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Title: The Map of China 
Date: 1625 
Author: Samuel Purchas 
Size: 14.5 x 11.5 inches/36.9 x 29.3 cm 
Description: This map, Huang Ming yitong fang yu bei lan [Comprehensive view map of 
the Imperial Ming], is incorporated as part of Purchas his Pilgrimes, a collection of travel 
writings, based on the work of the famous geographer, Richard Hakluyt (1552-1616).  
Purchas records that he originally based his map on a Chinese one, captured by Captain 
Saris, an English merchant in the port of Bantam (in modern Indonesia). This collection 
of English voyages is considered by some as probably the greatest collection of voyages 
ever published. This great five-volume geographical collection is a continuation and 
enlargement of Hakluyt’s The Principal Navigations. At the death of Hakluyt there was 
left a large collection of voyages in manuscript which came into the hands of Purchas, 
who added to them many more voyages and travels. Purchas followed the general plan 
of Hakluyt, but he frequently put the accounts into his own words. The main divisions 
of the work fall into two parts: the first covering the world known to Ptolemy, the 
second coming down to Purchas’ own day. This fine collection includes the accounts of 
Cortés and Pizarro, Drake, Cavendish, John and Richard Hawkins, Quiros, Magellan, 
van Noort, Spilbergen, and Barents, as well as the categories of Portuguese voyages to 
the East Indies, Jesuit voyages to China and Japan, East India Company voyages, and 
the expeditions of the Muscovy Company. The fourth edition of Pilgrimage usually 
forms the fifth or supplemental volume, and is considered the best edition. First 
published in 1613, it gives Purchas’ accounts of the various religions encountered 
throughout the world.  
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 The six original maps which Purchas uses are all of prime importance. The Roe 
map of Northern India is the earliest English map of Mogul territories and remained the 
standard map of the region for nearly a hundred years; Saris’ map of China correctly 
shows Korea as a peninsula and is, according to R.A. Skelton, perhaps the earliest map 
of China from Chinese sources to be published in Europe; the map of Greenland (in fact 
Spitsbergen) made by Thomas Edge was made for the Muscovy Company of London 
has been described as the last 17th century British contribution to Spitsbergen 
topography; on the eastern side of America Purchas provided a map of Nova Scotia to 
illustrate the land granted by James I to Sir William Alexander to colonize as New 
Scotland, the map recording the names of Alexander’s partners who were granted lands 
by the Council for New England; the Briggs map of North America (#461) is one of the 
most important maps of the 17th century, showing California as an island and 
stimulating interest in a northwest passage to the Far East; Smith’s map, the first of 
Virginia (#463.3), ranks as one of the most important documents of early colonial 
history, the first map to accurately depict Chesapeake Bay with its tributaries, and with 
nearly two hundred Indian settlements marked.  
 The Purchas map of China is widely regarded as the first map of China 
published in the West to have been derived directly from Chinese sources. It is based 
upon a Chinese woodblock sheet map, which had been acquired by Captain John Saris 
in Bantam sometime between December 1608 and October 1609.  Saris, then serving as 
chief factor in Bantam for the East India Company, had taken it from a Fujianese 
merchant in partial settlement of a debt owed to Saris.  Saris in turn delivered the map to 
Richard Haklyut, who in turn gave the map to Purchas during the time period when 
Purchas was translating Hugo Grotius’ Mare Liberum.  Purchas included the map in his 
1625 Hakluytus Pothumus or, Purchas his Pilgrimes.  Purchas refers to the map as: The Map 
of China, taken out of a China Map printed with China characters, etc. gotten in Bantam by 
Capt. John Saris. 
 The improved longitude-to-latitude ratio compared with earlier western maps 
shows China reaching farther to the west. A black band symbolizes the Gobi Desert with  
a well-drained Mongolian steppe to the north. Prominently displayed across 28 degrees 
of longitude is the Great Wall with uniform masonry beneath the crenellation, reflecting 
the Ming restoration. Among the few place-names shown are: Pequin [Peking/Beijing], 
Nanquin [Nanking], Scianhu [Shanghai], Canton, and Macao. Many rivers are depicted, 
including the Yellow, Yangtze, and Pearl, which crosses the empire from west to east 
(left to right), but their courses are executed primitively. The delineation of western 
Korea (right) reveals that it is a peninsula and a land paying tribute to China.  
 The title transliterates as Huang Ming yitong fang yu bei lan [Comprehensive view 
map of the Imperial Ming].  The original Saris-Haklyut-Purchas map was written 
entirely in Chinese.  Because Purchas could not translate the map, he removed the 
Chinese characters from the body of the map, using symbols to depict the towns, rivers 
and mountains. 
 It is possible that this Chinese map was the 1593 “Cao Map”, of which there is 
now only one recorded example. Squares and circles depict cities and settlements. The 
provinces of China are marked and boundaries shown, for perhaps the first time on a 
Western map. Note that Macau and Canton (Guangzhou) are both named. The vignettes 
in the corners depict Matteo Ricci (#441) and a Chinese couple.  
 The general construction of the map is more accurate than Ortelius’ map of 
China of 1584 (#410H).  Ortelius’ map of China is taken directly from reports of the 
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Portuguese mapmaker Luis Jorge de Barbuda (Ludovicus Georgius) who made a 
manuscript map of China which reached Ortelius via Arias Montanus. This map was 
also the model for the De Bry and Semedo maps.  
	
