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This map, proclaiming “A single spark can start a prairie fire,” calls for unity among the peoples of China and Africa. It was produced in 1969, during China’s Cultural Revolution, a sustained, often severe crackdown on supposed enemies of the Chinese communist movement.



Introduction: A Single Spark Can Start a Prairie Fire


About twenty years ago, my former college roommate brought me a souvenir from a trip to China: a map, which hangs in my office to this day. The thing is garish, and I loved it from the moment I first laid eyes on it. It’s big, more than 30 inches tall and 20 inches wide, and striking, with bold, mostly red hues and heavy black brushstrokes on cardboard-colored paper. Its vertical Asia and north-south Africa form one long landmass. Across its midsection, hands—one dark, one lighter—reach in from either side to grasp each other and hold aloft a burning torch. At the poster’s bottom, seven figures, all with Asian features and agitated expressions, are pumping their fists.

While the map is dated 1969, I could not read its other, brief blocks of text, which are in Chinese characters. But that hardly seemed to matter. Given the imagery and that date, I could discern the map’s basic thrust: Clearly, it was issued as some kind of revolutionary broadside, proclaiming friendship between Asia and Africa at a time when China’s political leaders, after splitting with the Soviet Union, were trying to lure recently independent nations around the world into alliances. Whether or not you agree with the map’s ideology or approve of its violence, you can feel it kicking at Western colonialists and Russian communists.

Of course, not every map carries that kind of charge—or ambition. I have heard Edward Tufte, professor emeritus of multiple subjects at Yale and probably the planet’s foremost expert on data visualization, praise the virtues of the maps of the Alps made by the government of Switzerland. These maps are packed with information yet crystal-clear and clutter-free. They are high-resolution and three-dimensional. Their fonts are impeccable. Hikers love these maps, and anyone who creates charts or graphs should admire and study them.

But there’s more to life than topography and typography. All maps show us where we are. Some maps also try to tell us what to think—and that’s where things get really interesting.

PJ Mode, a longtime Washington, DC, lawyer, began acquiring old maps after seeing a Paris exhibit called “Maps and Figures of the Earth” in 1980. Some of the items he found most intriguing were what he called “cartographic curiosities” because they weren’t really about geography. “At some point along the way,” Mode later wrote, “I realized that there was a common theme in this group of maps: They were intended primarily to influence opinions or beliefs, to send or reinforce some message, rather than to communicate objective geographic information.” Mode was describing, and creating, what’s become the world’s finest collection of political maps, also known as persuasive cartography (or, more pejoratively, cartographic propaganda).1

[image: Map of Australia and New Zealand, featuring geographical details, state boundaries, and notable locations. Includes insets of Tasmania and the Colony of Victoria.]
Formally titled General Map of Australia and Tasmania or Van Diemen’s Land Shewing the British Colonies as Divided into Counties, this was one of many “Gold Rush” maps of the continent made in the nineteenth century. It was created by Ernst Georg Ravenstein, a German-English cartographer, in 1857.


A political map uses elements of text (its language, details, and symbols) and texture (its projection, orientation, scale, and shadings) to deliver a statement. A map can become political because of something as simple as its color. For example, one 1857 map of Australia (above) reveals a whole range of wonderful details. Peer closely, and you might notice an inset focusing on the city of Sydney, or a decorative illustration of the docks at Melbourne, or a sketch of the main commercial sea lanes to Australia from around the world. But just a glance shows you one overriding feature: The whole thing is tinted gold! This map reminds readers that the continent was in the midst of a series of gold rushes—and a population explosion—that would last through the second half of the nineteenth century. Its elements, most definitely including its gilded lithography, combine to portray Australia as booming and beckoning.

A good political map communicates both intellectually and viscerally. It exploits the fact that maps are—even in our hyper-cynical times—almost uniquely authoritative. It makes you understand something about its subject’s, and often its creator’s, place in the world, their outlook and beliefs, goals and intentions. A great political map does all this so powerfully that you absorb its meaning before (or even without) processing it as you would a verbal argument. Look at La Paz de Nixon (Nixon’s Peace) (left), produced as the United States was trying to bomb North Vietnam into resuming negotiations between the two countries, and see if you don’t agree.

