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The Japanese word for their country is 日本, which is 
pronounced Nihon or Nippon and literally means “the origin of 
the sun”. The character nichi (日) means “sun” or “day”; 
 hon (本) means “base” or “origin”. The compound therefore 
means “origin of the sun” and is the source of the popular 
Western epithet “Land of the Rising Sun”. 
  Japan is a sovereign island nation in East Asia. 
Located in the Pacific Ocean, it lies off the eastern coast of the 
Asian mainland and stretches from the Sea of Okhotsk in the 
north to the East China Sea and China in the southwest. Japan 
is a strato-volcanic archipelago consisting of about 6,852 
islands. The four largest are, from north to south, Honshu, 
Hokkaido, Kyushu, and Shikoku, which make up about 
ninety-seven percent of Japan’s land area and often are 
referred to as “home islands”. The Ryukyu Islands, which 
include Okinawa, are a chain to the south of Kyushu. Together 
they are often known as the Japanese archipelago. 
 The country, including all of the islands it controls, lies 
between latitudes 24° and 46°N, and longitudes 122° and 
146°E.  About 73 percent of Japan is forested, mountainous 
and unsuitable for agricultural, industrial or residential use. 
As a result, the habitable zones, mainly located in coastal 
areas, have extremely high population densities. Today, Japan 
is one of the most densely populated countries in the world. 
 The first written mention of Japan is in Chinese history 
texts from the first century AD/CE. Influence from other 
regions, mainly China, followed by periods of isolation, 
particularly from Western Europe, has characterized Japan's 
history. From the 12th century until 1868, Japan was ruled by 
successive feudal military shōguns who ruled in the name of 

the Emperor. Japan entered into a long period of isolation in the early 17th century, 
which was ended in 1853 when a United States fleet pressured Japan to open to the 
West. 
 The earliest record of the name Nihon appears in the Chinese historical records 
of the Tang dynasty (618-907 AD/CE), in the Old Book of Tang and in written history 
in the Chinese Book of Han. According to the Records of the Three Kingdoms, the most 
powerful kingdom on the archipelago during the third century was called 
Yamataikoku. At the end of the seventh century, a delegation from Japan requested 
that Nihon be used as the name of their country. The English word Japan possibly 
derives from the historical Chinese pronunciation of 日本. The Old Mandarin or 
possibly early Wu Chinese pronunciation of Japan was recorded by Marco Polo as 
Cipangu. In modern Shanghainese, a Wu dialect, the pronunciation of characters 日本  
Japan is Zeppen. The old Malay word for Japan, Japun or Japang, was borrowed from a 
southern coastal Chinese dialect, probably Fukienese or Ningpo—and this Malay 
word was encountered by Portuguese traders in South East Asia in the 16th century. 
These Early Portuguese traders then brought the word to Europe. The first record of 
this name in English is in a book published in 1577 and spelled Giapan, in a 
translation of a 1565 letter written by a Portuguese Jesuit Luís Fróis.  
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 The Nara period (710–784) marked an emergence of the centralized Japanese 
state centered on the Imperial Court in Heijō-kyō (modern Nara). The Nara period is 
characterized by the appearance of a nascent literature as well as the development of 
Buddhist-inspired art and architecture. In 784, Emperor Kanmu moved the capital 
from Nara to Nagaoka-kyō, then to Heian-kyō (modern Kyoto) in 794. This marked the 
beginning of the Heian period (794–1185), during which a distinctly indigenous 
Japanese culture emerged, noted for its art, poetry and prose.  
 

 
 

Cartographically 
 
Unlike the evolution of the maps of Africa, the Western Hemisphere, and Florida as 
discussed in my other monographs, the development of maps of this area began as an 
indigenous effort. The first attempts at mapping the islands that make up Japan 
began in Japan. The accuracy and quality of these early maps are remarkable. 
However, due to their isolation, the rest of the world took a very long time to produce 
reasonably realistic maps of the Japanese islands. 
 Maps were first needed in Japan, as in other countries, to confirm 
landholdings and their locations. But in the period before Chinese and Buddhist 
influence began to be strongly felt in Japan in the sixth and seventh centuries AD/CE, 
the system of land tenure under the clans who then ruled Japan appears to have been 
primitive. Indeed, the concept of property in land was not understood in what was 
almost exclusively an agricultural economy; land without labor for its cultivation 
does not represent wealth. However, as Chinese influence grew and Chinese writing 
was adopted for record keeping in the fifth and sixth centuries, the imperial 
government tried to foster the idea that the provincial rulers held their territory as 
delegates of the emperor. This was based on the Chinese doctrine that “under the 
wide heavens there is no place which is not the king’s land.” In the latter part of the 
seventh century, the system of allotting land according to the number of members of 
each household (the ku-bun-den, or literally, “mouth-share-field” system) was 
officially adopted. In fact, the system was probably never much more than an ideal, 
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and local chieftains and temples soon began to stake out claims to major landholdings 
and became officially recognized owners of property. Thus, the first maps in Japan 
seem to have been diagrams of landholdings or estates.  
 Maps were, however, referred to even earlier, even if none have survived. 
During the Taika Reforms (ca. 645), when Japan was adopting Chinese customs and 
laws, an order, recorded in one of Japan’s earliest histories, the NihoDBi, was issued: 
“The boundaries of the provinces should be examined and a description or map 
prepared which should be brought here and produced for our [imperial] inspection”. 
Thereafter, in both the Nara (710-93) and Heian (794-1185) periods, orders were 
issued that maps of the provinces and their subdivisions should be made.  

 The first-known mention of map-
making in Japan is made in the Nihongi, in 
an imperial edict of A.D. 646, ordering the 
execution of local surveys for the use of 
central authority. In the succeeding 
century numerous estate and 
administrative maps were compiled.  
 The father and founder of Japanese 
mapmaking, according to Japanese 
tradition, was Gyogi Bosatsu, a Buddhist 
priest of Korean descent who lived from 
about 688 to 749. Gyogi is said to have 
traveled throughout Japan, not only 
spreading the message of Buddhism but 
also teaching the arts of constructing roads, 
bridges, canals, and dams. Indeed, he 
seems to have been one of Japan's first civil 
engineers. He apparently played a 
prominent part at the court when Nara 

was the capital during the reign of Emperor Shomu (724-48). It is therefore probable 
that the order which was issued in 738 about the drawing of provincial maps may 
have been inspired by him. There is, however, no actual proof that Gyogi ever 
produced any maps himself. 
 At any rate, none have survived from this period. Nevertheless, the term 
“Gyogi-type maps” came to be used in Japan for diagrams or primitive drawings 
which showed the interrelationship of the provinces with the capital as well as the 
seven regions and five special provinces nearest the capital. Professor Charles Boxer 
said of Gyogi-type maps that they “normally list the names of the provinces, main 
highways and provincial subdivisions in marginal explanatory notes after the style of 
a concise gazetteer.” But their most notable feature was the way in which they 
depicted the provinces in balloon shapes (round or oval) clustered around Kyoto, the 
capital. The main purpose of Gyogi-type maps seems to have been to show the 
relationship of the provinces with one another and with the capital.  
 The oldest surviving original of a Gyogi-type map (shown below), dated 1305, 
is held by the Temple of Ninna-ji in Kyoto. It is thought to be a copy of a map of the 
Gyogi type of the Heian period (end of the eighth to middle of the ninth century). It is 
orientated with the south at the top and is characterized by the unduly large 
proportions of the Provinces of Mutsu and Dewa. In each province is given the 
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number of districts (Gun), the total of which is given in the map as 578, and of places 
(Kyo) as 3,770. The population figure, 6,919,652, is certainly much too high for this 
date. This is a rough and primitive map with few place names and with the western 
half, including Kyushu and part of western Honshu, missing. Some additions appear 
to have been made by a later hand. A noteworthy feature of this and other early maps 
produced in Japan is that south is at the top of the map and, as a consequence, China 
and Korea appear on the right. The two northern provinces of Honshu, Mutsu and 
Dewa, point outward, whereas in other Gyogi-type maps they are usually shown in 
rounded form.  
 An early Gyogi-type map was included in the tenth volume of the Nichureki. 
The Nichureki [Two Guides] was, as its title suggests, a compilation of two earlier 
guidebooks, or gazetteers, the Shochureki [Handy Guide] and the Kaichureki [Pocket 
Guide]. The "map" in the Nichureki, actually little more than a string of names of 
provinces in simple, diagrammatic form, first appeared in the Kaichureki, Though the 
Nichureki was first compiled in 1128, the Nichureki map dates from the 14th century 
and is part of a manuscript in the possession of the Maeda Ikutokukai Foundation, 
Tokyo. 

 
The oldest surviving original of a Gyogi-type map of Japan, dated 1305, 

 oriented with South at the top, much of western Japan is missing, the faint lines crossing 
through the provinces represent early routes and the text accompanying the map lists the 

provinces of Japan 
 
 A striking feature of all the Gyogi-type maps was, in fact, the absence of any 
direct mention of Ezo, which came to be called Hokkaido only after the Meiji 
Restoration of 1868. This reflected the Japanese lack of any real interest in the island 
and the other territories to the north until the 17th and 18th centuries, when the 
potential Russian threat began to be felt. Even the north of Honshu was not well 
known and was generally very inaccurately depicted. Tohoku (the Northeast), as this 
region was called, was in these early days still occupied in part at least by the 
“Barbarians,” or Ebisu, who were the ancestors of the Ainu of Hokkaido. Imperial rule 
did not extend effectively much beyond Kanto, the area around modern Tokyo, until 
the early Heian period, and even then the imperial forces were somewhat in the 
nature of an occupying army. The main headquarters of the imperial government in 
Tohoku in the 11th and 12th centuries was Hiraizumi (north of Sendai and now part of 
Iwate Prefecture). The more northerly parts were little known, and it is therefore 
hardly surprising that the general shape of the region was only guessed at. As a 
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result, Tohoku on early Japanese maps was compressed and often shown in an almost 
horizontal east-west position or even turning southward.  

 
al-Kashgari’s world map, from the Diwan lughat al-Turk, 664/1266, 27.5 x 11.5 cm 

 Oriented with East at the top with Japarqa [Japan], located in a half circle 
 Millet Genel Kütüphansesi, Ali Emiri 4189, fols. 22b-23a, Istanbul (#214) 

 
This world map, oriented with East at the top, is from the unique manuscript of al-
Kashghari entitled Diwan Lugat at-Turk [The Compendium of the Turkic Dialects].  
Al-Kashghari was a Turkish grammarian of the 11th century A.D. whose world map 
appears as an illustration to his Turkish grammar.  This in itself is unusual, and the 
map is certainly unlike any other map in Islamic literature.  The individual elements 
of the map, symbols, and so forth, are all very much the same as those that appear on 
any other Islamic map, but its concept is most unusual.  Although it is a map of the 
world, it is centered on the Turkish-speaking areas of Central Asia, with other 
countries receding from them toward the circumference of the world circle.   
 On the map, the lands to the north extend as far as the Ytil borders, where the 
Kypchaks and the Franks lived. To the south, there are countries of the Hind, the Sind, 
the Berber, the Abyssinians, and of the Zanj. While to the east there are the lands of 
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Mashin [China] and Japarqa [Japan], to the west, there appear the borders of Egypt and 
the lands of the Magrib [Iberian peninsula], which is Andulus. As he writes about the 
eastern people of China, Mashin and Jabarqa [Japan], he mentions that their distance, 
the interposition of the mountains, seas and the Great Wall altogether make the 
languages of these people unknown. Kashgari’s mentioning Japan in his work and 
showing it on his map upgrades the value of the map even more. To our present 
knowledge, the map in Diwan Lugat at-Turk is the first world map on which Japan is 
placed. Kashgari shows Japan as an island in the east and calls it Jabarqa. The first 
individual map of Japan was drawn three hundred years after Kashgari by a Japanese 
man; but the second map placing Japan on a world map after Kashgari was drawn 
four hundred years after Diwan Lugat at-Turk. Because of this, Kashgari is 
distinguished as the first man who placed Japan on a world map.  
 
 

 
Gyogi-type map (woodblock print) appearing in the Shugaisho, a gazetter first produced in 

1291 
The date of this print is uncertain 

 
Almost certainly, the first Japanese printed map was of the Gyogi type. This was 
probably the map in the Shugaisho, first printed during the Keicho era (1596- 1615). 
The Shugaisho (Collection of Oddments) was a simple gazetteer similar to the 
Nichureki. It was first produced in 1291, and a number of different versions followed, 
including an expanded version in 1360. Copies dating from before the first printing 
lack the map, which is on a small scale (27.5 x 17.5 centimeters), covering two pages 
of the book. South was still at the top. The provinces were named and the main areas 
were marked.  
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 A number of Gyogi-type maps found their way to China and Korea, and 
Gyogi-type depictions of Japan appeared on printed Chinese and Korean maps before 
they were printed in Japan. One example was the Hai Tong Che Kukki [Record of the 
Countries in the Eastern Sea], which was the first individual map of Japan to appear 
in Korea. It was produced from a woodblock print in 1471 and was drawn by one 
Shin Suk Ju, a Korean who had been sent on a mission to Japan. Another example was 
the Erben Kaolue [Summary of Japan], which was produced in China from a 
woodblock in 1523. The area around modern Tokyo was shown as if it formed an 
island, and Tohoku was depicted as turning southward. This is interesting in view of 
the way some European cartographers in the late 16th century also showed Tohoku 
pointing south. Indeed, it is probable that some of these maps were studied by 
Europeans in Macao and may have helped European cartographers in their early 
efforts to depict Japan on their maps. 
 Gyogi-type maps continued to appear even in the Tokugawa, or Edo, period 
(1656). Maps were frequently used during this period to decorate items of everyday 
use. Gyogi-type maps were almost invariably used for this purpose, even in the first 
half of the 19th century, when the cartography of the Japanese islands had made 
significant progress.  
 Until the Portuguese arrived in the 16th century, Japanese knowledge of the 
outside world was limited to what they had learned through Korea and China. 
Beyond these countries, they were really only conscious of the existence of India, 
whence Buddhism had come to Japan via China and Korea. The account of the 
pilgrimage to India of Xuanzhuang, a Chinese priest, in the seventh century, inspired 
the Japanese to draw maps including the imaginary continent of Jambudvipa (see 
monograph #231). In Indian cosmology, this represented the whole of the inhabited 
world. A 14th century copy of one such map is preserved in the Horyii-]i near Nara. 
This is entitled Goteniilaszu [Map of the Five Regions of India, #231]. Tenjiku, or India, 
is placed in the center, with large, snow-covered mountains and the sources of the 
world's four great rivers to the north. China appears to the east, and Japan is in the 
sea to the northeast. Ceylon is shown in the southeast. In the early days when there 
were no real maps, the Gyogi-type diagrams represented real cartographic progress, 
and it would be unreasonable to expect anything much better in the 14th century, 
when European mapmaking was also very primitive and inaccurate. But although the 
Gyogi-type maps gradually improved, they never contained much in the way of 
geographical information, and the shape of the Japanese islands became stereotyped, 
so that even when mapmakers knew better they tended to follow the old patterns. 
This kind of stereotyping was a common feature of many other aspects of Japanese 
culture from the 11th to the 19th century. This conservative tendency toward 
standardization was equally strong in Japanese mapmaking. Alessandro Valignano, 
the late-16th-century Jesuit Visitor, commented on Japanese cartography in the 
following terms: “From olden times the Japanese have had geographical maps of all 
these islands, but as they had no knowledge of cosmography and knew nothing 
about degrees and the elevation of the pole, they had no reliable and good drawings. 
They also did not know accurately the position and latitude of the islands.” Though 
Japanese maps in these early days provided a vague idea of the general shape of 
Japan and the interrelationship of the provinces, cartography, hindered by 
conventions, remained primitive.  
 An interesting map from Korea in 1402, the Yoktae chewang honil kangnido 
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[Map of Historical Emperors and Kings and of Integrated Borders and Terrain] by 
Ch’üan Chin and Li Hui (below, see monograph #236), emphasizes the size of China and 
Korea and displays the shape of Africa almost 100 years before the Europeans 
discovered its shape. Japan is misplaced south of the Korean peninsula and its 
orientation is upside down. 
 

 
Yoktae chewang honil kangnido [Map of Historical Emperors and Kings and of Integrated 

Borders and Terrain] by Ch’üan Chin and Li Hui, 1402 (#236) 
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 While Japanese cartography was primitive in medieval times, Western 
cartographers, at least up to the arrival of the first Europeans in Japan in the 16th 
century, were either totally ignorant of the country or, at best, had only the haziest 
idea of where Japan was or what its shape was. The founder of European geography, 
Ptolemy, who worked and lived in Alexandria in the second century A.D., knew 
nothing of Japan. Basing himself on Greek and Latin scholarship, he developed 
relatively advanced astronomical methods, but he had little knowledge of the world 
beyond the Mediterranean area, although he amassed a great deal of geographical 
information. None of Ptolemy’s original maps, said to have numbered twenty-six, 
have survived, but the Ptolemaic tradition was kept alive through the Middle Ages, 
and his influence lasted up to the 16th century. The Swiss cartographer Sebastian 
Münster (1489-1552) produced an edition of Ptolemy’s atlas in 1540 in which he 
included a map of the New World showing Japan, under the name Zipangri, in a 
roughly oblong shape extending from north to south off the west coast of America. 
This, as is explained below, was by no means the first depiction of Japan on a 
European map, but the general shape and outline as shown on Munster’s map would 
be replicated on numerous maps in the 16th century.  
 As George Kish put it: Japan, the “Land of the Rising Sun”, was for a long 
time a highly controversial subject to all cartographers of the West. From the time 
when Portuguese sailors first brought back news of the fabled island of the East until 
the arrival of Perry's black ships it never ceased to be a much debated problem in the 
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workshops of mapmakers, in the quiet studies of missionaries, and in the distant 
courts of Europe. 
  
