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Considering the Evidence: Traveler Tales and Observations 

 

Historians generally prefer to rely on “insiders” for understanding the societies and cultures they study.  

Documents, artifacts, and images created by people actually living in those times and places have an authenticity that 

accounts by foreigners may lack.  Nonetheless, scholars often find it helpful—even necessary—to make use of records 

written by outsiders as well.  During the postclassical millennium, as long-distance trade flourished and large 

transregional empires grew, opportunities for individuals to travel far beyond their homelands increased.  Their accounts 

have provided historians with invaluable information about particular regions and cultures, as well as about interactions 

among disparate peoples.  The authors of these accounts, perhaps inadvertently, also reveal much about themselves and 

about the perceptions and misperceptions generated by cross-cultural encounters.  The selections that follow provide three 

examples of intrepid long-distance travelers and their impressions of the societies they encountered on their arduous 

journeys. 

 

A European Christian in China 
 

Of all the travelers along the Silk Road network, the most well-known and celebrated, at least in the West, was 

Marco Polo (1254–1324).  Born and raised in the prosperous commercial city-state of Venice in what is now northern 

Italy, Marco Polo was a member of a family prominent in the long-distance trade of the Mediterranean and Black sea 

regions.  At the age of seventeen, Marco accompanied his father and an uncle on an immense journey across Eurasia 

which by 1275 brought the Polos to China, recently conquered by the Mongols.  It was, in fact, the relative peace which 

the Mongols had created in their huge transcontinental empire that facilitated the Polos’ journey (see below). 

 

 



 

 

For the next seventeen years, they lived in China, where they were employed in minor administrative positions by Khublai 

Khan, the country’s Mongol ruler.  During these years, Marco Polo apparently traveled widely within China where he 

gathered material for the book about his travels, which he dictated to a friend after returning home in 1295.   

 

Marco Polo’s journey and the book that described it, generally known as The Travels of Marco Polo, were  

important elements of the larger process by which an emerging West European civilization reached out to and became 

aware of the older civilizations of the East.  Christopher Columbus carried a marked-up copy of the book on his trans- 

atlantic journeys, believing that he was seeking by sea the places Marco Polo had visited by land.  Some modern scholars 

are skeptical about parts of Marco Polo’s report, and a few even question whether he ever got to China at all, largely 

because he omitted any mention of certain prominent features of Chinese life, for example, foot binding, the Great Wall, 

and tea drinking.  Most historians, however, accept the basic outlines of Marco Polo’s account, even as they notice 

exaggerations as well as an inflated perception of his own role within China.  The selection that follows conveys Marco 

Polo’s description of the city of Hangzhou, which he referred to as Kinsay.  At the time of Marco Polo’s visit, it was 

among the largest cities in the world. 

 

The Travels of Marco Polo (1299) 
Source: The Book of Sir Marco Polo the Venetian Concerning the Kingdoms and Marvels of the East, 3rd ed., translated 

and edited by Henry Yule, revised by Henri Cordier (London: John Murray, 1903), vol. 2:185–206. 

 

The city is beyond dispute the finest and the noblest in the world.  In this we shall speak according to the written 

statement which the Queen of this Realm sent to Bayan, the [Mongol] conqueror of the country for transmission to the 

Great Kaan, in order that he might be aware of the surpassing grandeur of the city and might be moved to save it from 

destruction or injury.  I will tell you all the truth as it was set down in that document.  For truth it was, as the said Messer 

Marco Polo at a later date was able to witness with his own eyes. . . . 

 

First and foremost, then, the document stated the city of Kinsay to be so great that it hath an hundred miles of compass. 

And there are in it 12,000 bridges of stone. . . . [Most scholars consider these figures a considerable exaggeration.]  And 

though the bridges be so high, the approaches are so well contrived that carts and horses do cross them. 

 

The document aforesaid also went on to state that there were in this city twelve guilds of the different crafts, and that each 

guild had 12,000 houses in the occupation of its workmen.  Each of these houses contains at least twelve men, whilst 

some contain twenty and some forty. . . . And yet all these craftsmen had full occupation, for many other cities of the 

kingdom are supplied from this city with what they require. 

 

The document aforesaid also stated that the number and wealth of the merchants, and the amount of goods that passed 

through their hands, were so enormous that no man could form a just estimate thereof.  And I should have told you with 

regard to those masters of the different crafts who are at the head of such houses as I have mentioned, that neither they nor 

their wives ever touch a piece of work with their own hands, but live as nicely and delicately as if they were kings and 

queens.  The wives indeed are most dainty and angelical creatures!  Moreover it was an ordinance laid down by the King 

that every man should follow his father’s business and no other, no matter if he possessed 100,000 bezants (a Byzantine 

gold coin). 

 

Inside the city there is a Lake . . . and all round it are erected beautiful palaces and mansions, of the richest and most 

exquisite structure that you can imagine, belonging to the nobles of the city.  There are also on its shores many abbeys and 

churches of the Idolaters [Buddhists].  In the middle of the Lake are two Islands, on each of which stands a rich, beautiful, 

and spacious edifice, furnished in such style as to seem fit for the palace of an Emperor.  And when any one of the citizens 

desired to hold a marriage feast, or to give any other entertainment, it used to be done at one of these palaces. And 

everything would be found there ready to order, such as silver plate, trenchers, and dishes, napkins and table-cloths, and 

whatever else was needful. . . . Sometimes there would be at these palaces an hundred different parties; some holding a 

banquet, others celebrating a wedding . . . in so well-ordered a manner that one party was never in the way of another. . . . 