[image: Illustration depicting a map of Cambodia with aircraft and explosions, labeled with ‘Nixon’s Peace’ in multiple languages. The image critiques military actions in Southeast Asia.]
La Paz de Nixon (Nixon’s Peace) was published in 1972 by the Organization in Solidarity with the People of Africa, Asia, and Latin America (OSPAAAL), a Cuban anti-imperialist group.


The most dramatic and influential of all maps are political maps. That’s my contention, after twenty-five years of writing about politics and history and a lifetime of studying maps. And it’s my rationale for gathering this group of outstanding maps that have taught people around the globe how to see the world.

In the pages to come, you’ll see maps of explorers’ claims and colonial conquests, border disputes that started wars and treaties that ended them, nations established or divided and destroyed, menacing threats real or imagined. In considering what to include, I used a broad definition of “map”—essentially any graphic representation of a terrestrial place or event. Scientists have created amazing maps of the ocean’s floor and the moon. Would-be cartographers have given shape to Narnia, Wakanda, and even the Grand Duchy of Fenwick.2 These were outside the scope of my work. Otherwise, though, everything counted, including many traditional illustrations, but also paintings, stone tablets, even a paper fan. I was similarly inclusive about the word political, willing to look at any portrayal of human-defined (as opposed to purely natural) territories or borders. The works here range from ancient cosmography to modern red-and-blue election maps, but I stuck to one important rule: My political maps had to be at least approximately contemporaneous with their subjects. You can find boatloads of maps drawn recently of the Holy Roman Empire or the Confederate States of America. What’s truly interesting and instructive is to see such entities through the eyes and minds of the people who defined them while they existed.

From a huge range of possibilities, I culled my final selection by looking for two qualities: historical significance and persuasive power (the latter criteria included a map’s visual impact, technical excellence, and strength of conviction). All of these judgments are of course subjective; I cannot claim to have comprehensively rated or ranked these maps. And if you haven’t guessed already, by stating that a map combines its features to communicate its messages skillfully, I am not approving of its content, though I often assess it in the analysis that accompanies that map. I don’t believe any political entity has ever understood the power of maps, or used them more effectively as propaganda, than the German Nazi Party. Some of its creations come across as shockingly modern even today. (As just one example, one map of Adolf Hitler’s speaking engagements in 1933, opposite, looks like a rock concert tour poster.) As in walks of life outside cartography, we need to reckon with the allure of Nazis and other totalitarians. And instead of ignoring or suppressing offensive work, we should ask why some images resonate so strongly with audiences even when they are associated with horrendous ideas.

Political maps are most frequently produced and preserved by countries that win wars and other battles to determine borders and territorial rights. And within those societies, they are typically made by people with the authority to create official or commercial publications. So this is a genre subject to massive selection bias. I have worked to present maps from a variety of regions around the world and eras across time. But writing about political maps is like surveying Nobel Prize winners or astronauts: The field’s achievements, reflecting its opportunities, tilt heavily toward modern Europe and the United States, and even more heavily toward men. All I can say is that if you think I have ignored any worthy work, I would be happy to hear from you.3

[image: Illustration featuring a map of Lippe with locations marked, an eagle, and text commemorating a 1933 speech by the Führer. The map includes Nazi symbols and dates.]
Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany in January 1933. Produced later that year, this map marks the sites of Der Führer’s subsequent speeches with swastika-emblazoned flags. It was essentially a souvenir for fans.


Actually, I can say one thing more: I was wrong about the revolutionary Chinese map. As my investigations for this project were drawing to a close, I figured I really should tie up the loose ends of getting that map translated. I finally got help from two friends, then dug into the meaning of what they found. It turns out that the map declares: “A single spark can start a prairie fire.” This is a Chinese saying that Mao Zedong popularized in 1930, at a particularly low point in the communist struggle to ignite revolution in China. Mao meant that even small actions could trigger massive consequences, and specifically that it was worthwhile for his followers to keep seeking support among rural peasants and workers, even if the communists had not yet won mass approval. By 1969, with Mao in firm dictatorial control of the country, Chinese officials repeated the phrase to call for the first steps, no matter how humble, toward anti-colonialism in Africa. One of the map’s banners reads: “Long live the unity of the Third World.”

