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Summary: When Marco Polo and Rustichello began their collaboration in writing 
the Description of the World, they were faced with a number of problems. Not the least of 
these was the question of writing toponyms (and other foreign words) for which there was 
no accepted orthography in Latin script. The many Chinese toponyms in the book, which 
were originally written with a non-alphabetic script, presented particular difficulties. The 
romanisation of Chinese has been an issue which has only recently been more or less 
satisfactorily resolved. Here, an exploratory foray is made into the complexities of the to-
ponyms in Marco Polo’s text, some of which are subjected to preliminary analysis. It is 
concluded that Marco’s transcriptions seem generally accurate when compared with re-
constructions of Yuan-period pronunciations of Chinese. It also seems clear that Marco 
heard a variety of pronunciations, including dialect pronunciations, which are reflected in 
the orthography. It appears that the toponyms are intended to be pronounced according 
to Italian phonology, even though Rustichello’s original text was written in French. It 
is suggested that Pelliot’s opinion that there was only one original orthography may not 
be correct, as there are indications that the orthographies used in the Zelada manuscript 
and Ramusio’s edition may have been revised by Marco himself or under his direction.

Introduction: dialects and romanisation

When Marco Polo and Rustichello of Pisa began work on their collabo-
rative Description of the World, one of the issues to which they had to find a 
solution was the writing of foreign toponyms. Many of these were previously 
unknown to Europeans, or at least more or less unknown, and there was no 
generally-accepted way to write them in Latin script. At least in the case of 
toponyms in China, many were usually written in a script which was not 
alphabetic or clearly phonetic. Most Chinese characters include a phonetic 
element, but the pronunciation is not fixed.1 It certainly varied over time, 
and also from speaker to speaker. Even the use during the Yuan period of the 
’Phags-pa script, which is alphabetic,2 did not solve the problem of the varying 
dialect pronunciations of different native speakers of the Chinese language.3 

1	 See Pelliot 1936, pp. 162–166; Karlgren 1923, pp. 53–58; Yong/Peng 2008, p. 20.
2	 For further information about the ’Phags-pa script, see Coblin 2007, pp. 1–22.
3	 On Chinese dialects, some of which might better be considered separate languages, 

see Kurpaska 2010, pp. 1–3; Creamer 1992, p. 123.
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I personally suspect that one of the principal reasons why the ’Phags-pa script 
never seems to have become commonly used for writing Chinese was that its 
phonetic system did not match the pronunciation of most of those who were 
officially supposed to use it. This is similar to the problem which exists to-
day with the official romanisation system of the People’s Republic of China, 
Pinyin.4 This system is used for Chinese-language input on computers and 
mobile telephones, but there are Chinese who cannot write text messages in 
Chinese, or can only write them slowly, because they are not adequately fa-
miliar with Pinyin.5 Pinyin represents the official pronunciation of Modern 
Standard Chinese (putonghua 普通話),6 but many Chinese still cannot speak 
standard Chinese fluently or with the officially correct standard pronun-
ciation, and therefore struggle with Pinyin. As I have remarked elsewhere, 
there are still entire provinces of China where “good” standard putonghua 
is hardly ever heard.7 As recently as September 2014, it was reported in the 
national Chinese newspaper, Renmin ribao 人民日报 (People’s Daily), that 
30 % of the population of China could not speak Modern Standard Chinese 
at all, and that, of the 70 % who could, only some 10 % were able to commu-
nicate using “comparatively standard putonghua (bijiao biaozhunde putong-
hua 比較標凖的普通話).”8 It is certainly unlikely that the use of any stand-
ard version of Chinese was more common during the thirteenth century. If 
anything, the reverse is more probable. Undoubtedly, Marco Polo would 
have heard many different Chinese dialects and variant pronunciations.

This certainly complicated the task of writing Chinese words using Latin 
script. The question of romanisation of Chinese has given rise to multiple 
different solutions during the past couple of centuries, including systems 
intended to be applicable to Chinese dialects. There has often been consid-
erable disagreement about such systems.9 Only recently has Pinyin become 
a more or less universally accepted system for the romanisation of Modern 
Standard Chinese. The question of how Marco Polo (and Rustichello)10 

  4	 “Pinyin” is the usual abbreviation of Hanyu Pinyin 漢語拼音: on which, see Rohse-
now 2004, p. 24.

  5	 This is from personal knowledge and observation.
  6	 On putonghua, see Chen 1999, pp. 23–30.
  7	 Haw (forthcoming).
  8	 Wei Zhezhe/Shao Kaixiang 2014, p. 12.
  9	 See Summers 1863, pp. 112–124; Branner 2006, pp. 213–232; Chappell 1980, 

pp. 105–115; Actes du douzième Congrès International des Orientalistes, I, pp. cxli–cxlii, 
cxliii–cxlv.

10	 It is very difficult to know how much contribution Rustichello made to this ro-
manisation issue. Below, it will be assumed that the orthography of Chinese words (almost 
entirely toponyms) involved both Marco and Rustichello, but for reasons which will be-
come clear as this article progresses, it seems likely that the greatest input came from Marco.
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dealt with the challenge of writing Chinese words using the Latin alphabet 
is historically interesting as an early attempt at romanisation, and is fun-
damental to the identification of many of Marco’s toponyms. Did Marco 
use a consistent system, or were his romanisations inconsistent and erratic? 
To what extent did Marco’s orthography represent non-standard dialect 
pronunciations? These questions are very difficult to answer conclusively, 
because no extant recension of Marco’s text is in any sense “original”. All 
have passed through the hands of an unknown number of copyists (and 
also of translators). They all contain scribal errors. These are probably most 
common in the toponyms and other foreign words, as at least the majority 
of them would have been more or less completely unfamiliar to the scribes. 
The fact that scribes were capable of miscopying even familiar words is 
clearly shown by the case of rondes, supposedly a “Tartar” word for the sa-
ble. No such word existed. Rondes is nothing more than a scribal distortion 
of “roi des”.11

A fundamental difficulty of writing Chinese using Latin script is that 
there are sounds in Chinese for which no Latin letter exists. In the thir-
teenth century this was a greater difficulty than it is today, as there were 
sounds in Chinese then which have since been lost (at least from Modern 
Standard Chinese, though not necessarily from all dialects). A particular 
example is the glottal stop, which existed both as an initial and as a final. It is 
perhaps impossible now to be entirely certain that Marco attempted to rep-
resent glottal stops in his written versions of Chinese toponyms. However, it 
seems to me that he very probably did. Before examining some examples, it 
will be helpful to explain that the final glottal stop in Chinese is a remnant of 
earlier final stop consonants: -p, -t, -k. These were lost in later Chinese pro-
nunciation (except in some dialects), but for a long time they were reflected 
as a short vowel followed by a glottal stop. This checked final is regarded as 
a tone, the ru sheng 入聲, sometimes called the “entering tone” or the fifth 
tone.12 It has disappeared from Modern Standard Chinese (and from most 
north Chinese dialects), but existed in at least some variants of Chinese dur-
ing the thirteenth century and later.13

11	 Haw 2020 c, pp. 284–287.
12	 “Entering tone” is not a correct translation: the term ru sheng actually means “the 

tone of the character ru (enter)”.
13	 Coblin 2007, pp. 99–103. The ru sheng still exists today in some variants of Man-

darin, including the Nanjing dialect, and the Jin 晉 dialects of Shanxi: Yang/Chen 2018, 
p. 146; Li/Shen 1994, [Introduction] p. 5. According to Baller, just over a century ago 
it was still heard in Jiangsu, Anhui, Jiangxi, Hubei, Henan, Shandong, Hunan, Yunnan, 
Shanxi, Shaanxi, and parts of Hebei: Baller 1900, p. iv.
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The intended pronunciation of Marco’s transcriptions

In the past, I believed that Marco Polo sometimes heard final consonants, 
and represented them in the orthography of his toponyms in China. An ex-
ample of this is “Succuir” or “Succiur”.14 The first “c” might represent a final 

“-k”. However, it now seems to me to be more probable that what Marco 
heard was not a final stop consonant, but a glottal stop, a pronunciation which 
was undoubtedly more common and widespread in his time. The orthogra-
phy with “-cc‑” would then be a representation of the final glottal stop of 
the first syllable of the toponym (Syʔ 肅),15 followed by the initial consonant 
of the second syllable (tȿiw 州).16 Thus, the orthography “Succiu” would be 
a good representation of the original Chinese pronunciation. Even the final 

“-r” might be explicable other than as a scribal error. It is perhaps just possible 
that it represents the “er hua 兒化” which is today very common in the collo-
quial language of Beijing. However, this would be a very early occurrence of 
this phenomenon, which does not seem to be otherwise attested until several 
centuries later.17 Another example of a toponym with a final “-c”, probably 
representing a glottal stop, is Tenduc.18 This is Tiande 天德. During the Liao 
dynasty, Tiande military prefecture (jun 軍), which was coterminous with 
Fengzhou 豊州, was located a short distance to the east of modern Hohhot in 
Inner Mongolia, just to the south of the Yin Shan 陰山 range.19 The name was 
also used under the Jin dynasty.20 The ’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciation of 
Tiande was “t’ɛn-tǝjʔ”,21 which Marco’s “Tenduc” reflects very closely. Al-
though the name Tiande was no longer used officially during the Yuan period, 
the Liao and Jin name had evidently remained in colloquial use.

