
when the Great Khan heard that Messer Niccolo and Messer Maffeo were
approaching, he sent his couriers no less than the distance of a forty-day
journey to meet them. And they were very well served and attended in
every regard.

What else shall I tell you? When Messer Niccolo, Messer Maffeo and
Marco arrived at this great city they went to the chief palace, where they
found the Great Khan and a tremendous assembly of barons. They knelt
before him and made obeisance with the utmost humility. The Great Khan
told them to rise and received them courteously, with great celebrations and
festivities in their honour. And he asked many questions about their
circumstances and how they had fared since their departure. The two
brothers replied that things had turned out very well, seeing that they found
him healthy and flourishing. Then they presented the privileges and letters
that the pope had sent, which greatly pleased him. Next they handed him
the holy oil, which he received with joy and prized very highly.

When the Great Khan saw Marco, who was a mere stripling, he asked
who he was.

‘Sire,” said Messer Niccolo, ‘he is my son, and your servant. I have
brought him at great risk and trouble from those faraway lands to present
him to you as your slave.’

‘He is welcome,’ said the Great Khan. And he held him in great favour
and had his name inscribed alongside those of the other honoured members
of his household, as a result of which he was greatly esteemed and valued
by everyone by court.



But why make a long story of it? You may depend on it that the Great
Khan and his whole court welcomed the envoys with tremendous revelry
and festivities. And they were very well served and attended in every
regard. They stayed at court and had a place of honour above the other
barons.

Now it happened that Marco, the son of Messer Niccolo, acquired a
remarkable knowledge of the Tartars’ customs, languages and letters. I give
you my word that before he had been very long at the Great Khan’s court he
had mastered four languages, including their alphabets and written forms.
He was a man of exceptional astuteness and foresight, and the Great Khan
wished him nothing but the best because of the goodness and great worth he
discerned in him. And when the Great Khan observed the depth of Marco’s
wisdom, he sent him as his emissary to a country called Qarajang, which it
took him a good six months to reach. The lad successfully completed his
assignment and showed excellent judgement. He had often seen emissaries
return from the different regions to which the Great Khan had sent them
unable to make any report of the countries they had visited beyond the facts
of their mission; he had heard their master call them dolts and dunces and
declare he was more interested in receiving news of these strange countries
and their customs and manners than in the business on which he had sent
them. Being well aware of this, Marco took care on his own mission to pay
close attention to every novelty and curiosity that came his way, so that he
might describe them to the Great Khan.

When Marco returned from his mission, he presented himself before the
Great Khan and began by giving a full account of the business on which he
had been sent, which had gone very well. Then he recounted all the
novelties and sights he had seen along the way, so ably and knowingly that
the Great Khan and all those who heard him were amazed and said to one
another: ‘If this youth lives to manhood, he cannot fail to prove himself a
man of sound judgement and true worth.” What else shall I tell you? From
this time onward the youth was called Messer Marco Polo; and this is what



he will be called from now on in our book. And with good reason, for he
was a wise and accomplished man.

Why should we make a long story of it? You may depend on it that
Messer Marco stayed with the Great Khan for a good seventeen years, and
in all that time he never ceased to travel on assignments. For the Great
Khan, seeing that Messer Marco brought him so much news from each
country he was sent to and conducted his business so successfully, entrusted
him with every mission of particular importance or to distant lands. He
carried out his commissions with great success and brought back word of
many novelties and curiosities. And the Great Khan was so well satisfied
with Messer Marco’s handling of his affairs that he held him in high esteem,
showed him great favour, and kept him close by his side, so much so that
the other lords became very resentful. This, then, is why Messer Marco
knows more about this part of the world than any other man: because he
explored more of these outlandish regions than any man who was ever born,
and also because he bent his mind more fully to understanding them.

