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Introduction 
 
Marco Polo (1254-1324) was born in Venice, an Italian city-state, to a powerful merchant family with extensive trade 
contacts. Marco Polo had the standard education for a young gentleman of his time—knowledge of classical authors 
and the basic beliefs of the Catholic church, a good grasp of French and Italian, and skills in accounting. 
 
In 1260, Marco Polo’s father and uncle traveled through the Mongol empire, all the way to its capital in China. There 
they requested trade and missionary contacts. Tradition has it that on a second trip, taken in 1271, on which they 
carried messages from the Pope, the elder Polos took along young Marco, who was then seventeen. Many years later, 
Marco Polo, with the assistance of a romance novel writer, composed a book entitled The Travels of Marco Polo, or, A 
Description of the World. If the book is to be believed, Marco Polo spent seventeen years in China, during which time 
he not only conducted business, but also was hired by the Mongol Yuan emperor to serve as the governor of 
Yangzhou, a large southern Chinese port city. 
 
The veracity of Marco Polo’s account is hotly debated among scholars. Some uphold Polo’s claim to have been to 
China, while others argue that he simply picked up tales of China from Arab traders and compiled them into a book. 
None dispute, however, that the book does contain descriptions of Yuan-dynasty China, albeit with the 
embellishments and inaccuracies that one would expect from text that has been copied and recopied since the 
thirteenth century. 
 
In the excerpts that follow, Marco Polo (or his Arab sources) describes the cities and urban life of Yuan-dynasty China. 
 
 
 
Selected Document Excerpt  
From The Book of Ser Marco Polo: The Venetian Concerning Kingdoms and Marvels of the East, Volumes I and II, translated and 
edited by Colonel Sir Henry Yule (London: John Murray, 1903). 
 
 

The Book of Ser Marco Polo: 
The Venetian Concerning Kingdoms and Marvels of the East 

 
BOOK SECOND. PART III. 
CHAPTERS LXXVI. DESCRIPTION OF THE GREAT CITY OF KINSAY,1 WHICH IS THE 
CAPITAL OF THE WHOLE COUNTRY OF MANZI2 
 

                                                 
1 Suzhou 
2 South China 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When  you  have  left  the  city  of Changan  and  have  travelled  for  three  days  through  a 
splendid country, passing a number of towns and villages, you arrive at the most noble city of 
Kinsay, a name which is as much as to say in our tongue “City of Heaven,” as I told you before. 

And since we have got  thither  I will enter  into particulars about  its magnificence; and 
these  are well  worth  the  telling,  for  the  city  is  beyond  dispute  the  finest  and  noblest  in  the 
world. In this we shall speak according to the written statement which the Queen of this Realm 
sent to Bayan the 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. And 
now we shall rehearse those particulars. 

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 twelve thousand bridges of stone, for the 
most part so lofty that a great fleet could pass beneath them. And let no man marvel that there 
are so many bridges, for you see the whole city stands as it were in the water and surrounded 
by water, so that a great many bridges are required to give free passage about it. [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  has  12,000  houses  in  the  occupation  of  its workmen. 
Each of  these houses contains at  least 12 men, whilst  some contain 20 and some 40—not  that 
these are all masters, but inclusive of the journeymen who work under the masters. 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, was 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. 

Inside the city there is a Lake which has a compass of some 30 miles: 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 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. The King made this provision for the gratification of his people, and 
the place was open to every one who desired to give an entertainment. [Sometimes there would 
be at these palaces an hundred different parties; some holding a banquet, others celebrating a 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wedding;  and  yet  all  would  find  good  accommodation  in  the  different  apartments  and 
pavilions, and that in so well ordered a manner that one party was never in the way of another.] 

The houses of the city are provided with lofty towers of stone in which articles of value 
are  stored  for  fear of  fire;  for most of  the houses  themselves are of  timber, and  fires are very 
frequent in the city. 

The  people  are  Idolaters;  and  since  they were  conquered  by  the Great Kaan  they  use 
paper‑money.  [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 that they eat every 
kind  of  flesh,  even  that  of  dogs  and  other  unclean  beasts,  which  nothing  would  induce  a 
Christian to eat. 