A third example of a final “-c” representing a glottal stop is the South-
east Asian toponym Lochac/Locac.22 This was almost certainly the country 

14	 Haw 2006, p. 89. MS F has “suctuir”: BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 25 verso. The “t” is clearly 
a mistake for “c”, a common scribal confusion. MS TA1 (the Crusca manuscript) has “suc-
ciur”: MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 40. Ramusio’s edition has “Succuir”: MP/Ramusio, p. 13 A.

15	 Coblin 2007, p. 132. Coblin indicates that this character is read with the rù tone. I 
have added the glottal stop which this implies (and have also done so below).

16	 Coblin 2007, p. 158.
17	 Coblin 2003, pp. 222–225.
18	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 849.
19	 LS, vol.1, juan 41, p. 508; Tan Qixiang (ed.) 1996 a, p. 10.
20	 JS, vol. 2, juan 24, p. 565.
21	 Coblin 2007, pp. 136, 147. It seems likely to me that the final palatal glide, “j”, would 

have been pronounced very slightly, if at all, before the glottal stop. The vowels of sylla-
bles pronounced with the ru sheng are very short.

22	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, pp. 766–770; Pelliot 1904, pp. 233–244 (but note that 
Pelliot is very probably wrong about the location of “Lo-yue” (Luoyue 羅越), which 
most likely was on Bangka Island: Haw 2019, pp. 411, 417–420.
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known to the Chinese as Luohu 羅斛. What seems to be the earliest defi-
nite mention of Luohu in Chinese sources dates from 1103 (the second year 
of the Chongning 崇寜 reign-period of the Song dynasty), when the Mari-
time Trade Office (Shibo si 市舶司) of Fujian Route (lu 路) sent a demand to 
Luohu to submit tribute.23 However, Luohu apparently only sent missions 
to China very infrequently during the Song period, when it may have been 
a dependency of Cambodia (Zhenla 眞臘).24 It was much more often in con-
tact with China during the Yuan period.25 The Dao yi zhilüe of about 1349 
gives information about it, including that cowries were used as money there, 
and that its women were often more capable in handling affairs than the 
men.26 It is generally identified with the Lopburi area of Thailand.27 The 
’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciation of Luohu was “lɔ-ɣuʔ”,28 which is clearly 
very similar to Marco’s “Lochac”.

Marco normally represented Chinese initial “h‑” by “c‑”,29 no doubt be-
cause, in Romance languages, initial “h‑” was usually silent. Interestingly, 
his use of final “-c” to represent a glottal stop is paralleled by the use of “-h” 
for the same purpose in the romanisation system developed towards the end 
of the nineteenth century by Baller for the China Inland Mission: “Where 
a word is in the fifth tone or 入聲 [ru sheng], it is indicated by a final ‘h’ in 
the spelling”.30 Baller’s system gives “Suh-cheo”31 for Suzhou 肅州, which 
is not very different from Marco’s “Succiu”, when allowance is made for the 
different pronunciations assumed for the romanisations. Baller’s system 
assumes English pronunciation, that of Marco clearly assumes Italian. This 
is evident from just the three toponyms already discussed above. The “-ci‑” 
of Succiu is evidently intended to be pronounced in the Italian way, like 

“chi” in English “chin”. The “-e‑” of Tenduc is an Italian “e”, pronounced 
“ɛ”. Similarly, “u” is used to represent “ǝ”. These are not the usual values of 
these vowels in French. It is perhaps odd that the orthography of Marco 
Polo’s toponyms is clearly Italian,32 although the text as first written by 

23	 SHY, vol. 8, juan 8116, p. 7750.
24	 Bielenstein 2005, p. 11; ZFZ, p. 19.
25	 Pelliot 1904, pp. 241–243.
26	 DYZL, p. 114.
27	 DYZL, p. 115.
28	 Coblin 2007, pp. 130, 169.
29	 Haw 2020 b, pp. 447–449; Haw (forthcoming); Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 744.
30	 Baller 1911, p. v. Cf. Yong/Peng 2008, pp. 389–390; Baller 1900, p. iv.
31	 Baller 1900, pp. 26, 396.
32	 Cf. Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 256, 571. Note that Pelliot’s identification of 

Cuigiu is certainly wrong: see Haw 2020 b, p. 450–454. The correct identification of Cui-
giu with Kuizhou 夔州 nullifies the problems Pelliot created for himself in trying to 
identify it with Xuzhou (Hsü-chou 叙州).
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Rustichello is believed to have been in French: a version of French full of 
Italianisms, but nonetheless French. This raises questions. Was it simply that 
Marco gave Rustichello the toponyms in writing, as he had noted them 
while he was in Asia? If he communicated them orally, in view of the Italian 
orthography of toponyms, it seems very likely that he gave information to 
Rustichello in his native Venetian. Perhaps Rustichello made notes in 
his own Tuscan dialect, with influence from Marco’s Venetian, which he 
then translated into French as he wrote the text. Clearly, one possible expla-
nation of all the Italianisms in the French of manuscript F is that it is in some 
way a translation from Italian. Is it possible that Rustichello’s first draft 
of the text was in his native Tuscan, which he later put into French, with-
out altering the orthography of the toponyms? If the latter is the case, then 
perhaps the manuscripts of the TA group might be surviving representatives 
of this Tuscan draft. As will be seen below, the Crusca manuscript (TA1) 
occasionally has what seem to be less corrupt versions of toponyms than 
manuscript F (as in the case of “Succiur”).33

The problem of scribal alterations

However, it is certainly the case that no single manuscript is very much 
better than any other in this respect. All have clearly passed through the 
hands of a number of copyists and all are to some extent corrupt. It is some-
times claimed that the Zelada manuscript (Z) has better versions of foreign 
words than other manuscripts,34 but this is not true. It is easy to cite a few 
examples of highly corrupt readings in Manuscript Z. It has “Çonça” and 

“Çonçu”35 for Zhuozhou 涿州, which are unrecognisable. Manuscript F has 
“Giugiu”, “Giogiu” and “Giungiu”,36 of which “Giogiu” comes close to being 
accurate. Manuscript Z also has “Quançu”37 for Huaiyin 淮陰 (see below). 
Again, this is unrecognisable. A third example is “Vuiaen”38 for Houguan 

33	 See note 14 above.
34	 See, for example, MP/Barbieri, pp. xxxv, 575. Benedetto actually cites the false 

example of “Silingiu” as a “better” reading in manuscript Z: MP/Benedetto, pp. clxvi–
clxvii. On this error, see Haw (forthcoming).

35	 MP/Barbieri, pp. 116, 118.
36	 MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, pp. 126, 127, 153; BNF MS fr. 1116, pp. 47 verso [I read 

“Gigiu” in the chapter heading, not “Giugiu”], 48 recto, 59 verso.
37	 MP/Barbieri, p. 182.
38	 MP/Barbieri, p. 230. For readings in other manuscripts, see Pelliot 1959–1971, 

vol. 2, p. 875.
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侯官.39 It would be possible to cite several more similar corruptions.40 When 
attempting to identify the toponyms, it is always necessary to compare the 
orthography in several different manuscripts. In a few cases, all extant ver-
sions of the text are so corrupt that identification seems impossible. One 
example of this is the “Ydifu” of manuscript F.41 This toponym has yet to be 
satisfactorily explained. Manuscript F refers to it as “un leu que est appellés 
Ydifu, en quelz a une mout bonne argentiere”.42 Ramusio’s edition similarly 
calls it “un luogo nominata Idifa, nel quale è vna ottima minera d’argen-
to”.43 However, the Venetian manuscript (VB) is somewhat different: “una 
montagna che se chiama Idisuon sia che vol dir argentiera”.44 If this last is at 
all reliable, then it supports the suggestion that “Ydifu” may be a very cor-
rupt transcription of Chinese yinchang 銀厰45 (Early Mandarin “jin-tȿhaŋ”).46 
Certainly the fact that “Ydifu” is referred to as “un leu” suggests that it was 
not a town and therefore cannot be identified with Yunzhou 雲州,47 or in-
deed with any other town with the status of a zhou (prefecture). This place 
remains unidentified. Similar cases are “Tanpigui” and “Dagroian”.