When Messer Niccolo, Messer Maffeo and Messer Marco had stayed as
long as you have heard with the Great Khan, they said among themselves
that they would like to go home to their own country.* They repeatedly
asked the Great Khan for permission to leave, entreating him in the gentlest
terms; but the Great Khan loved them so much and was so fond of their
company that nothing in the world would induce him to part with them.

At this time it happened that Queen Bulughan* died. She was the wife of
Arghun, lord of the Levant,* and she stipulated in her will that only a lady
of her lineage should be allowed to sit on her throne and marry Arghun. So
Arghun selected three of his barons, whose names were like this: the first
Ulaatai, the second Abishqa, and the third Qoja.* He sent them to the Great
Khan with a splendid retinue, to ask him to send a lady of the lineage of
Bulughan, his late queen. And when these three barons came before the
Great Khan, they told him why they had come. The Great Khan received
them courteously and held revels and festivities in their honour. Then he
sent for a lady named Kokechin,” who was of Queen Bulughan’s lineage



and was a very comely and good-natured girl of seventeen years of age. He
told the three barons that this was the lady they had come for, and they
replied that they were well satisfied. And when everything was prepared
and a large cortege was ready to escort this new bride with due pomp to
King Arghun, the envoys took leave of the Great Khan and set out on
horseback to make the journey of eight months along the road by which
they had come. Along the way they found that the path was blocked
because of a war that had recently broken out between certain Tartar kings;
and being unable to go ahead they were obliged against their will to turn
back to the court of the Great Khan, to whom they related everything that
had happened to them.

At this point Messer Marco returned from India after a voyage over
strange seas and reported many novel things about that country. And the
three barons, when they realized that Messer Niccolo, Messer Maffeo and
Messer Marco were Latins, said among themselves that they would like
these men to make the journey with them by sea. So they went to the Great
Khan and asked him as a favour to send them by sea and have the three
Latins accompany them.*® The Great Khan, who loved these three as much
as I have told you, granted this favour with great reluctance and gave the
three Latins permission to accompany the three barons and the lady.

When the Great Khan saw that Messer Niccolo, Messer Maffeo and Messer
Marco were ready to leave, he summoned all three to his presence and gave
them two tablets decreeing their right to travel freely throughout his lands
and to receive provisions for themselves and their attendants wherever they
went. He entrusted them with messages for the pope, for the kings of
France® and Spain, and for the other kings of Christendom. Then he fitted
out a fleet of fourteen ships, each of which had four masts and often sailed
with twelve sails. I could easily give you more details, but as it would take
some time I will not go into it at this point. Of these ships, at least four or
five carried crews of 250 to 260 seamen.

When the ships were ready, the three barons, the lady, Messer Niccolo,
Messer Maffeo and Messer Marco took leave of the Great Khan and



embarked with a very large company. And the Khan supplied them with
provisions to last two years.* What else shall I tell you? They put to sea and
sailed for three straight months until they came to an island called Java*
lying towards the south; this island is full of wonderful things that I will tell
you about in this book. Then they left the island, and I assure you they
sailed the Indian Ocean for a good eighteen months before they reached
their destination. And they encountered many great marvels, which we will
also recount to you in this book. And I can tell you without any doubt that
when they embarked there were at least 600 people on board, not counting
the sailors. And all died, save just eighteen. Of the three envoys only Qoja
survived; of the women and girls in the party only one died.*

When they arrived they discovered that Arghun was dead and a certain
Gaykhatu® was governing the kingdom. They decided the proper course
was to send him a message telling him that, having brought the queen on
Arghun’s orders, they would do whatever he thought was right. He sent
back word that they should give her to Arghun’s young son Ghazan,* who
was then in the region of the Dry Tree on the border of Persia, commanding
60,000 troops who were guarding the passes to prevent hostile nations from
invading and ravaging the country. And they did as they were instructed.
And when Messer Niccolo, Messer Maffeo and Messer Marco had done all
their duties as regards the lady and the missions the Great Khan had
entrusted them with, they returned to Gaykhatu as their road lay in that
direction. They stayed with him for nine months, then took their leave and
set out on their way. You should also be aware of the fact that Gaykhatu
gave these three emissaries of the Great Khan — namely Messer Niccolo,
Messer Maffeo and Messer Marco — four gold tablets of authority, each a
cubit long and five fingers wide, and each weighing three or four marks.*
Two bore the sign of the gerfalcon, one of the lion, and one was plain. On
each it was inscribed that by virtue of the Everlasting God the name of the
Great Khan was to be honoured and praised for ever, and that anyone who
disobeyed his commands would be put to death and have his goods
confiscated. Underneath it was written that these three envoys were to be
honoured and served throughout his lands like his own person and furnished