But “A single spark can start a prairie fire” has meaning in many contexts. It also turns out that in 1960, a group of young writers started a magazine called Spark in central China. It was written by hand and lasted for just two issues, but its expression of dissident dreams was enough to get its creators rounded up and, in some cases, brutally tortured. (One contributor named Lin Zhao used her own blood to keep writing in prison, until she was executed in 1968.) Their stories, and the experiences of rebels who followed in their footsteps, have inspired generations of Chinese artists. In 2023, journalist Ian Johnson published an important book about that lineage. Its title: Sparks: China’s Underground Historians and Their Battle for the Future.

So when we look at the 1969 “Spark” map, it certainly does carry a message of international solidarity and revolution. But its title and quotation and red colors also remind us of the story of the Chinese people’s own struggle for freedom amid a revolution run amok. Political maps often reverberate in ways their own authors can’t foresee.

I only came to appreciate the full reach of the “Spark” map once I started to understand its many connections. I hope this book will help you do the same with the maps that follow.



Footnotes



1 In 2014, Mode donated his trove to Cornell University, his alma mater, and more than 800 of his maps are now available online. His archive, replete with notes reflecting his analysis and research about many of its maps and the connections among them, is both an inspiration and key source for this book.

2 Featured in a series of satirical novels by Leonard Wibberley, including The Mouse That Roared, which became a classic 1959 movie starring Peter Sellers.

3 And if there is ever a sequel to this group of maps, I will include an image of Gran Colombia, the republic established by Simón Bolívar and his allies after they liberated large swaths of South America from Spanish rule in the early 1800s. Bolívar intended it to be a united Latin American nation, but it lasted just a few years. I learned in depth about its fascinating history—and maps—too late to include here.






[image: Map depicting parts of Africa, Asia, and surrounding seas with labeled regions and features. Includes annotations and geographical names, illustrating historical cartography.]


Part I DOMINION


Maps help us find our way around. Even more fundamentally, they let us declare that we exist. The creators of the early maps on the following pages grappled with the questions stemming from that very political act: Where did they live in relation to other peoples? How far did the world they knew extend? And what was its relationship to more distant lands and to the heavens?




[image: Illustration depicting a circular arrangement of zodiac signs and mythological figures, labeled ‘Scudo di Achille.’ The design features various scenes and characters around the central zodiac symbols.]
Artists ranging from the Dutuit Painter, an ancient Athenian who decorated vases, to modern American scribbler Cy Twombly have illustrated the Shield of Achilles (as described by Homer). This engraving by Angelo Monticelli comes from an 1842 edition of Il costume antico e moderno (Ancient and Modern Costume), a monumental history of clothing by Italian archivist Giulio Ferrario.



The Maps That Took Western Civilization from Myth to Science


The epic poetry and scientific research of ancient Greece inspired maps that still influence us today.

Histories of mapmaking, political or otherwise, often begin with Claudius Ptolemaeus (c. 100–c. 170), known as Ptolemy, a genius of ancient Greece whose research was so extensive and calculations so accurate that his work guided how Europeans and their descendants understood the world for almost 1,500 years.

Fair enough. But almost a millennium before Ptolemy, an epic work of literature provided an image that represented the entire Greek way of life. It is a foundational map of Western civilization. And it comes to us wrapped in a story of doomed heroism, maternal love, and powers so strong they could almost—almost—warp destiny. Toward the end of Book 18 of Homer’s Iliad, Thetis, the mother of the angry young warrior Achilles, visits Hephaestus, the god of fire and metalworking. The Trojans had taken Achilles’s armor from the dead body of his friend Patroclus, and she implored the father of the forges to craft her son a new set:


But thou, in my pity, by my prayer be won:

Grace with immortal arms this short-lived son,

And to the field in martial pomp restore,

To shine with glory, ’til he shines no more!



Hephaestus has his doubts—“O could I hide him from the Fates,” he says, “as well . . . As I shall forge most envied arms.” And ultimately, Achilles is killed in battle. But first, Hephaestus crafts a shield in the form of a great map, which Homer describes for more than 120 lines of spectacular poetry. This passage of the Iliad has inspired interpretation, verse, and decorative objects for more than 2,700 years, even though no drawing of it accompanied the Iliad—and even though there’s no conclusive evidence the shield (or Achilles) ever actually existed.