 Japan was, however, unknown to the European medieval geographers. The 
beautiful world map in Hereford Cathedral in England (see monograph #226), drawn 
about 1300 by Richard de Bello, includes China under the name Seres (marked as 
famous for silk) but makes no mention of Japan. Asia, interestingly, forms the upper 
half of the map, meaning east was at the top. However, some other (pre-Münster) 
editions of Ptolemy's Geoqraphia refer to 7,548 islands off the coast of China. These 
were also mentioned in the Catalan Atlas of 1375 by the Majorcan Jew Abraham 
Cresques, cartographer to the king of Aragon. The atlas was presented to King 
Charles V of France in 1381 and is preserved in the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris 
(#235).  
 Persian geographical writings in the ninth century referred to an island east of 
China and Korea called Wakwak.  This may have been a corruption of Wa-Kuo, (or Wa-
Kwok), an old Sino-Korean name for Japan, the country of the Wa, or people of short 
stature. The character then used for wa, meaning dwarf, was later replaced by a 
homophonous character meaning peace, but both can also be read in Japanese as 
Yamato,  
which is the name the Japanese used in ancient and even in more modern times to 
refer to their land. The earliest Chinese reference to the country of the Wa is thought 
to have been in 264 B.C., but it is not confirmed that Wa then meant Japan. The 
Account of the Wa People in the Wei Annals (Wei Shi, Heren Chuan), which is part of the 
famous Chinese historical novel, The History if the Three Kingdoms (San Guo Shi), 
describes the life of the Wa people; so does the History of the Later Han (Hou Han Shi). 
The country is also referred to as the kingdom of Yamatai, which has been variously 
identified with the old Yamato Province (around Nara) and Kyushu. These would 
seem to be the first geographical references to Japan.  
 The history of European cartography of Japan begins before any European 
had set foot there. Around 1300 Marco Polo alerted Christian Europe about the 
existence of Zipangu, a distant, idolatrous, unconquerable kingdom rich in gold, 
pearls and precious stones situated to the east of Cathay. For over 150 years, the 
description by the Venetian traveler remained submerged in the mare magnum of 
Marco Polo’s book. From the first decades of the 14th century, with the multiple 
versions of the Milione spreading throughout Christendom, some of Marco Polo’s 
information on Asia made its way into medieval cartography, at first in the form of a 
few toponyms (the most important being “Cathay”), as in the case of the mappae mundi 
by Pietro Visconte (1320, #228) and, towards the end of the century, with a more 
systematic cartographic and visual representation that embraced the entire silk road, 
especially in Catalan cartography (#235). Zipangu however was not represented. It 
was only from the mid-15th century that Zipangu began to resurface. On the basis of 
Marco Polo, Fra Mauro (Venice, c. 1450, #249), Henricus Martellus Germanus 
(Florence, c. 1490, #256), Martin Behaim (Nuremberg, 1492, #258), Cristoforo 
Colombo (1492, #257), among others, attempted to place Zipangu in the European 
imago mundi of the 15th century. Following Marco Polo to the letter, Fra Mauro placed 
Cimpagu on the eastern margin of the orbis terrarum; just a couple of decades later, on 
the basis of Pierre d’Ailly’s multifaced Ymago mundi (c. 1415, printed in 1480, #238) 
Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli (#252), Columbus, Henricus Martellus Germanus and 
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Martin Behaim, moved Marco Polo’s remote island to the center of the cosmographic 
debate. Zipangu became – at least until the intuition of the mundus novus by Amerigo 
Vespucci – one of the cardinal points of world cartography and cosmography in the 
late 15th century when the idea developed that it would be possible to reach the East 
by sailing west (buscar el levante por el poniente) and thus Zipangu could be strategically 
placed mid-way in the alleged western route to arrive at the Indies. Variation, on 
Polo’s island appeared in early editions of Ptolemy, and Benedetto Bordone’s 1528 
Isolario. Europeans finally reached this “golden kingdom” in 1542 or 1543, when 
Portuguese merchants were shipwrecked off the southern coast.  
 Marco Polo (ca. 1255-1323) used the name Zipangu or Cipangu. This is derived 
from the Chinese Jih-pen-kuo (in Japanese, Nihonkoku, or land of the rising sun). Marco 
Polo stayed in China with his father Nicolo Polo for seventeen years. He left China in 
1292 and got back to Venice in 1295. While imprisoned in Genoa from 1298-99, Marco 
Polo dictated the account of his travels to one Rusticiano of Pisa. The Travels of Marco 
Polo contains the following description of Zipangu: “Japan [CipanguJ is an island far 
out to sea to the eastward some 1,500 miles from the mainland. It is a very big island. 
The people are fair complexioned, good looking, and well mannered. They are 
idolators, wholly independent and exercising no authority over any nation but 
themselves.” Cipangu was first mentioned in Europe in the accounts of Marco Polo. It 
appears for the first time on a European map with the Fra Mauro map in 1457, 
although it appears much earlier on Chinese and Korean maps such as the Gangnido. 
 Marco Polo goes on to speak of the palace being roofed in gold, with chambers 
paved in gold:  

They have gold in great abundance, because it is found there in measureless 
quantities. And I assure you that no one exports it from the island, because 
no trader, nor indeed anyone else, goes there from the mainland. That is how 
they come to possess so much of it-so much indeed that I can report to you in 
sober truth a veritable marvel concerning a certain palace of the ruler of the 
island. You may take it for a fact that he has a very large palace entirely 
roofed with fine gold. Just as we roof our houses or churches with lead, so 
this palace is roofed with fine gold. And the value of it is almost beyond 
computation. Moreover all the chambers, of which there are many, are 
likewise paved with fine gold to a depth of more than two fingers' breadth. 
And the halls and the windows and every other part of the palace are 
likewise adorned with gold. All in all I can tell you that the palace is of such 
incalculable richness that any attempt to estimate its value would pass the 
bounds of the marvelous. They have pearls in abundance, red in color, very 
beautiful, large and round. They are worth as much as the white ones, and 
indeed more. In this island the dead are sometimes buried, sometimes 
cremated; but everyone who is buried has one of these pearls put in his 
mouth. Such is the custom that prevails among them. They also have many 
other precious stones in abundance. It is a very rich island.  
 

He also gives a fairly full account of Kublai Khan's attempts to invade Japan. It is not 
perhaps surprising that Marco Polo’s picture of Japan should be so misleading, not 
to say false. He never went there, and Chinese contacts with Japan in the 12th and 
13th centuries were, to say the least, exiguous. Moreover, Marco Polo was obviously 
drawing on his memory some years after he left China, and he, or perhaps 
Rusticiano, may well have embroidered his story to amuse, excite, or stupefy the 
medieval reader. In any case, there is nothing to indicate that Marco Polo ever drew 
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any maps. Nevertheless, Marco Polo’s account of Japan provided the basis for the 
inclusion of Japan in European maps from the 14th century onward. His false account 
of Japan’s riches in gold may have been due to reports of Japanese roofs made of 
burnished copper, which can glow like gold. Whatever the case, his description of 
such fabulous wealth aroused the cupidity of European explorers. It was, indeed, in 

efforts to reach the gold of Japan that America was 
discovered.  
 As mentioned above, Japan first appeared on 
a Western map, the planisphere of Fra Mauro, in 
1459 (see monograph #249), where it was shown as 
the ixola de cimpagu to the north of Giava. 
Columbus, when he set out on his voyages of 
discovery, took with him a map showing Cipangu 
(or Cypango). This was attached to a letter of 1474 
from one Paolo Toscanelli to Father Martinez, 
confessor to the king of Portugal. Unfortunately 
this map has not survived. Columbus also had a 
copy of Marco Polo’s travels. This has survived, 
together with Columbus’ written notes in the 
margin. These included such references to Cipangu 
as “I wish to depart today for the island of Cuba 
which I do believe is Cipangu. October 1492.” He 
had grossly underestimated the distance to Japan 
and, in fact, concluded that Spagnola or Espanola 
(the modern Haiti) was Cypango. As a result of this 
mistaken belief on the part of Columbus, European 
cartographers for a time obliterated Japan from 
their maps of the world, because they could not 
find any proper place to put it! In 1508 Ruysch, a 
Dutch cartographer who was active at the 
beginning of the 16th century, concluded that 
Spagnola was Cypango and wrote: “Therefore we 
refrain from putting Cypango in addition to 
Spagnola.” In 1526, Franciscus Monarchus (#337) 
even identified Zipangu with the Yucatan in 
modem Mexico.  

 Another one of the earliest surviving depictions of 
Japan appeared on the manuscript world map in 1490 by Henricus 

Martellus (see monograph #256). This representation 
displayed one large island lying east of China surrounded 

by a large number of randomly placed smaller islands, very similar to the depiction of 
Giava on the Fra Mauro map. Likewise the famous globe of Martin Behaim in 1492 
(#258) shows Japan as a very large quadrilateral island with the Tropic of Cancer 
crossing the northern part of the island (in fact the southernmost tip of Kyushu is 
about eight degrees north of the Tropic of Cancer).  The following legend is placed on 
the globe. 
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Zipangu insula: Japan.  There is a royal tent.  At its southern extremity are shown a 
moscat nuswalt [nutmeg forest] and a pfeffer walt [pepper forest].  The following 
legends are on the island itself: 

The island Zipangu has a King and language of its own; the inhabitants 
worship idols.  Zipangu where grows much gold. 
Zipangu is the most noble and richest island in the east, full of spices and 
precious stones.  Its compass is 1,200 miles (off the southern extremity).  In 
this island are found gold and shrubs yielding spices inhabitants worship 
idols.  The King is subject to no one.  In the island is found exceeding much 
gold and likewise precious stones and pearls.  This is stated by Marco Polo of 
Venice in his third Book. (off the east coast).  This island Zipangu lies in the 
west of the world.   
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Cinpangu Insula [Japan] on the 1490 Yale manuscript world map by Henricus Martellus, 
shown on the upper right, depicted graphically the theory that Cipangu was but 3,500 miles 

(5,635 kilometers) westward, and only 1,500 miles (2,415 kilometers) further lay the shores of 
Cathay [China] (actual shortest distance is 541 miles/870 km). Columbus used this map to 

confirm his idea that Japan was only 90° west of Lisbon, when it was actually more than twice 
that far. #256 

 

 
Zipangu [Japan] on the 1492 Behaim Globe (#258) shown as a single large north-south 

rectangular island similar to the one on the 1490 Martellus map. In accordance with Marco 
Polo’s report, it is placed some 25° off the coast of China on the tropic of Cancer. The globe by 

Behaim was designed to demonstrate the ease with which one could sail westward to Japan and 
China, to the Zipangu and Cathay of Marco Polo. It showed Zipangu as only 80 degrees to the 
west of the Canaries and Cathay some 35 degrees more. Behaim had hopes of leading a voyage 
westward to Asia and sought the backing of the Emperor Maximilian.  Martin Behaim used 
maps and letters from Paolo Toscanelli (#252). The chart which Toscanelli sent in 1474 to his 

friend Fernão Martins has been lost, while the only information to be found in the letter which 
would enable us to reconstruct it are the statements that on sailing due west from Lisbon, 

Quinsay in Mangi [China] would be reached after sailing across 26 “spaces” (of the 
projection) or 130° of longitude, and that the distance between Antilia and Zipangu amounted 

to 50°. The distances on Behaim’s globe are approximately the same.  Some scholars have 
concluded that Behaim may have copied Toscanelli’s chart. This is quite possible, for copies of 

both the chart and the letter may have been forwarded by Toscanelli to his friend 
Regiomonhaus at Nuremberg, who had dedicated to him, in 1463, his treatise De quadratura 

circuli. 
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  A recreation of the Laon globe, 1493 (#259) 

 
The statement of the distance of Cipangu from the coast given by Polo, 1,500 miles, 
and recorded graphically by Behaim was very much too large, but a century was to 
pass after Behaim’s globe was made before certainty began to be displayed by 
cartographers as to the island’s position relative to the coast of continental Asia. As 
related in an earlier section Marco Polo’s misstatement of its offshore distance was 
another of those errors through which geographical knowledge has been enlarged, for 
Columbus not only accepted the Polean estimate of Japan's distance from Asia but by 
some very wishful arithmetical thinking convinced himself that the island lay only 
some 2,400 miles westward of the Canaries. “In other words,” Samuel Morison 
writes, “his calculations placed Japan about on the meridian of the Anegada Passage, 
Virgin Islands.” There is no doubt that when Columbus returned from putting his 
theories to the test he thought he had found in Hispaniola not an outlying island of a 
new world, but Polo’s island of Cipangu.  
 As Wroth puts it, “Japan now became the “shuttlecock” of the cartographers”. 
In the great Canerio chart of the world of 1502 (#307), the large island Cingirina is given 
position in relatively correct latitude some six hundred and fifty miles off the coast of 
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Asia. The Contarini map of 1506 (#308), showing no continental land north of South 
America, locates the island Zinpangu in the great ocean space between Europe and 
Asia in the general latitude of the West Indies and considerably closer to Cuba than to 
China. Waldseemüller followed Behaim and placed it upon his map of 1507 (#310) 
some twenty degrees off the Asiatic coast, though in his inset western hemisphere 
map he moved it much farther eastward, locating it approximately in mid-Pacific 
between North America and Asia. In his map of 1507 or 1508 (#313) Joannes Ruysch 
adopted the Columbian misconception and asserted in a long legend that Marco 
Polo’s island of Cipangu was not there delineated because the voyages of the 
Spaniards had identified it with Hispaniola. The maker of the Lenox globe of about 
1510 (#314) made it an American island lying just off the coast of Central America. In 
the world map of Bernardus Sylvanus in the Ptolemy of Venice, 1511 (#318), the 
confusion introduced by Columbus failed to affect the cartographer's judgment, for 
there Zampagu Ins was shown in the same latitude as Hispaniola but about sixty 
degrees to the west of it, clearly intended as an offshore island of Asia rather than of 
America. The makers of the great portolanos, the Cantino, 1502, the Juan de la Cosa, 
1500, the King-Hamy, 1502, and the Ribero, 1529-made no effort to locate an island 
concerning which they lacked first-hand information from European mariners. In the 
Mercator cordiform map of 1538 it is shown as a small island about halfway between 
Asia and America. 
 

 
The Canerio chart of the world of 1502 (#307), below detail of an oddly-shaped Cingirina [Japan] 
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 Zimpangu [Japan] is described on the 

Contarini world map (#308): This island 
lies 1,500 miles eastward from the coast of 
Mangi. It has gold in abundance, but this 
is not easily allowed to be removed. They 
are idolaters.  This island appears a mere 
20 degrees of longitude west of Cuba; and 
Marco Polo’s Cathay is displayed only 60 

degrees west of the new discoveries. 
 
 Zipangu [Japan], which was shown 
prominently in mid-Pacific on the 
Contarini-Rosselli and Waldseemüller 
(1507) maps is omitted completely by 
Johannes Ruysch in his 1508 world 
map (see monograph #313). He refers in 
an inscription to Marco Polo’s account 
of Zipangu but admits he is puzzled as 
to its true position and concludes that 
Spagnola [Haiti/Dominican Republic] 

must be the island in question. Ruysch shows the Caribbean basin as separate from 
Asia, but assumes (as indicted in an inscription in the western Pacific) that 
Sipganus/Cipango/ Zipangu (Marco Polo’s Japan) is identical with Spagnola (Hispaniola, 
modern Haiti and the Dominican Republic), thus reinforcing Columbus’ belief that 
the West Indies were very close to Asia. Hence Ruysch charts Hispaniola but 
accompanies it with a disclaimer stating that the island must in fact be Japan: 
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M Polo says that 1500 miles to the east of the port of Zaiton there is a very 
large island named Sipagu . . . but as the islands discovered by the Spaniards 
occupy this spot, we do not dare to locate it here . . . being of the opinion that 
what the Spaniards call Spagnola is really Sipagu.  
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 Zipangri  on the 1507 Waldseemüller world map (#310). Note the high similarity with the 
same island on Martellus’ 1490 map. The world picture in the Waldseemüller maps and globe 
of 1507 - the representation, that is, of an American landmass widely separated from the Asian 
coast with Japan lying between the two - had become the accepted canon in geographic theory 
and cartographic expression. Waldseemüller’s redition of Japan will be echoed in many early 
16th century maps, such as the Hemisphere Maps, 1512, by Johannes de Stobnicza (#319), the 
Universalis Cosmographie Descriptio Tam In Solido Quem Plano, Toss Globe Gores, 1514 by 
Louis Boulengier (#324), the Schöner’s Globes of 1515, 1520 and 1523 by Johannes Schöner 
(#328), the Ingolstadt/Nordenskiöld/Liechtenstein Globe Gores, 1511-1527 (#329) and the 

Tipus Orbis Universalis iuxta Ptolemei Cosmographi Traditionem et Americi Vespucii 
Aliorque Lustrationes a Petro Apiano Leysnico ElucbratAn. Do. MDXX, 1520, by Peter 

Apianus (#331), the Brixen globe (formerly known as the “Mounted Hauslab” Globe), 1522 
(#333.2), the Paris Green (Quirini) globe, 1528 (#342.1) 
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The Lenox globe of 1503-07 (#314). In the place of North America there are scattered islands, 
one of which, located near the northwest extremity of Terra de Brazil, bears the name Zipancri 

[Japan], being close to Yucatan, whose well-known bay, first explored in 1518, has a 
conjectural coast line trending towards the south instead of the west. ).  According to historian 

Henry Harrisse, in the “alleged” da Vinci map (#327), the large island west of the Terra de 
Brazil may have been originally Zipancri, while Zinpangri on the Lenox globe may have 

become the Terra Florida of the da Vinci map. 
 
