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The West Discovers the East
• Marco Polo’s travels: 1271-

1295

• Member of an experienced 

trading family

• He probably served in the 

government in South China

• His book described the 

mysterious cultures of the 

Eastern world

• He gave glowing reports of 

wealth and great size of 

China during the Yuan 

Dynasty

• Also gave Europeans their 

first comprehensive look at:

• Japan

• Persia

• India





• Despite the economic prosperity, intellectual 

brilliance, and artistic greatness of the Song 

dynasty, it was continuously under military 

pressure from its nomadic neighbors to the north 

and west and in the thirteenth century 

succumbed to a newly arrived nomadic force, the 

Mongols of Central Asia

• Before defeating the Southern Song, Chinggis 

(Genghis) Khan created the most effective 

fighting force and the largest land empire the 

world had ever seen. 

• Troops traveled with three to five horses per 

soldier so they could carry supplies and weapons, 

change mounts regularly, and keep moving 

rapidly for days on end

Mongol Expansion





• Military commanders used flags, 

torches, and message carriers to 

maintain effective communications 

between units. Soldiers wore light armor 

made of leather with metal scales and 

helmets of leather or iron and carried 

leather-covered wicker shields

• Each soldier carried two powerful 

compound bows and a large quiver of at 

least sixty iron-tipped arrows. With the 

use of iron stirrups, soldiers could shoot 

arrows accurately from a standing 

position while riding on horseback at full 

gallop

• Today, their Mongolian descendants 

proudly display horsemanship by age six

Modern Mongolian Horsemanship

Mongolian Soldiers in Time of 
Chinggis Khan



Origin of the Yuan Dynasty

1271-1368 CE
• Kubilai Khan was the Grandson of 
Chinggis Khan of the Mongols

• Mongols controlled the old North 
China area the Song Dynasty never 
included, by replacing the Jurchen rulers

• Decades later, when the Yuan Dynasty 
controlled the Chinese Heartland, it did 
not control rest of Mongol territory

• Mongols had made Korea a vassal; 
later Kubilai attempted expansion into 
nearby Japan 



Examples of Chinese “Diplomacy” towards Japan



After No Response from Japan:



Attacks on Japan Fail
• Kubilai’s actions set a 

milestone for future Japan-

China relations

• The outcomes set limits on 

Mongol expansion 

• The invasions inspired works 

of fiction and are the earliest 

events for which the word 

Kamikaze ("divine wind") is 

widely used

• One of the earliest use of 

gunpowder outside of China. 

China used explosive, hand-

thrown bombs







Emaciated Horse

 







Peasant to Emperor
• Zhu Yuanzhang is born into a poor peasant family 
• The 1344 floods cause an epidemic which kills his 

parents and two brothers 
• Zhu joins a local Buddhist Temple to help survive 

with his remaining brother
• The Yuan Military burns the temple, thinking it part 

of the Red Turban Movement
• Zhu joins the Red Turban Army; rises in leadership
• His troops occupy Nanjing in 1356
• He breaks with Red Turbans, eliminates rivals
• Declares the Ming Dynasty in 1368; becomes the 

Hongwu Emperor
• Orders empire-wide land and population survey
• Establishes efficient local village self-governance; 

monthly readings of Confucian standards to be read 
in each village

• Demands a lean bureaucracy in the capital
• Paranoia however takes over during much of his 

thirty-year reign: 100,000 officials executed





End of Formal Presentation
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