It has been suggested that Tanpigui might be identified with Tonglu 桐廬.48 
Pelliot, however, favoured Yanzhou 嚴州.49 His arguments for this iden-
tification are rather tortuous, and are certainly open to doubt as the name 
Yanzhou was obsolete by the thirteenth century, when the town was known 
as Jiande 建德.50 The late Song period Fangyu shenglan 方輿勝覽 refers to 

“Jiandefu 建德府, the former Muzhou 睦州”,51 which suggests that if any for-
mer name of Jiande had persisted, it was Muzhou rather than Yanzhou. Had 
Pelliot cited any occurrence of the name in a source of the Yuan period, 
his arguments would be more convincing. He makes reference to the infor-
mation about Yuan postal relays (zhan 站) in the Yongle Dadian. It must 
be made clear that there is no reference to Yanzhou under that name in the 
sections of this work which he cites. It is referred to as Jiande, the name that 
it bore officially during the Yuan period. On the other hand, the toponym 

39	 On the identification of this place, see Haw 2020 b, pp. 454–457.
40	 For another example, see below on “Sinugul/Fungul” (Fuling).
41	 BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 31 verso; MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 92; MP/Kinoshita, p. 63.
42	 MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 92.
43	 MP/Ramusio, p. 16 E.
44	 MP/Gennari, p. 63.
45	 Haw 2006, p. 92.
46	 Pulleyblank 1991, pp. 50, 373.
47	 Haw 2006, p. 92.
48	 Haw 2006, p. 119–120.
49	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, pp. 846–847.
50	 YHFS, vol. 2, p. 503.
51	 FYSL, vol. 1, [contents] p. 2.
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Tonglu is mentioned by that name, as a station on both land and water routes 
from Hangzhou.52 Pelliot is correct to say that the “Yan” of Yanzhou was 
pronounced with an initial “ŋ‑” during the thirteenth century.53 However, 
I do not believe that Marco represented this sound by “g‑”, as Pelliot 
asserts.54 As will be seen below,55 I consider that he used “n‑” for initial “ŋ‑” 
(just as he frequently uses “n” for “ŋ” in other positions).56 Pelliot also has 
to assume that this initial “g‑” was altered to “c‑” by copyists, and then to 

“t‑”.57 This might be worthy of consideration if any recension of the text had 
a version of the name beginning with “g‑”, but this is not so. Most have ini-
tial “t‑”, comparatively few have initial “c‑”.58 It is perhaps also worth noting 
that “Tanpigiu” was only one day from Hangzhou,59 and Tonglu is signifi-
cantly closer to Hangzhou than is Jiande.60 Overall, Tonglu is certainly the 
best proposal, but it cannot be claimed to be any better than uncertain. In 
fact, since Tonglu was a county (xian 縣) within Jiande Route,61 these com-
peting identifications are not very different geographically. Indeed, they may 
be identical, because at one time, Yanzhou was Tonglu. The Fangyu shenglan 
records that “during the Tang period, it [Jiandefu] was again Muzhou, and 
Tonglu was split from it as Yanzhou”.62 Similarly, although “Dagroian” can 
be identified geographically, the name remains an enigma. There are two 
conflicting proposals. One is that it represents the Chinese “Da hua mian 
大花面”. The other, favoured by Pelliot, derives it from Nagur.63 Either 
of these is possible, but it seems to me that neither is at all convincing. My 
own preference would be for Da hua mian, which, it seems to me, is closer 
phonetically to “Dagroian” than is Nagur. However, unless new evidence of 
some kind is discovered, this toponym is likely to remain a mystery. Prob-
ably it was corrupted at an early stage in transmission of the text and has 
survived to the present only in garbled form.

52	 YLTT, vol. 8, juan 19426, p. 7294.
53	 Coblin gives the ’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciation “ŋɛm”: Coblin 2007, p. 164.
54	 Indeed, Pelliot also thought that this “g” might represent what he called a “hiatus 

stop”: Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 398; vol. 2, p. 801.
55	 See also Haw (forthcoming).
56	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 259; Haw 2014, p. 7 note 19.
57	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 847. Oddly, Kinoshita gives “Campgiu” here, an or-

thography not in any recension and not identical with Pelliot’s reconstructed “original” 
form of the toponym: MP/Kinoshita, p. 137.

58	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 846.
59	 MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 174; MP/Kinoshita, p. 137; MP/Moule-Pelliot, 

vol. 1, p. 343.
60	 See Tan Qixiang (ed.) 1996 b, p. 27.
61	 YS, vol. 5, juan 62, p. 1495.
62	 FYSL, vol. 1, juan 5, p. 94. This is also recorded in YHFS, vol. 2, p. 503.
63	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, pp. 613–615.
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In fact, there is every possibility that Rustichello himself introduced 
errors. We do not now know exactly how he approached the writing of the 
text. It must be likely, however, that he made written notes and possibly a 
rough draft before he wrote a fair copy of the text. This may mean that Rus-
tichello was the first to introduce copyists’ errors into the text. He would 
not have been familiar with all the toponyms and other foreign words con-
veyed to him by Marco. Since he worked entirely in handwriting, he might 
well have miscopied his own notes or draft. If Marco gave him material in 
writing, he may have miscopied what Marco had written. We have no idea 
now how careful Rustichello was when writing foreign words. Thus, it is 
at least possible that the first fair copy of the text already contained errors.

Ambiguities and other issues

The question of how Marco represented initial “ŋ‑” has been raised above. 
The first point which must be made is that this was apparently not a stand-
ard pronunciation in Chinese of the Yuan period. The common Chinese 
character an 安, for example, was pronounced either “an”64 (as it is today) 
or “ʔan”.65 According to Pulleyblank, the Early Middle Chinese (c. 600 
ce) pronunciation was “ʔan”, without initial “ŋ‑”.66 Schuessler gives sim-
ilar pronunciations, with initial glottal stop rather than “ŋ‑”, from an early 
period.67 It appears that initial “ŋ‑” never existed in any standard pronunci-
ation. Nonetheless, it is very common in Chinese dialects. I have personally 
heard the pronunciation “ŋan” in Shandong: in the dialect of Ji’nan, an 安 is 
reportedly pronounced “ŋã”.68 According to Baller, an was: “Commonly 
read NGAN in West and West Central China”.69 The pronunciation of the 
modern dialect of Chengdu is “ŋan”.70 In fact, Marco apparently records 
very few toponyms with an initial “ŋ‑”. The only reasonably clear case is his 
“Nanghin”,71 which I identify with Anqing 安慶.72 In another case where 

64	 Pulleyblank 1991, p. 24.
65	 Coblin 2007, p. 144.
66	 Pulleyblank 1991, p. 24.
67	 Schuessler 2009, p. 253.
68	 Li Rong/Qian Zengyi 1997, p. 227.
69	 Baller 1900, p. 2.
70	 Li Rong/Liang Deman/Huang Shangjun 1998, p. 274.
71	 BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 63 verso (“nanghin”); MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 163 

(“nanghin”); MP/Ramusio, p. 42 B (“Nanghin”); MP/Barbieri, p. 190 (“nanghyn”).
72	 Haw 2006, p. 116. Kinoshita, following Atwood, has identified this place with 

Nanjing, that is, modern Kaifeng: MP/Kinoshita, p. 127. So also Barbieri: MP/Barbi-
eri, p. 190 note 1. Such an identification is out of the question: see Haw 2020 a, pp. 221–
222; and Haw (forthcoming).
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Chinese an 安 occurs, the orthography is different: this is the “gan” of “Coi-
gangiu” (Huai’anzhou 淮安州).73 I consider that the most likely reason for 
the different orthography is that, here, Marco heard and noted the more 
standard pronunciation “ʔan”. This is supported by the orthography of 
Huaiyin: “Caigui”.74 Here again, the “g” represents a glottal stop: it is very 
unlikely that it could represent “ŋ”, because, as far as I am aware, “Huaiyin” 
never included this sound, even in dialect pronunciations. The ’Phags-pa 
Chinese pronunciation of Huaiyin was “ɣwaj-ʔim”.75 Marco’s original or-
thography would probably have been “*coaighim”, which was no doubt al-
tered by scribes partly by dropping one of the first three vowels (scribes 
seem to me often to have disliked writing several vowels in succession), and 
making the final syllable conform to the pattern of the common ending “giu”. 
Something similar probably happened to “Coigangiu”, the first syllable be-
ing the same in these two toponyms. In one case, the first syllable became 

“coi‑”, in the other “cai‑”, the original in both cases probably being “*coai‑”.
The use of “ghi‑” to represent “ʔi‑” is attested in the toponym “Paughin” 

(Baoying 寶應):76 the ’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciation was “paw-ʔiŋ”.77 
Marco clearly used “h” after “c” and “g” and before “i” in order to preserve 
their hard pronunciations. As has already been noted above, in Marco’s 
text, the expected pronunciation of “ci” is the normal Italian pronunciation, 
and “gi” is similar; hence Marco’s orthography “Caugigu” for Jiaozhiguo 
交趾國:78 ’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciation “kyaw-tȿi-kŭɛʔ”.79 The first “g” 
is intended to be soft. It is interesting to note that guo 國 was a ru sheng 
word,80 but in this case there is no final “-c” to represent a glottal stop. What 
we cannot know is whether this results from inaccuracy by Marco, or from 
scribal error, or whether it represents a pronunciation of Chinese which 
had lost the final glottal stop. The last is most likely, because guo occurs 
also in “Çipingu”, with the same orthography: “gu”.81 Pulleyblank, who 
made considerable use of the Zhongyuan yinyun 中原音韻, rather than the 

73	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 398; BNF MS fr. 1116, pp. 61 verso, 62 verso (“coigan-
giu, coygangiu”); MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, pp. 158, 160, 161 (“coigangiu, coygangiu”); 
MP/Ramusio, pp. 41 B, 41 F (“coiganzu”); MP/Barbieri, pp. 182, 184 (“coigançu”).