As can be seen from these late medieval examples of western cartography, the 
depiction of Japan was based upon a vague description of Marco Polo and a under 
estimate of the size of the earth by Ptolemy, Toscanelli, etc. This trend would continue 
in the early 16th century, even after the discoveries in the New World. 
 Up to this period in cartographical history the location of Japan upon the 
European maps could only be conjectured, for no European was able to say from 
personal knowledge what were its latitude and longitude and what was its position 
relative to the Chinese coast. The circumstances under which it was first visited by a 
European are themselves in doubt. That distinction lies between Femao Mendes 
Pinto, Portuguese adventurer and, later, lay brother in the Society of Jesus, and three 
storm-driven Portuguese sailors who jumped ship in Siam and set out for China in a 
junk. Both these accidental discoveries occurred in the year 1542. In 1549 St. Francis 
Xavier began there his celebrated mission. 
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Zipangri on the Universalis Cosmographie Descriptio Tam In Solido Quem Plano, Toss Globe 
Gores by Louis Boulengier, 1514 (#324) 
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Zipangri on the Ingolstadt/Nordenskiöld/Liechtenstein globe gores, 1511-27 (#329) 
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Sylvanus world map, 1511, from an edition of Ptolemy’s Geographia by Bernard Sylvanus,  
In the Caribbean, just west of Cuba and Hispaniola (but on the other end of the map) 

lies Zampagu Ins [Japan]. To find a pattern for his map’s Japan, Sylvanus apparently looked 
to the Ruysch world map (#313) of four years earlier. Ruysch did not show Japan, but rather 
explained in an inscription that he believed Japan to be the same as one of the islands recently 

discovered by the Spanish in the Caribbean. Although Ruysch indicated Hispaniola as that 
which he believed to be Japan, he placed an unidentified island - or part of a northern 

promontory of a continental Cuba as per Columbus - to the west. For Sylvanus, it was much 
more sensible to adopt that homeless island as Japan, rather than Hispaniola, because it as yet 
had no identity, and because it was in the position of Cuba, which Columbus himself had once 
said was really Japan. Thus Sylvanus transplanted Ruysch’s uncommitted Cuba to be “true” 
Japan, salvaging it from Ruysch’s confused Caribbean. Although he also leaves the north coast 
of Japan undefined, his designation of that land as ins[ula] seems to make clear that he did not 

envision it connecting to the Asian mainland. #318 
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De Summa Totius Orbis, 1520-1528, by Pietro Coppo displayimg Cimpangi [Japan] on the 

left near the new discoveries of South America and the Caribbean islands (#341) 
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Coppo’s De Summa Totius Orbis  re-configured 
 

1. Asia  4. Java Major   7. Cuba  
2. India  5. Cimpangi [Japan]  8. Iamaiquq [Jamaica?] 
3. Ganges  6. Isola verde [Greenland?] 9. Spagnola  

       10. Monde nuova [South America] 
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Japan on the Brixen globe, 1522 (#333.2)  

Again showing the then somewhat “standard” depiction as a north-south oriented rectangular 
island just west of the new discoveries 
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Paris Green Globe showing North and South America, with the name “America” appearing 
four times (twice on each continent); note the multiple “passages” to Cipangu [Japan]  

and the un-named Antarctica. 1515-28 (#342.1) 
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Ta. Superioris Indiae et Tartariae Maioris, 1522  

(Modern Map of China, Japan, etc. -- Title on Verso) Lorenz Fries map of China, Japan and 
adjoining regions. Fries map of eastern Asia is the first European map to focus on the region of 

Japan and China alone. This map derives from medieval sources, most notably Marco Polo, 
and extends from Tartary in the north, to Prov. Bocat [Cambodia] in the south. Tebet is shown 
prominently, as is Zinpangri [Japan], oriented north-south, along the right hand border. The 

map was produced for Fries’s edition of Ptolemy’s Geographia of 1522 and reissued in 
subsequent editions of 1525, 1535 & 1541. The map is the first to illustrate Marco Polo’s 

writings in cartographic form on a separate map dedicated exclusively to the Far East region.  
While there is no mention of the name China, many of the names used by Marco Polo 

are shown on the map. The Port of Quinzay [Hangzhou] is identified on the Eastern coast 
and Zinpangri appears prominently across the sea from China. Curiously no mention is given 
to Polo’s Zaiton. The great Tartar Khan sits in a tented encampment in the upper right of the 
image. Polo’s division between Cathay in the Northern regions of China and Mangi or Manzi 

in the South is clearly illustrated. 
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Below is a summary of the rather “standard” depiction of Japan as a single 
rectangular, north-south island beginning with Fra Mauro’s 1460 mappamundi (#249). 

 

 
On the Nova et integra universi orbis descripsio [Paris Gilt or De Bure Globe] of 1527 (see 
monograph #344 and below) America is still joined to/integrated with Asia and in the 
process Japan — shown clearly as a midway island on many earlier maps — is now 
omitted, although another island Iucatane Zipangris is placed in the Caribbean just off 
Mexico. 
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A triangular shaped island labeled Iucatane Zipangris is placed in the Caribbean just off 
Mexico, south of Cuba on the Paris Gilt or De Bure Globe of 1527 (#344) 
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Japan looking like it is in the mid-Pacific in the Bailly globe gores, 1530 (#351) 
 
In 1528 the Italian cartographer Benedetto Bordone (1460-1531) produced an atlas of 
islands (L'lsole del Mondo, or lsolario) printed in Italy by Nicolo d' Aristotle. In it he 
included a small map of an island that he called Ciampagu (shown below), presumably 
another version of Cipangu. This would seem to be the earliest European printed 
individual map of Japan. Ten years later Gerhardus Mercator placed Sipango in the 
midst of the ocean between the two continents of Asia and North America. Gerhardus 
Mercator was the Latin name of the famous Flemish cartographer Gerhard Mercator. 
The first time we find Japan referred to by a name closer in sound to its modern 
pronunciations than those earlier versions was when the Portuguese Tome Pires used 
the word Jampon in his Suma Oriental, published from 1512 to 1515. Pires wrote the 
Suma in Malacca, which the Portuguese had reached in 1511. In Malay, Japan was 
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called Japun or Japang, which was also derived from the Chinese Jih-pen-kue. Giacomo 
Gastaldi used the name Giapan on a map published in the 1550s. 
 

 
This is the earliest printed individual European map of Japan from Bordone’s famous 

“Isolario” [Book of Islands], 1534. Although it is, a fanciful depiction, the island is meant to 
resemble the main Japanese island of Honshu, but is oriented with northeast at the top. The 

island is placed in the middle of a compass and labeled “Ciampagu”. 
 
 Japan also seems to have been referred to in the early 16th century under the 
name Parpoquo Island, perhaps a corruption of Ryukyu, although this seem rather 
farfetched. A sketch map of about 1515 by Francisco. Rodrigues, a Spanish or 
Portuguese geographer, showed an island shaped like a double wing off the coast of 
China just north of the present Ryukyu Islands. Parpoquo seems to have been further 
corrupted to Parioco Insula (also Perioco). This was shown as an island in quadrilateral 
form, as in Martin Behaim’s atlas, in the sea off China in the atlas produced by the 
Portuguese geographers Lopo Homem and Pedro Reinel in 1519. Although the 
Portuguese had reached Canton in 1517, they did not come to Japan until some years 
later, and these early depictions can, therefore, have been based only on hearsay, but 
the possibilities of trade were tempting and the Portuguese ships were seen roaming 
the area. 
 A Portuguese merchant, Femão Mendes, Pinto, claimed in the account of his 
travels entitled Peregrinacao and published after his death in 1614 that he reached 
Japan in 1542 and was the first European to do so. He wrote that he was a passenger 
on a Chinese ship that had been blown off course in a gale. He put into the nearest 
port, which turned out to be that of Tanegashima off the south coast of Kyushu, and 
traded his cargo. Pinto claimed that he and his two companions, Christovao Borralh 
and Diego Zeimoto, were well received by the local daimyo, Tokitaka, who became 
particularly interested in Zeimotos arquebus. This was duly presented to the daimyo 
and later copied by Japanese artisans. Whatever the truth of this story Japanese 
firearm manufacture began in Tanegashima. Pinto’s claim has been the subject of 
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much dispute. One detractor even went so far as to describe Pinto’s account as “a sea 
of lies with very few islands of truth.” Pinto was, however, almost certainly among 
the first Portuguese to visit Japan, and, in his account, claimed that he visited Japan 
again in 1546, 1550, and 1554-56. Unfortunately, Pinto’s contributor to Portuguese 
geographical knowledge of Japan were limited, as his book was published. 
 The first confirmed landing by the Portuguese in Japan was in 1543, when 
three Portuguese seamen, Antonio da Mota, Francisco Zeimoto, and Antonio Peixoto, 
on their way to Liampo, ran into a storm which forced them onto the coast of Japan at 
approximately 32° north. They, too, were kindly received by the daimyo of 
Tanegashima. Japanese documents, in fact, suggest that Portuguese may have visited 
Japan as early as 1534 and 1539. At any rate, in the late 1540s and 1550s Portuguese 
voyages to Japan became frequent. In 1547 a momentous meeting took place in 
Malacca. Fernao Mendes Pinto and a Portuguese sea captain, Jorge Alvares, met the 
future St. Francis Xavier when Xavier was returning from the Moluccas to India. They 
gave him a detailed account of what they had seen, and left Xavier “entranced with 
what he heard of the newly discovered land, and a glorious vista of missionary 
activity opened up before him.” Another early report was that written by Garcia 
Escalante Alvarado in Lisbon in 1548, addressed to the viceroy of Mexico.  
 Most maps showing Japan during the second half of the 16th century were 
rather primitive in outline. From the time of the first appearance of an island bearing 
the name Giapam, on Ramusio's map of 1533, the cartographers progress very slowly, 
showing first one island, later the three principal islands — Honshu, Shikoku, and 
Kyushu — but, except for location and a variety of place names derived mostly from 
Jesuit sources they cannot compare with maps of Japan drawn by the Japanese 
themselves during the same period. In 1549, St. Francis Xavier, the "Apostle of Japan", 
landed on Kagoshima, and his arrival in southern Japan opened the brief era of 
Christian missionary activity in that distant country. Francis Xavier reached 
Kagoshima in 1549 and began his missionary activity. In his letters to his Jesuit 
superiors and to the king of Portugal, he recorded his journeys in Japan. These took 
him to Kagoshima, Hirado, Yamaguchi, and Miyako [Kyoto]. He was no geographer, 
but place names and descriptions of where he went and of the Japanese people added 
to geographical knowledge of Japan in Portugal and Rome. Because of the pioneer 
work accomplished by the Jesuit fathers, the principal sources of information about 
Japan were the "Jesuit Relations", transmitted to Europe through the intermediary of 
Jesuit houses in India. These "Relations", rich in facts, left their imprint on most 
European maps of Japan made during the period of Christian missionary work there. 
As late as the mid 17th century the map of Father Cardim is based almost exclusively 
on Jesuit reports. It is not until we consider the map of Japan in Ortelius' Theatrum of 
1595 that we find a rather accurate image of the three main islands, as well as a 
number of place names that are readily identifiable. This map IAPONIAE INSULAE 
DESCRIPTIO was drawn by, or following the original draft of, Lodovico Teixeira, a 
Portuguese cartographer. Of Teixeira we know that he was appointed cartographer 
by the Portuguese authorities in 1569s, but the only maps attributed to him outside 
his map of Japan are maps of the Azores. 
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Sipango [Japan] on the 1538 Mercator polar world map 
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Zipangri [Japan] on the 1541 Mercator globe shown without any definition 
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Cipangu on the 1544 world map bu Sebastian Cabot (#372) 

 
 The relative excellence of the Ortelius Teixeira map above all previous maps 
of Japan has long been attributed to the use of native, Japanese sources. The leading 
students of Japanese cartography: Teleki, Gezelius, Dahlgren, all speak of maps, 
drawn by professional cartographers and/or missionaries, based on Japanese 
originals, but confess their inability to find such maps in European collections. The 
importance of Jesuit rather than lay sources cannot be underestimated, since the 
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members of the Society of Jesus, and their principal protector, the Crown of Portugal, 
were in a key position in the Far East at the time. As a result of papal bulls, the king of 
Portugal was omnipotent politically and ecclesiastically in the East so far as 
Europeans were concerned. In the 16th century, without the consent of the 
Portuguese monarch, no bishop could be appointed there, no episcopal see created, 
no vacancy in any see filled up. Furthermore no European missionary could proceed 
to the East without His Majesty's sanction, and even with that only in a Portuguese 
vessel."5 Thus all the usual ways: commercial, naval, and missionary, through which 
geographical and cartographic information could be obtained about Japan were 
firmly controlled by Portugal and by the Jesuits. Whether Portuguese, Italian and 
Flemish cartographers obtained their information from various editions of the Jesuit 
Relations, from Petrus Maffeins' digest of the Relations, as Ortelius indicates on the 
map of 1595, or by other ways, Jesuit sources, through Portuguese intermediaries, 
exerted a dominating influence on European maps of Japan during the fifty years 
following the first landing of Westerners on Japanese soil.  
 This confusion indicated by this rather generic rectangular large island 
underlines the still very hazy ideas about the geography of Asia among European 
cartographers during this period. Other early depictions of Japan are on the Laon 
globe) of 1493 (#259), the Giovanni Matteo Contarini & Francesco Roselli world map 
of 1506 (#308) and that of Martin Waldseemiiller on his world map produced in 1507 
(#310) who used the name Zipangri. The Lenox globe of 1503-07 shows an odd-shaped 
Japan (#314). Eight globe strips, produced in 1515 and attributed to the great 
Leonardo da Vinci (#327), show an island called Zipunga, presumably yet another 
version of the names used for Japan at this time. In these, Japan is shown as a sort of 
square lying between Asia, South America, and Florida.   
 Soon, with the establishment of the Portuguese trading station or outpost at 
Macao in 1557, regular trade missions came to Kyushu, and the cartographers were 
able to draw on the practical experience of travelers rather than mere hearsay. Eighty 
Portuguese voyages to Japan were recorded between 1543 and 1590, but as none of 
the travelers were themselves trained and experienced cartographers, little of the 
Japanese coastline could be explored by them, and European cartography was still 
without most of the scientific aids and methods later developed, so it is not surprising 
that the first maps based on these reports and discoveries were very inaccurate. The 
geographers’ sources were the reports of the Jesuit fathers who came in the wake of 
St. Francis Xavier and the Portuguese mariners who brought the trading ships to 
Japan in the sixteenth century. The fathers tended to concentrate on placenames, 
distances, churches built, and numbers of Japanese converted to Christianity. The 
mariners, for their part, produced detailed descriptions that might help others to 
identify routes. Neither the priests nor the mariners appear to have done much in the 
way of actual mapmaking. 
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Die Nüw Welt [The New Islands]/	Nova Insulae, XVII Nova Tabula  
by Sebastian Munster, 1546, #381 
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Zipangri [Japan] as displayed on Sebastian Munster’s 1546 map, this general configuration of 
the Japanese islands, somewhat originating with Henricus Martellus’ 1490 world map, would 

be the standard on European maps for another 150 years. Reference to the 7,448 islands is 
from the book by Marco Polo 

 
But despite some European associations, many years went by before the correct 
location of the islands and a correct portrayal of their shape began to find their way 
into the maps. In the Gastaldi map of 1569 (#376), Japan is shown as an island far off 
the Asiatic coast, while in the Zaltieri map of 1566 (#391) it appears again in mid-
ocean with the designation Giapan. And so we might go on, naming many more maps 
of the second half of the century in which Japan occupied a position close to Asia, in 
mid-ocean, or close to America, but there seems no profit in further demonstration of 
the fact that the cartographers of the time were still uncertain of its location. Even as 
late as 1590 it is shown in the northern hemisphere of Cornelis de Jode (#433) as a 
single island of a rough rectangular outline blocking the Strait of Anian and placed off 
the California coast about halfway to the Asiatic shore. In the same atlas on the map 
entitled Asia, partium Orbis maxima, De Jode places the island with approximate 
correctness close to the Asiatic coast and between 300 and 400 north latitude. 
 Thus far European maps of Japan had been generally fanciful and very 
inaccurate, although as the information came in from the missionaries and mariners 
the depiction improved and more names, even if corrupt, were included. It was only 
towards the end of the century, when knowledge of Japan had greatly increased and 
Gyogi-type maps had probably become available, that European printed maps of 
Japan with some resemblance to reality appeared. The Europeans in the 16th century 
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fixed the southern latitudes of the country with reasonable accuracy, but they were 
vague and inaccurate in their estimates of the longitude of the Japanese islands, as 
well as of the latitude of the northern part of Japan.  
 It was because of the increasing cross-fertilization of European and Japanese 
cultures that the final years of the 16th century and the first few years of the 17th 
century were particularly significant in the history of Japanese maps. In Europe 
cartography had improved, and knowledge of Japan had greatly increased with the 
development of contacts not only between Japan and Portugal but also with Spain 
and, later, the Netherlands. At the same time, in Japan European cartography began 
to exercise an influence on Japanese cartography, although, as we have already seen, 
Gyogi-type maps continued to be used, if only for decorative purposes, right down to 
the 19th century.  
 An important source for European cartographers in the final decade of the 16th 
century was the reports of the Portuguese traveler Ignacio Moreira, who was in Japan 
from 1590 to 1592 working with the Jesuits, although not himself a member of the 
order. During these journeys he recorded latitudes and other geographical 
information. He also produced a new and independent map of Japan. Unfortunately, 
although the explanation of Moreira’s map is preserved in the archives of the Society 
of Jesus, no authenticated copy of the map has been found.  
 Another source seems to have been Gyogi-type maps which found their way 
to Europe in the final decades of the century. Two such maps have been discovered. 
One, at least, seems to date from the mission of the young Japanese nobles which 
Valignano arranged in 1582. During the course of their travels from Portugal through 
Spain and Italy, they went to Florence and may there have given a map, perhaps as 
an explanation of their country, to the Grand Duke of Tuscany, Francisco I (Primo) de 
Medici. At any rate, in 1931 a map entitled Japam was discovered among the Medici 
papers dealing with the East Indian trade by Professor G. Crino of the University of 
Florence. The map is anonymous and has no date or place of origin, but the nature of 
the map, which is a primitive copy of a Gyogi-type map, suggests that it may have 
been made by a Portuguese who acted as interpreter to the mission. Only twenty-six 
out of the sixty-six provinces of Japan are named. On the southern margin there is a 
reference to a land “where there are no men, only women, and men who go there are 
massacred.” This is clearly a reference to Rasetsukoku. Yehogaxima [Ezo, or Hokkaido] 
is named, but the island is not shown. Only three places are named: Meaco [Kyoto], 
Sacai [Sakai], and Azuchi. Azuchi castle was built in 1576 and the donjon 
(tenshukaku) was burned down in June 1582 when Oda Nobunaga, the military ruler 
before Toyotomi Hideyoshi, was murdered. Valignano left Japan on February 20, 
1582, without knowing of the destruction of Azuchi castle and the murder of Oda 
Nobunaga. This tends to confirm both the date and origin of the map.  
 Another Gyogi-type map has been found in the Arquivo Historico Nacional in 
Madrid. This is a very primitive sketch. It is dated 1587 and was contained in a 
fourteen-page report on a mission sent in 1585-86 by the daimyo of Hirado, Matsuura 
Hizen no Kami (governor of the province of Hizen), to Santiago de Vera, then the 
Spanish viceroy of the Philippines.  
 A further source may well have been Chinese printed maps. The Chinese and 
the Koreans had used Gyogi-type maps when depicting Japan, and it is generally 
accepted that Chinese maps of China had a considerable influence on European maps 
of China. A Chinese map entitled Gujin Xing Sheng Zhi Tu in a 1555 edition has been 
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preserved in the general archives of the Indies in Seville. This shows Japan as a long, 
generally oblong island to the south of the Korean peninsula.  
 

