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Looking East

INTRODUCTION:

Recall that one model of cartographic history is nationalistic . . .

but may be sensitive to these differences without recognizing western chauvinism


until recently, for example,  little attention paid to cartography in the east 


based perhaps on the assumption that there was nothing new or little of value


Yet while European mapmaking focused on illustrations of Christian doctrine, quite


remarkable achievements occurred in the Middle and Far East



Islamic cartographers interpreted and then advanced the work of Ptolemy



Chinese mapmakers printed maps judged highly accurate even by today’s 



standards  over 300 years before printing was invented in the West



well before the Mongolian Empire fell to the Chinese in 1368, they built huge ships 



far larger than those that would sail in the European Renaissance

While evidence of sophisticated maps has been found in Korea, Manchuria, Mongolia,

and Japan, the greatest accomplishments – at least based on extant evidence – 

seem to have occurred in the Islamic world and in China

ISLAMIC CARTOGRAPHY OF THE MIDDLE EAST:

Contrast typical European T-in-O map (Ebstorf T-O, 1339) with Idrisi world map

alike in overall form due to common source . . . but the similarity ends there


(circular disk with circumfluent ocean)

And Islamic cartography not limited to world views, but included a variety of maps

· regional maps, typically of the Nile valley or areas within the valley, this one of the city of Samarkand (Uzbek) and surrounding region
· military maps and siege plans

· urban views

Regardless of the type, however, and even though only a few have survived,  Islamic

maps revealed geographical knowledge that  was both extensive and detailed

Cartography flourished in the Middle East from the 7th through the 12th centuries, 

largely as a consequence of the Islamic religion (Mohammed was born in 570 or 571 A.D.)

Islam necessitates a thorough understanding of geography

“In order to fulfill the obligations of prayer, fasting, and ritual pilgrimage, they had to decipher the cosmic clock and know which way to turn to face Mecca.”
(slide of recent publication)
from the UNESCO Courier

For this reason, caliphs – who assumed religious power and leadership after the


death of Mohammed – paid dearly for translations of classical works, especially


 those of the Greeks



one caliph gave the weight of Greek documents in gold for their translation



a complete translation of Ptolemy’s works – both the Almagest and Geography – 



had been completed by the 9th century



Islamic mapmakers became the repository of classical Greek scholarship during the



Medieval period  in Europe

Muslims did not blindly subscribe to the ideas and information they translated


their religion required a pilgrimage to Mecca – the birthplace of Mohammed – so a 


cumulative record of extensive travels emerged


distances were measured again and again; locations were redetermined in detail


the length of the Mediterranean was shorted, eventually by some 20 degrees of 


longitude, bringing it remarkably close to contemporary measurements


while Ptolemaic map showed the Indian Ocean as an inland sea, a 10th century Arab


mapmaker correctly surmised that it was open ocean

Culmination of Islamic cartography came with al-Idrisi


Idrisi traveled from Morocco to Asia Minor before becoming a mapmaker for the 


Norman King Roger II of Sicily


while some have suggested that Idrisi’s world map reflects ignorance of the true 


shape of the earth, Idrisi himself noted that “. . . earth was round as a ball.”


Idrisi’s world map is very well known, but his more remarkable achievement was a 


series of 70 comparatively large-scale maps known as the Tables of Roger 




the first world atlas, although this honor coomonly accorded to a much later 




European work 



like the example shown in this slide, all were oriented with south to the top



(quite typical of Islamic maps of the period)

By Idrisi’s time, Islamic knowledge of the world included all but northern Europe, north 

and east Africa, southern Asia, and east Asia as far as Korea


although Idrisi represented the pinnacle of Islamic cartography, it quickly deteriorated 


shortly after – why?