Homer describes Hephaestus using hammer and tongs to form an “immense and solid shield” of silver, brass, tin, and gold in five layers, or nested rings. He placed the earth at its center, with “the unwearied sun” and “the moon completely round,” surrounded by the great constellations, such as the Pleiades and the Big Dipper, or Great Bear. (These are often replaced with the signs of the zodiac on later attempts to reproduce the shield, such as the one shown on here.) The next ring portrays two cities, one peacefully observing a wedding, the other suffering from the ravages of war. Farther outward, the shield shows a variety of human labor, with scenes of people plowing fields, harvesting grains and grapes, and herding oxen and sheep.

For the outermost rim, Hephaestus rimmed the shield with a metallic depiction of a layer of water, just as an endless river or sea seemed to encircle the world.


Thus the broad shield complete the artist crowned

With his last hand, and poured the ocean round:

In living silver seemed the waves to roll,

And beat the buckler’s verge, and bound the whole.



The shield is a literary device, not a literal artifact of history.1 But through ekphrasis, the Greek word for writing a detailed description of a work of art, Homer presented an object that meticulously delineated a representation of the world for a culture that still exerts vast influence on us today.

And here’s the key to interpreting the shield, and many very early maps: Their layouts address questions that predate the concerns of modern politics, but are still political. Before mapmakers could get to drawing lines to declare “We are here” and “You are there,” they first asked, “Where am I?” Many of the oldest works of cartography are cosmographic maps, which situate people in the world and the world within creation. And as the French scholar Germaine Aujac wrote in The History of Cartography, published in 1987, “The shield in Homer’s poem . . . was evidently such a map of the universe as conceived by the early Greeks and articulated by the poet.” She called it the “start [of] a history of Greek theoretical cartography.”

For centuries following Homer, Greek philosophers and scientists worked to create a new discipline from blending the kinds of traditional understandings depicted on the shield with discoveries emerging from astronomy and exploration. Their names became as legendary as their leaps of insight and deductive accomplishments. To name just a few: Anaximander created the first Greek world map in the sixth century BCE. The great mathematician Pythagoras began teaching around 500 BCE that the earth was spherical. Eratosthenes (c. 276 BCE–c. 195 BCE), who headed the great Library of Alexandria and invented the word geography ( geographika), calculated the circumference of the earth to within 1 percent of its actual size. When Alexander the Great came along, conquering lands from Macedonia to India from 336 BCE to 325 BCE, he sought intelligence about outlying areas. And the work of the philosopher-scientists kept pushing Greek geography and mapmaking toward empirical investigation and practical results.

By the first century, the stage was set for Ptolemy, whose work synthesized and apotheosized almost a thousand years of Greek inquiry. Though best known today as an astronomer,2 Ptolemy was a multitalented genius, and his Geōgraphikē hyphēgēsis (Guide to Geography), written around 150, brought together a vast range of material about thousands of places in the world and described how to plot them on a grid. It’s the granddaddy of all mapmaking achievement.

This eight-volume opus was rooted in massive research. Ptolemy labored in the Library of Alexandria, which by that time was in steep decline but still a trove of maps, histories, and travelogues, to dig out and cross-reference information about every significant place that the early Roman Empire knew to be inhabited. Ultimately, he catalogued about eight thousand places. Amazingly, he also pinpointed the vast majority of them using coordinates of latitude and longitude. And Ptolemy further described, in relentless detail, two methods for projecting a sphere, like a globe of the earth, onto a flat surface, like a roll of papyrus.

Ptolemy measured latitude by how long the longest day of the year was at a given place, based on astronomical data he collected. (At 0 degrees, around the equator, where the sun takes its highest path across the sky, maximum daytime is twelve hours, a span that gets longer and longer the farther north or south you go.) When it came to longitude, Ptolemy again relied on a relationship between celestial navigation and time. Following the conventions of ancient Babylonian astronomy and Greek geometry, he divided the earth into 360 degrees. That means the sun moves 15 degrees across the sky in one hour. Which means in turn that if you know that noon (the time when the sun is highest in the sky) happens, say, two hours earlier for you than for me, you are 30 degrees of longitude east of me. This global lattice is still with us today.

[image: Map depicting a geographical area with various landforms and water bodies, featuring lines and labels indicating routes or boundaries.]
This map appears in medieval editions of Claudius Ptolemaeus’s Geōgraphikē hyphēgēsis (Guide to Geography). Dating from the early fourteenth century, it shows the entire world as known to Ptolemy, from the Iberian Peninsula in the upper left, arcing all the way to India on the far right.


