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Abstract

Marco Polo would almost have fallen into oblivion and extinction had
he not been fortunate, as his book received wide attention, although
printing at that time did not invade Europe until after nearly 200
years, and this book was handwritten among the 120 manuscripts
that were found, published Marco Polo wrote about the year 1300 in
a language that existed in the Middle Ages called the Italian-French
language, and it spread very quickly inside and outside Italy in an
era that did not know printing. And after the invention of printing in
1439, the book became unprecedentedly popular in the West, and
therefore the book was the first best-selling book worldwide in
history, and about one hundred and fifty copies of those original
handwritten copies in more than ten languages are still in existence
today, Unfortunately, it differs in some details, but the amount of
information in it is enormous.

Livres des merveilles du mond or Description of the World in French
Divisament dou monde, also known as Oriente Poliano in Italian
Oriente Poliano or by its more common name The Travels of Marco
Polo, is a 13th-century travel book written by Rustichello da Pisa
from stories he told Marco Polo, describing the latter's travels
through Asia, Persia, China and Indonesia between 1271-1291.
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The Voyage of Marco Polo

Gather round the table, children, open the charming book with the picture of
the "sublime royal hunt", as the old chronicle has it, and listen to what I shall read
you from its age-yellowed pages.

A long, long time ago, in the year one thousand two hundred and fifty three,
two prosperous merchants left the beautiful city of Venice, and the wind which blew
out the sails of their ship took them to Constantinople, the city which today we call
Istanbul. At that time Venice was a city of merchants who traded in rare materials,
spices, pearls and precious stones, which they brought from countries around, the
Adriatic and Mediterranean Seas. They also sailed into the Black Sea and, with their
caravans, travelled far from the shore over the continent. The goods which they
bought in these pd'rts they then sold to various countries of Europe .and filled their
chests with gold and silver coins.

Our two merchants were brothers called Maffio and Nicolo who inherited
from their ancestors the name of Polo. In Constantinople there lived a third brother
who was also a merchant and was called Marco. He is not, however, the hero of our
story, because he died shortly before his brothers landed in Constantinople. Maffio
and Nicolo shed tears at his grave; but because they were merchants, in the evening,
after having returned from the cemetery, they took counsel with the manager of his
property as to what to do with the .latter. It was by no means small. Apart from
money and goods, it included also a purse full of precious stones. There were rubies
and sapphires and goodness knows what other valuable gems, the names of which
they did not even know, and some of them were as big as a pigeon's egg.

"We 'shall sell them," the brothers said, "we shall sell them and buy goods for
the money.

"But to whom are you going to sell them?" asked their dead brother's manager.
"There 1s no sovereign in the West who could pay for them".
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There was no sovereign in the West rich enough ... That was true. .. "But what
about the East?" the manager went on after a while. "Would you not like to offer
them to the Tartar Khans, or directly to the Great Khan, Kublai, in Katai? There are
riches there, and goods which we have probably not yet seen here at all. The empire
of the Great Khan, Kublai, i1s without boundaries and his riches are counted in
millions!...

Maffio did not hesitate for a moment, but Nicolo wavered. "To the East? Why,
it is several years' journey, and I have a child in Venice perhaps this very minute. It
was about to be born any day when we left Venice. Should it be a boy, I have a name
for him already! He will be called Marco, after our dead brother".

"He will wait for you," Maffio laughed. "Business first! We shall sail to the
Crimean Soldadie and from there we shall set out on our journey to the Great Khan."
And since Maffio was the elder brother, they did as he said.

And when the brothers returned from the court of Kublai Khan, who had taken
a great liking to them, Marco, Nicolo's son, was fourteen years old.

And this Marco, he is the Marco Polo of whose voyages you are about to hear.