74	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 121–122; BNF MS fr. 1116, pp. 61 verso (“caigiu”); 
MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 158 (“caigiu”); MP/Pipino, p. 131 (“caygui, cayguy”). On 
the identification with Huaiyin, see Haw 2006, pp. 114–115.

75	 Coblin 2007, pp. 135, 167.
76	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, pp. 800–801; MP/Ramusio, p. 41 F (“paughin”); MP/

Barbieri, p. 186 (“paughin, paugin”).
77	 Coblin 2007, pp. 113, 152.
78	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 233–234.
79	 Coblin 2007, pp. 121, 125, 157.
80	 Coblin 2007, p. 125. Cf. Baller 1900, p. 269.
81	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 608.
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’Phags-pa transcriptions of Chinese, gives the pronunciation “kuj” for guo.82 
It is indeed clear that Marco’s transcriptions of Chinese do not all reflect 
any single standard language, but sometimes are based on dialect pronuncia-
tions.83 The general accuracy of his transcriptions indicates that he had some 
knowledge of Chinese, but the use of dialect pronunciations suggests that he 
could not read Chinese characters (or at least that he could read only a lim-
ited number of characters). He almost certainly relied on hearing Chinese 
words pronounced, and noted what he heard. Thus he was dependent on the 
pronunciations of his informants.84

The use of initial “g‑” to represent a glottal stop gives rise to ambiguity 
in the orthography of Marco Polo’s toponyms. There is no clear distinc-
tion between initial “g/k‑” and initial glottal stop. The “gan” of Coigangiu 
represents “ʔan”, but the “gam” of Gampu (Ganpu 澉浦)85 represents “kam”.86 
There is also some alternation between “c” and “g” in Marco’s transcrip-
tions, although this may perhaps be due to scribal alterations rather than 
to Marco himself. For example, some Tuscan manuscripts have “giandu” 
for “ciandu” (Shangdu 上都),87 which is probably a result of scribal changes. 
Manuscript Z and Ramusio’s edition have what seems to be a better tran-
scription: “Xandu”88 (the orthographies of these two recensions will be dis-
cussed further below). Other examples of alternation between “c” and “g” 
include the use of “ciu” in Succiu, rather than the more common “giu” (both 
for zhou 州). Allowing for scribal errors, this was probably also the case with 

“Canpicion” (or “Canpiciu/Camptio/Campçio”).89 However, both these “ciu” 
occur in toponyms within the former Xi Xia 西夏 (Tangut) state, where the 
pronunciation of Chinese may well have been different from elsewhere. The 
Tanguts had maintained a separate state for about two and a half centuries, 
which often had hostile relations with its Chinese neighbours.90 This is likely 
to have resulted in isolation of Chinese speakers within the Xi Xia state, so 
that their language diverged from that of the rest of China. Once again, it is 

82	 Pulleyblank 1991, p. 116. On the Zhongyuan yinyun, see Pulleyblank 1991, p. 4; 
Norman 1988, pp. 49–52; Yang Naisi 1981, pp. 1–13.

83	 Haw 2020 b, pp. 446–449, 456.
84	 See, for example, the case of Houguan, 侯官, Marco’s Vuguen/Uuqen, discussed in 

Haw 2020 b, pp. 454–457.
85	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 730.
86	 Coblin 2007, p. 163.
87	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 256; MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 59; BNF MS it. 434, p. 20 

verso.
88	 MP/Barbieri, p. 104; MP/Ramusio, p. 16 F.
89	 MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, pp. 79, 90; MP/Barbieri, p. 90; Pelliot 1959–1971, 

vol. 1, p. 150.
90	 Dunnell 1994, pp. 154–205.
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impossible to come to any very certain conclusions, because precise knowl-
edge of the linguistic situation is lacking. In the case of “Caiciu” (Xiezhou 
解州),91 it can be concluded with considerable assurance that a dialect pro-
nunciation is involved.92 In view of the location of “Sindaciu” (Xuandezhou 
宣德州),93 a dialect pronunciation may also be suspected.

Again, there is ambiguity in the use of “gh‑”. As noted above, this is some-
times used before “i” to represent a glottal stop. Like “g‑”, it can also rep-
resent “g/k‑”, the “h” being used to prevent the “g” being softened when 
followed by “e” or “i”. An example is “Ghiugiu” or “Gheugiu”,94 which is 
Quzhou 衢州.95 This town became the seat of government of a Route in 
1276.96 The ’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciation of “Qu‑” was “gy”.97 It seems 
probable that the use of “-i‑” or “-e‑” before the “-u‑” was intended to indi-
cate that this was a front vowel (like French “u” or German “ü”). Once again, 
the intended pronunciation of this toponym was clearly Italian. However, 

“gh‑” sometimes functions like “ch‑”, to represent Chinese “h‑” (“x‑” or 
“ɣ‑”), before “e” or “i”. An example is “Cianghin” for Changxing 長興.98 The 
’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciation was “tȿaŋxjiŋ”.99 Pelliot identified this 
town as Chang’an 長安, but such an identification is extremely improbable. 
Chang’an was a very small place, with the status only of a zhen 鎭 (township), 
a rank below that of county. Marco mentions only a very few places of such 
low status. It is unlikely that he could have described Chang’an as “mout 
grant et riqe”.100 Indeed, it seems perverse that Pelliot could claim that 
Marco would not have mentioned Anqing, the seat of a Route, because it 
was “obscure and out of the way”,101 yet identify this place with a mere zhen. 
Like the three towns mentioned by Marco immediately before this, Suzhou 
蘇州, Wujiang 吳江, and Huzhou 湖州 (Wuxing 吳興),102 Changxing was a 
major town on the shore of the Tai hu 太湖 (“Great Lake”).103 It is entirely 

  91	Haw 2006, pp. 96–97; Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 122–124.
  92	See Haw 2020 b, pp. 447–449.
  93	Haw 2006, pp. 91–92.
  94	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 735; MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 174 [“Ghingiu” and 

“Ghengiu”, where “n” is clearly a scribal error for “u”].
  95	 Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 735; Haw 2006, p. 120.
  96	 YS, vol. 5, juan 62, pp. 1496–1497.
  97	 Coblin 2007, p. 131.
  98	 Haw 2006, p. 119.
  99	 Coblin 2007, pp. 115, 116.
100	MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 168; “very large and rich”: MP/Kinoshita, p. 133.
101	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 790.
102	Haw 2006, pp. 117–119. On the use of the name Wuxing for Huzhou during the 

Yuan period, see Haw 2020 b, p. 446.
103	Although only a county when Marco was in China, it was elevated to the rank of 

prefecture (zhou 州) in 1295: Haw 2006, p. 119; YS, vol. 5, juan 62, p. 1493.
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logical that Marco should have included mention of it alongside these other 
towns. This identification is strengthened by the fact that the orthography 
of the toponym in the Crusca manuscript (TA1) is “Cianghi[n]”,104 which 
matches Changxing (tȿaŋxjiŋ) more or less precisely. Occasionally, this 
manuscript has preserved readings which seem more accurate than those 
of manuscript F. “Succiur” has already been noted above. Other examples 
are “ebano”,105 ebony, which in F is “bonus”;106 and “lambri”,107 Lambri or 
Lamuri in Sumatra, where manuscript F has “labri[n]/lanbri”.108

Palatalisation of initial consonants

It is extremely unfortunate that Marco Polo’s text is now extant only in 
versions significantly distorted by copyists. Otherwise, its value as a source 
of information regarding the pronunciation of Chinese during the thirteenth 
century would be much greater. One very interesting fact is that it includes 
at least one toponym in which initial “ts‑” had already been palatalised to 

“tɕ‑” (approximately English “ch‑”). This palatalisation is characteristic of 
Modern Standard Chinese and the Beijing dialect upon which it is based, 
and is therefore a very “modern” feature of the language. The example of 
this which seems beyond reasonable dispute is Marco’s “Ciangli” for Jiang
ling 將陵.109 Oddly, Pelliot does not comment on this palatalisation, but 
it is extremely important, as it shows that this development occurred earlier 
than is often thought.110 The standard pronunciation of jiang 將 during the 
Yuan period was “tsjaŋ”.111 This is clearly not the pronunciation represented 
by Marco’s “Ciang”, which was surely intended to be pronounced “tɕjaŋ”. 
The question of the sound of the initial consonant is not affected by Vogel’s 
argument that this toponym should be read “Chinangli” and identified with 
Ji’nan 濟南.112 The initial consonant of Ji- 濟 was the same as that of jiang.113

104	MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 137 (“cianchin” in the Pucci compendium, according to 
Baldelli Boni’s note 8 here).