· no system of latitude and longitude or location coordinates

· once geography was known to their satisfaction, no theoretical interests

· no interest in exploration beyond that occasioned by religious pilgrimage

MAPMAKING IN CHINA:
Alexander the Great crossed the Indus in 326 B.C.


recall that his travels aroused considerable interest ins geography among the Greeks


but ironically, there are no maps from this area


in fact, few early Chinese maps . . . 



but a history of maps and mapmaking that in many  ways, parallels the Classical 



period of Greece and Rome



like this relief map on an incense burner, maps long filled both decorative and 



utilitarian functions in China

There is a record of a survey of China in the 6th century B.C. and literary reference to a 

map on silk in the 3rd century B.C. (note modern military use of silk maps)

But earliest surviving maps date from the early Han Dynasty (207 B.C. - 220 A.D.)


specifically, 2 silk maps excavated from a tomb circa 168 B.C.



one is a regional map of physical features



the other is a detailed map of a military garrison


more generally, maps were used extensively for military and adminstrative purposes 


in the Han Dynasty

Chinese also invented many tools and techniques well before they were known 

in the west (best example perhaps being the magnetic compass in the 11th century)


in this context, first known use of rectangular grid attributed to Chang Heng, a 


contemporary of Ptolemy (recall that spherical grid preceded rectangular in the west)



grid used for both location and scale, as well as scale change by similar squares


cannot be inferred that grid reveals belief in flat earth – to the contrary,



the Chinese used the gnomon and realized that its shadow changed continuously in



a way that could be accounted for by a spherical earth



they also kept oldest known almanacs of eclipses and comets



they constructed accurate star maps and celestial globes

Subsequently, Phei Hsiu, minister of works in the Chin Dynasty outlined the principles 

of mapmaking with detailed instruction for  

· use of rectangular grid

· orientation (from this time onward, Chinese oriented maps with north at top)

· triangulation
· measurement of altitude


By the Medieval period then, Chinese were making very sophisticated maps


1134 map with rectangular grid (Kish 208)



the map – 3 feet square – was carved in stone by an unknown mapmaker of the 



Sung Dynasty for instructional purposes



each square is 36 miles



coastlines, major rivers (Yangtze and Hwang Ho), and settlements



more accurate than any European map until large-scale surveys of 17th and 18th



centuries


1155 printed map (Kish 210)


printed in black ink on paper 300 years before printing was invented in Europe



contained in an encyclopedia



shows part of western China with rivers, settlements, and the great wall



like all Chinese maps for several centuries, oriented toward the north


atlas map by Chu Ssu-Pen (1273-1337)


a large map, also large-scale, on a grid that was dissected and printed in an atlas



like all mapmakers of the time, Ssu-Pen knew geometry, surveying, and used an 



odometer on a wheel



some interpreters have suggested that busy seas reflect fear of maritime navigation, 



but not likely




Chinese great seafarers until the close of the Ming Dynasty




the most celebrated being Zheng Hu


the Zheng He sailing chart (this excerpt shows tip of India, north Africa, Sri Lanka)



made 7 voyages from 1405-1435



traveled from Vietnam to east Africa to the Strait of Hormuz



first voyage involved 317 ships, including 62 treasure ships – the largest of which 



was 100 meters long and 50 meters wide, with a displacement of 3,100 tons



the excerpt is from a chart of the last voyage, which was originally on a roll but 



subsequently published as 40 pages



the chart shows sea routes, detailed shorelines, landmarks, and nautical information 


(e.g., shoals, havens, half-tide rocks)



the chart was also accompanied by steering instructions (from A, steer X degrees 



for Y time and Z distance to B) and some depth soundings



as is typical of Chinese maps, areas beyond the borders were not often shown; and 



when they were, accuracy decreased rapidly with increasing distance from China

Chinese mapmaking was more advanced than any place in the world


but at the close of the Ming Dynasty, China once again closed its land borders


large ships destroyed, and it became illegal to build a junk with more than two masts


at a time when mapmaking was about to explode as a consequence of exploration, a 


civilization far advanced turned inward to isolationism