 
Gyogi-type map of “Iapam” 

South (SuI) is at the top in this map. “Yezogaxima” [Ezo] is labeled at the far left.  
In 1931 Professor Crino, of the University of Florence, discovered a map in the Medici papers 
dealing with the East Indian trade. This map, entitled "JAPAM", was presumed by Crino and 
others to have been brought to Italy by members of the embassy of 1585. It is a rather primitive 

sketch, yet in many ways far more detailed than any map of Japan known by the Europeans 
prior to 1600. It contains, first among European maps now known, the names and boundaries 

of the sixty-six fiefs into-which Japan was then divided (kuni). That these were fiefs rather 
than kingdoms is clearly indicated by Maffeius, who states: "Japan is divided into sixty six 

kingdoms, or satrapies, since there are several of these to which the word 'kingdom' cannot be 
applied". The names of these fiefs, while often spelled in the Portuguese manner, are easily 

identifiable. According to the Taikwa reforms of 646 A.D. these fiefs were further subdivided 
into "kori", an administrative division that survives to our time under the name "gun". 

Originally there were 604 of these "kõri" in all Japan. It is more than likely that the numbers 
written in the various fiefs by the author or copyist of the map refer to the numbers of  " kõri " 
in each fief. Errors in copying (e.g.Bungo fief had eight " kõri", the map indicates 84) common 

to map makers of old times, may account for the divergence of the total on the this Florence 
map from the number usually given by Japanese sources. In addition, we find on the margins 

of the map three of the traditional geographic administrative "regions" or "circuits" (dõ): 
Tokaidõ, Tosandõ, and Sanyodõ !  (Sandoyo, by error of the compiler), with the numbers of 
fiefs contained in each of these circuits indicated next to them. Again, the Florence map is a 

milestone, the first Western map to give this type of information, although Jesuit manuscripts 
as well as Father Ricci's famous Chinese world map also contains these as well as the names of 

the other six "circuits". 
Certain place-names and marginal remarks on the map of Florence are equally interesting. It is 

fairly easy to identify such islands as Tsushima; the Gõto, Iki, and Oki islands; Sadõ island; 
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and, Tanegashima where the Portuguese first landed. In the Northwest Yehogaxima is merely 
named, confirming the knowledge of the Jesuits of this northerly isle of Yezo or Hokkaido that 

Father Frõis describes in detail, mentioning the trade between north Japan and Yezzo that 
takes place at Akita, in northern Honshu. The legend on the southern margin refers to a land 

"where there are no men, only women, and men who go there are massacred by them." 
According to Professor Nakamura this refers to the country of the Amazons (Ra-setu-Koku). 

His statement is corroborated by legends on Ricci's map that in the Caucasus there is a 
"Country of Women", where the surplus male population is put to death; and by a Dutch note 
pasted on a Japanese map of Japan of the late 17th century, in the Royal Geographical Society 
Library; Rasetskokf—hier woonen nia als Vrouwen. Whether this refers to an island off the 

northeast coast of Honshu, inhabited only by fisherwomen, who come to the main island only 
once a year, is open to conjecture. Another legend on the map refers to the land 

"Xinrancoccu": whether this is Korea (Shinra-Silla, a province of southern Korea, where 
Japanese influence was strong at this time), or simply an "unknown country" (Scirancocu), is 

again an open question. One of the most interesting features of the map is the number of 
buildings shown, one in each of the fiefs; some with flags of the Cross, some with a cross drawn 
on the towers. Fernão Vaz Dourado first used this symbol on his famous map of Japan of 1568 
(see above). Where the centers of Christianity were indicated by small Portuguese flags, and 

the word "dechristãos". Delplace and Murdoch indicate the centers of Christianity in Japan at 
the time of the Jesuit embassy, basing their lists on the letters of the Jesuits Vilela, Fernandez, 
and d'Almeida. Professor Nakamura, who analyzed this Florence map in considerable detail, 
seems to accept this opinion, and in support of his thesis describes a sheaf of documents found 

in the Historical Archives of Madrid. These documents refer to a mission sent by the daimyo of 
Hirado, one of the early centers of European trade in western Kyushu, to the Spanish viceroy 
of the Philippines, in 1585. In 1586, a second mission, consisting of Japanese Christians sent 

by another Kyushu daimyo, reached Manila, with the request to establish religious and 
commercial relations. The letters of the bishop of the Philippines, reporting these missions to 
Madrid, also contained a primitive sketch map of Japan not unlike this Florentine map, and a 
list giving the location of Christians in the fiefs of Japan. Each fief where Christians resided 
was shown with a cross. While there are some divergences between the Madrid list and the 
Florence map, the two are sufficiently similar to indicate that they may have originated in a 
common source. The Madrid and Florence maps, at any rate, are the first known European 

maps that indicate the political and administrative structure of Japan. 
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Gujin Xing Sheng Zhi Tu [Map of Advantageous Terrain Past And Present, 1555].  

 This map represents territory from Samarkand in Central Asia to Japan and from present-day 
Mongolia to Java and Sumatra in Southeast Asia. Mountains are represented pictorially, as is 
the Great Wall. Much of the map is covered by notes describing changes in place-names and 

administrative status. This map was sent to Spain in 1874 by the Spanish viceroy in the 
Philippines. 

 The earliest printed individual map of Japan (if we leave aside Bordone’s 
fanciful depiction) was published in 1586 in Renwart Cysat’s WahrhqJfiiger Bericht 
[True Report] in Freyburg in Switzerland. This shows the outline of Japan; the shape 
owes something to the Gyogi-type maps and indicates the seminaries and novitiate of 
the Jesuit order in Japan. The world map of 1589 by Urbano Monte also indicated that 
knowledge of Japan was spreading, as he claimed to have made use of information 
obtained through Valignano and the “embassy” of young Japanese nobles who were 
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visiting Europe, including Italy, in 1585. The size of Japan is greatly exaggerated, 
filling almost all of the northern part of the Pacific between China and North 
America, and the Japanese islands are shown in peculiar form.  
 

 
Renwart Cysat: Der grossen namhcifften neuwlicheifunden Japponischen lnsel. Cysat’s map 
was first published in the Wahrhcafftiger Bericht in Freyburg in 1586. “Minas de plata” and 

other “minas” are visible in the north. Place names are hard to identity, but Jagasache 
[Nagasaki] can be detected at the upper left, and Azuchi, the site of the famous castle, in the 

lower right section. 
 
 However, the really significant European map of Japan of this time was that 
by Luis Teixeira, a Jesuit (Father Ludovico Teixeira, or Tesseira). We know that this 
map was prepared in about 1592, as it was enclosed with a letter that Teixeira sent to 
Ortelius dated February 20, 1592. The map, entitled Iapotiiae Insulae Descriptio, 
appeared as an addendum to Ortelius’ atlas, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, published in 
1595. Luis Teixeira, who was the son of Pedro Fernandes, the founder of a large 
family of cartographers, had been appointed cartographer to the Spanish crown in 
1569 and is also known for his work on the Azores. As far as we know, he never went 
east, let alone to Japan.  
 Teixeira’s map, which was reprinted and copied over the next fifty to sixty 
years, represented a landmark in the cartography of Japan, and many subsequent 
European maps of Japan owed at least something to Teixeira. The map is 
distinguished by its depiction of Japan as three main islands with Honshu running 
broadly east and west, a more realistic if still inaccurate depiction of Kyushu, called 
Bungo after the province of that name, and an improved outline of Shikoku, called 
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Tonsa, although the Bay of Tosa is not shown, and the Inland Sea is much too broad. 
The eastern end of Honshu is stunted, and Ezo, or Hokkaido, is not shown, while 
Korea is shown as a long island with an elongated point.  
 The map was copied in the Mercator-Hondius atlas of 1606 with minor 
modifications and entitled laponia. The cartouches are different, as are the sailing 
ships, which have been reduced in number to two. An ornamental dolphin is 
depicted south of Korea, on which there is a brief note in Latin to the effect that in 
war the Koreans are energetic, but cruel and barbarous. Mercator produced a 
miniature version in his Atlas Minor of 1607. Jan Jansson (1596-1664) produced yet 
another version in 1647, under the title lapotiiae Nova Descriptio, with minor variations 
to the cartouches and the decoration-the two sailing ships have been altered, and the 
dolphin on the left is shown partly submerged. The maps were accompanied by texts 
describing Japan in Latin or the language of the country of publication. 
 Among other European maps of Japan drawn during the late 16th century two 
examples may be cited to show Japanese influence. In 1589 Urbano Monte, a Milanese 
mapmaker, compiled and published a map of the world, on a polar projection. Japan, 
as shown on Monte’s planisphere, is quite different from most earlier maps, although 
more primitive than the Japanese-drawn Florence or Madrid maps mentioned above. 
A brief notice, mentioning the 1585 embassy, and the names of Fathers Valignano and 
Mezquita among the authorities consulted, provide further clues. The Japanese 
ambassadors visited Milan in 1585 and Father Mezquita was with them at the time. 
 One other map, of interest in this connection, is the earliest European printed 
map of Japan now known. Shown above and published in Freyburg, Switzerland, in 
1586, it shows the general outline of Japan, and indicates the seminaries and 
novitiates of the Jesuit order. Its shape would classify it with the Madrid and Monte 
maps, while many of the place-names connect it with the Florence map. The rather 
vague and inaccurate manner in which Kyushu, the Jesuit stronghold of that time, 
was drawn may indicate that the Portuguese tradition of secrecy in all matters 
pertaining to overseas exploration may well have been adopted by the Jesuits 
themselves. 
 According to Professor Kish, it would thus appear that the transition from the 
primitive European maps of Japan, characteristic of the 1550—1590 period, to the 
more accurate image found in the atlases of Ortelius and his successors was based 
upon close acquaintance with Japanese maps. The integration of Oriental maps and 
occidental compiling and engraving skill brought about the rapid and radical 
improvement of maps of Japan in Europe, and led to the accurate and detailed 
cartographic work of the late 17th and early 18th centuries. 
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A 1558 map by Diogo Homem, part of Asia showing Japan as a dissected peninsula 

 
 

 
Japan on the map Universa ac navigabilis totius terrarum orbis descriptio. 1559,  

by Etreas Homen 
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Iapan on the manuscript map by Bartolomeu Velho, 1560  
showing Japan in a north-south line of islands 
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Part of a world map by Giacomo Gastaldi showing Isola di Giapan oriented east-west, 1562 
 

 
Japan on a 1568 chart in Fernao Vaz Dourado atlas (#409.1) 
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Japan on the 1569 world map by Gastaldi (#376) 
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Japan depicted as a ambiguously-shaped island just west of North America on the 

globe gores by Franciscus Demongenet, 1552-60 (#387)  
 

 One of the most informative of the Jesuit fathers was Petrus Maffeius. He 
edited a collection of missionaries’ letters that appeared at Louvain in 1569. In these 
letters, Japan is at first described as a single island, but in 1571 it was reported that 
there were three main islands, surrounded by other smaller islands. Maffeius 
recorded that the main island was divided into fifty-three satrapies or kingdoms (kuni, 
or provinces), and that the capital was Meaco, meaning “capital.” He referred to a 
second island as Ximum (presumably Kyushu, although the origin of Ximum is 
obscure), with nine satrapies, and a third, Xiococum [Shikoku], with four, Japan, he 
said, lay between 30º and 38º north.  
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 The roteiros (English, rutters), which were the navigational notes, or records, of 
the Portuguese ships (não) that visited Japan annually, contained more practical 
information. The não left the Portuguese colony of Goa in India in April or May, 
wintered at Macao, and left the following May or June with the southwest monsoon 
for Nagasaki. A journey from Portugal to Japan thus took about two years in those 
days. They had few nautical instruments, and what they had were simple. Their main 
instruments were a compass, an astrolabe, and Jacob's staff (a simple instrument for 
measuring distances and height). They had neither sextant nor telescope. Nor, of 
course, did they have any accurate chronometers. So, while their readings of latitudes 
were not far off, their estimates of longitude were little better than guesses. The 
roteiros contained elementary navigational instructions, together with descriptions of 
coastlines and notes on anchorages, shallows, deep-water areas, prevailing winds, 
currents, and other nautical phenomena that might help the mariner to find his 
position. Many of the roteiros were, however, very vague or general.  

 
The island of “Japan” off the coast of North America in the Mare de Mangi [Sea of Manzi 

(China)] on the 1566 Ii disegno del Discoperto della nova Franza, ii quale s’ehauuto 
ultimarnente dalle novissima navigatione de’ Franzesi in quel luogo . . .[The draught of the 
discovery of New France, made from the latest French voyages] by Bolognini Zaltieri (Paolo 
Forlani). After Polo, who said that “the sea in which [Japan] lies is called the China Sea that 
is, the sea adjoining Manzi, because in the language of the islanders ‘China’ means Manzi.” 

(#391) 
 

 In the second half of the 16th century, the Low Countries became the main 
center of European mapmaking, as the Dutch began to take over from the Portuguese 
and the Spaniards as merchant adventurers in the Far East. The British came onto the 
Far Eastern scene rather later and, after their brief and unsuccessful effort at Hirado 
in the early 17th century, concentrated on the trade with India. Moreover, in 
mapmaking, despite great names like Saxton and Speed, London never challenged 
Antwerp and Amsterdam as a center of world cartography. One factor in the 
development of cartography in the Netherlands was probably the Spanish dominion 
there, and the possibility this gave for the transfer of the results of Iberian discoveries 
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to the Netherlands. But the Portuguese and Spaniards were secretive about the 
geographical information they collected, and they remained bitter rivals in Japan and 
elsewhere despite the unification of the kingdoms of Portugal and Spain in 1581. 
Moreover, the Dutch and the Flemings hated their Iberian rulers, and by 1581 the 
Northern Netherlands were already in revolt (the revolt had begun as early as 1566). 
Nevertheless, it was at Antwerp and Amsterdam that Mercator, Ortelius, de Jode, and 
Hondius established the foundations of modern European cartography.  
 A number of attempts have been made to classify the various depictions of 
Japan on 16th century maps. E. W. Dahlgren, for instance, in his work, Les Debuts de la 
Cartoaraphie du Japon, divides them into six main types named after representative 
mapmakers. Armando Cortesao, in his colossal study of early Portuguese 
mapmaking, includes forty-nine diagrams showing the evolution of the depiction of 
Japan from Martin Behaim in 1492 to a map of 1649. He prefers to divide the early 
maps into seven groups. However, it may be helpful to the general reader to set out 
the 16th century types of maps of Japan on the basis of the shapes used for Japan. 
These are summarized by Hugh Cortazzi in his book Isles of Gold as follows, along 
with references to my monographs:  
 
1. A single, rectangular island, generally drawn north to south, sometimes with a 
number of small islands around, based solely on hearsay (usually Marco Polo), 
without any connections with reality-except by luck. The hemisphere maps, 1512, by 
Johannes de Stobnicza (#319), the Universalis Cosmographie Descriptio Tam In Solido 
Quem Plano, Toss globe gores, 1514 by Louis Boulengier (#324), the Schöner’s globes of 
1515, 1520 and1523 by Johannes Schöner (#328), the 
Ingolstadt/Nordenskiöld/Liechtenstein globe gores, 1511-1527 (#329) and the Tipus Orbis 
Universalis iuxta Ptolemei Cosmographi Traditionem et Americi Vespucii Aliorque 
Lustrationes a Petro Apiano Leysnico ElucbratAn. Do. MDXX, 1520, by Peter Apianus 
(#331), the Brixen globe (formerly known as the Mounted Hauslab globe), 1522 (#333.2), 
the Paris Green (Quirini) globe, 1528 (#342.1) all fall into this category.  
 
2. A single island with a few smaller islands nearby, generally drawn horizontally 
west to east. Armando Cortesao calls this the Gastaldi type and says that it was based 
on information contained in a letter written by St. Francis Xavier in Kagoshimain 1549 
and sent to Rome. A map by Paolo Forlani of 1574 (see above, #391), the Cosmographia 
Universalis Et Exactissima Iuxta Postremam Neotericorum Traditionem by Giovanni 
Francesco Camocio, 1567-93 (#404), the Globus Terrestris by Jost Amman, 1564-78 (#402) 
and another by Joan Martines of 1578 (see below, #416), the Orbis Terarum Typus, 1594 
by Petrus Plancius (#458) belong to this group. In fact, they show little if any progress 
over the first type.  
 
3. Two rows of islands leading to the northeast from the Ryukyu Islands. This is 
found in two charts and was apparently based on information from the first 
Portuguese visits to Japan. The first (ca. 1550) is anonymous; the second is ascribed to 
one Sancho Gutierrez (flourished 1551-61).  
 