It happened that Maffio and Nicolo returned with a message from Kublai
Khan to the Pope of .all Christendom in which the Great Khan asked the Pope to
send him priests who would instruct him in Christ's teaching. However, the Polo
brothers had no one to deliver the message to, because Clement IV had died just
before their arrival and the dignitaries of the Church could not agree for three years
as to who should succeed him. The Polo brothers waited and waited, and the boy
Marco, on hearing their tales about far-away lands, never stopped begging them all
those three years to take him with them when they returned with learned monks to
the empire of Kublai Khan. He begged and begged until his father, Nicole, granted
his wish just at the time when Tebaldo de Visconti ac-ceded to the Holy See as Pope
Gregory X.
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The Pope did not give them a hundred preachers as Kublai Khan had requested
in his message. He gave them two, and not even these two ever reached the Khan. It
happened like this:

As soon as the caravan of the Polo brothers had covered the first few days of
its journey, they encountered a great army in Armenia and learned that that country
was expecting a war with the Sultan of Babylonia. The brothers told the ominous
news to the monks, who consulted with each other in great consternation. No, they
would not go any further, they said to the Polo brothers. They would not obey the
Pope, but would return home. And before the surprised brothers had recovered from
their astonishment, the two monks took possession of the Pope's letters to Kublai
Khan and, mounting their mules, started to trot back along the road to Giazza.

The Polo brothers were unable to say a word. For years they had travelled
through rocky mountains and vast deserts; for three years they had waited to take
those two to the Great Khan, and they...

I believe that Nicolo and Maffio were very near to tears at that moment.

But I also believe that the small Marco looked after the two fugitives with
contempt. He thought:

"We are not learned people, but we have kept our promise. Father and Uncle gave
their word they would return - and so they will. "!

And so Marco stooped, tightened the straps of his boots and, turning his back
on Giazza, on the fleeing monks, turned his face towards the rising sun.

From this moment he will have to travel for three whole years before reaching
the seat of the Great Khan. And almost a quarter of a century will pass before he
sees his home town of Venice again.
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Today it is different. You board a plane in London in the morning and at

lunch-time you are in New York. In a jet plane you can travel round the whole world
in two days. And if you do not want to go by plane, you can get in a train and roll
and roll along until you arrive at wherever it is you wish to go. You can travel by
car, by a speedy steamship.

In the thirteenth century, however, it was much more difficult. A horse, a
mule, a camel, or your own feet - nothing else, no other means of transport. Paved
roads? There were none, only muddy or dusty dirt tracks or crooked paths, and in
some places not even those. And now pick up a map and have a good look at it. The
Polos travelled through Asia Minor, Armenia, Persia, by-passed the Pamir, went on
along the valley of the River Tarim and over Suchow to the river Hwang-Ho. Just
where the Hwang-Ho turns south they left its valley and, proceeding to the north-
east, they finally, in the summer of the year 1257, reached Kai-ping in the Bay of
Lia-Tung, where Kublai Khan had his summer residence.

For three years they had travelled through unknown countries, mountains and
deserts, scorched by the sun and drenched by the rain, in order to keep their word.

On their way they encountered many adventures, mostly such - if you
understand what adventure really means - as enriched their knowledge. Imagine the
young Marco, who so far had known only his home in Venice, suddenly meeting
people he had never even dreamed of, coming to wonderful towns, seeing villages
situated at the foot of mountains so high that he had to throw his head head right
back to look at their peaks, just as if he were looking at the stars.

I shall tell you what happened to him once and how he nearly lost his life.

The caravan was moving through a desert. For whole months the travellers
had seen only barren hills, arid valleys and sand, sand, sand ... From one spring of
water they had to travel a whole day and night to reach another, and even then it
often happened that the water was bitter and salt. Even the skies over that desert
were sad and yellowish grey. And then one evening it happened.
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Marco tarried behind the caravan until it disappeared from sight behind the
dunes. There was a hollow silence, interrupted only by the snakelike hiss of the wind
in the sand from time to time. The skies were dark, like cast iron, and the cold moon
shed almost no light. And at that moment Marco heard the spirits of the desert
groaning and moaning:

"Marco Marco"

And now there and there and somewhere else again. The voices were
appealing, threatening, now like a sick mother, now like an enemy lying in ambush
with drawn sword.

What was happening? It was not possible!

Marco drove his camel wildly from one dune to another, from one hill to
another, but not a thing was to be seen, only those mysterious voices could be heard
everywhere! And suddenly there was dead silence, a cold, fearful silence.

And in that silence Marco was seized by a new horror. Where was the
caravan? In vain did he strain his ears; in vain did he look round. He was in the
middle of the desert surrounded only by night and fear.

Marco cupped his hands round his mouth and shouted, but was frightened
again, this time by his own voice. And even more by the fact that no one, no one at
all answered him.

He shouted again and again and listened intently. And suddenly he seemed to
hear someone answering him in the distance.

But who? Were they his people or again - the spirits of the desert?