Since the Great Kaan occupied the city he has ordained that each of the 12,000 bridges be 
provided with a guard of ten men, in case of any disturbance, or of any being so rash as to plot 
treason or insurrection against him. [Each guard is provided with a hollow instrument of wood 
and with a metal basin, and with a time‑keeper to enable them to know the house of the day or 
night.  And  so  when  one  hour  of  the  night  is  past  the  sentry  strikes  one  on  the  wooden 
instrument and on the basin, so that the whole quarter of the city is made aware that one hour 
of the night is gone. At the second hour he gives two strokes, and so on, keeping always wide 
awake and on the look out. In the morning again, from the sunrise, they begin to count anew, 
and strike one hour as they did in the night, and so on hour after hour. 

Part of the watch patrols the quarter, to see if any light or fire is burning after the lawful 
hours; if they find any they mark the door, and in the morning the owner is summoned before 
the magistrates, and unless he can plead a good excuse he is punished. Also if they find any one 
going about the streets at unlawful hours they arrest him, and in the morning they bring him 
before the magistrates. Likewise if in the daytime they find any poor cripple unable to work for 
his livelihood, they take him to one of the hospitals, of which there are many, founded by the 
ancient kings, and endowed with great revenues. Or if he be capable of work they oblige him to 
take up some trade. If they see that any house has caught fire they immediately beat upon that 
wooden  instrument  to give  the  alarm,  and  this  brings  together  the watchmen  from  the other 
bridges  to  help  extinguish  it,  and  to  save  the  goods  of  the  merchants  or  others,  either  by 
removing them to  the  towers above mentioned, or by putting  them in boats and transporting 
them to the islands in the lake. For no citizen dares leave his house at night, or to come near the 
fire; only those who own the property, and those watchmen who flock to help, of whom there 
shall come one or two thousand at the least.] 

… 
The  Kaan  watches  this  city  with  especial  diligence  because  it  forms  the  head  of  all 

Manzi;  and because he has  an  immense  revenue  from  the duties  levied on  the  transaction of 
trade therein, the amount of which is such that no one would credit it on mere hearsay. 

All the streets of the city are paved with stone or brick, as indeed are all the highways 
throughout Manzi, so that you ride and travel in every direction without inconvenience. Were it 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not for this pavement you could not do so, for the country is very low and flat, and after rain  
‘tis deep in mire and water. … 

You must know also that the city of Kinsay has some 3000 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; large enough for 100 persons to bathe together. 

…  
Know also  that  the Great Kaan hath distributed  the  territory of Manzi  into nine parts, 

which he hath constituted into nine kingdoms. To each of these kingdoms a king is appointed 
who is subordinate to the Great Kaan, and every year renders the accounts of his kingdom to 
the fiscal office and the capital. This city of Kinsay is the seat of one of these kings, who rules 
over 140 great and wealthy cities. For in the whole of this vast country of Manzi there are more 
than 1200 great and wealthy cities, without counting the towns and villages, which are in great 
numbers. And you may receive it for certain that in each of those 1200 cities the Great Kaan has 
a garrison, and that  the smallest of such garrisons musters 1000 men; while there are some of 
10,000, 20,000, and 30,000; so that the total number of troops is something scarcely calculable. … 
But you must not suppose they are by any means all of them cavalry; a very large proportion of 
them  are  foot‑soldiers,  according  to  the  special  requirements  of  each  city.  And  all  of  them 
belong to the army of the Great Kaan. 

… The people of this country have a custom, that as soon as a child is born they write 
down the day and hour and the planet and sign under which its birth has taken place; so that 
every one among them knows the day of his birth. And when any one intends a journey he goes 
to  the  astrologers,  and gives  the particulars  of his nativity  in order  to  learn whether he  shall 
have good luck or no. Sometimes they will say no, and in that case the journey is put off till such 
day as the astrologer may recommend. These astrologers are very skillful at their business, and 
often their words come to pass, so the people have great faith in them. 