4. A number of islands, including one fairly large one, shown as an extension of the 
Korean peninsula. Cortesao ascribes this type to Lopo Homem (1497- 1572); Dahlgren 
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preferred to call it after Diogo Homem, who was active between 1530 and 1576 (see 
illustrations below).  
 
5. One large island, either round or oval, with small islands to the north and south as 
in Mercator's map of 1569 or as in Ortelius’ Indiae Orientalis Insularumque Adiacientium 
Typus of 1570 (see below). Ortelius was the Latin name of another Flemish 
cartographer, Abraham Wortels, who was born at Antwerp in 1527 and lived until 
1598. His Theatrum Orbis Terrarum was one of the first great atlases of the world. In 
1575 he was appointed geographer to King Philip II of Spain, thus helping to ensure 
that Iberian cartographic knowledge spread to the Low Countries.  
 
6. Four islands (the largest corresponding to Honshu) set out north to south, thus 
including what may have been intended to be Ezo, the modern Hokkaido. This 
depiction is found in the charts of Bartolomeu Velho who was active between 1560 
and 1568.  
 
7. One main north-south island with a series of small islands to the south and an 
island called Tonsa to the east, as in Ortelius’ Asiae Nova Descriptio of 1567 (or one 
main island east-west, with a series of small islands to the southwest, and the island 
of Tonsa to the south, as in Ortelius’ Tattariae Sive Magni Charni Regni Typus, also of 
1570. The name Tonsa is derived from Tosa, the province on the south side of Shikoku, 
now Kechi Prefecture. The name Tonsa was used by European cartographers for 
Shikoku into the 18th century.  
 
8. Three main islands, with Honshu shown as lying east-west but with the western 
end turned southward. Kyushu is shown lying north-south, and Shikoku east-west, 
almost as if it were an island in a large gulf between Kyushu and the southern tip of 
eastern Honshu. The first map of this type was drawn by one Lazaro Luiz in 1563, 
and the second by Fernao Vaz Dourado in 1568 (#409.1). Ortelius also produced a map 
of this type in 1584.  

 
 

Giapan on the 1566 world map by Guillaume le Testu 
Iapan on the 1567 map Asiae Nova Descriptio by Abraham Ortelius 
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Japan is here shown in a totally different configuration than Ortelius’ previous map below. 
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Detail of Paolo Forlani’s #3 world map 1568: Mare del Sur [Pacific Ocean], Asia-North 
America co-joined, Cimpaga [Japan], the Golfo di Tonza and Coronado’s Le Sette Citta (#398) 

Note that Asia is integrated with North America 

 
Fernão Vaz Dourado’s map of Japan manuscript on parchment, 40 x 53 cm, Goa, 1568 

(#409.1) 
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Another interesting example of this last type by Ortelius is his Maris Pacifici Novissirna 
Descriptio of 1589 (see below) which shows a large island called Isla de Plata to the north 
of Honshu. Perhaps this was intended as a depiction of Ezo, or Hokkaido. Jan 
Huygen Van Linschoten, a Dutch cartographer who lived from 1563 to 1610, also 
produced a map of this type that was widely used. These were based at least partly 
on the work of Petrius Plancius (1552-1622), another Dutch cartographer, and 
Bartolomeo de Lasso. Both were cartographers to the king of Spain. He also obtained 
information from his friend Dirck Gerritsz, who had spent twenty-six years in India. 
The map of East Asia in Linschoten’s work (#436.1) was drawn by Arnoldus a 
Langren, or Arnold van Langren, another Dutch cartographer, and was based on the 
knowledge of Portuguese mariners. Linschoten’s account of Japan in the first part of 
his book is brief; he says that Japan lies between 30° and 38° north, and he refers to 
Nangasache [Nagasaki], but says little else. The second part, which consists of an 
account of voyages of Portuguese mariners in the East (Reysgeschrifft van de Navigatien 
der Portugal Oysers in Orienten), contains more of interest about Japan. The most 
important part consists of sailing instructions from Macao and Liampo to Bungo, 
Nangasaque [Nagasaki], Firando [Hirado], and Arima in Kyushu. Chapter 31 gives an 
account of the sea around Shikoku as far as Saquay [Sakai, the port of Osaka]. The 
south coast of Honshu between Caminaziqqe [Kaminoseki] and Sakai is also described. 
Many of the place names given are now difficult to identify, and some of the 
distances given are inaccurate, but the position of Shikoku is approximately correct, 
although only two harbors are named. The largest part is devoted to Kyushu. 
Detailed advice is given about the approaches to various harbors, together with 
advice about routes in case of typhoons. Linsch6ten’s work was reproduced in Dutch, 
English, Latin, and French editions. Although, as Professor Boxer has pointed out, 
Linschoten’s maps on a scale of 1:12.5 million and those of other sixteenth-century 
cartographers were completely useless as practical charts for mariners, manuals 
accompanying the maps were an essential standby for the navigators of the time.  



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 58	

 
Iapan in Abraham Ortelius’ Indiae Orientalis Insularumque Adiacientium Typus, 1570 

Japan is shown as an oval main island with chains of smaller islands to the north and south. 
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Fernão Vaz Dourado’s map of Asia showing a very odd-shaped Iapam [Japan], 1570   

16th century Portuguese ma makers were unsurpassed in the Western world, and historians of 
cartography consider Fernao Vaz Dourado among the foremost. The original crescent, or shrimp-

shaped, delineation of Japan is unknown in other separate maps of the period, which do not provide the 
same detail and nomenclature. Considering its date and the paucity of information on Japan available to 
Europeans at that time, Dourado's map was a considerable achievement. Its influence on printed maps 

published during the ensuing half century was widespread. Dourado's map includes Korea as a 
peninsula with China at its north border. For a century thereafter, charts either failed to show Korea or 
indicated it as an island. Buddhist shrines are visible across Honshu, Japan's main island, and Korea. 

Seven Portuguese flags appear to surround Japan, optimistically suggesting the colonial power's 
dominance. The Portuguese had not accessed the main island of Japan farther northeast than Omeaco 
(Miyako, Kyoto) at the center of the main island, Honshu. Dourado erred in presuming that the east 

half of Honshu bent southward rather than to the north, resulting in the eccentric crescent shape to the 
islands. Among the many real and imagined place-names are two bold references to the “Asminas da 

Prata” and “Minas de Prata e Ouro,” silver and gold mines then being exploited by the Japanese.  
Marco Polo's 13th century tales of infinite riches and sophisticated society in Japan had stuck in 

European minds, even though, during his many years of residence in China, Polo never saw Japan. For 
[he next two hundred years the West remained ignorant about but intrigued by the Japanese islands. 

The first contact with Westerns occurred through a fortuitous accident in 1543, when three Portuguese, 
led by Antonio da Mota, sailed from Siam with a cargo of trade goods for the Chinese port of Chincheu. 

A typhoon struck in the East China Sea and drove them off course. After two weeks in their battered 
junk the survivors made landfall on an unknown island where “small, friendly, intelligent men met 
them.” They had reached Kuyushu, the southernmost of Japan’s main islands. Five years later Saint 

Francis Xavier, the preeminent Roman Catholic missionary of the era, landed at Kagoshima on Kyushu 
Island to promote Christianity in Japan as he had done previously in India and the Malay Archipelago. 
Thus began the “Christian Century” in Japan, and while neither the Portuguese state nor the Christian 
church dominated the islands, the active presence of their merchants and missionaries lasted until they 
were supplanted by the Dutch in 164I. Three main islands, with Honshu shown as lying east-west but 
with the western end turned southward. Kyushu is shown lying north-south, and Shikoku east-west 

(#409.1) 
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Japan on the Marius Cartarus Viterbiensis autor incidebat Romae MDLXXVII cum 

privilegio, 1577 (globe gores and globe above), #415.2 
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North Pacific Ocean, including coasts of Mexico, California, Asia, and a horizontal, east-west 

oriented Giapan, 1578, by Joan Martines, in his Atlas, #416 
 
 It was inevitable that the Portuguese influence should be strongly felt in the 
cartographical description of Japan. There is first of all to be considered the 
anonymous Portuguese chart in the Depot Hydrographique de la Marine, Paris, 
which formerly was accepted as proceeding from about the year 1553 and is 
reproduced with that attributed date by Count Teleki in his study of the mapping of 
Japan. Later historians, however, have asserted that the knowledge of the Philippines 
displayed by its maker is evidence of its construction having taken place sometime 
after the year 1566, when the geography of the islands became known through the 
exploration and settlement of them by the Legaspi expedition. The question of date 
remains undecided. Upon this chart the Japanese islands are located between thirty 
and forty degrees north latitude and in approximately correct distance from the 
Asiatic coast. With it, or with whatever prototype it may have had, begins the error 
that, in many maps of the ensuing century, made the longer axis of the Japanese 
group run east and west instead of northeast and southwest. The shape of the islands 
here set forth, incorrect though it was, established a cartographical type that endured 
for nearly a century. In this portrayal, illustrated in the Linschoten map of 1596 
(#436.1) the islands of Hondu and Kiusiu form a crescent of which the southward-
pointing arms create a gulf wherein lies the island of Shikoku. Sometimes described 
as the turtle shape, this characteristic configuration had become familiar through its 
employment in the manuscript atlases of Fernao Vaz Dourado, beginning with that of 
1568 in which is found a special map of Japan (#409.1) supposed to be the oldest of 
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European origin. The earliest appearance in print of the turtle-shaped Japanese group 
seems to have been in the Ortelius map of 1589 entitled Maris Pacifici, where it is 
drawn with some modification of the Vaz Dourado portrayal. It is found in much 
closer resemblance to the Vaz Dourado map in the Linschoten of 1596, previously 
referred to, and in that form it continued to appear in the I tinerario as late as the 
edition of 1644. 
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Iapan on Joan Martines’ world map of 1587, showing a very different configuration just nine 

years later (very similar to Ortelius’ 1570 interpretation, see below) 
  
According to L.C. Wroth an advance in truthfulness of delineation of Japan occurred 
when Ortelius procured a sectional map of Japan from Luiz Teixeira for his Theatrum 
Orbis of 1595. In this production we recognize a second type of cartographical 
representation of Japan, also of Portuguese origin. The Teixeira map, constructed as 
early as 1592, was like those of the Vaz Dourado type in that the longer axis of the 
group ran east and west. It abandoned the turtle-shape delineation, however, for one 
of somewhat greater correctness in which the eastern extremity of the island of 
Hondu turns northward instead of southward. In this map Korea lies to the westward 
of the Japanese group, completely detached from the mainland of Asia and bearing a 
legend that describes it as Corea Insula. Opinion as to the insularity or peninsularity of 
Korea was at that time as unsettled as it was with regard to Lower California on the 
other shore of the Pacific.  
 Again we turn to the Lopez de Velasco Demarcacion of about 1575 for an 
intelligent deduction from evidence by that time accumulated relating to the position 
of the Japanese island group. In the text of that work we read that from the accounts 
of Portuguese missionaries, the author had fixed upon 30º N latitude and 150 leagues 
from the coast of China as the position of Japan. Upon the universal map of the Indies 
in the Lopez de Velasco manuscript (#408) this information is translated into the 
delineation of a narrow, strung-out archipelago, running in a general north and south 
direction parallel and close to a Chinese coast from which Korea, either as peninsula 
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or island, is lacking. So far as correctness of the group’s axis was concerned, this map 
was greatly in advance of its time. In the Yndias del Poniente map found in this same 
Velasco manuscript appears south of the Japanese group a chain of small islands 
called Lequio mayor and Lequio menor extending in a southwesterly direction towards 
the coast of China. This was an early appearance of the Lequeyo, Riu-Kiu, Lieou 
Kieou, or Lu-Chu chain that sweeps southwest from the Japanese island group 
towards Formosa, setting a division between the East China Sea and the Pacific.  
 But Japan, the “shuttlecock”, was about to come to rest. In the hemispheres of 
Peter Plancius of 1594, and in those hemispheres as re-engraved in 1596 and 
published by Joan Baptista Vrient we find for the first time on a printed map the 
Japanese group correctly located between 30º and 40º N latitude, about two degrees 
from the coast of Korea, here delineated as a peninsula. The source of the Plancius 
delineation seems certainly to have been the Luiz Teixeira map, but as the Plancius 
map is dated 1594 and the Teixeira map was not published until 1595 it must be that 
Plancius knew the Portuguese map in manuscript before it was put into print by 
Ortelius. It has previously been said that this map was constructed about 1592. The 
interpretation of data recorded in the Plancius map must have seemed sound to 
contemporary cartographers. The maker of the Wright-Molyneux map in the Hakluyt 
of 1598-1600, for example, has set forth the Japanese group in similar configuration to 
that of Plancius and in similar relationship to the Asiatic coast. The Plancius and 
Wright-Molyneux maps were among the best known and most widely circulated of the 
period. After their publication there was no real excuse for extensive error in the 
location by cartographers of the Japanese islands.  

	 
Iapan on the 1594 Plancius world map (left) and the Wright-Molyneux world map 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hardly had Japan been correctly located upon the maps when curiosity as to the 
components of the group began to be expressed by voyagers and cartographers. For 
nearly two centuries thereafter, however, a state of confusion existed as to the 
distinction between the northern island of the group and the neighboring Asiatic 
mainland with its unexplored Kamchatka peninsula. A number of circumstances 
combined to bring about this condition of uncertainty. As early as 1565 it began to be 
said that north of the main island of the group lay an island called Jesso. Today we 
identify this island without hesitation as the important Japanese island of Yezo, but 
for a long time its position and nature were the standing enigma of the geographers, 
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who gave the name indiscriminately to an island, to the peninsula of Kamchatka, to 
the mainland north of Kamchatka, and, as we shall see, to an east-running coast 
which existed only in the confusion of their thoughts. The Japanese themselves 
distinguished this island from the peninsula of Kamchatka, calling the one Jeso 
Gasima, that is, the Island Ieso, and the other, Oku jeso, or Upper Ieso. This distinction 
seems first to have come to European knowledge in the map constructed by Johan 
Gaspar Scheuchzer for his publication in I 727 of Engelbert Kaempfer’s History of 
Japan. In the meantime for nearly two centuries the cartographers exercised their 
choice of delineating Yezo now in one and now in another of the several positions 
and categories we have just enumerated.  
 

 
Giapan from Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza’s “History of China”, 1585 
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An extraordinary 60 sheet manuscript world map made in 1587 by Urbano Monte The 

assembled map, just over 10 feet in diameter, is one of the largest—if not the largest—world 
maps made in the 16th century. The degree of detail and decoration is stunning and the entire 

production is surely unique in the history of cartographic representation. (#420) 
 

 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 69	

Detail of the Urbano Monte map: China, Japan and North America 
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Detail: Monte’s depiction of Giapone Isola [Japan] is advanced for the time, probably drawing 

on information provided to him by the Japanese Embassy to Milan and Italy in 1585. 
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Another map by Abraham Ortelius, Maris Pacifici Novissima Descriptio, 1589 
North of a roundish Honshu is depicted an “Isla de Plata,” [Island of Silver] with a 

quadrilateral shape resembling the configuration of Japan’s northern province, Hokkaido and 
silver mines are identified in southwest Honshu. Adjacent to the archipelago is the comment: 

“The Japanese islands are not yet converted to Christianity.” Thus, the major European 
interests in Japan at this time are revealed by this map. The Great Wall of China is shown in 

the northwest, 
 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 72	

 
Asia, Partium Orbis Maxima by Cornelius de Jode, Speculum Orbis Terrae, Antwerp, 1593 
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Detail of de Jode’s map showing a prawn-shaped Japan 

The inscription next to the Great Wall records that it was built “against the attacks of the 
Tartar” 
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Iaponiae Insulae Descriptio in Abraham Ortelius’ Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, 1595 

This is the first printed map of Japan, the remote, shrouded-in-mystery island, to appear in an 
atlas. Ortelius based his work on a manuscript supplied by the famous Portuguese chart 

maker, Luis Teixeira, who was cartographer to the court of the Spanish King. Of the thousands 
of islands that comprise Japan proper, the map includes only the three primary islands of the 

archipelago. Korea is depicted as an elongated island. The upper right quadrant features a 
statement in Latin ‘Cum Imperatorio, Regio, et Brabantiæ privilegio decennali. 1595’, which 
gave the Royal and Brabant privilege for ten years, beginning in 1595.Three lovely frigates 

sail the high seas, and both the title and scale cartouches are exquisite. It was a milestone map 
of Japan at the time, and remained very influential until the Martini map of 1655. 

The map shows three of the main islands of Japan, only lacking mention of Hokkaido (Yezo or 
Ezo) in the north. Kyushu is clearly shown as an island and the relative size of Shikoku was 

more accurate than by Cysat. The map show a number of place-names, including ‘C dos 
Cestos,’ or Misaki-asi, the southernmost cape in the island of Honshu, and the only name 

derived from Portuguese on any of the islands, and probably named for the fishing baskets that 
Portuguese sailors saw there. 
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Hemispheriu ab Aequinoctiali Linea, ad Circulu Poli Arctici by Cornelius de Jode, 1593 

(#433) 
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Detail: Iapan [Japan] displayed equidistant from North America and Asia 

 
 

 
Iaponiae Insulae Descriptio, Luis Teixeira, 1595, 36x48 cm 
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As the center of the map trade moved from the Mediterranean to the Low Countries, both 
Ortelius and Plantin in Anrwerp and Hondius and Plancius in Amsterdam relied heavily on 

Teixeira's maps. Reformation and Counter-Reformation activities, politics, and royal-
succession problems produced conditions of intermittent competition and cooperation between 

Iberian and Netherlands map makers. While Spain controlled Portugal and the Low 
Countries, Dutch publishers benefited from new information concerning Spanish and 

Portuguese maritime discoveries. In a letter dated February 20, 1592, Teixeira wrote to the 
Flemish cartographer Ortelius that he had recently received from Asia the materials for his 
new map of Japan and was dispatching this courier to Antwerp. Included were traditional 

Japanese configurations such as those found painted on early screens. It is believed that one of 
Teixeira’s sources was a manuscript map by Ignacio Moreira, a prominent Jesuit cartographer 
who was in Japan in the 1580s. Teixeira also incorporated Japanese information that could not 
have been acquired from European experience. Combining new intelligence from Portuguese 
traders and missionaries, this map became the most current depiction of Japan available in 
Europe. It was used in Dutch atlases well into the 17th century. Compared with the Vaz 

Dourado chart above, the two most striking features are the east end of Honshu, bending more 
correctly toward the north, and the thin, carrot-shaped, insular Korea. Only two towns are 
shown in Korea: In the northwest, "Tauxem" appears approximately where Pyongyang is 

today; and in the southwest, "Corij" is noted. Other features include the small islands off the 
south tip named the "Ilhas dos Ladrones," or "Islands of Pirates." The three main Japanese 

islands are sized comparatively correctly for the first time, although Honshu should be 
oriented more to the north, and Hokkaido, the large island north of Honshu, has yet to appear. 
The capital, Meaco (Miyako, Kyoto), is prominently located near the large lake Biwa-ko. Some 
names used on earlier Vaz Dourado maps are eliminated, and the toponymy is now different 

and more legible. Sakai is shown, while its neighbor Osaka is not. Cangaxuma (Kagoshima) is 
alongside Sacetuma (Satsuma) at the south end of Kyushu, where Saint Francis Xavier first 
landed. Another few decades of experience would improve Portuguese mapping of Japan, but 
during this crucial period just before the beginning of Portuguese decline in the East and the 

rise of the Dutch, this was the standard by which such maps were measured. 
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Iapones on Arnold van Langren’s map of Asia, 1596 (see monograph #436.1) 

Very similar to Vaz Dourado’s map of Asia shown above. Note “Corea” [Korea] is shown 
unusually as a circular island. Oriented with East at the top. 
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Totius Orbis Cogniti Universalis Descriptio.  