"Where are you? Father! Father! I have lost my way"!...
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Ah, at last! They answered and did something even wiser. They lit a fire - and
Marco was saved. He dug his heels into his camel and set out towards the glow of
the fire.

Many years afterwards a wise old man told him that the voices he had heard
then were not the spirits of the desert, but the wind hissing in the sand in a way
resembling human voices. He was right, I am sure. But at the time, the time when
Marco lost his way in the middle of the Lop desert, he believed that they were indeed
the spirits of the desert.

Finally the Polos reached their destination.

The first thing Marco was dazzled by in Khai-ping (at that time it was called
Kambal) was Kublai Khan's palace. It was surrounded with moats and walls and
each wall was eight miles long. In the corners there stood high, white towers whose
gates were guarded by armed sentries.

The caravan passed through the first gate and, lo and behold, there stood in
front of Marco another wall, this time six miles long.

They passed through the gate - and again Marco was astonished to find himself
in front of a third wall, the battlements of which glittered in the rays of the sun, being
as white as china.

And still he had to pass through another, fourth, wall which sprang up from
among green trees lining a meadow on which there bounded stags, fallow deer and
roes. Marco could not take his eyes off the sight, and as he was gazing at the meadow
and deer below the fourth wall, the caravan passed the last gate and stopped in front
of Kublai Khan's palace.

Venice is beautiful, but compared with the splendour of Kublai Khan's palace,
its beauty is that of the moon compared with the magnificence of the sun.

RESS Journal
Route Educational & Social Science Journal
Volume 10/Issue 3, May 2023



The Voyage of Marco Polo m

At the other end of the vast hall,' between statues of gold-painted dragons,
there sits an old man on a throne with a lion lying at his feet. The old man smiles,
rises from his throne and embraces Maffio and Nicolo, looking questioningly at
Marco and finally grasping who he is. The old man is no other than Kublai Khan!

He patted Marco's head on hearing the story of the Pope's monks who had
given up the struggle in such a cowardly way while this young boy had carried on
so heroically...

Later on he became Marco's friend and Marco remained for twenty years in
his service as his courtier, as his envoy who made many journeys through the empire
of the Great Khan, and even as the Governor of its territories.

Marco did not cease to wonder as he learned how the old Khan administered
his country. He ruled it without newspapers, without the radio, without the
telephone, tele—graph or teleprinter - and yet he always knew everything in good
time and issued his commands in good time, too. He was aided by couriers and
messengers because - and it was here that Marco's manifold surprises started - the
whole empire was interwoven with a network of paved roads of which no European
sovereign had even dreamt. After every thirty miles of road there was a house where
travellers were looked after. These houses were called "yambs" - today we should
say hotels - and in their stables many good horses were always ready for the Khan's
messengers. A messenger arrived, refreshed himself with good food and drink, had
a rest, mounted a fresh horse and hurried on to-wards his goal. Marco wrote later on
that it was the most magnificent thing a man could imagine - of course, a man of the
thirteenth century.

But in Kublai Khan's empire Marco learned many more wonderful and, to
him, in-comprehensible things.

He visited, for instance, Kublai Khan's mint. He thought he would see metal
coins being minted; however, what he actually saw were rectangular pieces of paper
made of mulberry bast being printed. Banknotes! And in the thirteenth century! In
China as early as in Marco's time there were no gold or silver coins, but paper notes.
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However, if anybody needed gold or silver for his work, such as a jeweler, he could
get it from a bank, from the mint, in exchange for his paper money.

That was something the Venetian merchants could not understand. It was a
great pity. Imagine how different the world would have looked if they had
understood and if those to whom they spoke about it after their return to Venice had
believed it. I think the invention of printed paper money would most probably have
brought about much more rapidly another important invention - the invention of
book-printing. And of what importance that was to the world all of you probably
know.

But Marco was to encounter many more surprises. The greatest of them all
was the fact that in Katai, as Kublai Khan's empire was called, people did not heat
with wood or charcoal as in Europe, but with black stones extracted from the mines
in the mountains. And the heat produced by these stones was much greater than that
produced by wood, and the fire could be kept burning even throughout the whole
night.

Stones that burned! How could Marco make his countrymen believe such a
fairy-tale on his return home? "It is impossible" and "Marco is a liar," they used to
say. They did not believe him and had to wait for coal for whole centuries.

