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OVERVIEW
Between A.D. 1271 and A.D. 1295, Marco Polo, a Venetian merchant, traveled across Asia
with his father and uncle. The group spent many years at the court of Kublai Khan in
Cathay, present-day China. Marco Polo’s extraordinary account of his adventures inspired a
number of European explorers to follow in his footsteps.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• If European explorers were inspired to travel by Marco Polo, what do you think
they expected to find on their voyages?
• How is the new capital city laid out?

T

he Travels of Marco Polo, 1290s
THE city of Kanbalu is situated near a large river in the province of
Cathay, and was in ancient times eminently magnificent and royal. The name
itself implies "the city of the Emperor"; but his Majesty was informed by the
astrologers, that it was destined to become rebellious to his authority and
resolved upon the measure of building another capital, upon the opposite side
of the river, where stand the palaces just described. The new and the old cities
are separated from each other only by the stream that runs between them. The
new-built city received the name of Taidu, and all the Cathaians, that is, all
those of the inhabitants who were natives of the province of Cathay, were
compelled to evacuate the ancient city, and to take up their abode in the new.
Some of the inhabitants, however, of whose loyalty he did not entertain
suspicion, were suffered to remain, especially because the new one, although of
the dimensions that shall presently be described, was not capable of containing
the same number as the former, which was of vast extent.
This new city is of a form perfectly square, and twenty-four miles in
extent, each of its sides being six miles. It is enclosed with walls of earth, that
at the base are about ten paces thick, but gradually diminish to the top, where
the thickness is not more than three paces. In all parts the battlements are
white. The whole plan of the city was regularly laid out by line, and the streets
in general are consequently so straight, that when a person ascends the wall
over one of the gates, and looks right forward, he can see the gate opposite to
him on the other side of the city. In the public streets there are, on each side,
booths and shops of every description. All the allotments of ground upon
which the habitations throughout the city were constructed are square, and
exactly on a line with each other; each allotment being sufficiently spacious for
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handsome buildings, with corresponding courts and gardens. One of these was
assigned to each head of a family. Afterwards the property passed from hand to
hand. In this manner the whole interior of the city is disposed in squares, so as
to resemble a chess-board, and planned out with a degree of precision and
beauty impossible to describe. The wall of the city has twelve gates, three on
each side of the square, and over each gate and compartment of the wall there
is a handsome building; so that on each side of the square there are five such
buildings, containing large rooms, in which are disposed the arms of those
who form the garrison of the city, every gate being guarded by a thousand
men. It is not to be understood that such a force is stationed there in
consequence of the apprehension of danger from any hostile power whatever,
but as a guard suitable to the honour and dignity of the sovereign. Yet it must
be allowed that the declaration of the astrologers has excited in his mind a
degree of suspicion with regard to the Cathaians.
In the centre of the city there is a great bell suspended in a lofty building,
which is sounded every night, and after the third stroke no person dares to be
found in the streets, unless upon some urgent occasion, such as to call
assistance to a woman in labour, or a man attacked with sickness. In such
necessary cases the person is required to carry a light.
Outside of each of the gates is a suburb so wide that it reaches to and
unites with those of the other nearest gates on both sides, and in length
extends to the distance of three or four miles, so that the number of
inhabitants in these suburbs exceeds that of the city itself. Within each suburb
there are, at intervals, as far perhaps as a mile from the city, many hotels, or
caravanserais, in which the merchants arriving from various parts take up their
abode; and to each description of people a separate building is assigned, as we
should say, one to the Lombards, another to the Germans, and a third to the
French. . . .
Guards, in parties of thirty or forty, continually patrol the streets during
the course of the night, and make diligent search for persons who may be from
their homes at an unseasonable hour, that is, after the third stroke of the great
bell. When any are met with under such circumstances, they immediately
apprehend and confine them, and take them in the morning for examination
before officers appointed for that purpose. Upon proof of any delinquency,
they are sentenced according to the nature of the offence, to a severer or lighter
infliction of the bastinade, which sometimes, however, occasions their death.
It is in this manner that crimes are usually punished amongst these people,
from a disinclination to the shedding of blood, which their learned astrologers
instruct them to avoid. . . .
WHEN his Majesty holds a grand and public court, those who attend it are
seated in the following order. The table of the sovereign is placed on an
elevation, and he takes his seat on the northern side, with his face turned
towards the south; and next to him, on his left hand, sits the Empress. On his
right hand are placed his sons, grandsons, and other persons connected with
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him by blood, upon seats somewhat lower, so that their heads are on a level
with the Emperor’s feet. The other princes and the nobility have their places at
still lower tables; and the same rules are observed with respect to the females,
the wives of the sons, grandsons, and other relatives of the Great Khan being
seated on the left hand, at tables in like manner gradually lower; then follow
the wives of the nobility and military officers: so that all are seated according
to their respective ranks and dignities, in the places assigned to them, and to
which they are entitled.
The tables are arranged in such a manner that the Great Khan, sitting on
his elevated throne, can overlook the whole. It is not, however, to be
understood that all who assemble on such occasions can be accommodated at
tables. The greater part of the officers, and even of the nobles, on the contrary,
eat, sitting upon carpets, in the halls; and on the outside stand a great
multitude of persons who come from different countries, and bring with them
many rare curiosities. . . .
The numerous persons who attend at the sideboard of his Majesty, and
who serve him with victuals and drink, are all obliged to cover their noses and
mouths with handsome veils or cloths of worked silk, in order that his victuals
or his wine may not be affected by their breath. When drink is called for by
him, and the page in waiting has presented it, he retires three paces and kneels
down, upon which the courtiers, and all who are present, in like manner make
their prostration. At the same moment all the musical instruments, of which
there is a numerous band, begin to play, and continue to do so until he has
ceased drinking, when all the company recover their posture. This reverential
salutation is made as often as his Majesty drinks. It is unnecessary to say
anything of the victuals, because it may well be imagined that their abundance
is excessive.
When the repast is finished, and the tables have been removed, persons of
various descriptions enter the hall, and amongst these a troop of comedians
and performers on different instruments. Also tumblers and jugglers, who
exhibit their skill in the presence of the Great Khan, to the high amusement
and gratification of all the spectators. When these sports are concluded, the
people separate, and each returns to his own house.
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