105	MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 157.
106	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 101; MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 185.
107	MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 163, 164.
108	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 761; BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 76 verso.
109	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 258–259.
110	See Coblin 2003, pp. 203–209.
111	Coblin 2007, p. 118; Pulleyblank 1991, pp. 149–150.
112	Vogel 2013, pp. 407–409.
113	Coblin 2007, p. 122; Pulleyblank 1991, p. 141.
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In fact, it is astonishing that Vogel should have attempted to revive Yule’s 
arguments about this toponym,114 which had already been rejected by Pel-
liot.115 Yule thought that Marco must have confused “Chinangli” with 
the next place mentioned in his text, “Tadinfu”.116 He took the identification 
of “Chinangli/Cinangli” with Ji’nan from Pauthier. The latter’s arguments 
are thoroughly specious. His claim that Ji’nan was often called Ji’nanli be-
cause the town was the seat of government not only of Ji’nan Route but 
also of the county of Licheng 歷城 is pure invention. I know of no instance 
from any period of such an appellation, nor does Pauthier cite any source 
for this claim.117 In fact, the orthography “Chinangli” is a reconstruction 
which does not occur in any of the manuscripts or in Ramusio’s edition. It 
is apparently based on “cynangly” of some of the French manuscripts of the 
FB group and “cinagli”, which occurs in manuscript F, alongside “ciangli”.118 
Pauthier used manuscript FB4 as one of the three manuscripts on which he 
based his translation.119 An immediately fatal rebuttal of this identification 
is the fact that Marco clearly followed the Grand Canal southwards from 
the preceding town in his account, Cianglu,120 and Ji’nan was not on the 
Grand Canal. Ji’nan was not on Marco’s route.

There are many more reasons to reject Vogel’s arguments. He claims 
that it was Ji’nan, and not Dongping 東平 (Marco’s Tadinfu/Tundinfu),121 
which was “a very great city, and in old times was the seat of a great king-
dom”. He seems to identify this kingdom with the area governed by the 
rebellious Li Tan 李璮.122 He also claims that “indeed eleven administrative 
cities were subordinated to Ji’nanlu”, while Dongping governed only six.123 
These claims are full of errors. First of all, the number eleven is doubtful, as 
is often the case with numbers in Marco’s text. It is true that several manu-
scripts give the number 11 (usually in Roman numerals, which scribes often 

114	MP/Yule-Cordier, vol. 2, p. 137 note 1. Yule’s “difficulties attaching to the ac-
count of these two cities (Chinangli and Tadinfu)” undoubtedly derived entirely from his 
own ignorance. As has been pointed out already, he had no knowledge of Chinese and had 
never visited China: Haw 2006, pp. 1–3.

115	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 258–259.
116	MP/Yule-Cordier, vol. 2, p. 137 note 1.
117	MP/Pauthier, vol. 2, p. 439 note 1.
118	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 258; BNF MS fr. 1116, pp. 59 verso, 60 recto; BNF MS 

fr. 5649, 87 verso, 88 recto.
119	MP/Pauthier, vol. 1, pp. 1 note 1, 2 note 6.
120	Haw 2006, pp. 108–114; Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 159–161.
121	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, 862–863.
122	On Li Tan, see Haw 2006, pp. 109–110; Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, pp. 762–763.
123	Vogel 2013, pp. 408–409.
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miscopied), but others give different numbers, from 10 to 16.124 It is also true 
that Ji’nan had 11 counties under its control, but Dongping actually had a 
few more: 14 (not the six claimed by Vogel). This is not clear from the Yuan 
shi, which Vogel cites here, but it must be understood that the geographical 
section of this work describes the situation during the later part of the Yuan 
period, not during the time when Marco Polo was in China. To give only 
one example, it includes information about the Lingbei 嶺北 Branch Secre-
tariat, which did not exist under that name until 1312.125 A more contem-
porary source is the Da Yuan hunyi fangyu shenglan.126 This work reveals 
that Dongping Route controlled six counties directly, plus two prefectures, 
Dezhou 德州 and Gaotangzhou 高唐州, under which were a total of eight 
counties, giving an overall total of 14 counties subordinate to Dongping.127 
This number is within the range of variation of the numbers given in the 
various manuscripts. The Yuan shi lists both these prefectures as directly 
subordinate to the sheng 省, that is, the Central Secretariat (Zhongshusheng 
中書省), but in neither case does it say when they were removed from the 
jurisdiction of Dongping Route.128 Presumably, this happened after Marco 
had left China. As for the relative importance of Ji’nan and Dongping, it is 
clear from the Yuan shi that Dongping had been an extremely important 
city during the early period of Mongol rule. In 1220, the Jin general Yan 
Shi 嚴實 submitted to the Mongols, taking with him a large part of what is 
today Shandong province. He was confirmed as governor of the area un-
der his control, which he administered from Dongping. There were then 
no less than 54 prefectures and counties subordinate to Dongping.129 This 
is undoubtedly Marco’s “great kingdom”. Such an appellation is justified, 
at least to some degree, by the fact that in 1261 Yan Shi was posthumously 
granted the title of “Duke of the State of Lu” (Lu Guo Gong 鲁國公).130 This 
title can be traced back to the Spring and Autumn period of Chinese his-
tory (770–481 BCE), when China was divided into a number of states, ruled 
by dukes, marquises131 and so on, all nominally subordinate to the King 
of Zhou (Zhou Wang 周王), but de facto independent.132 “Lu Guo Gong” 

124	MP/Moule-Pelliot, vol, 1, p. 302 note 1. Manuscript TA1 gives “quindici”: MP/
Baldelli Boni, p. 126.

125	YS, vol. 5, juan 58, pp. 1382–1383.
126	On this work, see Haw 2020 a, pp. 217–225.
127	YHFS, vol. 1, pp. 105–107.
128	YS, vol. 5, juan 58, pp. 1369–1370.
129	YS, vol. 5, juan 58, p. 1365.
130	YS, vol. 12, juan 148, p. 3507.
131	These are conventional translations of Chinese titles and cannot be considered pre-

cisely equivalent.
132	See Hsu 1999, pp. 545–566.
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might reasonably be translated “ruler of the kingdom of Lu”. After the death 
of Yan Shi, his son was appointed in his place, still controlling the 54 prefec-
tures and counties, as before.133 Only gradually, during the 1260 s and 1270 s, 
were these prefectures and counties separated from Dongping and placed 
under the control of various newly-created Routes. Thus, in 1267, Dong-
chang 東昌, with six subordinate counties, was split from Dongping Route.134 
Not until 1279 was the Route of Jining 濟寜 separated from Dongping, with 
16 counties under its control.135 Added to the fact that Dongping was close 
to the Grand Canal, all this is more than sufficient to confirm that what 
Marco says about Tundinfu is more applicable to Dongping than to Ji’nan. 
Yule’s opinion is anachronistic and erroneous.136

There are other possible examples of palatalised initials in Marco Polo’s 
toponyms. Shortly before arriving at Jiangling, Marco’s itinerary passes 
through “Cacianfu/Cacanfu” (Hejianfu 河間府).137 Pelliot preferred the 
second reading cited here (“Cacanfu”), because he assumed that, during the 
thirteenth century, the initial consonant of the second syllable (jian 間) was 

“k‑”. It is indeed the case that this was the standard pronunciation of the 
period. Both Pulleyblank and Coblin give “kjan”.138 However, in view of 
the case of Jiangling, and the variations in the orthography of “Cacianfu”, it 
must at least be possible that Marco heard initial “tɕ‑” here. Such a possi-
bility is supported by the orthography of the Zelada manuscript: “Caçanfu”.139 
The use of “ç‑” clearly suggests that the initial consonant of the second syl-
lable was not “k‑”. In fact, since this manuscript often has “çu” for “giu” 
(zhou),140 it may be supposed that “tɕ‑” is intended. Pelliot’s argument that 

“Cacianfu” is an error for “Cacainfu”141 seems to me to assume a French, 
rather than Italian, pronunciation of “-ai‑”, and in any case, as just seen, the 
main vowel in standard pronunciation was “-a‑”. Again, I consider that the 
simplest explanation of Marco’s toponym “Gaindu”142 is that the vowels 
have simply been inverted and that the original orthography was “Giandu” 
(Jiandu 建都).143 This is supported by the fact that the same jian occurs with 