This world map was published in Merula’s ‘Cosmographiae generalis libri tres’ and engraved 
by Jan van Doetecum, after the map engraved by his father Baptista van Doetecum for Petrus 
Plancius’ world map of 1590. The map is embellished with four corner inserts in oval frames. 

The one in the upper right-hand corner contains a miniature: map of Japan, ‘Iapan'. The 
legend beneath the map reads; 'Iapania Insula pradi: ves auro aromatibus alijsque pretiosis 
mer Quinque regna haben to tidem do: minata Regibus [Japan’s island Prado: the fragrant 

leaves of gold and other precious stones: five reins as many do, threatened the Kings]. 
The inset map of Japan varies greatly from the version that appears in the eastern hemisphere 

of the main map, and is copied from the map of the Far East engraved by Arnoldus and 
Henricus van Langeren and included in the ‘Itinerario, Voyage of the Schipvaert van Jan 

Huygen van Linschoten, published in 1595-1596 (also shown above), itself after depictions in 
Portuguese portolan charts as early as about 1560. 
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Japan on Giuseppe Rosaccio’s 1597 world map 

Zipangri on the globe gores Nova et integra universi Orbis descriptio, by Willem Nicholai, 
1603 (#424) being shown as a simple north-south rectangular island even though there was 

increasingly more accurate iterations. 
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Iapan [Japan] on the 1599 world map by Richard Hakluyt, The Principal Navigations 
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An east-west Iapon [Japan] perpendicular to Cory [Korea] on the 1601 map by Antonio de Herrera 
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Iaponiae Insulae, 1603, by Abraham Ortelius 

Although as early as 1617 the more accurate map of Japan by Blancus appeared, this map 
retained influence until more than 50 years after another milestone map of Japan appeared by 

Martini map of 1655. Note Korea shown as an island and Iaponia [Japan] is oriented east-west 
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Zipangri {Japan] depicted on the globe gores Nova et integra universi Orbis descriptio, 

 by Willem Nicholai, 1603  (#424) being shown as a simple north-south rectangular island 
even though there was increasingly more accurate iterations 
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China by Jodocus Hondius, 1606-34 showing the main islands of Japan are a east-west 

orientation and also feature a portrayal of a Japanese craft. In one cartouche, a scene depicts 
the Japanese persecution of a Christian missionary, probably a reference to the martyrdoms in 
Nagasaki in 1597. It was this conflict that ultimately led to Japan becoming a closed country 

for several centuries. (see monograph #441) 
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China, 1609. An anonymous manuscript that must have used authentic sources, possibly 

Jesuit. It shows the main island of Japan in a east-west orientation   
Copperplate map of East Asia entitled ‘Sinarum Regni aliorumque regnorum et insularum illi 

adiacentium descriptio’, c.1597–1609.  The undated and anonymous map was copied and printed from a 
now-lost Spanish draft that had recently arrived in Spain, probably from Manila, that had been 

completed in Madrid by 1609. The Brirish Library Cotton MS Aug.l.ii.4S (#448) 
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The Asian portion of Father Matteo Ricci’s 1604 world map Kunyu Wanguo Quantu 

showing a very fair representation of Japan. Ricci’s sources were the first and later 
editions (published from 1570) of Abraham Ortelius’ Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, the 
maps of Gerard Mercator and, for the third version of the world map, the large world 

map by Peter Plancius, 1592.  (see monograph #441) 
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loponiae Regio quam undigeniae Nippon, 1617, by Christpher Blancus and Inacio Moreira 
Blancus’ map of Japan is the earliest known printed example of Moreira’s work, and was at the 
time the most accurate western depiction of the country. The orientation and the proportions 

of the island of Kyushu and Shikoku to the mainland, and the inclusion of Yezo (Hokkaido) all 
represent great improvement from the Teixeira-Ortelius map. It is the first to name the 66 

provinces of Japan and contains double the number of place names compared to that of 
Ortelius. The map would later be the model for works produced by Bemardino Ginnaro, 

Antonio Francisco Cardim, and Robert Dudley. However, despite the numerous 
improvements the Ortelius model would continue to be the more widely used, and it would not 

be until Joan Blaeu published his map some 50 years later that the Ortelius model was 
ultimately superseded. 
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The recently rediscovered Selden Map of China (c.1619)/ Dongxi yang hanghai tu [

](#490.2) Ink and watercolor on paper. Its outstanding feature is the system of shipping routes and 
emphasis on ports in Southeast Asia, from Japan to Sumatra, that bound the region’s mountainous 
hinterlands and littorals together through trade. Distorted versions of Japan and Korea as well as 
prominent depictions of Taiwan, Luzon and Visayas all suggest the increasing importance of the 

western Pacific or Dong Hai. 
 Detail of the Japanese islands shown below. 

Plate 5. The recently rediscovered Selden map of China (c.1619). Ink and watercolour on paper. Approx. 158 ! 96 cm. Its outstanding
feature is the system of shipping routes and emphasis on ports in Southeast Asia, from Japan to Sumatra, that bound the region’s
mountainous hinterlands and littorals together through trade. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Selden Supra 105. (Reproduced with

permission from The Bodleian Library.) See pages 37, 97.
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way of establishing a kind of dominion or possession
in East Asia and to give a global and universal char-
acter to his own arguments about closed and pro-
prietary seas. In the Latin printed edition of hisMare
Clausum (1635), Selden had first publically articu-
lated the argument that sovereigns could exert
dominion over the seas. With the first Navigation
Act of 1651 regulating British shipping and the
supporting English translation of Mare Clausum
(1652), closed-seas arguments came to be seen as
necessary for articulating policy for the Atlantic.
Selden’s concept of closed seas defined by contract
law and the technical ability to measure space domi-
nated English thinking until the overturn of the
Navigation Acts during the American Revolution
and the active pursuit of free-trade policies in East
Asia in the Opium War.
The Selden map thus obliges us to pause to recon-

sider some fundamental assumptions, notably the
privileging of the Atlantic world as the birthplace of
modernity, science and capitalism, and the concomi-
tant view of the West as Atlantic-centred. Likewise,
the map prompts reflection on historical methodol-
ogy in theway it draws attention to the importance of
intertwined external political and commercial rela-
tionships when assessing seventeenth-century East
Asia. Claims to the ocean were not merely asserted
by sovereign states so much as negotiated by a series
of sovereign and contractual stakeholders utilizing
what were perceived as shared, rather than ‘free’,
resources.
Exchange networks in the seventeenth-century as

developed by entrepreneurs like Li Dan, or by organ-
izations like the English and Dutch East India
Companies operating at considerable distances
from their metropolitan bases, pushed contractual
relations ahead of state formation.61 The efforts of
Zheng Chenggong and Zheng Jing, the successors to
Li Dan’s commercial empire who themselves ousted
the Dutch from Taiwan in 1662, revealed the failure
of Dutch free-seas policies, supposedly rooted in
natural law, compared with English efforts to close
the seas through legislation.62 In the end, part of the
development of the massive Qing Empire that suc-
ceeded the Ming in 1644 was a reaction to complex
commercial developments that had already begun in
the previous period as suggested by the Selden
map itself.

It is appropriate that the Selden map has been
rediscovered in an age that sees itself as digital and
global. Dismissive notions of mere ‘piracy’ in com-
modity exchange and information transmission in
seventeenth-century East Asia, echoed in debates of

the twenty-first century, point to what is missed
when historical trends are reduced to the internal
activities of countries or empires. In its depiction of
the environment and its emphasis on relationships
that were, in the context of the day, global, the
Selden map shows that these are not entirely new
matters. The cartography of the Selden map in
effect asks the viewer to examine the way trade is
shaped by, and in turn reshapes, the natural world.
In its perspective—not that of a snapshot but of
process—as well as in its content, the Selden map is
a remarkable and so far unique creation from early
seventeenth-century East Asia.
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58 R. Batchelor Imago Mundi 65:1 2013

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [J

im
 S

ie
bo

ld
] a

t 0
7:

56
 1

3 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

3 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 91	

	



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 92	

 

 

Fig. 1. Guide to the Selden map of China (c.1619), with author’s identification of the main political and cultural entities. The
original, drawn in ink andwatercolour on paper,measures approximately 158! 96 cm (see Plate 5). Oxford, Bodleian Library,

MS Selden Supra 105. (© R. Batchelor. Map reproduced with permission from The Bodleian Library.)
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Fig. 2. The Selden map of China, with the author’s transcription and translation of selected inscriptions. The solid black dots
indicate a labelled circle on the original; the open circles indicate islands that are labelled, but lack a circle. Oxford, Bodleian

Library, MS Selden Supra 105. (© R. Batchelor. Map reproduced with permission from The Bodleian Library.)
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The Selden map almost certainly was not made in Japan. It shows only the southern 
part of the country and details are poor compared with those for Luzon and the coast of 
Vietnam. Many of the actual labels on Japan are simply zhou, meaning province, and 

the scale-like sections of the upper part of the single island look like a traditional 
eighth-century Gyoki map, but one hastily copied or perhaps memorized. Like Japan 
on the Selden map, Gyoki maps frequently framed Japan using Sado Island [佐渡, 

Zudou Zhou], Kyushu and Shikoku (labeled Yalima Wang, on the Selden map). Some 
unique transliterations of famous Honshu tourist sites that would have been little 

known in China are given, such as Yishi [伊勢, Ise Shrine] and Qidao Shan [Seven 
Island Mountain], the latter an idiomatic reference to, with depiction of, Mount Fuji. 
The map does reflect a reasonable knowledge of the dense scatter of the islands off the 
southwest coast of Kyushu, which Chinese and European traders frequented, as well 

as Tsushima Island [Shuishengma], gateway for trade with Korea. 
 
 

 
Japan on the 1622 chart Mar del Sur. Mar Pacifico by Hessel Gerritsz 
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The 1623 Chinese Terrestrial Globe by Dias and Longobardi (Ricci’s successor as 

Superior General of the China Mission) showing a reasonable Japan. This effort can be 
regarded as the completion of Father Ricci’s work. (#458) 
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1626 map of China by John Speed 

One of the first English-language maps of China. The costumed figures of Chinese, Japanese 
and Pegu men and women, there are interesting notes throughout the map on various 
historical and mythical aspects of China, including a region where men are seduced by 

wonderful illusions and dirt is spun into cloth. (#464) 
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The Japanese archipelago, 1625 

 

 
Japan on a map of the Pacific, 1649, by João Teixeira Albernas 
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Ipania on the 16th century globe by Jodocus Hondius 
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Asia carta di cidsere piu moderna, Giappene [Japan] in the Dell’arcano del Mare by Sir Robert 

Dudley, 1646 
 
Perhaps the most extravagant European portrayal of the area in any of the well-
known maps to be named is found in a group of four sectional charts in Dudley’s 
Dell’arcano del Mare, first published in 1646, too soon, it seems, for the cartographer to 
have learned of the voyage of Vries. Dudley’s maps were sea charts intended for the 
use of the practical mariner, a circumstance that makes the grossness of error found in 
some of them all but incomprehensible. In these maps, almost identical but for a 
difference in size and for alterations in longitude," Japan is shown, as in the Ortelius 
map of 1595 and its Portuguese prototype, with its longer axis running east and west, 
but unlike Ortelius, or any other, Dudley carries the island from the Korean coast to 
points one-third or one-quarter of the way across the Pacific. North of Japan is 
displayed one of the longest of the world’s coast lines, an unbroken reach of shore 
running east from the northern tip of the “island” of Korea virtually all the way 
across the Pacific. This is Dudley’s Iezo, In one of his maps, the Carta Terza Generale 
del' Asia, the eastern extremity of Iezo is separated from California by the Stretto di Iezo 
of some three hundred leagues in width. In another of them, the Carta partieolare della 
parte Orientale del' Isola di Iezo, this strait, beginning at some 5° north of Cape 
Mendocino on the California coast, has been narrowed to about six hundred miles. 
Dudley’s Iezo displays many legends of a geographical nature upon its coastline, and, 
conveniently situated about halfway of its length, a port called Matzumai, probably a 
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confusion arising from the existence of such a port on a small island between Hondu 
and the true Yezo of the Japanese group.  
 

 
 Maarten Gerritszoon Vries, 1650 

 
The north-eastern cornet of a map of China (in Italian): “The Kingdom of China, 
presently called Catay and Mangin, divided into its principal provinces on a most 
precise map”. This part shows includes Sea of Japan and Japan itself. However, 
neither the La Pérouse Strait nor the Strait of Tartary were known to the cartographer, 
and therefore Hokkaido and Sakhalin are displayed as all part of the mainland, 
populated by the Yupi Tartars” (i.e. the “Fishskin Tartars”, the old Chinese name for 
the Nanai people and related groups). However, the eastern coast of Sakhalin, with 
Cape Aniwa and Cape Patience are already charted more or less correctly (thanks to a 
Dutch expedition in the 1640s). Sakhalin and Hokkaido are both represented as one 
peninsula in Yupi Tartars, and are separated from Japan by Stretto di Züngar (today 
Tsugaru Strait), between today Hokkaido and Honshu (Isola di Niphon). Probably in 
reference of the city of Züngar (today Tsugaru) shown in north of Honshu. 
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Nova et Accurata Iaponiae Terrae Esonis ac Insularum Adjacentium ex Novissima detectione 

descriptio (New and Accurate Description of Japan and Adjacent Islands Recently 
Discovered) Maerten Vries and Johannes Janssonius, 45 x 55 cm, 1658  

Johannes Janssonius’ chart of Japan, Korea, and the northern islands in his enlarged world 
atlas shows both progress and regression in the mapping of the territory. It included new data 
from discoveries made by the Dutch explorer Maerten Vries on a historic voyage he led from 

Batavia (Jakarta), Java, to make a reconnaissance of Japan in 1643. Vries contributed 
significant information on parts of Japan’s main island of Honshu that had not previously 

been seen by Westerners, enabling Janssonius to refine the shape and add new place-names. 
Vries also explored farther north, but his ensuing charts of that region showed mixed results.  
This early attempt to map the complex area north of Japan widened the strait between Honshu 
(bottom center) and "Eso" (Hokkaido) and inadvertently joined Eso with both Sakhalin Island 

to the north and the southern Kuril Islands to the east (upper right). Vries is considered the 
discoverer of the volcanic Kurils, some with mountains 2,200 meters high, that run 1,200 
kilometers north and south between Kamchatka and Hokkaido. Being the first European to 

chart the coastlines surrounding these northern seas, Vries sailed between unknown islands in 
foggy conditions, improving but not perfecting the mapping of northeast Asia. He introduced 
an imaginary landmass of continental proportions, naming it "Compagnies Land" (after the 
Dutch East India Company, upper right), and called the nonexistent strait dividing it from 

Hokkaido, "Straet de Vries." This land became a geographical feature that would vex 
cartographers well into the 18th century. While he improved the shape of Korea from Teixeira's 
carrot-like insular form by widening its south coast, Vries continued to consider it an island.  
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The diagram within the cartouche at the top explains the distortion that occurs as the 
Mercator projection chart proceeds toward the Arctic. While spacing of longitude was equal, 

latitude intervals increased as the distance from the equator was extended. This allowed 
navigation along the straight lines known as rhumbs that radiate from the compass roses. 
Since the rectangular format of the Mercator projection effectively stretches the North or 

South Pole across 360 degrees of longitude, all landmasses are progressively widened as the 
map proceeds north or south of the equator. More exploration was necessary to enable correct 

charting of the Sea of Japan and the Sea of Okhotsk. The most problematic was the latter, 
enclosed by Hokkaido, the Kurils, Kamchatka, the Siberian coast, and Sakhalin Island. It 

would be many generations before Western navigators could solve this cartographic mystery, 
making the configuration of this remote region one of the last on earth to be understood.  

This is important map of Japan and its surrounding, particularly with regard to the two large 
land masses Compagnies Land and t’Landt van Esso. The original motivation behind the 

discovery of the lands that influenced this map came from a 16th century Spanish legend. The 
legend tells of a land to the east of Japan that is so rich with silver and gold, that the homes if 
the inhabitants were constructed from precious metals. This legend ultimately prompted two 

voyages funded by the Dutch East India Company. While the first voyage proved to be a 
complete failure, a second under Maerten de Vries and Cornelius Jansz Coen in 1643 was a 

success with regard to the discovery of new lands. Sadly none of the land discovered resembled 
rang true to the old Spanish legend. The lands discovered by Vries and Coen were actually the 
island of Hokkaido, which is mapped as Eso and connected to the Russian island of Sakhalin 
and the Kruil islands of Kunashir (Staten Eylant) and Iturop (Compagnies Land). The lands 

and their erroneous delineations discovered by the Dutch explorers ultimately found their way 
into this map and remained in maps for around 150 years. 

