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‘The Mongols’ favorable attitude toward artisans benefited the Mongols themselves, and also
ultimately facilitated international contact and cultural exchange.

“The Mongols recruited artisans from all over the known world to travel to their domains in
China and Persia. Three scparate weaving communities, for cxample, were moved from Central Asia
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and Persia to China because they produced a specific kind of textile —a cloth of gold — which the:
Mongols cherished.

Apparendly some Chinese painters — or perhaps their pattern books — were sent to Persia,
where they had a tremendous impact on the development of Persian miniaturc paintings. The
dragon and phocnix motifs from China first appear in Persian art during the Mongol cra. The
represcntation of clouds, trces, and landscapes in Persian painting also owes a great deal to Chinese
art - all duc to the cultural transmission supported by the Mongols. [Also sce The Mongols in China:
Cultural Life under Mongol Rule, below].
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Written 1 anguage. The Mongols were great cultural patrons. They conceived, for example, the
idea of a new written language that could be used to transeribe a number of the languages within the
Mongol domains. Khubilai Khan commissioned the Tibetan Phags-pa Lama to develop the new
seript, which came to be known as “the Square Seript” or the ‘Phags-pa seript. Completed around
1269, the Square Script was a remarkable effort to devise a new written language. The Mongol rulrs,
however, did not foresce how difficult it would be to impose a written language on the population
from the top down. Though they passed numerous edicts, regulations, and laws to persuade the
public to use the new seript, it never gained much popularity and was limited mainly to official uscs
— on paper money, official seals, a few porcelains, and the passports that were given by the Mongol
sulers.

Theater. The Mongol rulers were ardent patrons of the theater, and the Yuan Dynasty
witnessed a golden age of Chinese theater. The theater at this time was full of spectacles, including
acrobats, mimes, and colorful costumes — all of which appealed grearly to the Mongols. The Mongol
court sct up a special theater within the palace compound in Daidu (Beijing) and supported a
number of playwrights.

Painting. The art of painting also flousished under Mongol rule. One of the greatest painters
of the Yuan Dynasty, Zhao Mengfu, reccived a court position from Khubilai Khan, and along with
Zhao's wife Guan Daosheng, who was also a painter, Zhao received much support and
encouragement from the Mongols. Khubilai was also a patron to many other Chincse painters (Liu
Guandao was another), as well as artisans working in ccramics and fin tetiles. In fact, the status of
artisans in China was generally improved during the Mongols® reign. [Also sce The Mongols” Mark
on Global History: Artistic and Cultural Exchange, above.]

Mongol Rituals. Though Chinese culture was valued and supported in many ways, as discussed
above, this support was not at the expense of the Mongols® own native culture. That is, the Mongols
did not abandon their own heritage, even as they adopted many of the values and political structurcs
of the people they conquercd and governed.

In fact, the Mongol rulers took many steps to prescrve the rituals, ceremonics, and the
“flavor” of traditional Mongol life. For example, the ritual scattering of mare’s milk was still
performed every year; and before battle, libations of £ouiss (alcobolic drink made of mare’s milk)
were sill poured and the assistance of Tenggeri (the Sky God) stil invoked. In fact, traditional
Mongol shamanism was well supported, and shamans had positions at Khubilai Khar's court in
China.
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“The Mongol dynasty’s relation to Islam, in particular, had tremendous impact on China’s
relations with the outside world.

“The Mongols reeruited a number of Muslims to help in the rule of China, especially in the
field of financial administration — Muslims often scrved as tas colleetors and administeators. They
were accorded extraordinary opportunities during the Mongol period because Khubilai Khan and
the other Mongol rulers of China could not rely exclusively upon the subjugated Chinese to help in
suling China. They needed outsiders, and the Muslims were among those who assisted Khubilai.

The Mongols in China also recognized that Islamic scholars had made great leaps in the
studies of astronomy and medicine, and they invited many specialists in those fields to come to
China. Among those to make the trip was the Persian astronomer Jamal Aldin, who helped the
Chinese set up an obscrvatory. Bringing with him many diagrams and advanced astronomical
instruments from Persia, Jamal Al-din assisted the Chinese in developing a new, more accurate
calendar.

The Mongols were also impressed by the Persians” advances in medicine. They recruited a
‘number of Persian doctors to China to establish an Office for Muslim Medicine, and the result was
even greater contact between West Asia and E i
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Traditionally, merchants were accorded a relatively low social status in China. The Mongols,
however, had a more favorable attitude toward merchants and commerce ~ their nomadic way of
life, which s much reliant on trade with sedentary peoples, had caused them to recognize the
importance of trade from the very carliest times. Thus, the Mongols worked to improve the social
status of merchants and traders throughout their domains.