133	YS, vol. 5, juan 58, p. 1365.
134	YS, vol. 5, juan 58, p. 1366.
135	YS, vol. 5, juan 58, pp. 1366–1368.
136	On the inadequacies and frequent anachronisms of early commentaries on Marco 

Polo’s text, see Haw 2020 a, pp. 215–216, 231; and Haw 2020 b, pp. 454–457, 461–462.
137	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 115; BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 59 verso.
138	Pulleyblank 1991, p. 145; Coblin 2007, p. 146.
139	MP/Barbieri, p. 162.
140	MP/Barbieri, pp. 178 [Sinçumatu], 180 [Pinçu], 184 [Coigançu], etc.
141	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 115.
142	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, p. 728.
143	On this toponym, see Haw 2020 a, pp. 220; and Haw (forthcoming).
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different orthography in the toponym “Quenlin” (Jianning 建寜 in mod-
ern Fujian province).144 Either Marco was inconsistent, or he heard differ-
ent pronunciations of jian. It seems likely to me that Marco sometimes 
heard a variant of Chinese in which the palatalisation of initial consonants 

“ts‑”, “ts’‑”, “k‑” and “k’‑” before high front vowels and glides had already 
occurred. This may well also apply to initial “x‑” and “s‑”, as possibly in-
dicated by Marco’s “Singui”.145 This supports the argument that Marco 
confused Chinese Jin 金 (kim) and Jin 晉 (tsin).146 Probably the most likely 
candidate for this variant of Chinese would be the (or a) colloquial dialect of 
the Dadu area. It must be borne in mind that Marco could have heard var-
ious dialects outside the area where they were principally spoken. Officials 
were usually posted to places where they were not native,147 and he may have 
travelled with interpreters, or other Chinese-speaking companions, whose 
native dialect was not the same as that of the places he visited.

Scribal errors or translations?

There is at least one case where the orthography of toponyms in Marco 
Polo’s text is clearly inconsistent. This involves the transcription of Turkic 

“balïq” (“balık”), “[walled] town”.148 This word occurs as part of more than 
one toponym: “acbalec mangi”, “achbaluch” and “cambaluc”.149 The main 
problem in representing this word in the Latin alphabet is the Turkic back 
vowel “ï”. In Italian pronunciation, the nearest equivalent was “u”, but this 
was not the case if French pronunciation was assumed. French “u” is a front 
vowel. This makes the orthography “acbalec” somewhat anomalous, as it 
must represent a French pronunciation, in contradistinction to “achbaluch”, 
which is clearly intended to be pronounced in the Italian manner. French 
“ch” and “u” would not give the right pronunciation of “achbaluch” (“aq-
balïq”). However, if French pronunciation is assumed, then “acbalec” (“ak-
balǝk”) is reasonably similar to the original Turkic pronunciation. This may 
be a case where a scribe or translator, or possibly Rustichello, introduced 
a French transcription, while the great majority of Marco Polo’s topo-
nyms are clearly intended to be pronounced as in Italian. Indeed, although 

144	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, pp. 814–815; Haw 2006, p. 121.
145	Haw 2006, pp. 90–91; Haw (forthcoming).
146	See Haw 2006, pp. 96–97. For the ’Phags-pa Chinese pronunciations, see Coblin 

2007, pp. 138, 166.
147	Officials were not normally allowed to serve in their native places: Farquhar 1990, p. 56.
148	Clauson 1972, pp. 335–336; Doerfer 1965, pp. 257–258.
149	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 7, 8, 140.



496	 Stephen G. Haw

it has generally been assumed by commentators on Marco Polo’s Descrip-
tion of the World that the many variations in the orthography of toponyms 
in the various recensions are entirely (or at least more or less entirely) a result 
of scribal errors and idiosyncrasies, it has gradually become clear to me that 
this is a wrong assumption. While there are undoubtedly very many scribal 
errors, there is a discernible correlation between the orthography of topo-
nyms and the language of the recension in which they occur. The example 
of “Xandu” in the Zelada manuscript (in Latin, but probably copied by an 
Italian scribe) and Ramusio’s edition (in Italian) has been noted above. The 
latter is the only recension of the text which has both “Achbaluch Mangi” 
and “Achbaluch”, and the orthography is “Achbaluch” in both cases.150 Since 
manuscript Z has “Acbaluch Mançi”,151 it seems likely that the orthography 
with “u” was used in the longer recension of the text which was the source of 
Z and one of the main sources of Ramusio’s edition. The question must arise 
of the responsibility for this orthography with “u”, and also for “Xandu”. 
Since it is now clear that at least some of the additional material found only 
in manuscript Z, and therefore probably also in Ramusio’s edition, is likely 
to have come from Marco himself,152 it might be surmised that he was also 
responsible for improving or correcting the orthography of toponyms in the 
version(s) of the text which included the extra material.

The use of “x” in “Xandu” requires some comment. This I take to be a us-
age derived from Venetian orthography. At least in modern Venetian, “x” is 
equivalent to “s” or “z”.153 However, in the toponym “Venexia”, it is usually 
pronounced “sj”.154 It is also reported that “Venetian /s/ is often noticea-
bly palatal-alveolar”.155 This would bring the pronunciation close to “sh” (ʃ). 
It may be noted that the Zelada manuscript includes another use of “x” in 

“Mogdaxo”:156 Mogadishu.157 Here, whatever the actual pronunciation may 
have been, “x” clearly was used to represent “sh”. The orthography “Xandu” 
can therefore be taken to represent “Shan[g]du”, which is at least very close 
to Chinese “Shangdu 上都” (Early Mandarin “ȿaŋ-tu”).158 It is clearly better 
than the orthography of manuscript F and other manuscripts: “Ciandu”.159

150	MP/Ramusio, pp. 32 F, 33 F.
151	MP/Barbieri, p. 122.
152	Haw 2020 b, pp. 457–461.
153	Ferguson 2007, p. 75.
154	Ferguson 2007, p. 76 note 11.
155	Ferguson 2007, p. 94.
156	MP/Barbieri, p. 414.
157	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 2, pp. 779–781.
158	Pulleyblank 1991, pp. 81, 277.
159	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 256–257; BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 32 recto; MP/Eusebi-

Burgio, vol. 1, p. 93.
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The great majority of manuscripts have “e” in “Acbalec Mangi”, how-
ever garbled their orthographies may be: only manuscript Z and Ramusio’s 
edition have the orthography with “u”.160 Yet neither the manuscripts nor 
Ramusio’s edition have “e” in “Cambaluc”. Most have “u”.161 Presumably, 
then, these different orthographies must go back to an early stage in the 
transmission of the text. Possibly Turkic was sufficiently well known in Italy 
(at least in mercantile circles) for someone to have recognised “Achbaluch” 
as the Turkic for “white city” and altered the spelling (to “Acbalec”) to con-
form with the language of the text. Perhaps the toponym “Cambaluc” was 
less recognisable and was therefore left unchanged. The orthography “ch” is 
certainly more frequent in Italian texts. In addition to the case of “Achbal-
uch”, there are several other examples. These include “Caracoron”162, which 
is “Charocharon” in manuscript TA3,163 and “Carchoran” in Ramusio’s 
edition;164 and also “Caragian” (or “Caraian”),165 which is usually “Chara-
gia” in the Crusca manuscript,166 and “Charaian” in manuscript VA3.167 The 
Crusca manuscript is particularly prone to use the orthography “ch” where 
other manuscripts have “c”: examples include “Chaugigu”168 for “Caugigu”; 

“Chaigiaguy”169 for “Coigangiu”; and “Choilu”170 for “Coilum”. This ex-
tends to “gh”, too. There is even “Ghangala”171 for “Bangala”.

In view of the clear differences between the majority of extant manu-
scripts, on the one hand, and the Zelada manuscript and Ramusio’s edi-
tion on the other, Pelliot may well have been wrong to assume that there 
was a single “original” version of Marco Polo’s toponyms.172 I have long 
believed that Rustichello’s original French (“Franco-Italian”)173 text was 
subsequently translated into Latin and revised, with the addition of more 

160	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 7. For variants of this toponym in manuscript F, see 
MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 2, p. 323.