For all his brilliance, Ptolemy’s calculations were not perfect. He underestimated the overall size of the earth. He relied on astronomical data and witness reports that were sometimes unreliable. His projections, like any attempt to flatten three dimensions into two, were imperfect. If you assemble a world map from the points Ptolemy lists in the Geography, you will see southern Africa meeting southern Asia in one big landmass that encircles the Indian Ocean. But, of course, the man was working nearly two thousand years ago, when there was no quick way to find out how high the sun was in the sky 300 miles away, or even 3 miles away. The Geography is a staggering tour de force of applied astronomy, geography, and mathematics—a translation of the physical and political world Ptolemy and his ancestors knew into a form that could be communicated, reproduced, and updated.

It is not, weirdly enough, an actual atlas. The Geography describes in painstaking detail how to map the world, but apparently didn’t come with maps. No maps were discovered with its earliest editions, and it’s still not clear whether Ptolemy ever created any from all the data he compiled. That might not have been as unusual in his time as it seems in ours. Ptolemy may have seen his work as a grand entry into the annals of Greek scientific discourse, rather than a construction manual. Or he may simply have thought plotting the entire world was sufficient guidance for his readers. The phone book doesn’t come with a map, either.

After its publication, Ptolemy’s masterpiece disappeared for more than a thousand years. The decline and collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth century plunged its remains into what historians used to call the Dark Ages, a medieval time where many Greek and Roman achievements in science and the arts, including the Geography, were lost to the West. Over this long stretch, intellectual inquiry in fields ranging from history to mathematics to geography thrived instead in Byzantium (the descendant of the Eastern Roman Empire) and Arab states. And it was a Byzantine scholar named Maximus Planudes (1260–1330) who revived the Geography.

Working from a monastery in Chora (now the Kariye Mosque in Istanbul, Turkey), Planudes collected, translated, and preserved numerous ancient texts.3 In 1295, he hunted down a manuscript of the Geography, and either drew or commissioned a set of companion maps. He admired the results, remarking in a poem that he had never seen anything so skillful, colorful, and elegant as the way Ptolemy brought the world into view. Andronicus II, the Byzantine emperor, was impressed too, and copies of the Geography began to spread. Today, there aren’t any existing Greek manuscripts from before the thirteenth century, and several of the oldest editions with maps date to Planudes’s work. The version shown on here–here is one of the very earliest, from about 1300, possibly owned and maybe even produced by Planudes, and now at the Vatican Library.

The Geography reached Italy around 1400 and was first translated to Latin in 1406. Soon afterward, everything converged to make Ptolemy, some 1,250 years after his death, a dominant force in Western cartography and beyond, in various areas of culture where science was firing imagination. The Renaissance brought renewed interest in classical art and history. The printing press powered the wide dissemination of secular texts. European explorers began decamping for other continents and needed guidance. And there was the Geography: a brilliant work of antiquity with beautiful maps, ready to fill inquiring minds with knowledge that Europeans had ignored for centuries. By the end of the 1400s, seven editions were in print, with more than thirty more to come in the following century. Ptolemy became such a powerful brand that atlases continued to use his maps, uncorrected, for decades after voyagers showed where they were inaccurate.

Ptolemy’s most famous quote is deeply spiritual: “When I trace at my pleasure the windings to and fro of the heavenly bodies, I no longer touch earth with my feet: I stand in the presence of Zeus himself and take my fill of ambrosia.” But with the Geography, Ptolemy left a legacy of earthly knowledge rooted in exploration and discovery, liberated from the gods, setting up Westerners to try again, like Achilles, to forge their own fates. To find their destinies among other peoples—and to create histories that would be told through more explicitly political maps.



Footnotes



1 Even if the Shield of Achilles were a real object, it might not be the oldest surviving large-scale map. The Babylonian Map of the World, now in the British Museum, is a palm-sized clay tablet that shows Mesopotamia and could date to the ninth century BCE.

2 Ptolemy didn’t just catalogue more than a thousand stars, and predict eclipses and the movements of the planets. He provided a comprehensive geocentric (or earth-centered) model of the universe. The Ptolemaic system essentially served as the basis for astronomy for nearly 1,500 years, until Nicolaus Copernicus challenged it in the sixteenth century.