Kublai Khan was an ardent hunter and I shall tell you what his hunts were like
when they were adapted to his great age and the ailments of an old man.

Every year in March the Great Khan left the town of Kambal accompanied by
thousands of beaters, hunters, falconers, guides and guards. The beaters, hunters and
falconers would form a wide semi-circle in front of the Khan and survey the country.

The Khan himself used to ride behind them on four elephants. These giant
animals used to carry on their backs an ingenious structure supporting a wooden
palanquin softly upholstered inside with gold woven fabrics and furs and covered
with leopard skins on the outside. In this palanquin which the elephants carried on
their backs there sat in comfort Kublai Khan with his noblemen and with falcons,
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which he released to chase the flustered birds. And around the sixteen columns
formed by the powerful and massive elephants' legs there ran about, not hounds and
setters, but tamed tigers, leopards, lynxes and lions, which the Great Khan used
during his "sublime hunts", as Marco used to describe them, to kill wild donkeys,
bears, and deer.

However, even dogs took part in the Khan's hunts and Marco Polo sometimes
counted as many as five thousand of them. They were led by whippers-in, dressed
in red or blue costumes according to whether they walked on the Khan's right or left-
hand side, and as they traversed the countryside there was sometimes perhaps a
whole day's journey between the first on the right and the last on the left-hand side.
Not one animal could escape through their giant semi-circle.

Today we should say that it was barbarous to kill in such a way.

Lions, tigers, leopards, hounds, setters, dachshunds, eagles and falcons - a
strange hunt, where the huntsmen had not even to draw their bows or throw their
spears - and yet every evening Kublai Khan's camp was full of dead game.

Marco never forgot the dreadful yet beautiful sight of a trained leopard
slinking stealthily through the grass after a poor roe, stopping, every muscle in his
body to crouching and

Beauty and horror combined.

Maffio and Nicolo saw to the Great Khan's business affairs while Marco, to
whc he had taken a great liking, became his courtier and, later on, as I have already
told you his envoy.

He visited the Country of Morning Freshness, he learned to know the country
Tsipang, which today we call Japan, and he travelled as far as Tibet and India. For
many years he was Governor in the town of Yan-gui, but he was most astounded on
becoming acquainted with the very big and very wonderful town of Kwinsai. Even
at that time this town was bigger than other towns, built on the banks of a river and
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the shore of a lake and interwoven with an ingenious system of channels and canals,
thus reminding Mari of his native Venice. It was, however, much, much bigger and,
whether he wanted admit it or not, also much more beautiful. Its stone bridges alone,
decorated with statue numbered - as Marco said in his memoirs - almost twelve
thousand. They were probably not so numerous actually, Marco was probably
exaggerating, but there were many, so many that the figure of twelve thousand did
not seem too great to him about describing them. There were ten large squares
surrounded by big shops. There was street of medical men, a street of astrologers,
houses of justice, palaces, parks. The lake was surrounded by villas and on two
islands in the lake there were imposing building with an unbelievably large number
of rooms, where the inhabitants of the town used 1 celebrate their weddings and hold
their banquets...

The old Polo brothers did business and Marco learned things and wrote notes
in order to be able to narrate his experience at home one day. ..

But - home. .. ?

The years were passing and the Great Khan would not listen when Maftio,
Nicolo and Marco said that they would like to return to their own people, to Venice.
"What would you do there? Aren't you happy in Katai?" he would ask them.

Without Kublai's permission they could not leave, and he could not or would
no understand that these three people were longing for their own country, because a
man could not be completely happy anywhere else. Had they not everything they
could possibly want? Home? Their home was there, in Katai, and the Khan's hand
was always generously open. They had riches - what else did they wish to seek in
Venice? The Khan himself was born in a tent, which had been pulled down a long
time ago..

And so he did not understand.
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Once the Polos even tried to escape, but as soon as they mounted their horses,
the were surrounded by Kublai's guards and taken back to his palace. The Great
Khan was not angry, but he did not understand.

Until one day. ..

Runners came to inform the Great Khan that messengers of Argon, the Persian
king were approaching his palace with important news. The messengers arrived,
bowed to the Great Khan and informed him that King Argon's wife had died and that
he begged the Ruler of all Tartars to choose another wife for him from the Jenghiz-
Khan clan.