161	Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 140.
162	BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 26 recto; MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, p. 81.
163	BNF MS it. 434, p. 16 recto.
164	MP/Ramusio, p. 13 D.
165	BNF MS fr. 1116, pp. 53 recto, 53 verso, 54 recto; MP/Eusebi-Burgio, vol. 1, pp. 138, 

139, 140, 141.
166	MP/Baldelli Boni, pp. 110, 111, 112, 114.
167	MP/Barbieri-Andreose, pp. 197, 198, 200.
168	MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 121; Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 233.
169	MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 131; Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 398.
170	MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 187; Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 399.
171	MP/Baldelli Boni, p. 120; Pelliot 1959–1971, vol. 1, p. 73.
172	See, for example, Pelliot’s comments on “Chescemir”, “Coilum”, and “Ulau”: Pel-

liot 1959–1971, vol. 1, pp. 241–242, 399; vol. 2, pp. 865–866.
173	On the term “Franco-Italian” and its application to Marco Polo’s text, see Gaunt 

2013, pp. 13–16.
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material, with input from Marco himself.174 This longer Latin version of 
the text would have been the source of the Zelada manuscript and of at least 
one of the manuscripts used by Ramusio as the basis of his edition. This 
is to some degree supported by the fact that at least part of the additional 
material found only in the Zelada manuscript is very likely to have come 
from Marco himself.175 Thus, there may have been at least two “original” 
versions of Marco Polo’s toponyms, one in the early version of the text, as 
written by Rustichello, and another revised by Marco (or at least under 
his direction) in the expanded Latin text.

Conclusion

To a considerable extent, the above discussion is no more than an explora-
tory foray into the complexities of one aspect of Marco Polo’s Description 
of the World. Much of it is tentative and no doubt requires considerable revi-
sion. A fundamental problem is the lack of any extant recension which is in 
any sense original. All the manuscripts of Marco Polo’s text have clearly 
passed through the hands of a number of scribes, all of whom made their 
own contributions in the form of miscopyings and errors. Translators often 
added to the problems. Some errors are reasonably obvious: “s” and “f” are 
often confused, because of the use of straight “s” (ſ) in medieval scripts. Sim-
ilarly, “c” and “t” often looked very similar in manuscript and one is com-
monly written for the other. It is frequently difficult, if not impossible, to be 
sure whether what a scribe intended to write was “ui” or “iu”, or, in some 
styles of writing, whether a letter is “n” or “u”. It is easy to make allowance 
for such common errors. Sometimes, however, orthographies are so badly 
corrupted that it is very difficult to imagine what they might originally have 
looked like. A few examples have already been discussed. One with striking 
differences between manuscripts is the toponym “Sinugul” of manuscript 
F.176 In the FA group of manuscripts, this is “Fungul”.177 Manuscript VB has 

“Simgul”,178 while Pipino has “Simulgu”.179 The Zelada manuscript reads 
“Sugçu”.180 I identify this place with the town of Fuling,181 but it is obvious 
that the name is badly corrupted in more or less all the manuscripts. In such 

174	Haw 2006, pp. 44–45.
175	Haw 2020 b, pp. 461–462.
176	BNF MS fr. 1116, p. 59 recto; MP/Kinoshita, p. 115 (“Sinugal”).
177	BNF MS fr. 5631, p. 55 recto; BNF MS fr. 2810, p. 61 recto.
178	MP/Gennari, p. 135.
179	MP/Pipino, p. 128.
180	MP/Barbieri, p. 160.
181	Haw 2006, p. 106; Haw 2020 b, pp. 450–454.
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circumstances, it is very difficult to come to any very certain conclusions 
about the orthography of Marco Polo’s toponyms. Nevertheless, it seems 
certain that many of Marco’s Chinese toponyms reflect the pronunciation 
of ’Phags-pa Chinese. Others more closely resemble the Chinese of the 
Zhongyuan yinyun. At least a few are certainly based on dialect pronuncia-
tions.182 Considering the fact that there was little to no precedent for Marco 
Polo and Rustichello to follow when writing Chinese toponyms in Latin 
script, they did a surprisingly good job. As has been remarked before, the 
great majority of the Chinese toponyms in Marco Polo’s text are quite eas-
ily recognisable.183 The fact that at least one toponym shows clear evidence 
of palatalisation of the initial consonant (ts > tɕ) is highly significant for the 
history of the phonology of Chinese.
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Eine arabische Parallele für das Klagen der 
Taube im ägyptischen Cheti XIII a

Von Stefan Bojowald, Bonn

Im Jahr 2005 wurde durch Verf. ein neuer Interpretationsversuch für die 
Stelle Ꜥḥw.ti śbḥ=f r nḥ1, ḳꜢi ḫrw=f r Ꜥb(w)2 aus der ägyptischen Lehre des 
Cheti (XIII a) unternommen.3 Die Übersetzung „Der Landmann klagt mehr 
als ein Perlhuhn, seine Stimme ist lauter als die des Ꜥb(w)-Vogels“ bietet sich 
dafür als Provisorium an. Das Jammern des Landmannes über sein har-
tes Los wird also durch den Vergleich mit den traurig klingenden Vogel-
stimmen karikiert. Der Literaturtyp der Stelle wird auch unter dem Begriff 
der „Berufssatiren“ gehandelt, der hier trotz der – auch dem Autor bewuss-
ten – Problematik aus konventionellen Gründen weiter benutzt wird.4 Die 
herkömmlichen Berufe werden durch dieses Genre in übersteigertem Maße 
der Lächerlichkeit preisgegeben. Das Ganze geschieht mit dem Hinter-
gedanken, dass das Schreiberhandwerk dadurch in umso hellerem Licht er-
strahlen möge. Die Urfassung des Textes kann in die 12. Dynastie datiert 
werden.

1	 Zur Emendation des eigentlich dastehenden Wortes nḥḥ „Ewigkeit“ in nḥ „Perl-
huhn“ vgl. P. Seibert: Die Charakteristik, Untersuchung zu einer altägyptischen Sprech-
sitte und ihren Ausprägungen in Folklore und Literatur. Teil 1: Philologische Bearbeitung 
der Bezeugung. Wiesbaden 1967 (Ägyptologische Abhandlungen 17), S. 161; M. Licht-
heim: Ancient Egyptian Literature. Volume I: The Old and Middle Kingdoms. Oakland 
1973, S. 187; G. Burkard: Textkritische Untersuchungen zu ägyptischen Weisheitslehren 
des alten und mittleren Reiches. Wiesbaden 1977 (Ägyptologische Abhandlungen 34), 
S. 55; H. Brunner: Altägyptische Weisheit, Lehren für das Leben. Zürich/München 1988, 
S. 162; R. Parkinson: The Tale of Sinuhe and other Ancient Egyptian Poems 1940–1640 
BC. Oxford 1997, S. 277; H.-W. Fischer-Elfert: Die Lehre eines Mannes für seinen Sohn, 
Eine Etappe auf dem „Gottesweg“ des loyalen und solidarischen Beamten des Mittleren 
Reiches. Wiesbaden 1999 (Ägyptologische Abhandlungen 60), S. 396.

2	 W. Helck: Die Lehre des DwꜢ-ẖtii. Wiesbaden 1970 (Kleine Ägyptische Texte 3), S. 76.
3	 St. Bojowald: „Eine semitische Analogie zu Gattungszugehörigkeit und Rollen-

verständnis des Ꜥb(w)-Vogels im ägyptischen Cheti XIII a.“ In: Studien zur Altägyptischen 
Kultur 33 (2005), S. 57–63.

4	 Zur Zwiespältigkeit des Begriffes vgl. W. Guglielmi: „Berufssatiren in der Tradi-
tion des Cheti.“ In: M. Bietak (Hrsg.): Zwischen den beiden Ewigkeiten. Festschrift Ger-
trud Thausing. Wien 1994, S. 68 ff.
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Die hiesige Debatte entzündet sich konkret an der Frage nach der Be-
deutung des Ꜥb(w)-Vogels, bei welcher die ältere Forschung lange Zeit von 

„Rabe“ ausgegangen war. Die Deutung sah sich offenbar durch die Laut-
struktur des Wortes in Kombination mit der Präposition „r“ davor inspiriert. 
Das andauernde Nörgeln des Landmannes kann zwar mit etwas Phantasie 
durchaus an das Krächzen des Raben erinnern. Die Rabenbezeichnungen 
sind aber schon anderweitig besetzt, die im Demotischen Ꜥbḳ/Ꜣbḳ gelautet 
haben. Der Umstand wurde von Jäger5 in neuerer Zeit speziell hervor-
gehoben. Der eigene Vorschlag war daher stattdessen für die Bedeutung 

„Taube“ eingetreten. Die betreffende Form wurde dabei als eine Schreibung 
für ꜤbꜢ „Taubenart“ aufgefasst.6 Der Name der Taube wurde etymologisch an 
die Wurzel ꜤbꜢ 7 „leuchten, scheinen“ angedockt und hierin eine Anspielung 
auf das leuchtende Gefieder des Vogels gesehen. Die bunten Farbtupfer im 
Gefieder mancher Tauben lösen mit ihren Lichtbrechungen einen metalli-
schen Schimmer aus. Die genaue ornithologische Art der ꜤbꜢ-Taube wurde 
aus guten Gründen offen gelassen. Die über die Jahrhunderte hinweg wech-
selnden Distributions- und Migrationsverhältnisse wirken sich mit Störk8 
bei der Taubenklassifikation schließlich eher hinderlich aus. Der Detail-
aspekt kann für die hiesigen Zwecke daher ohne weiteres vernachlässigt 
werden. Der entscheidende Faktor wird vielmehr durch die Verbindung der 
Taubenrufe mit Klageäußerungen repräsentiert.