… 
…  It  is  the  custom  for  every  burgess  of  this  city,  and  in  fact  for  every  description  of 

person  in  it,  to  write  over  his  door  his  own  name,  the  name  of  his  wife,  and  those  of  his 
children, his  slaves, and all  the  inmates of his house, and also  the number of animals  that he 
keeps. And if any one dies in the house then the name of that person is erased, and if any child 
is born its name is added. So in this way the sovereign is able to know exactly the population of 
the city. And this is the practice also throughout all Manzi and Cathay. 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BOOK SECOND. PART III. 
CHAPTERS  LXXVII.  FURTHER  PARTICULARS  CONCERNING  THE  GREAT  CITY  OF 
KINSAY 

 
… 
In this part are the ten principal markets, though besides these there are a vast number 

of others in the different parts of town. The former are all squares of half a mile to the side, and 
along their front passes the main street, which is 40 paces in width, and runs straight from end 
to  end  of  the  city,  crossing many  bridges  of  easy  and  commodious  approach. At  every  four 
miles  of  its  length  comes  one  of  those  great  squares  of  2  miles  (as  we  have  mentioned)  in 
compass. So also parallel  to  this great street, but at  the back of  the market plaes,  there runs a 
very large canal, on the bank of which towards the 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  a week,  frequented  by  40,000  or 
50,000 persons, who bring thither for sale every possible necessity of life, so that there is always 
an ample supply of every kind of meat and game, as of roebuck, red‑deer,  fallow‑deer, hares, 
rabbits,  partridges,  pheasants,  francolins,  quails,  fowls,  capons,  and  of  ducks  and  geese  an 
infinite quantity; for so many are bred on the Lake that for a Venice groat of silver you can have 
a  couple  of  geese  and  two  couple  of  ducks.  Then  there  are  the  shambles  where  the  larger 
animals are slaughtered, such as calves, beeves, kids, and lambs, the flesh of which is eaten by 
the rich and the great dignitaries. 

Those markets make a daily display of every kind of vegetables and fruits; and among 
the latter there are in particular certain pears of enormous size, weighing as much as ten pounds 
apiece, and the pulp of which is white and fragrant  like a confection; besides peaches in their 
season both yellow and white, of every delicate flavour. 

Neither  grapes  nor wine  are  produced  there,  but  very  good  raisins  are  brought  from 
abroad, and wine likewise. The natives, however, do not much care about wine, being used to 
that kind of their own made from rice and spices. From the Ocean Sea also come daily supplies 
of fish in great quantity, brought 25 miles up the river, and there is also great store of fish from 
the lake, which is the constant resort of fishermen, who have no other business. Their fish is of 
sundry kinds, changing with the season; and, owing to the impurities of the city which pass into 
the  lake,  it  is  remarkably  fat  and  savoury. Any one who  should  see  the  supply of  fish  in  the 
market would suppose it  impossible that such a quantity could ever be sold; and yet in a few 
hours  the  whole  shall  be  cleared  away;  so  great  is  the  number  of  inhabitants  who  are 
accustomed to delicate living. Indeed they eat fish and flesh at the same meal. 

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 fresh, and is sold very cheap. 

… 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The houses of  the citizens are well built and elaborately  finished; and the delight  they 
take  in  decoration,  in  painting  and  in  architecture,  leads  them  to  spend  in  this way  sums  of 
money that would astonish you. 

The natives of this 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 dissentions 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 lods. 

On the Lake of which we have spoken there are numbers of boats and barges of all sizes 
for parties of pleasure. These will hold 10, 15, 20, or more persons, and are from 15 to 20 paces 
in  length, with  flat bottoms and ample breadth of beam,  so  that  they always keep  their  trim. 
Any one who desires to go a‑pleasuring with the women, or with a party of his own sex, hires 
one of these barges, which are always to be found completely furnished with tables and chairs 
and all  the other apparatus  for a  feast. The roof  forms a  level deck, on which the crew stand, 
and pole the boat along whithersoever may be desired, for the Lake is not more than 2 paces in 
depth. The inside of this roof and the rest of the interior is covered with ornamental painting in 
gay colors, with windows all  round that can be shut or opened, so  that  the party at  table can 
enjoy all the beauty and variety of the prospects on both sides as they pass along. And truly a 
trip on this Lake is a much more charming recreation than can be enjoyed on land. For on the 
one side lies the city in its entire length, so that the spectators in the barges, from the distance at 
which  they  stand,  take  in  the  whole  prospect  in  its  full  beauty  and  grandeur,  with  its 
numberless palaces, temples, monasteries, and gardens, full of lofty trees, sloping to the shore. 
And the Lake is never without a number of other such boats, laden with pleasure parties; for it 
is the great delight of the citizens here, after they have finished the day’s business, to pass the 
afternoon in enjoyment with the ladies of their families, or perhaps with others less reputable, 
either in these barges or in driving about the city in carriages. 

… 


