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Case Study: Site of Xanadu. 
For this particular case study, I have chosen to look at the Site of Xanadu, which is located in Inner Mongolia. The decision to look at the Site of Xanadu as a topic for my case study came about because I have an interest in the Yuan dynasty and the Mongol rule. Through this case study I will provide a brief explanation about the Site of Xanadu, I then believe some analysis of the site and where it is located will be beneficial to this case study. In this case study I also want to touch on the unique features of the Site of Xanadu, and how it can be set apart from other world heritage sites in China, I think that the unique features of the Site of Xanadu is what sets it apart from other historical sites in China, and is what I believe is one of the most important parts of the Site of Xanadu’s history, and the history of the Mongol Empire and the Yuan dynasty. The Site of Xanadu is a UNESCO world heritage site and so therefore I believe it will be interesting to look at this site and see why it is considered so special and what it was used for that it was decided to make it become a world heritage site. I have not visited the Site of Xanadu myself, although I have spent some time in China, and so therefore I can only look at images to get a sense of how the site looks now, furthermore, I will be more heavily relying on descriptions from people who have actually visited the site and the descriptions in other scholarly works to form my case study, although this might not be as thorough an investigation as it would be had I visited the Site of Xanadu myself, I still believe I can conduct a well-rounded academic case study based around what I read regarding the site and my knowledge of the Yuan dynasty and hope to bring up and discuss a range of interesting points and ideas regarding the Site of Xanadu.
 I believe that at present China’s history is something that is still very significant and is still always thought upon in China and among Chinese people in modern life. There seems to be a lot of application of historical ideas and values put into modern day life still and there are still many old practices that you can see carried out in modern day China that were taken from the past, at least from my time in China this is what I believe. Further to this, I believe especially in China, history is something that is used to learn from in many ways and is greatly valued and still treasured at present.
The Site of Xanadu is a UNESCO world heritage site, being listed as a UNESCO world heritage site in 2012.[footnoteRef:1] The Mongol capital was originally located in Karakorum, however in 1263 CE the capital was moved to Xanadu. Originally Kublai Khan had named Xanadu as Kaiping, but in 1273 CE he changed the name of the capital to Xanadu when it was moved. Xanadu became the summer capital of the Yuan dynasty, however, to start with it was Kublai Khan’s first capital before he then moved the capital to present day Beijing, known at the time as Khanbaliq or Dadu, making Xanadu his summer capital from that point onwards. The Yuan dynasty, also called The Great Yuan, was founded officially in 1271 CE and finally ended in 1368 CE. Xanadu is also written as Shangdu, which translated from Chinese means “Upper Captial”, I believe this was probably its name because of where it was located, as it was further North than the winter capital Dadu. For the purpose of this essay I will refer to the capital as Xanadu from this point forward and only use the other forms of the name when directly quoting from other pieces of work.  [1:  UNESCO Centre, n.d. Site of Xanadu. [online] Whc.unesco.org. Available at: <https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1389/> [Accessed 7 April 2020].] 