In particular, the Mongols initiated the Ortogh, or merchant associations, that helped
merchants who were in the business of long-distance trade. They also increased the availability of
paper money and reduced some of the tariffs imposed on merchants. The result was an
extraordinary increase of trade across and throughout Eurasia. [Also sce The Mongols’ Mark on

Global History: Merchant Associations, above.]

Along with the merchants, physicians, scientists, and artisans traveled freely throughout the
Mongol domains in Eurasia, and thesc interchanges of knowledge and culture became important not
only for the rest of world, but for China as well. [Also sce The Mongols® Mark on Global History:
Relations with Islam, above.]
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“The Mongols gave strong support to the peasants and peasant cconomy of China, believing
that the success of the peasant cconomy would bring in additional tax revenues and ultimately
benefit the Mongols themsclves.

Relief measures — including tax remissions, as well as granaries for the storage of surplus
grain — were thus provided for peasant farmers in North China, in the areas that had been
devastated during the war between the Mongols and the Chinese. And early in their reign, in 1262,
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the Mongols prohibited the nomads’ amimals from roaming n the farmlands and thereby
undermining the peasant cconomy.

The Mongols also sought to help the peasants organize themselves and initiated a
cooperative rural organization — a self-help organization comprising about 50 houscholds under the
dircction of a village leader.

These rural cooperatives had as their principle purpose the stimulation of agricultural
production and the promotion of land reclamation. The village/cooperative leader had the task of
guiding and helping his organization through everything from facming, planting trecs, and opening
10 improving measures for flood control and increasing silk production. In addition,
the cooperatives conducted a periodic census and assisted in surveillance over recaleitrant Chincse
and other possible saboteurs of Mongol rule. They also served as a kind of charity granary o assist
the unfortunate during poor harvests or droughts, providing food and other supplics to orphans,
widows, and the clderly.

“The Mongols also devised a fixed system of taxation for the peasants. Rather than having to
anticipate unpredictable and extraordinary levies, as in the past system they had much resented,
peasants under the Mongol system could know exactly how much would be required of them.

Perhaps the one area in which the Mongols did not much take into account the interests of
the peasantry was labor obligations. During their rule the Mongols embarked on a scrics of
extraordinary public works projeets throughout China, including the extension of the Grand Canal
0 Daidu (present-day Beijing), a vast postal-station system, and the building of a capital city in
Daidu. All these projects required vast investments of labor, and most of this labor was rceruited
from the peasantey. This policy became one that generated much animosity from the peasant ranks.
[Also sce The Beginnings of Mongol Collapse: Public Waorks Failures, below]
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‘Source: Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo, Penguin Books, 1958.

‘Document Note: Marco Polo journeyed to China from 1271 1o 1285. For 17 of these years, Polo
Sorved Kubilal Khan n various capaciies, ncluding ambassador.

The Yams

Let us now tum to the system of
post-horses by which the Great
Khan sends his dispatches.

You must know that the city of
Khan-balik (modern-day Beijing) is
a centre from which many roads
radiate to many provinces.... When
one of the Great Khan’s messengers
sets out along any of these roads, he
has only to go twenty-five miles and
there he finds a posting station,
‘which in their language is called a
yam.... And at each of these posts
the messengers find three or four
hundred horses in readiness awaiting
their command, and palatial lodgings
such as T have described. And this
holds throughout all the provinces
and kingdoms of the Great Khan’s
empire.

By this means the Great Khan's
messengers travel throughout his
dominions... (Mjore than 200,000
horses are stabled at these posts for
the special use of the messengers.
Moreover, the posts themselves
‘number more than 10,000, all
furnished on the same lavish scale.
‘The whole organization is so
stupendous and so costly that it
baffles speech and writing...

If it happens at any point that
there is some river or lake over
‘which the couriers and mounted
‘messengers must pass, the neighbor-
ing cities keep three or four ferry-
boats continually in readiness for
this purpose.

. When the need arises for the
Great Khan to receive immediate
tidings (news) ... T assure you that
the messengers ride 200 miles in a
day, sometimes even 250. Let me
explain how it is done.... They tighten
their belts and swathe their heads
and off they go with all the speed
they can muster, till they reach the
next post-house twenty-five miles
away. As they draw near they sound
asort of horn which s audible at a
great distance, so that horses can be
ot ready for them. On arrival they
find two fresh horses, ready
hamnessed, fully rested, and in good
running form. They mount there ...
and off they go again.... And so it
‘goes on tll evening.

