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Big Idea

Marco Polo Explores China

Essential Question

What did Marco Polo’s experiences reveal about 
China under Mongol rule?
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Words To Know

Marco Polo – was a Venetian (Italian) merchant believed to 

have journeyed across Asia at the height of the Mongol 

Empire. He first set out at age 17 with his father and 

uncle, traveling overland along what later became known 

as the Silk Road.

Let’s Set The Stage…

Marco Polo was born in Venice, or possibly Croatia, in 1254. Located on the 
eastern coast of Italy, Venice served as a gateway to the riches of Asia during 
this era of increasing trade. Goods flowed like water through the city. 
At the time of Marco’s birth, his father, Niccolo, was away trading. His 
father made it all the way to China and was in contact with the most 
powerful ruler of the time, Kublai Khan. When Marco’s father returned to 
Venice after being away for 16 years, he found out that his wife had died and 
that he had a 15-year-old son, Marco, whom he did not know existed.
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Kublai Kahn

By 1279, the Mongol empire was ruled by Kublai Khan (grandson 
of Genghis Khan). 
Under Kublai Khan's rule, the Yuan dynasty was born. 

Marco Polo

In 1271, Marco (17 years old) and his father set sail.
They headed directly to the court of Kublai Khan, to bring him 
documents from the pope and holy oil from Jerusalem that he had 
requested. 



3/3/2020

4

Even with a gold passport from Kublai Khan, which enabled the 
travelers to use lodgings (places to stay) and horses posted by the 
Mongols along the Silk Road routes, it took them three and a half 
years to arrive in China. 

Upon reaching the summer palace of Kublai Khan in 1275, Niccolo 
Polo presented his son (Marco Polo) and offered him in service to the 
emperor.
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Marco Polo worked many different jobs for Kublai Khan.
Marco could speak many different languages and had mastered four 
written alphabets.

After more than 16 years in China, the Marco Polo begged 
permission from Kublai Khan to return home to Venice. 
He was so useful to Kublai Khan that he did not want him to 
leave. 
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Finally, he agreed for Marco Polo to escort (bring back) a Mongolian 
princess to become the bride of a Persian king; and they headed back 
home to Venice.

When Marco Polo returned home he recorded his experiences in a 
book.
In his writings, Marco Polo told stories about the wealth and 
splendor of China.
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Marco Polo described the palace of Kublai Khan and China’s mail 
system, which ponies traveled on the empire’s well kept roads.

He found Mongolian customs fascinating, such as the use of paper 
for money and the burning of coal for heat.
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Effects of Marco Polo’s Time in China
Before Marco Polo returned and wrote down his experiences, most 
Europeans were ignorant (did not know of) of the great civilizations 
to the east. 
The Chinese, for their part, called themselves the center of the earth.
Other than establishing trade contacts and securing the defense of 
their borders, the Chinese had little interest in dealing with the 
people they called "barbarians." 

It was through the eyes of Marco Polo that many Europeans first 
learned about those civilizations to the east.
Marco Polo and his travels have had a very large cultural influence on 
the western world. 
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Essential Question Answered

Marco Polo’s travels revealed that China was a far more 
advanced civilization that people in Europe ever believed.

Before Marco Polo's travels, the people of Europe 
believed they were the most prosperous society in the 
world.

What did Marco Polo’s experiences reveal about China 
under Mongol rule?

After reading Marco Polo’s stories, Europe set a course to 
become more advanced than China. 

Eventually, Europe would advance further than China 
during the Industrial Revolution of the 18th and 19th 
centuries.

Essential Question Answered

What did Marco Polo’s experiences reveal about China 
under Mongol rule?