The Site of Xanadu is quite unique from other heritage sites in China because it has influences from both Mongolian lifestyles and Han Chinese lifestyles. “Archaeological excavation and historical records bear witness to the authenticity of the property as representing the interchange between Mongolian and Han people in terms of capital design, historical layout and building materials. The Tombs authenticate the historical claims concerning the life of both Mongolian and Han people in Xanadu.”.[footnoteRef:2] In particular the architecture of the site has both influences from the styles of Mongolian and Han Chinese architecture. The combination of using things from the Mongols and the Han Chinese was a sign of how the dynasty would go forward, using a mixture of the two cultures to lead and satisfy the people under the Mongol rule. I believe this was done so that Kublai Khan could show he was valid to rule over both the Mongol people and the Han Chinese people, showing that he had a foot in both camps meant it was more likely for a greater amount of people to trust and believe in Kublai Khan as a leader. The Yuan dynasty was the first dynasty to be ruled by non-Han Chinese people and so this set it apart from other dynasties that had come before it, it was the first dynasty that needed to be have more inclusivity of people, and so I believe that having influences from the Mongol lifestyle and Han Chinese lifestyle was one of the ways that they achieved this, “For instance, the description of the archaeological site of Xanadu, the Mongolian capital established by Kublai Khan in 1256 CE and a World Heritage site inscribed in 2012, underscores the value of the site as “a unique attempt to assimilate the nomadic Mongolian and Han Chinese cultures (UNESCO 2012).””.[footnoteRef:3] These influences weren’t only limited to architecture, but were also seen in the way that the dynasty was run, “The characterization of the Yuan dynasty as being the “least institutionalized” should not be taken to mean that it had no system: rather, its system featured a dual nature which was quite disparate from the traditional systems of the ethnic Han states; in comparison with the latter, it was often similar in form but divergent in substance. The same was also true of its cultural characteristics.”.[footnoteRef:4] Adopting a system that didn’t follow along exactly with the old Han states but was adapted for the new Mongol rule and inclusive of the Mongol people but still using some of the old systems that had been in place. [2:  UNESCO Centre, n.d. Site of Xanadu. [online] Whc.unesco.org. Available at: <https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1389/> [Accessed 7 April 2020].]  [3:  Qian Gao, ‘Challenges in Archaeological Tourism in China’, Int J Histor Archaeol, 20, (2016), p. 430.]  [4:  Zhang Fan, ‘Characteristics of the Yuan dynasty: Reflections on several issues from Mongol Yuan history’, CHINESE STUDIES IN HISTORY, 51(1), (2018), p. 51.] 

Kublai Khan choosing to move his capital to Dadu, the current capital of the Peoples Republic of China, Beijing, seems like a wise decision. As John Man writes in his book ‘Xanadu, Marco Polo and Europe’s Discovery of the East’, “With all north China as his new fief, Kublai had a decision to make. He might have ignored old Beijing and ruled from Xanadu, a Mongol capital with Chinese characteristics. But if he did that he would declare himself forever an outsider. Seeing the benefits of governing from a Chinese base, he might have chosen to revive an ancient seat of government, like Kaifeng or Xian. But Beijing had one major attraction: it was close to Xanadu and to the Mongolian grasslands.”.[footnoteRef:5] Having the capital in Xanadu, Inner Mongolia is very far away from the centre of things and what would be going on in central China it seems like it would have made it harder to manage the many provinces in central China, being based in central China would mean that Kublai Khan would have more control with what is going on in central China and keep better control of the people having a more direct link to the Han Chinese during that dynasty by being closer to the Han Chinese people. Although they did not leave their Mongolian territory behind, still keeping the capital in Xanadu as the summer capital which also seems like a wise idea to show that he still had control of the Mongol people and hadn’t left his Mongol roots behind, showing that he was still a worthy leader for the Mongolian people as well as the Han Chinese. “Mongolia and north China had never been united. They were two different worlds – grasslands and farmland, steppe and city, empty and crowded, nature-worshippers and Buddhist-Daoist ancestor-worshippers. Kublai had a foot in both camps, and he needed to keep the loyalty of both: the Mongol élite who provided his traditional backing and his cavalry on one hand; on the other, the Chinese élite who provided his bureaucracy, his record-keepers, his tax-gatherers, his infantry. He could not keep the Chinese on side from a mobile HQ of tents and wagons; he could not retain the trust of Mongols from a Chinese city. He needed a new sort of capital, something that was both Chinese and Mongol.”.[footnoteRef:6] Having a capital in Xanadu and Dadu was a great way for Kublai Khan to satisfy both groups of people he was ruling over, and make sure the Mongol rule would last longer and not be immediately overthrown, it meant having both the influences of the Mongol lifestyle and the Chinese lifestyle which would make more of the people under his rule feel inclusion during the Mongol rule and seeing that he can apply both of the lifestyles to his rule means he’s capable of ruling over the two different groups. As I mentioned earlier in this essay, the Yuan dynasty was the first non-Han Chinese ruled dynasty, therefore Kublai Khan had to make sure that the Han Chinese could know that he could rule over them just as well as someone who was of Han Chinese descent could, I believe moving his capital to Dadu was one of the ways Kublai Khan insured that.  [5:  John Man, ‘Xanadu, Marco Polo and Europe’s Discovery of the East’, (London: Bantam Press, 2009), pp. 185-186. ]  [6:  John Man, ‘Xanadu, Marco Polo and Europe’s Discovery of the East’, (London: Bantam Press, 2009), p. 109.] 

