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Mapungubwe was the first state (kingdom) in southern Africa. It ended in 1300AD. Refer to the previous 

worksheet. After it came to an end, another kingdom came into being, this was Great Zimbabwe. However, 

this kingdom was not a continuation of Mapungubwe, it was not built by people from Mapungubwe.  

Great Zimbabwe: around 1300 – 1450 

• The name "Zimbabwe" comes from the Shona term "dzimba dzamabwe", which means "stone 

buildings". The name refers to the stone walls used to separate and surround houses and kraals in 

ancient Shona settlements, like Great Zimbabwe.  

• The name may also come from the word "imbabwe", which is the Shona word for "house of rock or 

stone" or "venerated house", which is associated with kingship. 

• The first people to live at Great Zimbabwe were Bantu-speaking, and the ancestors of the Shona 

people. They were the first African farmers. 

• Present-day Zimbabwe is named after this African trading state. 

• At its height, Great Zimbabwe had a population of between 10 000 and 20 000 people. It was bigger 

than Mapungubwe. 

• Like Mapungubwe and Thulamela, Great Zimbabwe had a ruling class. They seemed to have 

controlled their wealth through the management of cattle, which was the staple food. 

• People of the Great Zimbabwe traded iron, copper, gold and ivory. They got glass, cloth and glazed 

pottery from the Arab traders in return. 

• Just like in Mapungubwe, the king and his advisors had more power than ordinary people.  

✓ The king lived on top of the hill and was separated from the people. 

✓ Big huts were found on the slopes of the hill and many small huts were built close together 

at the bottom of the hill. 

• Many of the stone walls of the Great Zimbabwe still stand today, but the rest of the town is ruined. 

Marco Polo – A European explorer in Asia at the same time that Mapungubwe was at its height 

• At the same time that Mapungubwe was at its height, Marco Polo was a European explorer.  

• Polo was born in Venice in Italy in 1254 and he died in 1324.  

• In 1271, Marco Polo travelled to China with his father Nicolo and uncle Maffeo on the Silk Road 

(the overland route between China and Europe. The Silk Road was named as such because Chinese 

silk cloth was widely traded on it). Polo travelled from Italy through Baghdad and the Gobi Desert to 

China.  

• In China, Marco Polo worked for the Emperor of China, Kublai Khan for 17 years. Khan was very 

wealthy and powerful. 

• When he returned to Italy, Kublai Khan gave him a 30cm long golden tablet, which was Polo’s VIP 

passport to ensure that he and his fellow travelers were taken care of as they travelled through 

China. 

• On their journey back, the Polos travelled by sea along the coast of southern Asia. 

• During his travels Marco Polo wanted to make important contacts with people in the East so that 

he could trade for spices. He was also looking for adventure. 



 

• The journey home took Marco Polo 3 years. He spent 24 years of his life travelling (1271 to 1295), 

17 of which were spent in China. 

• Marco Polo was not the first European to travel to China, but because he wrote a book about his 

adventures, his travels became widely known. 

• Marco Polo brought back things that Europeans wanted such as spices, ivory, coal, jewels, porcelain 

and silk.  

✓ To avoid being robbed, he and his companions had hid the valuables in the linings of their 

coats. 

✓ They had dressed in thick, rough, dirty clothing. 

✓ They spoke Chinese to each other. 

✓ Because of the above reasons, their friends and family could not recognize them. It took 

some convincing for them to believe that they were the Polos.  

Marco Polo’s influence on European traders and explorers  

• Marco Polo was a very good storyteller. His travels were recorded in a book called The travels of 

Marco Polo. It is however, believed he did not personally experience some of the stories he wrote 

about, but they were stories that other people had told him. 

• He told of Chinese inventions such like gunpowder, printing, paper money and the compass. 

• Before Marco Polo wrote down his book, most Europeans did not know about the great civilization 

in Asia. 

• After reading his book, many Europeans wanted to travel to China and the rest of Asia themselves. 

• His book was later used in the late 15th and the 16th centuries, during the age of discovery. In the 

1490’s, Christopher Columbus read Polo’s book and he was inspired to travel to the East himself. 

However, Columbus got lost on sea and landed in America (Caribbean) instead, thinking that he had 

reached India.  Many other Europeans started travelling. 

Activity L3: Mapungubwe, Great Zimbabwe & Marco Polo  

1. Draw a timeline of Marco Polo’s life, including his death, birth and important events in his life. 

 There should be at least four different years with specified events on the timeline. [8] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How did the people of the Great Zimbabwe make a living? Explain. 

 ___________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________ [2] 

 