Another geographical misconception worth noting is the mapping of Korea as an obvious 
island that is ever so slightly separated from the Asian continent.  
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Japan on a chart in the 1670 Maritime Atlas by John Seller 

Oriented with West at the top 
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 The map, Mare del Sud, found in Vincenzo Maria Coronelli’s atlas, the Atlante 
Veneto of 1691, shows the influence of the Vries voyage and, further, an ill-defined but 
extensive land mass in the northern Pacific bearing a legend which permits the 
observer a wide choice in the naming of it, that is, Terre de Iesso, o'Ieco, yedeo, Esso, et 
Sesso Scoperta Dagli Hollandesi L'an 1643. In the same cartographer’s Asia Divisa nelle 
sue Parti (second sheet), found also in his Atlante Veneto, this land is further 
designated Terra della Compagnia. In his Planisfero del Mondo Nuouo, Iesso is shown as a 
huge island separated from Staten Eylandt by Vries Strait and from California by the 
Strait of Anian. Here, obviously, Iesso has been identified in the cartographer’s mind 
with the Compagnies Landt of Maarten Vries. An identification of another sort is 
observable in the Sanson hemisphere of about 1695, found in his Atlas Nouveau of 
1696-1720, entitled Mappemonde Geo-Hydrographiqtte. In this map the (Terre de la 
Compagnie shown at 45° in the eastern hemisphere becomes in the western, Gama 
Land, and stretches across the Pacific to the Strait of Anian. Just to make confusion 
more confounded this vast stretch bears the legend Terres Inconnues ou Terres de Jesso. 
Still further to complicate matters the Asiatic mainland north of Kamchatka is named 
Terre de jeco.  
 

 
Nicolas Sanson’s Mappemonde Geo-Hydrographiqtte, 1695, in his Atlas Nouveau  
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Mare Del SVD Mare Pacifico by Vincenzo Maria Coronelli, 1691 

 
North of Japan is a large landmass labeled as Terra d'Iesso e Eeco. This island is on 
many 18th century maps. Historically, Eso (Yedso, Yesso) refers to the island of 
Hokkaido. It varies from a small island to a near-continent sized mass that stretches 
from Asia to Alaska. Here, however, Coronelli tells the reader that the Dutch 
discovered the island in 1645, which indicates that he is eliding Yesso with two other 
North Pacific chimeras, Gamaland and Compagnies Land. 
 Juan, the grandson of Vasco de Gama, was a Portuguese navigator who was 
accused of illegal trading with the Spanish in the East Indies. Gama fled and sailed 
from Macau to Japan in the later 16th century. He then struck out east, across the 
Pacific, and supposedly saw lands in the North Pacific. These lands were initially 
shown as small islands on Portuguese charts, but ballooned into a continent-sized 
landmass in later representations. Several voyagers sought out de Gama's lands, 
including the Dutchmen Matthijs Hendrickszoon Quast in 1639 and Maarten 
Gerritszoon Vries in 1643. After this map’s publication, Vitus Bering, a Danish 
explorer in Russian employ, and James Cook would both check the area and find 
nothing, finally putting to rest the myth of Gamaland. 
 Compagnies Land, along with Staten Land, were islands sighted by Vries on his 
1643 voyage. He named the island for the Dutch States General (Staten Land) and for 
the Dutch East India Company (VOC) (Compagnies, or Company’s Land). In reality, 
he had re-discovered two of the Kuril Islands. However, other mapmakers latched 
onto Compagnies Land in particular, enlarging and merging it with Yesso and/or 
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Gamaland. It is clear Coronelli had Vries and his voyage in mind, as a strait to the east 
of Yesso is named Stretto Vriez. 
 

 
Detail showing Isola del Giapone [Japan} and Terre de Iesso, o'Ieco, yedeo, Esso, et Sesso 

Scoperta Dagli Hollandesi L'an 1643 in the Mare di Iesso 
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Robert Dudley: Carta Portico/are della Grande lsola de 'Giapone e di Iezo can il Renno di 

Corai et altre Isole in torno. Book leaf, dated 1661, 48.5 X 75.5 cm. 
 This map also appeared in the Arcana del Mare. 
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Nakabayashi Kichibei: Fusokoku no Zu [Map of the Land of the Rising Sun]. Woodblock print, 
dated 1666, 38.5 X 49.5 cm, Akioka Collection, National Museum of Japanese History, 

 Sakura-shi, Chiba. 
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Francois Caron, Perfefeckte Kaety vande gelegentheydt des Landts van Japan 
[A true Description of the Mighty Kingdoms of Japan and Siam], 1671, by Francois Caron 

 
The second English edition of Francois Caron’s account of Japan, first published in the Hague 
in 1661. The map of Japan has been copied from the original, with English place names, scale 
and title. The Single scale bar also replaces the two mileage scales in the 1661 Dutch version. 
Caron shows “Iezzo” as a land bridge between Japan and Tartaria; despite having spent 20 

years in Japan, he did not think that Ezo (Hokkaido) was an island.  
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L’Asie reveue et augmentee par P. Duval geographe ordre. Du roy 

A map of Asia by Pierre DuVal, 1676 
The map draws heavily on the geography of Nicolas Sanson. Hokkaido is shown attached to the 

mainland as a large peninsula labeled “Yupi”, which is separated by a small strait from 
another landmass labeled “Ieco”. Korea is drawn as a narrow peninsula on the Mercator- 

Hondius model.  
This map of Asia was published in 'Cartes de geograplue Ies plus nouvelles et les plus fideles' .  

Although the map is dated 1676, it was included in the 1677 edition of the 'Cartes de 
geographie'. The title refers to the new information available to du Val about the area north of 
Japan. Hokkaido is shown as large peninsula shaped like a boot, connected to mainland Asia. 
There is another landmass to the east, “Terre de Iesso”, a name normally given to Hokkaido. 
An inscription between the two records the journey of Maarten de Vries, with his supposed 

discovery “Staten Isle” in the middle.  
Du Val’s portrayal is based on Johannes Janssonrus’s 1658 map of the area, a revised version 
of Janssonius’s 1648 map which incorporated the discoveries of de Vries. It is unclear whether 
du Val thought “Terre de Iess”" was part of North America. The eastern shore of Asia borders 

on a large body of water identified as “Mer de Kaimachites”, is possibly a corruption of 
Kamchatka.  

The map reflects the extent of European missionary activity in Asia. The key at the lower left 
corner distinguishes between bishoprics, archbishoprics and ports.  
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Detain of duVal’s map of Asia showing Hokkaido attached to the mainland as a large 

peninsula labeled “Yupi”, which is separated by a small strait from another landmass labeled 
 “Terre de Iesso”. 
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Lidai Fenye Tu Gujin Renwu Tuji (#484.2) 

 Signed and dated in the lower left: Lu Junhan, Beijing, dated: Kangxi, [康熙 18], year 
of the mutton, Kangxi 18, 1679. The map contains more than two thousand 
annotations. Probably made in Kyūshū, Japan in the late 18th or first half of the 19th 
century. This manuscript map is in many ways unique and a complete study is not 
yet accomplished. The artist who made this grand scale manuscript map combined 
three different sources to create a map showing China, Korea and Kyūshū. 
 The artist provided a detailed island of Kyūshū, the southernmost large island 
of Japan. On maps made by the Chinese, Japan used to be rendered only as a circle 
with a name in it, or was completely eliminated. That was because Japan was not a 
tributary state of China. On the original map by Lu Junhan, Japan and other islands 
are not shown, but boxes with notes in Chinese as to their existence and location are 
noted.  According to Prof. Wolfgang Michel,  there were only a few high ranking 
Buddhist priest who fled China in the wake of the Ming defeat and were allowed to 
settle in Japan. It was easy to come to Nagasaki, stay there for a while and conduct 
trade. But entering the country was another thing. The Japanese portion shows 
Kyūshū with Iki, Tsushima in the North and Tanegashima, Yukushima in the South. 
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There should have been a few more southern islands that were annexed by the 
Satsuma clan in 1609, but in some cases Japanese mapmakers too failed to do so.  The 
explanation about Japan is written from a Chinese perspective. According to the last 
line of the text (left hand side below) the author seems to be once again Lu Shi-an in 
Beijing. At the end of the text on Kyūshū we find a hint that the Kyushu map was part 
of a greater Japan map.  The Kyūshū map is of Japanese origin, indeed. There are 
several names or parts of names written in Katakana syllables. The name of the 
Nagoya castle (a castle built by Hideyoshi for the invasion of Korea) is completely 
given in Katakana and marked with a triangle.   The model might be an early Edo 
map or even go back to the era shortly before Ieyasu came to power. Chikuzen, shows 
Akizuki as a central place marked with a read square, whereas Fukuoka, is only given 
with its name.  In the 17th century it should be the other way round. Considering the 
situation during the latter half of the 17th century there were a lot of restrictions in 
place in Japan, Korea and China.  
 The fact that Japan was omitted on Chinese maps did not imply that they did 
not visit Japan, or, better said, Nagasaki on the island of Kyūshū. There were only a 
few high ranking Buddhist priest who fled China in the wake of the Ming defeat 
(1644) and were allowed to settle in Japan. It was easy to come to Nagasaki, stay there 
for a while and conduct trade. But entering the country was another thing. Chinese 
traders were allowed to Nagasaki too, but like the Dutch they had to stay in enclosed 
quarters called Tojinyashiki (Chinese residences).  
 In 1543 Portuguese traders were the first to land in Japan, on Tanegashima. Six 
years later the Jesuit missionary Francis Xavier landed in Kagoshima. Between 1549 
and the 1630s various foreigners landed at various ports in Japan. However Nagasaki 
was the only place in Japan that was open to foreigners (Portuguese, Chinese and 
later the Dutch) during nearly 300 years of isolation between the early-1600s and the 
late-1800s. Used first by the Portuguese, beginning in 1571, and later by the Dutch, 
Nagasaki was the arrival point for Christianity, Christian culture and Western 
technologies like shipbuilding, mining, printing, photography, medicine and railway 
transportation. 
 After 1639 all Westerners were expelled except the Dutch belonging to the 
VOC. From 1641 on they were confined to Dejima, an artificial island 120 by 75 
meters, built in 1634 and linked to the mainland by a small bridge, guarded on both 
sides, and with a gate on the Dutch side. One of its most famous inhabitants was Dr. 
Philipp Franz Balthasar von Siebold.  17th century Nagasaki was also an important 
Christian center. For a time was known as the “Small Rome in Japan.” In 1597, 26 
Catholics, including six foreigners and a 12- year-old Japanese boy were crucified as a 
result of a decrees against Christianity passed by Toyotomi Hideyoshi. All 26 became 
saints. 
 Deijima is no longer an island but it does contain a few old relics (a Dutch 
sundial and couple of European cannons) and has more old European-style building 
than anywhere else in Japan.  
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Jean Baptiste Tavernier’s map: Carte des Isles du Japon Esquelles est remarque la Route, 1679 
Though the rose compass orients the map to the north, Japan is shown as lying more west to 

east. Tavernier depicts many coastline cities and ports, and names the islands. Korea (Coray or 
Coreer) is described as an island, ‘Isle de Koray ou de Coreer’.This map shows many unusual 
comments about Japan. Okasaki is said to have the most beautiful women. In Lake Biwa one 
can catch lots of salmon. Worthless youths are sent to an island off Kyushu, where they have 

to work etc. 
Five large oriental frigates sail the ‘Ocean Oriental’ and two tiny European ships embellish 

the lower left hand corner. 
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Shinsen Dainihon Zukan [Revised Map of Japan]. Woodblock print, dated 1687, 69.1 X 92.5 
cm, Kobe City Museum. The seal-like impressions, black with white lettering, identify each 

province by name. The names of the daimyo as well as their stipends in koku appear within the 
boundaries of their respective  
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Available separately, but also published in Coronelli’s “Corso Geografico Unreersale” (1692-
1694), and then subsequently in the “Epitome Cosmografica” (1693}, the 'Isolario 

Descrittione Geografico” (1696), and the second volume of the “Atlante Veneto” (1696).  
The map is dedicated to the Reverend Fontaine, a Jesuit and secretary to Pope Innocent Xl. It 

is drawn after the Blaeu-Martini cartographic model, although Coronelli also used Jesuit 
sources, as acknowledged by the Jesuit symbol in the title cartouche. There is a large vessel 

between the mainland and Honshu. The note next to it records that it is the ship used in the 
journey from Nagasaki to Osaka, which took 12 days.  

Vincenzo Ceronelli (1650-1718) was an Italian cartographer and globe maker.  
(see monograph #488)  
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Vincenzo Maria Coronelli globe, 1688, #488 
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Ships off the coast of Japan from Vincenzo Coronelli’s 1688 globe 

 
 The Guillaume Delisle maps of the first quarter of the 18th century were not 
precisely agencies of clarification. In the Jaillot Atlas Franois of 1695-1720, Delisle 
shows in his map L' Asie, of 1700, the Terre de Yeco as a peninsula of the Asiatic 
mainland, separated from Niphon [Japan] by an almost imperceptible water passage. 
In his Carte des Indes et de la Chine of 1705 Terre d'Yeco ou d'Eso is similarly drawn and 
beside it is a legend which reads “on ne scait si la Terre d'Yeco tient au Japon ou 
non.” In his Hemisphere Septentrional of 1714 Terre d'Yeco, separated from the Asiatic 
coast by the strait called Tessoi, joins with Niphon to form a single large island. In his 
hemispheres of 1720 Terre d'Yeco is shown as a peninsular projection from the Asiatic 
continent while from this nonexistent peninsula Japan itself projects southward in 
peninsular form. All these different interpretations by this distinguished cartographer 
are found in the same atlas. Upon all of them appear the Terre de la Compagnie, the Isle 
des Etats, and, where the bounds of the map permit, an indication of Gama Land. 
Delisle made no bones of the fact that he was guessing in his delineations of Japan 
and Yezo. He admits in his Lettre ... sur la question, si le Japan est une Ile, that his 
conjectures have no positive foundation.  
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With the Strait of Anian still a conjectural feature of the geography of the northern 
Pacific, with most maps showing a land mass under one name or another stretching 
from Japan eastward to North America, with uncertainty as to whether Yezo was an 
island, a peninsula from the Asiatic coast north of Japan, or the Asiatic mainland 
itself, and with a great gulf indenting the northwestern coast of America and 
providing a passage from the Pacific to the Atlantic, the state of knowledge of the 
northern Pacific was little more advanced in 1725 than it had been a century earlier.  
 

	
Detail	from	Guillaume	de	Lisle’s	L’Asie,	1700	
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Detail of Japan on the world map entitled the Kunyu wanguo quantu, 1708 from an original 
by Matteo Ricci. Hokkaido is labeled as “Sado” 

The following is a translation of Matteo Ricci’s note concerning Japan: 
Japan is a big island in the middle of the sea, whose length extends 3,200 li though its width is 

only 600 li. It now consists of sixty-six prefectures. Each prefecture has its ruler, and its 
people worship strength. Even though a king exists, power is always in the hands of powerful 
subjects. There are many who practice martial skills, but the number of those who study the 

arts and literature is limited. As for indigenous products, there are silver, iron and black 
pepper. The king hands over his throne to his son when the latter becomes thirty years old. 
While they do not care much about jewelry, the Japanese hold dear gold, silver and pottery. 
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Nansenbushu Bankoku Shoka No Zu [Outline Map of All Countries of the Universe] 
1710 (see monograph #510) 

 
On the Nansenbushu, south of Jambu-Dvipa, India is recognizable for in its peninsular form. 

Japan itself appears as a series of islands in the upper right and, like India, is one of the few 
recognizable elements - at least from a cartographic perspective. China and Korea appear to the 
west of Japan and are vaguely identifiable geographically, which itself represents a significant 

advancement over the Gotenjikuzu map. On the lower right of the map South America is 
featured as an island south of Japan with a small peninsula as part of Central America, 

carrying among just a few place-names including four Chinese characters whose phonetical 
Japanese reading is “A-ME-RI-KA”. Of special note is Rokashi Hotan’s mapping of the 

Americas. Prior to this map America had rarely if ever been depicted on Japanese maps, so 
Rokashi Hotan turned to the 1645 Chinese map Daimin Kyuhen Zu [Map of China under the 
Ming Dynasty and its surrounding Countries] (see monograph #231), from which he copied 
both the small island-like form of South America, and the curious land bridge (the Aelutian 

Islands?) connecting Asia to what the Japanese historians Nobuo Muroga and Kazutaka Unno 
conclude “must undoubtedly be a reflection of North America”. Whether this represents 
ancient knowledge from early Chinese navigations in this region, for which there is some 

literary if not historical evidence, or merely a printing error, we can only speculate. 
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While this map represents a significant step forward in the Japanese attempt 

to combine religious and contemporary geographic knowledge it remains in essence a 
Buddhist map. It is likely that Rokashi Hotan was aware of important European style 
maps circulating in China at the time. The 1602 Kunyu Wanguo Quantu [A Map of the 
Myriad Countries of the World] by the Jesuit Matteo Ricci (#441) is one such example 
and copies were known to have reached Japan in the 17th century. It is curious that 
Rokashi Hotan chose to ignore it and other Eurocentric data in exchange for a 
religious world-view, while at the same time attempting to reconcile Buddhist and 
modern geography. It should be noted that at the time of its production, Japan 
maintained an isolationist policy that began in 1603 with the Edo period under the 
military ruler Tokugawa Ieyasu, and lasting for nearly 270 years. The confused 
cosmological view upon which his map is based, referencing at once religious, 
secular, and non-Buddhist teachings, matched the growing religio-secular conflict 
that would emerge in Japan during the coming centuries. Ultimately this is one of the 
most important, beautiful, and influential printed maps ever to emerge in Japan. 
 