At present there is not much of the Site of Xanadu left standing, it is only the ruins of the site that remain. The Site of Xanadu was made from stones and bricks, something that seems to be a feature that started to emerge of buildings in China around this time.[footnoteRef:7] It’s unsure whether this feature of buildings started to emerge because it was a style that the Mongols brought with them, or whether people started to believe building using stones and bricks was more secure and safer than simply just timber, which can easily be set on fire if under attack, however, buildings during the Song dynasty had also been started to be built with these kind of materials, so we may just assume that this is a style that was carried over from the Song dynasty as people may have realised these materials are potentially more sturdy and safer, if under attack, than just timber alone. However, before Xanadu became just a mere set of ruins, it was supposedly a beautiful place, one poet named Samuel Taylor Coleridge even wrote a poem named ‘Kubla Khan’,[footnoteRef:8] which was inspired from what he had heard about Xanadu, he wrote the poem from something he had heard about Xanadu, hearing that it was a very beautiful place, set in a place with the most beautiful landscape, unlike anywhere else. ‘Kubla Khan’ is a very well-known poem, and one of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s famous poems. However, Samuel Taylor Coleridge was also very well known for his opium addiction, and so it is believed that he actually wrote many of his poems whilst he was experiencing opium induced dreams, therefore we can’t take this image of what he imagined and dreamed Xanadu to look like to be very close to what he had heard of the place or the truth, and only look at it with a pinch of salt,[footnoteRef:9] it is potentially something completely different that he just dreamed up himself in a opium induced state. From reading his poem ‘Kubla Khan’, you can just imagine the beauty of Xanadu, which is exactly what Samuel Taylor Coleridge did with the description he had heard of Xanadu, if this is close to what he had heard. Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem ‘Kubla Khan’ included lines beautifully describing the landscape, such as: [7:  Lala Zuo, ‘Build for the Living: Stone Buildings of the Yuan Dynasty’, Front. Hist. China, 10(2), (2015), pp. 264-288.]  [8:  Poetry Foundation, n.d. Kubla Khan by Samuel Taylor Coleridge | Poetry Foundation. [online] Available at: <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43991/kubla-khan/> [Accessed 12 April 2020].]  [9:  Richard Holmes, ‘Coleridge: Early Visions’, (London: Harper Perennial, 2005). ] 

“And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
And here were forests as ancient as the hills,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Poetry Foundation, n.d. Kubla Khan by Samuel Taylor Coleridge | Poetry Foundation. [online] Available at: <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43991/kubla-khan/> [Accessed 12 April 2020].] 

However, Samuel Taylor Coleridge was not the only person to have written a poem about Xanadu and the beauty that was there, many people have actually written about the site, even if they have not visited it, John Man touches on this in one of his books, saying: “The view moved one poet, Yuan Jue, who was in Xanadu when Marco was there, to write:
These gate towers of Heaven reach into the great void,
Yet city walls are low enough to welcome distant hills.”.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  John Man, ‘Xanadu, Marco Polo and Europe’s Discovery of the East’, (London: Bantam Press, 2009), pp. 104-105.] 

Both of these poems are very interesting to read and have connotations of a very heavenly landscape and create an image of a very serene place, although the content of both is obviously different, both of these quotes from the poems give off a similar feel and from them you can only imagine what the beauty of Xanadu was like, with this in mind we could take Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poems description to be accurate, however this is till uncertain.