3 He saved at least one manuscript from being chewed up by rats.






[image: Map of Chinese and non-Chinese territories from 1136, illustrating a detailed layout of various locations and routes, accompanied by annotations in text. The map includes symbols indicating specific points of interest and pathways.]
The Huayi Tu (Map of Chinese and non-Chinese territories) was carved by an unknown artist into a stele, or commemorative stone slab, in 1136 China. This stone rubbing dates from c. 1903.



The Map of China and the Barbarians


Almost nine hundred years ago, the Huayi Tu defined which lands and people were inside and outside the Empire of China.

The Huayi Tu is China’s oldest surviving political map, showing areas as within or outside China during the Song dynasty (960–1279). Entitled “The map of Chinese and non-Chinese territories” (sometimes translated as “. . . Chinese and barbarian countries”), it’s an outstanding example of Chinese cartographic traditions, which developed independent of the West for nearly two thousand years.

The making of large-scale maps in China began at least as early as the era known as the Warring States period (475–221 BCE). Early Chinese maps were often pictorial and heavy on text, and performed several functions: They displayed distant territories, delineated areas under the emperor’s control, and sometimes showed connections between heaven (usually spherical) and earth (typically flat). Over many centuries, they also incorporated scientific and technological advances made in China. Indeed, of the “Four Great Inventions” from ancient times that are prized in Chinese culture, three massively influenced mapmaking: the compass, papermaking, and printing. (The fourth was gunpowder, which surely changed how maps looked, too, but less directly.) And as China grew, particularly during the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE), so did the administrative and political importance of maps.

Pei Xiu, a minister of works in the third century who is sometimes called the father of Chinese cartography, described six principles for mapmaking: proportional measure, or mapping distances to scale; standard or regulated view, meaning preserving the positions of places relative to one another; road measurement, or determining distances from points along particular routes; measuring altitudes; measuring angles to gauge diagonal distances; and measuring curves.

Applying these in combination allowed Pei and generations of Chinese cartographers who followed to create highly accurate maps. “Even if there are great obstacles in the shape of high mountains or vast lakes, huge distances or strange places . . . everything can be taken into account and determined,” Pei wrote almost two millennia ago. Apply the principles correctly, and “the curved and straight and the far and near can conceal nothing of their form.”

In the late eighth century, Jia Dan, a military officer and cartographer who served in various imperial posts during the Tang dynasty (618–907), undertook a massive effort to compile comprehensive geographic and political information about China and its neighbors. This was an era of expanding trade, and Jia interviewed Chinese travelers as well as outside visitors to bring data about routes, hazards, borders, and foreign ways of life into his project. In 801, he presented his work to the Chinese emperor Dezong. Jia bestowed a book of forty volumes, which described in detail places as far away as torch-lit lighthouses in the Persian Gulf, and a map of Asia called Hainei Huayi Tu, or “Map of Chinese and non-Chinese territories between the seas.”

Jia Dan’s map was huge—about 33 feet high and 30 feet wide—painted on silk, and extremely detailed. It displayed hundreds of places, in black ink for ancient settings and red for then-contemporary locales. Sadly, it is lost to the ages. But it inspired the Huayi Tu map shown here.

The Huayi Tu is a 31-inch by 32-inch map carved into a three-foot-high stele, or commemorative stone slab.1 We don’t know who the artist was, but the map’s annotations make a couple of facts clear: It was made in 1136, and it adapts names for and information about well-known locations from Jia Dan’s earlier map.

This map stretches from Heilongjiang, the Manchurian province that contains China’s northernmost point, to Hainan Island in the south, and from the Pamir plateau, western highlands that are now part of Tajikistan, to the Pacific Ocean in the east. The Huayi Tu names some five hundred administrative districts, and accurately depicts a dozen rivers, ten mountains, major lakes, and, most visibly, the Great Wall of China, which runs along much of the empire’s northern border. It pays considerably more attention to the interior of China than its shorelines, which are somewhat out of shape. And in the text blocks around its margins, it offers brief descriptions of nearby lands, including India and Korea.