  
Detail: Japan on the Nansenbushu Bankoku Shoka No Zu 
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Map of the Ryukyus in the “Ch'onha chi do”: hand-copied in color; early 18th century; 36.5 x 
30 cm; in the collection of the Museum of Yeongnam University. The main island is rendered 
in a loose triangle. The architectural shapes of structures, including those of pavilions, gates, 

and fortress walls, are realistically depicted. This map derives from a work by Zheng Ruozeng, 
a renowned geographer and official in the late Ming dynasty. Zheng Ruozeng, who had made 

great contributions in suppressing Japanese marauders on the Chinese coast, compiled a 
number of books on national defense and geography including the “Chouhai tubian”, a 
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compilation of maps related to navigation and naval warfare. The map of the Ryukyus 
included in the “Chouhai tubian” reappears in the 1561 edition of Luo Hongxian's “Guang 
yutu” [Enlarged Terrestrial Atlas] and in the “Sancai tuhui” [Assembled Illustrations of the 
Three Realms of Heaven, Earth, and Man] in 1609. The map of the Ryukyus in the “Chbnha 

chido” [Map of All Under Heaven] is a copy of Zheng Ruozeng's but with additional 
explanatory notes in the spaces at both top and bottom about the local customs and social 

system of the Ryukyus. On top of the “Ch'onha chido” is written the following brief discourse 
by Yi Sugwang:  

The Ryukyus are located in the middle of the Southeast Sea, and it takes seven days to reach 
Fujian. The royal quarters are simple, and the tax system is similar to the "jingtianzhi" [the 
idealized "well-field system" attributed to ancient China]. Taxation is administered justly 

regardless of rank, and the legal system is very strict. The people are brave and without 
disease. The arms they carry are sharp and strong, and they like fighting. There are no wild 
beasts in the mountains but there are many wild horses in the fields. I have heard that, on a 

day of fine weather, one can see the Ryukyus from Mt. Halla on our Cheju Island, since they 
are located far down in the south.  

 
Japan on Henri Abraham Châtelain’s map: Carte tres curieuse de la mer du sud, contenant des 

remarques nouvelles et tres utiles … Le tout pour l’intelligence Des Dissertations suivantes 
{Map of the South Sea, that demands great attention, containing new and most useful remarks 

… All for the comprehension of the following dissertations} (Amsterdam, [1719]) #511 
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L'Empire du Japon Tiré des Cartes des Japponois, 1719 

Henri Chatelain's edition of Adrien Reland's important map of Japan 1715, including the 
place-names in phonetic Dutch. Reland’s map of Japan represents a radical departure from 
prior European maps of Japan, and is the first map printed in Japan to use Sino-Japanese 
characters. Instead of using the existing European geographical sources of Japan, Reland 

utilized Japanese maps, most notably a map from the library of Benjamin Dutry (1668-1751), 
a former director of the Dutch VOC. This was a tremendous leap forward in the geographical 
depiction of Japan, such as in the treatment of Kyushu Island and in naming the 66 provinces. 

Large inset of the area around Nagasaki and an ornate dedication cartouche, with about 
twenty coats of arms. 

 
 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 126	

 
Johann Baptist Homann’s ma entitled: Asiae recentissima delineatio, qua status et imperia 

totius orientis unacum orientalibus indiis exhibentur, ca, 1710 
Homann shows “Terra Yedso” as an island adjoining Honshu by a narrow isthmus with an 

inscription noting that Hendrick Scherer has shown the areas the same was in his atlas. 
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De Charlevoix (1682-1761) was a French Jesuit missionary and explorer, On his first journey 

he spent four years in Canada, and his knowledge of the area led the French government to 
commission him to search for a river routes to the Pacific Ocean in 1720. He explored the 

Great Lakes and put of the Mississippi, hut was shipwrecked near the Bahamas and returned 
to France. De Charlevoix was an director of the academic journal “Journal de trevoux”, and in 

that position initiated a series of histories of non-European countries. This history of the 
church  -- Japan was the first installment.  

The “Histoire du japon” was first published in 1736 and republished 1754 by several French 
publishers. De Charlevoix’s work contains maps by Jacques Nicolas Bellin,  (1702-1772) who 
was the pre-eminent French hydrographer of his day, overseeing the creation of the Depot des 

cartes et plans die la marine in 1720. Bellins map drew on the 1729 work of Engelbert 
Kaempfer but does not mention him as a source, whereas Jesuit missionaries are named 

alongside anonymous Japanese, Portuguese and Dutch sources: possibly a nod to de 
Charlevoix’s background. 

The six small islands north of “I. de Matsumay” and the southern tip of “Pays de 
Kamtschatka” have been erased. Bellin included an essay, “Observations sur la Carte des Isles 

du Japon, Terre de Yesso”, in which he explains his revisions. He bad mistakenly believed 
Kamchatka and Yesso [Hokkaido] to be the same. 
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A copy of the first edition in English, of Engelbert Kaempfer's “History of Japan”.  

Engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1713) was a German naturalist and physician employed by the 
Dutch East India Company (VOC), travelling an their behalf to Java in 1688. He spent six 

months there and then carried on to Japan, where he lived until October 1692, accompanying 
the head of the VOC on two missions to the imperial court at Edo, He returned to Germany 
and published a book describing Japanese flora and fauna, but died before finding a publisher 
for his general work on the country. Sir Hans Sloane, English scientist and head of the Royal 

Society, acquired Kaempfer’s estate and commissioned a translation of the work by Johann 
Gaspar Scheuchzer, The first edition appeared in English in 1727 and the French language 
version was produced almost immediately after, retaining the same maps as in the first. The 

inset at the lower left shows the rosaries of various Buddhist sects, and the gods of good luck – 
Ebisu holding a tai [sea bream] – decorate the lower border. Insets at the upper right are 

details of the northern territories. 
The works contain a map of Japan and two city plans of Nagasaki and Edo (Tokyo). The map 
of Japan was produced by Johann Georg Scheuchzer from Kaempfer’s work. He includes two 

insets of the island of Kamchatka and a detail of the straits of Tsugaru. The latter is attributed 
to an an anonymous Japanese work, which is the original Japanese source map copied by 

Kaempfer. 
The outline of the main island of Honshu is less square than in previous charts. There is a 

dedication to Hans Sloane at the lower edge, acknowledging his role in preserving the work, 
surrounded by stylized figures of Japanese men. 
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1747 New and Accurate Map of Asia by the English cartographer Emmanuel Bowen. This 

map covers the entire continent from Africa and the Mediterranean east to the Bering Sea and 
south as far as Java and New Guinea. The map renders the entire region in extraordinary 
detail offering both topographical and political information with forests and mountains 

beautifully rendered in profile. Bowen's presentation is most interesting in its rendering of the 
largely unexplored extreme northeast of Asia. Knowledge of this area was, at the time, 

speculative at best. Hokkaido, or as it is mapped here, Eso or Yesso, is joined to Sakhalin, 
reflecting a common misunderstanding about this region that persisted until the late 18th 

century. 
Just to the east of Yesdo [Hokkaido], Bowen maps the apocryphal De Gama’s Land and 

Company’s Land with a note reading ‘This coast was discovered by John de Gama in a voyage 
from China to New Spain.’ Often called Terre de Gama or Terre de la Company, these islands 
were supposedly discovered in the 17th century by a mysterious Spanish navigator known as 

Jean de Gama. Various subsequent navigators claim to have seen this land, including Maerten 
de Vries and Cornelis Jansz Coen, but it was left to Bering to finally debunk the myth. In 

1729, he sailed for three days looking for Juan de Gama land but never found it. Thought it 
may be little more than a mis-mapping of Hokkaido or the Japanese Kuriles, Gama or 
Compagnie remained on maps for about 50 years following Bering's voyages until the 

explorations of Cook confirmed the Bering findings. The mapping of Hokkaido (here identified 
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as Yesdo) joined to Sakhalin refers to cartography of Maerten de Vries and Cornelis Jansz 
Coen, who explored this land in 1643 in search of the gold and silver rich islands mentioned in 
a Spanish legend. Vries and Coen were the first Europeans to enter these waters, which were 

in fact little known even to the Japanese. They mapped the Strait of Vries, identified here. They 
believed this strait to separate Asia from America, which Compagnies Land formed part of, 

thus elucidating its magnificent proportions. They were also the first European navigators to 
discover Sakhalin and map its southern coastline. Apparently the Castricum was mired in a 
heavy fog as it attempted to explore these seas and thus Vries and Coen failed to notice the 
strait separating Edo (Hokkaido) from Sakhalin, initiating a cartographic error that would 
persist well into the 18th century. Despite their many successes, the expedition ultimately 
failed to discover islands of silver and gold, thus proving definitively to Van Diemen that 

indeed, no such lands ever existed. In Japan the Noto peninsula is poing the wrong way and 
Honshu is oversized to the south 

Korea or Corea is present, if misshapen, in roughly the correct location. The sea between Japan 
and Korea, whose name, the ‘Sea of Korea,’ ‘East Sea,’ or the ‘Sea of Japan,’ is here identified 

in favor of Korea (Sea of Korea). Historically, Korea has used the term ‘East Sea’ since 59 B.C., 
and many books published before the Japanese annexed Korea make references to the ‘East Sea’ 
or ‘Sea of Korea.’ Over time, neighboring and western countries have identified Korea’s East 

Sea using various different terms. The St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences referred to the East 
Sea as 'Koreiskoe Mope' or 'Sea of Korea' in their 1745 map of Asia. Other seventeenth and 
18th century Russian maps alternate between 'Sea of Korea' and 'Eastern Ocean.' The 18th 

century Russian and French explorers Adam Johan von Krusenstern and La Perouse called it 
the 'Sea of Japan,' a term that became popular worldwide. The name is currently still a matter 

of historical and political dispute between the countries. 
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"Asia Cum omnibus Imperiis Provinciis Statibus et Insulis...," a miniature map by 
Matthaeus Seutter, from the Atlas Minor, 1744 
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In this map by Seutter the area to the north of Iaponia is still speculative. A note on “Yedso” 

records the ongoing controversy over whether it is a peninsula or not, here it is shown 
attached to Honshu. There is no Kamchatka peninsula. The mythical “Compagnie Land” is 

shown with a note next to it recording that it is the land first supposed sighted in the area by 
the Portuguese explorer João da Gama. 
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Karte vom Japanischen Reiche nach Originalkarten und astronomischen Beobachtungen der 

Japaner. -- Die Inseln Kiu Siu, Sikok und Nippon Dem Kaiserl. Russ. Admiral von 
Krusenstern, aus Hochachtund und Dankbarkeit gweidinet von 1840. von Siebold. . . .[	Map 
of the Japan Islands copied from von Siebolds with slight additions & corrections. by the U.S. 

Japan Expedition and other authorities. Compiled by order of Commodore M. C. Perry. U.S.N. 
by W.L. Maury and Salis Bent]. 

 
A map of Japan from the first edition of “Narrative of the Expedition of an American 

Squadron to the China Seas and Japan”, based on the reports of Commodore Matthew Perry 
from his mission to open Japan to American trade, compiled by Francis L. Hawks. Commodore 
Perry (1794-1858) was commissioned to force Japan to open its ports to American trade. Japan 

had pursued an isolationist foreign policy since the mid-17th century, with foreign presence 
and trade tightly controlled by the shogunate. The United States was keen to take advantage of 

the potential Japanese market. The journey successfully opened Shimoda and Hakodata to 
trade and paved the way for greater foreign influence in Japan. 

In 1826 Siebold made the court journey to Edo. During this long trip he collected many plants 
and animals. But he also obtained from the court astronomer Takahashi Kageyasu several 

detailed maps of Japan and Korea (written by Inō Tadataka), an act strictly forbidden by the 
Japanese government. When the Japanese discovered, by accident, that Siebold had a map of 

the northern parts of Japan, the government accused him of high treason and of being a spy for 
Russia. 
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The Japanese placed Siebold under house arrest and expelled him from Japan on 22 October 
1829. Satisfied that his Japanese collaborators would continue his work, he journeyed back on 

the frigate Java to his former residence, Batavia, in possession of his enormous collection of 
thousands of animals and plants, his books and his maps. The botanical garden of Buitenzorg 
would soon house Siebold’s surviving, living flora collection of 2,000 plants. He arrived in the 

Netherlands on 7 July 1830. His stay in Japan and Batavia had lasted for a period of eight 
years. Upon his return to the Netherlands, Siebold was appointed Advisor to the King for 

Japanese Affairs. In 1842, the King even raised Siebold to the nobility as an esquire 
This map was included herein because Philipp Franz von Siebold is a distant relative of mine 

 
 

 
Japan & Corea, 1851. By John Tallis/J. Rapkin 

 
Published in John Tallis’s “Illustrated Atlas” (London & New York: J. Tallis & co, c.1851). 

The” Illustrated Atlas”, published from 1849 to 1853, was the last decorative world atlas. The 
“Japan & Corea” map was typical of the many fine ones which appeared in this work with its 
decorative border and attractive vignettes. Illustrated are views of the City of Yedo [Tokyo], a 

Japanese state barge and Koreans in their national costume. 
 

Like all of my monographs, the maps selected are based primarily on their aesthetic 
appeal. Like the early maps of the world, Africa, Asia, the Western Hemisphere, etc. 
the early European maps of Japan were based upon extremely limited information 
because of the isolation of the islands. Much artistry and imagination was employed 
at each stage to try to bring these islands into focus for the western world. Obviously, 
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the Japanese themselves had produced much more realistic, accurate maps of their 
homeland during this period. But their desire for isolation and the remote location of 
their land made development of maps by “outsiders” very problematic. As a result, 
the maps produced, beginning in the 15th century, by Europeans took on a 
fascinating, exotic quality for over four centuries. 
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Pieter van der Aa, William Adams Reystogt na Oost Indien, 1707, 23 x 15 cm 

 
Summary. 
Unlike some other areas, the mapping of Japan began as an indigenous effort. The 
first-known mention of map-making in Japan is made in the Nihongi, in an imperial 
edict of A.D. 646, ordering the execution of local surveys for the use of central 
authority. In the succeeding century numerous estate and administrative maps were 
compiled.  
 Gyogi Bosatsu (670-749) is, according to tradition, the most venerable figure in 
Japanese cartography. He was a Buddhist priest of Korean descent who migrated to 
Japan in his youth. He is said to have travelled extensively in Japan and helped the 
country people in the construction of roads, canals and bridges. He is credited with 
the construction of a map of the country. The earliest-known extant map of Japan is, 
however, one in the possession of the Temple of Ninna ji, near Kyoto. This map is 
presumed to be of the Gyogi type, has the south at the top of the map, and dates from 
1305. The Gyogi type retained its influence for eight centuries, and had an effect on 
Chinese and European maps. Towards the end of the 16th century Japanese scholars 
came into contact with European map-making, and in the first part of the 17th century 
this was reflected, by Japanese artists, in the execution of world maps, several of 
which, drawn on screens during this period, have survived. The isolation policy 
followed by the Government later led to a decline in geographical knowledge, and a 
forward move was not made until Ishikawa Toshiyuki (Ryusen), who flourished 
1688-1713, and compiled general maps and town plans. Ryusen's maps, beautifully 
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executed-for he is said to have been a pupil of Moronobu-were nevertheless inferior 
cartographically to some of the older examples.  
 The next name of importance is that of Sekisui, who in 1779 compiled a 
general map of Japan that considerably influenced his successors. Sekisui was the first 
Japanese to employ meridians as well as scale in his map. 
 In the early part of the 19th century attention was turned to the north, and 
Mogami Tokunai and Takahasi Sakusaimon made maps of Jezo. The most notable of 
the later mapmakers, prior to modern times, was, however, Ino Tadutaka (Chukei), 
who between 1800 and 1816 made an excellent detailed survey of the whole country.  
 Japan was not known to Europe until a far later date than China, and 
European maps of the country did not appear until the end of the 16th century. 
Ortelius, in his map of the East Indies, 1570, drew Japan as a fat little island 
something like a kite, with a long tail of minute islands at its head and tail. As if not 
entirely satisfied with this configuration, he gave an entirely different figure to Japan 
in his map of Asia published in the same year and the same atlas. In this case Japan 
was elongated and lost its upper tail. Mercator's map of Asia followed the same 
model for Japan. De Jode, in his map of Asia, gave yet another variation for Japan. He 
mapped it roughly in the shape of a thick crescent with two horns pointing due south. 
Linschoten, 1595-6, used the same conception.  
 In 1595 Ortelius published his first separate map of Japan. This was compiled 
by Father Ludovico Texeira, and is important to the collector of Japanese maps as 
being the standard European map of Japan for many years. It was based on the Gyogi 
type and its title is Japoniae Insula Descriptio Ludovico Teisera auctore. It shows the 
island of Bungo running north and south and the larger island Japonia running due 
east and west. Korea is shown as a narrow island to the east.  
 The Texeira-Ortelius map was re-engraved by Hondius. He omitted the 
author's name and contracted the title to the single word "Japonia." It was practically 
an identical copy of Ortelius as regards the map itself, two names - Fongo and AlIias - 
being added, one omitted and two changed. The most noticeable alteration was the 
addition of a long inscription within the island of Korea, and the changing of the 
decorations by the substitution of a native ship for one of the European vessels 
depicted by Ortelius. Mercator's variant of the Texeira map was again re-issued by 
Jansson about 1650, without any change save in the decorations and the title, which 
was then amplified to Japoniae nova descriptio. 
  About the same time the Jesuit Father Briet compiled a new map of Japan 
which showed a distinct advance on the Texeira map. He altered some, and added 
more, place-names, marked internal boundaries, and considerably changed the 
contour of the coastline.  
 Just at the turn of the century, Schenk and Valek printed a map of Japan after 
Jansson, and this map was one of the earliest to show land to the north of the main 
island of Japan. This accretion was called Landt van Eso, and a considerable gap 
separated it from the mainland. Korea on this map was still marked as an island.  
 In 1750 the Sieur Robert published a map of the Japanese empire, and this at 
last began' to show the more correct northeastward sweep of the islands, with Korea 
correctly given as a peninsula. 
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