I believe a lot of people do not visit Xanadu because of where it is based. Places such as the Forbidden City, located in Beijing, or the Terracotta Warriors, located in Xi’an, are based in central China and so are more accessible to the Chinese public, or people who are visiting China. I also believe that the Site of Xanadu is not as well-known as other heritage sites in China, and so therefore isn’t as widely visited. Despite many important events happening at Xanadu and it being famous for those events, I do not believe the site itself is a famous place to visit, even with it being recognised as a UNESCO world heritage site. Further to this, what is left of the Site of Xanadu is only ruins, and so therefore wouldn’t be considered that impactful when you visit it, in comparison the Forbidden City and the Terracotta Warriors are both very complete sites and you can still view much of the original site, so when you visit them there is more impact and you get a more complete view of the history of those sites and can understand better what was happening there. Further to this, Xanadu was always considered somewhat of a sacred site to Mongolian people, and so they didn’t want people coming to the site and ruining the site,[footnoteRef:12] or what they believed would be ruining the site, as John Man writes in his book: “From then onwards until quite recently, Xanadu had few visitors from outside.”,[footnoteRef:13] I believe because the Mongol people wanted to deter anyone from doing anything to the site this in turn deterred people from going to visit the site, but also slowed down making the site a historical spot that people could come and visit and appreciate what was left of the site. [12:  John Man, ‘Xanadu, Marco Polo and Europe’s Discovery of the East’, (London: Bantam Press, 2009), pp. 116-119. ]  [13:  John Man, ‘Xanadu, Marco Polo and Europe’s Discovery of the East’, (London: Bantam Press, 2009), p. 120.] 

Xanadu is a significant site for many different reasons, as it was a site of political power and debate, many things happened there that would have been significant to the country and the dynasty. One well-known and potentially significant event that happened at Xanadu was that Marco Polo visited the capital. “The Polos’ arrival must have been in early or high summer, because, as Marco says, they turned towards Xanadu, following the imperial route from palace to palace along the way.”,[footnoteRef:14] if it wasn’t for it being summer when Marco Polo came to China and visited the Emperor, then Marco Polo would have never visited Xanadu and people wouldn’t have heard about the greatness of the site. However, I don’t believe Marco Polo’s visit to Xanadu was something that had any impact on the site, or at least any physical impact on the site, I do think he potentially increased peoples interest to travel to the site by retelling what he saw and how beautiful the landscape was. I don’t believe Marco Polo having visited the site adds any value to the Site of Xanadu in comparison to the more unique features of the site, nothing at the Site of Xanadu changed because of his visit, however it was still something of significance to happen there. [14:  John Man, ‘Xanadu, Marco Polo and Europe’s Discovery of the East’, (London: Bantam Press, 2009), p. 103.] 

From conducting my research it is obvious that there are many unique features of the Site of Xanadu, I think one of the main reasons for this is how the Yuan dynasty was going to be ruled, with Kublai Khan going forward with a mix of the Mongol culture and the Han Chinese culture. I believe that much of the influence that made the Site of Xanadu so different to other heritage sites in China and why it was able to become a UNESCO world heritage site is that the Yuan dynasty was so much more different to any of the dynasties that came before it, being the first non-Han Chinese ruled dynasty, and that there was an obvious effort to have parts of both Mongolian culture and Han Chinese culture to be able to satisfy the both groups under the Mongol rule. I still believe that in comparison to other heritage sites in China the Site of Xanadu is not as popular and not as widely visited by Chinese people or people travelling in China as other heritage sites that are in China, however I do believe it should be a site just as worthy as sites such as the Forbidden City and the Terracotta Warriors to go and visit, I think there is a lot of unique history at the Site of Xanadu and it has many unique selling points that I think people would like to go and visit it to witness and learn about. The Site of Xanadu has a lot of unique and interesting history behind it and so I believe I would benefit and enjoy further research into this area to get a better understanding of the site.
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