Another incredibly impressive map is engraved on the reverse side of the Huayi Tu stone marker: the Yu Ji Tu (Map of the tracks of Yu the Great). Its title refers to Yu, a legendary figure in ancient Chinese history who folklore says established the first dynasty in China around 2100 BCE. We don’t know who contributed the geographic information for the Yu Ji Tu or carved it, but it is almost exactly as old as the Huayi Tu and uses a striking gridded scale to accurately convey China’s coastline and inland network of rivers.

These maps were set in stone so that people fortunate enough to see them in person, such as state officials and scholars, could create rubbings from them, and they did so for hundreds of years. Of the few tracings that are still intact, most were made by Westerners visiting China around the turn of the twentieth century. The version shown on here is from the Library of Congress, which estimates it’s a French redrawing from a rubbing made in 1903.

The tablet containing the Huayi Tu and Yu Ji Tu is now at a museum called the Forest of Stone Steles in the Chinese city of Xi’an. Three thousand carved stones occupy seven exhibition halls there, on a site that was a Confucian temple more than nine hundred years ago. So the remarkable story of these maps continues: Each nearly a millennium old, they survive as vertical monuments, etched into flip sides of the same rock, recognizably similar but still carrying forth very different conceptions of the society that produced them.



Footnote



1 Famous steles around the world include the Code of Hammurabi, the Rosetta Stone, and the Staff of Oranmiyan.






[image: A historical map of England circa 1300 featuring various geographical and cultural elements, labeled with numbers indicating specific locations or features. The map is circular with intricate details throughout.]
Known as the Hereford mappa mundi (map of the world), this map was made c. 1300 in England. It’s a narrative of medieval Christian belief and virtually an almanac of mythological lore.



The Maps That Centered Christianity for a Millennium


From early T-O maps to the remarkable and mysterious Hereford mappa mundi, these maps sublimated actual geographical knowledge to the tenets of the medieval Christian faith.

Not to be overly grandiose, but in Western civilization, the evolution of modern political maps—and many other forms of cultural expression—was part of one broad struggle: reconciling received, largely biblical, sources of wisdom with truths derived from exploration and science. Ptolemy died around 170; the Roman emperor Constantine granted citizens freedom of worship in 313 and later converted to Christianity. With that, an oppressed cult became the imperial establishment, and its creeds became the dogma of the state and the academy, not just the church. Geography—which isn’t fully based in either mathematics or language, and never fit neatly into the classical categories of liberal arts—fell out of favor for a long, long time. Its hard-earned discoveries and creative achievements, including scientific maps, disappeared from common conversation as well as from Latin education throughout the Middle Ages. (The actual word geography didn’t even surface in English until the late fifteenth century.)

Medieval Christian cartographers didn’t stop making maps of the world, but they superimposed their beliefs on their work. Historian Daniel Boorstin, Librarian of Congress from 1975 to 1987, put it rather harshly but accurately: “Christian faith and dogma suppressed the useful image of the world that had been so slowly, so painfully, and so scrupulously drawn by ancient geographers. We no longer find Ptolemy’s careful outlines of shores, rivers, and mountains, handily overlaid by a grid constructed on the best-known astronomical data. Instead, simple diagrams authoritatively declare the true shape of the world, though they are only pious caricatures.”

The most common model for Christian mappae mundi, or maps of the world, is so simple that you can easily create one yourself with paper and pencil. Just draw the world as a circle (an O ), then inscribe it with the letter T, reaching across from the circle’s left edge to its right at the widest point, and down from its center to its bottom. That’s it! You can then visualize the top half of the map as Asia, the bottom left as Europe, and the bottom right as Africa. The line dividing Europe and Africa is the Mediterranean Sea; the line separating Africa and Asia is the Nile River. Right in the middle of the map, where the stroke and crossbar of the T meet, is Jerusalem, which, according to the Book of Ezekiel, God placed “in the midst of the nations.” And with the O and T, you have the orbis terrarum, Latin for “whole world.”