“The sad Kublai Khan listened to the messengers and answered: “Give me
time to col sider well the choice of your new queen. In the meantime I entrust you
to the care of my most honoured friends, the Polos, who will be your counsellors
and guides".

The Polos and the Persian envoys became great friends and the Persians
understood what the Great Khan could not. "Yes," they said, "we shall try to
persuade Kublai Khan to allow you to leave his service and join us on our way
home".

However, bad luck prevented the plan from being carried out. Marco was in
India at the time and the old Polo brothers could not leave without Marco, could
they? And to their great regret they did not leave, because Kublai Khan gave the
Persian envoys the charming Princess Kogatin to take back with them to their King
as his new wife and so the envoys had to set out on their journey back to Persia.

Their dreams about returning to Venice came to nothing because by the time
Marco returned from India several months later it was too late.

And yet it was not! A few days after Marco's arrival from India, the Persian
envoys and Princess Kogatin returned. War was raging in the countries through
which they had to pass and the envoys were afraid lest the future wife of their king
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(and perhaps also they themselves) should come to harm. They decided, therefore,
that they would travel by some other route, by sea.

The Great Khan hesitated a long time, but he decided finally that the leader of
the Persian caravan on that long and dangerous journey should be the experienced
Marco, and with him he freed from his service also his father and uncle.

He let them go unwillingly; because he was really very fond of them.

The ships set out and sailed for long, long months. They stopped at Sumatra,
and the Polos rode through the island and its kingdom on horseback, took part in a
hunt for a uni—corn, bought camphor, and learned to know a tree from the pith of
which the natives ground flour and baked bread.

The ships then cast anchor at Ceylon, where King Sedamai ruled; stopped in
the Indian Malabar, where they became acquainted with pearl-fishers and wonderful
temples full of golden i1dols around which women dancers performed; were attacked
by sea pirates on their way to the Kingdom of Malabar, but overpowered them so
that the wicked pirates were hardly able to save their own skins; learned about many
other kingdoms and islands from the merchants and inhabitants of the towns where
they landed; until they finally arrived at Ormuza, where their sea voyage ended.

The first news, however, that the Persian envoys learned on landing at the port
was bad. King Argon had not lived to see his new bride .

Here it 1s, here is their home town at last - but alas! nobody knows them any
longer! Relatives and friends flee from them as from ghosts, nobody wants to believe
that it is really then, Nicolo, Maffio and Marco Polo, alive, much older, it is true, but
alive...! And it takes days and. days before Venice starts to believe that that grey-
haired man of stately bearing is the former youngster, Marco, that those three have
not met their deaths somewhere in the deserts of far-away Asia, that they have, really
returned home.

And then Marco started to tell his countrymen about the things, he had seen.
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Believe me, children, he had never felt sadder in all his life than at the time he
told his fellow citizens about the beauty of those far-away countries which he had
learned to know, about their towns and peoples, magnificent temples and treasures,
their wonders .

King Argon was dead!

Princess Kogatin stood there pale, trembling like a leaf, the maiden wife of a
husband she had never known. What was she to do? Would she return to Katai, to
Kublai Khan, her grandfather? The Persian envoys took counsel with the Polos and
decided to fulfill their task and conduct Kogatin to the Persian court.

And that is just what they did.

We can even believe that the Princess's grief did not last long, because at the
border of Persia she was met by the new Persian king, the graceful and gallant son
of Argon, the former Prince Kasan.

As you have probably guessed already, these two young people soon got married.

And now it was finally time for the Polos to return to Venice! because they
did not believe him.

Never did they believe that there could be money made of paper .

Never did they believe that there could be black stone that burned and heated
better than charcoal.

They did not believe that the town of Kwinsai could be bigger and more
beautiful than their beloved Venice

That there could be a wall of such a length that from its bricks all the houses
in their own country could be built
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that human hands could build canals as long as those he described they hardly
believed anything at all!

And Marco Polo was unhappy, because nothing makes a man more unhappy
than the knowledge that he is not believed when telling a great truth. But the,
Venetians laughed at him and gave him the nickname of Mr. Million because it
seemed to them, the fools, that there were millions and millions of things about
which he exaggerated a million times. And so it happened that Marco Polo, the man
who had seen the hitherto unseen and heard the hitherto unheard of, in the end died
unhappy because the people, his people, for whom he had been pining for a quarter
of a century in far-away Katai, did not believe the things he had learned.
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