‘Note: The Great Khan is Kubilai Khan,
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‘Source: Paul Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan: His Life and Legacy, translated by Thomas Nivison
Halning, 1991. Reprinted by permission of Blackwel PUblishing. (laics added)

‘The evidence of the chroniclers and travelers enables us to identify
the striking changes wrought on Mongol morality by Genghis’ Khan
legislation. Juvaini comments that Genghis Khan rooted out...adultery and
theft. “War, stife, bodily harm or murder do not exist, robbers and thieves
on a grand scale are not to be found among them?” remarks Plano Carpini,
“and for this reason their houses and the carts in which they store their
‘wealth have neither locks nor bolts” Juzjani writes that no one except the
owner would dare pick up even a whip lying on the ground. Ibn Battuta,
describing how during travels in Irag two horses went astray during the
night, reports that although the travelers left the country soon afterwards the
horses were brought to them on their journey twenty days later. He also
comments that although there were many pack animals in the Kipchak area,
these could be left unattended because of the severity of (Mongol) laws
against theft.
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‘Source: Wilam of Rubruck, The Journey of Willam of Rubruck,transiated by a nun of
‘Stanbrook Abbey, editod by Christopher Dawson, London: Shoed and Ward, 1955.

Karakorum, Mongolia, May 30, 1254

Thie next day fie (Mongke Kfian) sent fis scrifes to me, who saidé
“Our master sends us to you and e says: “Here you are, Christians,
Saracens (Muslims), and tuins (Rubruck would translate tuins as pagans;
in fact, they were Buddists), and cach of you declares that fis faw is the
best and his literature, that is fiis books, are the truest.” He therefore
wisfies you all to mest together and hold a conference and cach one is to
write dgwn what fie says so that he can know the truth.”

(On the day following the exchange between the religious spokesmen
gl e ) e ot
believe that there is but one God, by Whom we [ive and by Whom we die
and towards Him we have an upright fieart. But just as God gave
different fingers to thi hand so fas He given ,ﬁﬂf’nm ways to men.”

Notes: + Mongke Knan was the fourth Great Khan, the grandson of Genghis, and the brother of
Kublal who would succed Mongke upon his death in 1259,
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Source: Marco Polo, Italian merchant, recorded in his book, A Description of the World, c. 1300

“Upon leaving the city of Kue-lin-fu, and traveling three days, during which you are continually
passing towns and castles, of which the inhabitants are idolaters, have silk in abundance, and
export it in considerable quantities, you reach the city of Unguen. This place is remarkable for a
‘great manufacture of sugar, which s sent from thence to the city of Kanbalu for the supply of the
court. Previously to its being brought under the dominion of the grand khan, the natives were
‘unacquainted with the art of manufacturing sugar of a fine quality, and boiled it in such an
imperfect manner, that when left to cool it remained in the state of a dark-brown paste....at the
end of five days’ journey, you arrive at the noble city of Zai-tun , which has a port on the sea-
coast celebrated for the resort of shipping, loaded with merchandise... The quantity of pepper
imported there is 5o considerable that what is carried to Alexandria to supply the demand of the
‘western parts of the world, is trifling in comparison... ™
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The Mongols® receptiveness to foreigners was a critical factor in promoting cultural
exchange and a truly “global” history. Their attitude of relative openness toward forcigners and
forcign influence led to an etraordinary interehange of products, peoples, technology, and science
throughout the Mongol domains.

So it is no accident that Marco Polo reached China during this cra falso sce Key Figures in
Mongol History: Marco Polo, below]. And also no accident that Ibn Battuta, the great Iskmic
traveler from Morocco, also reached China during this time, and that Rabban Sauma, a Nestorian
Chistian from the arca around Beijing, reached Furope and had audicnces with the kings of
England and France and the Pope.

From the Mongol period on, then, we can speak about a Furasian — if not a global — history,
in which developments in one part of Europe would have an impact not only in Europe but also in
Asia, with the same being true for Asia. And if we remember that Christopher Columbus was
actually looking for a new route to Asia when he landed in America — and that one of the few books
he had with him was Marco Polo’s account of his travels in Asia — we could cven say that global
history begins with the Mongols and the bridge they built between the Fast and the West.
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The Mongols did not have their own artisan class in traditional times because they migeated
from place to place and could not carry with them the supplics needed by artisans. They were thus
dependent upon the sedentary world for crafis, and they prized artisans highly.

For cxample, during Chinggis Khar's attack on Samarkand, he instructed his soldicrs not to
harm any artisans or craftsmen. Craftsmen throughout the Mongol domains were offercd tax
benefits and were frecd from cormée labor (unpaid labos), and their products were highly prized by the
Mongol clite.

The Mongol's estraordinary construction projects required the services of artisans,
architeets, and technoerats. When Ogédei, Chinggis Khan's third son and heir, dirccted the building
of the capital city at Khara Khorum, the first Mongol capital, or when Khubilai Khan dirceted the
building of Shangdu (also known as “Xanadu”), his summer capital, as well as the building of the
city Daidu (the modern city of Beijing), all required tremendous recruitment of forcign craftsmen
and artisans [also sce The Mongols in China: Civilian Life under Mongol Rule, below].