Reference: 
Purchas, Samual, Hakluytus Posthumus or Purchas His Pilgrimes, 1625, Volume III, pp. 400-
401. 

Brigg’s Map of North America, 1625 in Purchas his Pilgrimes (#461) 
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Virginia in Purchas his Pilgrimes (#463.3) 
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An Exact Mapp of China, being faithfully Copied from one brought from Peking by a Father 

Lately resident in that City. 1655 
 
Alvarez de Smedo's map of China is one of the earliest maps of China published in 
Europe, derived directly from Chinese sources. This rare and important early English 
map is based upon Alvarez de Smedo’s map of China, a work of tremendous 
importance. As noted in The Seventeenth Century Maps of China. An Inquiry into the 
Compilations of European Cartographers (Szczesniak, Imago Mundi, Vol 13 (1956), pp 116-
136): Curiously enough, an elegant map of China is attached to the English translation of 
Semedo’s Italian edition of the Relatione delta grande monarchia delta Cina (1643) [The 
History of That Great and Renowned Monarchy of China ... and illustrated with several Mapps 
and Figures, to satisfie the curious and advance the Trade of Great Britain ...] (London, 1655). 
The date included in this explanatory title of the map is the date of the publication and 
of the whole English translation. Interestingly, the map is associated with Semedo’s 
work, and appears to have been translated by an expert and Semedo was undoubtedly 
an expert in Chinese geography. It might be that Semedo’s map, wandering as it did 
from Rome to Paris, reached Nicolas Sanson; and it might well have come to England, 
through or from Sanson himself. Anyway, it is attached to the English edition of the 
celebrated Semedo’s book.  
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 The map, however, may be regarded as an absolutely new drawing brought from 
China by an unknown person. On it there are names of metropolitan cities, provinces, 
rivers, and some other important localities. Peking is practically on 400 N and 129 E 
(from the Canaries). This map was also copied and translated from the general maps of 
the Kuang-yfi-t'u type, or from other Chinese atlases that followed it. This map was a 
forgotten map, unknown to the contemporary cartographers who even in the 17th 
century reprinted old and erroneous plan, on which, as we may discern, an insular 
Korea, the Cathay and Sinae linger. 
 The Semedo map of 1655 is identical with the Purchas map of 1625. Both are 
from the same source, and both are similarly arranged, with the Chinese type inserted in 
the map to illustrate the costumes of the Chinese man, woman, and emperor, as on the 
Semedo map; whereas on the Puichas map in place of the emperor there is the picture of 
Ricci. “That of Ricius I have added from the Jesuits, in thankes for his great paines, and 
to shew the habit of the head, etc.”. This was Purchas’ friendly observation about Matteo 
Ricci. 
 Purchas obtained a genuine map from Richard Hakluyt who got it from Captain 
John Saris. Saris, happening to stay in Bantam, Java, “apprehended” it and brought it to 
London in 1614. “The original Map, whence this present was taken and contracted, was 
by Captain Saris . .. gotten at Bantam of a Chinese in taking a distresse for debts owing 
to the English Merchants; who seeing him carefull to convay away a Boxe, was the more 
carefull to apprehend it, and therein found this Map . .. The Original is above four foot 
one way, and almost five foot the other, whereof a yard and some four inches square is 
the Map itself; the rest are China Discourses touching the sayd Map in their Characters 
and Lines (running downward, and beginning at the right hand to bee read, after their 
manner) which are heere ommitted, as not understood. Yet have some understanding . .. 
by that which Pantoia hath told as before.” 
 The provinces of China are marked and boundaries shown. Macao and Canton 
(Guangzhou) are both named. The map was reissued with changed in 1669 with 
Edmund Squib’s name and coat of arms added in the bottom left corner and the date 
removed from the title, in John Webb's An Historical Essay Endeavoring a Probability 
that the Language of the Empire of China is the Primitive Language. 
 
 