Der obige Ansatz wurde durch den Hinweis auf die babylonische Stelle 
DIŠ SAL.MUŠEN bakkitu ša ki TU.MUŠEN UGU URU u namešu idmum9 

„wenn der Klagefrau-Vogel, der wie eine Taube aussieht, klagend ruft“ ab-
gesichert, die in einer Sammlung günstiger und ungünstiger Omina zu fin-
den ist. Der Name des bakkitu-Klagefrauvogels10 lässt sich auf die Wurzel 

  5	 St. Jäger: Altägyptische Berufstypologien. Göttingen 2004 (Lingua Aegyptia Studia 
Monographica 4), S. 141 n. 29.

  6	  Zur Schreibung Ꜥb für ꜤbꜢ vgl. E. Edel: Zu den Inschriften auf den Jahreszeitenreliefs 
der „Weltkammer“ aus dem Sonnenheiligtum des Niuserre. Göttingen 1961 (Nachrichten 
der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen, 1. Philologisch-Historische Klasse 1/8), 
S. 229, 246; E. Edel: Zu den Inschriften auf den Jahreszeitenreliefs der „Weltkammer“ 
aus dem Sonnenheiligtum des Niuserre. Göttingen 1963 (Nachrichten der Akademie 
der Wissenschaften in Göttingen, 1. Philologisch-Historische Klasse II/4), S. 177; zu ꜤbꜢ 

„Taubenart“ vgl. C. Wolterman, „On the names of birds and hieroglyphic Sign-List G 22, 
G 35 and H 3.“ In: JEOL 32 (1991–92), S. 120.

  7	 Zu dieser Wurzel vgl. WB I, 177, 11/12; R. Faulkner: A Concise Dictionary of Mid-
dle Egyptian. Oxford 1962, S. 41.

  8	 L. Störk in: Lexikon der Ägyptologie VI, s. v. Taube, S. 242.
  9	 A. Oppenheim: „A Babylonian Diviner’s Manual.“ In: JNES 33 (1974), S. 203.
10	 Zu diesem Wort vgl. auch F. R. Kraus: Texte zur babylonischen Physiognomatik. 

Osnabrück 1967 (AfO Beiheft 3), S. 7 rs., 9; von Soden in: AHw I, S. 97; Oppenheim in: 
CAD 2 II, S. 34–35.
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baku11 „weinen“ zurückführen, so dass die Verbindungslinie zwischen der 
Taube und Klagelauten auch hier gezogen wird. Das Gurren der Vögel 
konnte – nebenbei bemerkt – im Akkadischen auch als Zeichen der Für-
sorge interpretiert werden.12 Das Spektrum wurde außerdem durch hebräi-
sches lexikographisches Material angereichert, wobei die Verben hmi und 
hgi, beide „wie Taube klagend rufen o. ä.“,13 im Mittelpunkt standen. Die 
Erklärung ist bei Widmaier14 auf ein durchaus positives Echo gestoßen. In 
den folgenden Zeilen wird eine jüngst entdeckte arabische Parallele hinzu-
gefügt, die nunmehr einen weiteren wichtigen Baustein in der Argumenta-
tion bildet. Die eigene Sicht der Dinge wird dadurch zusätzlich unterstützt.

Die Vergleichspassage taucht in einem Liebesgedicht aus dem Œuvre 
des früharabischen Poeten Abū Ḏu aʾib al-Huḏ�ali auf, der um 649/28 ge-
storben ist. Die ġazal-Dichtung leitet nach Heinrichs15 um 650 einen neuen 
Kunstwillen ein. Die folgende Stelle gilt es dabei in toto zu zitieren:

yā baita Dahmāʾa llaḏī atağannabu
ḏahaba š- šabābu wa-ḥubbuhā lā yaḏhabu
mā lī aḥinnu iḏā ğimāluki qurribat
wa-aṣuddu ʿanki wa-anti minnī aqrabu
li-llāhi darruki hal ladaiki muʿawwalun
li-mukallafin am hal li-wuddiki maṭlabu
tadʿū l-ḥamāmatu šağwahā fa-tahīğunī
wa-yarūḥu ʿāzibu šauqiya l-mutaʾawwibu16

Die anschließende, von Jacobi entlehnte Übersetzung stellt sich am wort-
getreusten heraus:

11	 Zu dieser Wurzel vgl. von Soden in: AHw I, 1965.
12	 E. Reiner: „Die akkadische Literatur.“ In: W. Röllig: Altorientalische Literaturen. 

Wiesbaden 1978 (Neues Handbuch der Literaturwissenschaft 1), S. 200.
13	 Zu hgi vgl. A. Negoita: „hāgāh.“ In: G. Botterweck / H. Ringgren (Hrsg.): 

Theologisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament II. Stuttgart/Berlin/Köln/Mainz 1977, 
S. 343–344; H. Donner (Hrsg.): Wilhelm Gesenius, Hebräisches und Aramäisches Hand-
wörterbuch über das Alte Testament. 18. Auflage, 2. Lieferung. Berlin/Heidelberg 1995, 
S. 266; zu hmi vgl. A. Baumann: „hāmāh.“ In: Botterweck/Ringgren (Hrsg.) 1977, 
S. 445.

14	 K. Widmaier: Landschaften und ihre Bilder in ägyptischen Texten des zweiten Jahr-
tausends v. Chr. Wiesbaden 2009 (Göttinger Orientforschungen IV/47), S. 115.

15	 W. Heinrichs: „Literary Theory: The Problem of its Effiency.“ In: G. E. von 
Grunebaum (Hrsg.): Arabic Poetry, Theory and Development. Wiesbaden 1973, S. 24–26.

16	 R. Jacobi: „Die Anfänge der arabischen ġazal-Poesie: Abū Ḏuʾaib al-Huḏali.“ In: 
N. Schmidt / N. K. Schmid / A. Neuwirth (Hrsg.): Denkraum Spätantike, Reflexionen 
von Antiken im Umfeld des Koran. Wiesbaden 2016 (Episteme in Bewegung, Beiträge zu 
einer transdisziplinären Wissensgeschichte 5), S. 489.
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Oh Zelt der Dahmā ,ʾ das ich meide! Die Jugend ist vergangen, aber die Liebe 
zu ihr vergeh nicht.

Was ist mir, dass ich seufze, wenn deine Kamele näher kommen, und dass ich 
mich abwende von dir, wenn du mir am nächsten bist?

Wie schön du bist! Kann ein Liebender auf dich vertrauen und kann er hoffen, 
dass du ihn erhörst?

Die Taube ruft ihr Klagelied und erregt (mein Gefühl) und nachts kehrt 
meine Sehnsucht, wie eine ferne Herde, heim.

Der allerletzte Sinnabschnitt ist hier in besonderer Weise zu beachten. Der 
erste Halbvers wartet mit dem bekannten Motiv der „Taube im Dickicht“ 
auf, das vereinzelt in der vorislamischen Poesie belegt ist, aber erst in der 
Umayyadenzeit an größerer Popularität gewinnt.17 In diesem Rahmen zählt 
allein, dass die Rufe der Taube mit Klagelauten assoziiert werden. Das Bild 
der heimkehrenden Herde im Vergleich zur Sehnsucht des Dichters stellt 
einen der wenigen frühen arabischen Belege für die direkte Beschreibung 
von Gefühlen dar.18

Die Parallele gibt sich unter dieser Voraussetzung auf das Schönste zu 
erkennen.19 Der äußere Höreindruck der Taubengeräusche wird sowohl im 
Ägyptischen als auch Arabischen mit Klagerufen verbunden. In methodi-
scher Hinsicht sollte es daher keine Hindernisse geben. Die Legitimität der 
ägyptisch-arabischen Analogien ist ebenfalls nicht zu bestreiten. Die Ver-
bindung zwischen ägyptischen und arabischen Motiven wurde schon ver-
schiedentlich dokumentiert.20

17	 Jacobi 2016, S. 490
18	 W. Ahlwardt (Hrsg.): The Divans of the Six Ancient Arabic Poets Ennabiga, An-

tara, Tharafa, Zuhair, Alqanna and Imruul-qais. London 1870, S. 2 Nr. I, v. 3.
19	 Das Vorkommen des Gurrens der Taube in einem sumerischen Tiervergleich bei W. 

Heimpel: Tierbilder in der sumerischen Literatur. Rom 1968 (Studia Pohl 2), S. 399, muss 
hier wegen der unvollständigen Erhaltung der Stelle außen vor bleiben.

20	 A. Badawy: „Two passages from ancient Egyptian literary texts reinterpreted.“ In: 
ZÄS 86 (1961) S. 144–145; G. Vittmann: Der demotische Papyrus Rylands 9, II, Kom-
mentar und Indices. Wiesbaden 1998 (Ägypten und Altes Testament 38) S. 446.