 

Both men and women are fair and comely, and for the most part clothe themselves in silk, so vast is the supply of that 

material, both from the whole district of Kinsay, and from the imports by traders from other provinces.  And you must 

know they eat every kind of flesh, even that of dogs and other unclean beasts, which nothing would induce a Christian to 

eat. . . . 



 

 

You must know also that the city of Kinsay has some 3,000 baths, the water of which is supplied by springs.  They are hot 

baths, and the people take great delight in them, frequenting them several times a month, for they are very cleanly in their 

persons.  They are the finest and largest baths in the world. . . . 

 

And the Ocean Sea comes within twenty-five miles of the city at a place called Ganfu, where there is a town and an 

excellent haven, with a vast amount of shipping which is engaged in the traffic to and from India and other foreign parts, 

exporting and importing many kinds of wares, by which the city benefits. . . . 

 

I repeat that everything appertaining to this city is on so vast a scale, and the Great Kaan’s yearly revenues therefrom are 

so immense, that it is not easy even to put it in writing. . . . 

 

In this part are the ten principal markets, though besides these there are a vast number of others in the different parts of the 

town. . . . [T]oward the [market] squares are built great houses of stone, in which the merchants from India and other 

foreign parts store their wares, to be handy for the markets.  In each of the squares is held a market three days in the week, 

frequented by 40,000 or 50,000 persons, who bring thither for sale every possible necessary of life, so that there is always 

an ample supply of every kind of meat and game. . . . 

 

Those markets make a daily display of every kind of vegetables and fruits. . . .[V]ery good raisins are brought from 

abroad, and wine likewise. . . . From the Ocean Sea also come daily supplies of fish in great quantity, brought twenty-five 

miles up the river. . . . All the ten market places are encompassed by lofty houses, and below these are shops where all 

sorts of crafts are carried on, and all sorts of wares are on sale, including spices and jewels and pearls.  Some of these 

shops are entirely devoted to the sale of wine made from rice and spices, which is constantly made fresh, and is sold very 

cheap.  Certain of the streets are occupied by the women of the town, who are in such a number that I dare not say what it 

is.  They are found not only in the vicinity of the market places, where usually a quarter is assigned to them, but all over 

the city.  They exhibit themselves splendidly attired and abundantly perfumed, in finely garnished houses, with trains of 

waiting-women.  These women are extremely accomplished in all the arts of allurement, and readily adapt their conversa-

tion to all sorts of persons, insomuch that strangers who have once tasted their attractions seem to get bewitched, and are 

so taken with their blandishments and their fascinating ways that they never can get these out of their heads. . . . 

 

Other streets are occupied by the Physicians, and by the Astrologers, who are also teachers of reading and writing; and an 

infinity of other professions have their places round about those squares.  In each of the squares there are two great 

palaces facing one another, in which are established the officers appointed by the King to decide differences arising 

between merchants, or other inhabitants of the quarter. . . . 

 

The crowd of people that you meet here at all hours . . . is so vast that no one would believe it possible that victuals 

enough could be provided for their consumption, unless they should see how, on every market-day, all those squares are 

thronged and crammed with purchasers, and with the traders who have brought in stores of provisions by land or water; 

and everything they bring in is disposed of. . . .  

 

The natives of the city are men of peaceful character, both from education and from the example of their kings, whose 

disposition was the same.  They know nothing of handling arms, and keep none in their houses.  You hear of no feuds or 

noisy quarrels or dissensions of any kind among them.  Both in their commercial dealings and in their manufactures they 

are thoroughly honest and truthful, and there is such a degree of good will and neighborly attachment among both men 

and women that you would take the people who live in the same street to be all one family. 

 

And this familiar intimacy is free from all jealousy or suspicion of the conduct of their women.  These they treat with the 

greatest respect, and a man who should presume to make loose proposals to a married woman would be regarded as an 

infamous rascal.  They also treat the foreigners who visit them for the sake of trade with great cordiality and entertain 

them in the most winning manner, affording them every help and advice on their business. But on the other hand they hate 

to see soldiers, and not least those of the Great Kaan’s garrisons, regarding them as the cause of their having lost their 

native kings and lords. 

 

 

 

 



 

Using the Evidence: Traveler Tales and Observations Questions 

 

1.  How would you describe Marco Polo’s impressions of the city? What did he notice? What surprised him? 

2.  Why did Marco Polo describe the city as “the finest and the noblest in the world”? 

3.  What marks his account of the city as that of a foreigner and a Christian? 

4.  What evidence of China’s engagement with a wider world does this account offer? 
 

 

 

1. Describing a foreign culture: This document was written by an outsider to the people or society he is describing.   

a. What different postures toward these foreign cultures are evident in the document?    

b. How did the traveler’s various religions shape their perception of places they visited? 

c. How did they view the women of their host societies?  

d. Were these travelers more impressed by the similarities or by the differences between their home cultures and  

      the ones they visited? 

 

2. Defining the self-perception of authors:  

a. What can we learn from this document about the men who wrote them?  

b. What motivated them?  

c. How did they define themselves in relationship to the societies they observed? 

 

3. Assessing the credibility of sources:  

a. What information in this document would be most valuable for historians seeking to understand China in the   

    postclassical era?  

b. What statements in this source might be viewed with the most skepticism? (You will want to consider the 

    author’s purposes and their intended audiences in evaluating their writings.) 

 

4. Considering outsider’s accounts:  

a. What are the advantages and limitations for historians in drawing on the writings of foreign observers? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