Roman historians used this “T-O” design for maps as early as the first century BCE. And around the world and across the centuries, cartographers from many cultures have decided to put the lands sacred to them—the places they and their ancestors lived, or coveted, or believed were home to their gods—at the heart of their maps. But Christianity and T-O maps made a particularly strong fit: The T came to stand for the cross on which Jesus was crucified, and the maps’ three sections represented the Holy Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

T-O maps had a powerful and lasting appeal. And as they spread, they picked up yet another layer of meaning. Christian scholars interpreted them as showing how the world was divided among Noah’s sons after the biblical flood (something mentioned but not described explicitly in the Book of Genesis). Shem’s descendants were supposed to have settled in Asia, Ham’s in Africa, and Japheth’s in Europe.1

Archbishop (and later Saint) Isidore of Seville (c. 560–636), who assembled a vast encyclopedia of the Latin language called Etymologiae (Etymologies), included T-O maps in his manuscripts. His works helped spread widely the idea that these maps conveyed Christian belief; and they circulated for centuries. Eventually, the many editions of Isidoran manuscripts included more than six hundred maps. And in 1472, more than eight hundred years after Isidore’s death, a printer in Augsburg, Germany, included a T-O map as an illustration in an edition of the Etymologiae (opposite). It was barely 2 inches square, but this was the first map ever printed in a book. And its elements are simple and clear: the three continents of Europe, Asia, and Africa, the three sons of Noah, the four cardinal directions, topped by Oriens, or East, and the T formed by mediterraneum (“Mediterranean”) and Mare magnum fine (“the [river] at the end of the great sea”).

[image: Illustration of a circular map from 1472showing Europe, Asia, and Africa with labeled sections. The map includes directional indicators and text in Latin.]
The first map printed in a book, this classic T-O map was published in 1472 as part of Etymologiae, a much older work by Archbishop Isidore of Seville.


Over time, maps adapted the T-O schematic for uses that went far beyond simple tripartite diagrams. In 1095, Pope Urban II declared that “Jerusalem . . . situated in the middle of the world, is now held captive,” and called upon European Christians to rescue the Holy Land from Islam. The First Crusade was successful and led to the establishment of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, after which cartographers started making maps of the conquered city—most of them circular and oriented to the east. About a dozen Crusader maps still exist today, including one that was part of a twelfth-century account of the First Crusade by a chronicler known as Robert the Monk (shown opposite). Milka Levy-Rubin, who is now curator emerita of the Humanities collection at the National Library of Israel, rediscovered this map in 1991 at a cartography conference in, of all places, Uppsala, Sweden, where the local university held a copy of Robert the Monk’s manuscript. She calls it “the most exquisite and beautiful exemplar of the round maps of Jerusalem.”

The colorful Uppsala map is loaded with spiritually significant images, labeled at a moment where many important sites in Jerusalem were under Christian control. The map is obviously not to scale, but does locate most places of worship and monuments in their proper quarters of the city. The Temple of the Lord, which is what the Crusaders called the Dome of the Rock, is most prominent, in the upper center of the map and topped by a cross. To its right on the Temple Mount is what is now the al-Aqsa Mosque, which the Crusaders named the Temple of Solomon. To its left is the Church of St. Anne, which the Crusaders built in the 1130s and stands today as a Catholic church. Even without being able to read much Latin, you can see additional highlights outside the wall encircling the city, such as the Mount of Olives and Garden of Gethsemane to the northeast (at the top left) and the road to Bethlehem (at the bottom).

In the Uppsala map, as art historian Kristin B. Aavitsland has written, “the holy city . . . becomes a visual metonym for the entire world.”2 And by using the familiar and all-encompassing T-O format, this map makes Jerusalem, which the Latin Bible called the umbilicus terrae, or “navel of the world,” stand for the orbis terrarum, the whole of God’s domain on earth.

Across the centuries when European cartographers valued religious adherence over geographic science, they also broadened the scope of their maps by incorporating notable places and artistic beings from biblical sources as well as other traditions

[image: Illustration of a medieval map depicting a circular city layout with various buildings, towers, and labeled locations. The central area features a prominent structure, likely a cathedral.]







[image: The Hereford mappa mundi features a circular emblem with text and figures, including a seated figure and an angelic figure, surrounded by decorative elements and inscriptions.]


[image: Illustration of a figure in a fetal position, surrounded by text in a medieval manuscript. The text appears to be in Latin, with decorative elements present.]


[image: Illustration of a lynx on a medieval map, with labeled regions and landmarks surrounding it. The map features various names and symbols related to geography.]


[image: A medieval map depicting various locations and landmarks, including castles and rivers, with inscriptions in Latin.]





Footnotes
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