with horses and all necessary provisions and escorts. And this, to be sure, is
what happened; for across his lands they were freely supplied with horses,
provisions and everything they needed. I give you my word that time after
time they were provided with 200 horsemen, or a larger or smaller number
as was required to escort them and ensure their safe passage from one
district to another. And this was quite essential, because Gaykhatu was not a
legitimate ruler* and so the inhabitants did not restrain themselves from
breaking the law as they would have done if they were subject to a lord to
whom they owed allegiance.*

Let me tell you one more thing that is worth mentioning as it attests to
the honour of these three emissaries. For I give you my word that Messer
Maffeo, Messer Niccolo and Messer Marco were as eminent as I will
describe to you. You should know that the Great Khan had such faith in
them and was so fond of them that he entrusted to their care not only the
princess Kokechin but also the daughter of the king of Manzi,* both of
whom they were to escort to Arghun, lord of all the Levant. And so they
did; for they conducted them across the sea, as I told you above, with all
their retinue and all their provisions. Let me tell you, moreover, that these
two great ladies were under the personal care of these three envoys; for they
watched over them and guarded them as if they were their own daughters,
and the ladies, who were very young and beautiful, looked on them and
obeyed them as their fathers. And the three men handed them over to the
care of their lord. And I assure you in all honesty that Queen Kokechin, the
wife of Ghazan (who is now the reigning ruler), had grown so deeply
attached® to the three men — indeed both she and her husband Ghazan had —
that there is nothing she would not have done for them as readily as for her
own father. For you should know that, when these three envoys left her to
go back to their own country, she wept for grief at their parting.

Now I have told you something well worth repeating: that two such
ladies were entrusted to these three envoys, to be conducted to their lord
from such a far-off place. So we will leave it at that and carry on with your
story. What else shall I tell you? After the three emissaries had left
Gaykhatu, they set out on their journey and rode every day until they



reached Trebizond;*® and from Trebizond they sailed to Constantinople,
from Constantinople to Negropont, and from Negropont to Venice. This
was in the year 1295 from the incarnation of Christ.

And now that I have related to you all the contents of the prologue, just
as you have heard, I will begin the book.
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ONE

The Middle East

The fact is that there are two Armenias, the Greater and the Lesser. The lord
of Lesser Armenia' is a king who rules his country with wisdom and justice
and is subject to the Tartars.” There are many towns and villages, and all
manner of things are available in great abundance. The land also offers fine
sport with wild game of all sorts, both beasts and birds. Even so, I tell you it
is not a wholesome place; on the contrary, it is exceedingly unhealthy. Once
upon a time its nobles were brave and skilled soldiers, but now they are low
and wretched and good at nothing except getting drunk, which they are very
good at.

On the coast lies the town of Ayas, which is a bustling centre of trade; for
you may depend on it that all the spices and cloths and all the other valuable
things from the interior are carried to this town. And merchants come here
from Venice® and Genoa and all over to buy them. And every merchant and
traveller who is headed for the interior starts his journey in this town.

Lesser Armenia shares a border to the south with the Promised Land,
which is in the hands of the Saracens.* To the north are the Turkmen people
known as the Karamanids;® to the east and north-east are Turkey and the
cities of Kayseri,® Sivas’ and many others that are all subject to the Tart