
GLIMPSES OF EARLY MAPS AND THEIR MAKERS BEFORE THE 
ADVENT OF PRINTING -1ST CENTURY A.D. -15th CENTURY 

A. Carson Clark 

The mapping of the World is almost as old as any other form of communication, but it was the invention of 
printing in the 15th century that gave probably the greatest boost to the spread of cartographic informa
tion 

INTRODUCTION 
When we consider the difficulty of travel for people in 

the period 1st century A. D.- 15th century it really is a great 
surprise that from earliest times people had a concept of a 
world of sorts! 

Therefore in this short paper covering 15 centuries of 
map-making - or from the 1st century A.D. to the first 
printed atlas in 1477, it is really quite amazing to discover 
what maps were being made and their purpose. 

Further may I request your indulgence if I do not stick 
strictly to the time period I have outlined. As I have studied 
and researched maps in the prescribed period, I have had to 
acknowledge maps and map work before 1st century A. D., 
and at the other end of the time scale I have been compelled 
to touch on some of the early printed maps and show some 
of the difficulties experienced by these early map printers of 
the 15th century. 

Neither can I promise to deal with the maps in strictly 
chronological order and of course in any attempt at such a 
paper it will be woefully incomplete. This type of research 
is never ending and to a large extent has been determined by 
availability and my own limited experience as a map histo
rian for this past 20-25 years. 

As we consider this period prior to the advent of print
ing, let us not loose sight of the purpose of most maps, 
namely "a visual communication from a person or persons 
to another person or persons" and a good map needs to fulfil 
that definition. For the early travellers, following the 
course of a river or stream, it was important to show where it 
was possible to cross or ford the river. For the fishermen of 
various small island communities it was essential to show 
clearly, good anchorages and fishing areas and safe shel
tered bays were also very important. 

THE MIDDLE AGES 
Usually one begins to talk about the Middle Ages as be

ing dominated by the Tin 0 World Maps which invariably 
depicted the world as a flat disc surrounded by sea. ASIA 
dominated the top half of the map with Jerusalem at its cen-
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tre. The remaining two quarters of the disc were occupied 
by EUROPE and AFRICA, both Western and Arabic car
tography followed a similar pattern quoting theological 
texts throughout, either Christian or Muslim- namely from 
the Bible or Koran. 

A great number of World Maps appeared in the centu
ries before the advent of printing. This has been the subject 
of much discussion and diverting points of view. From Al
exandria in Egypt we learn of the 1st century 
cartographer/geographer/astronomer Claudius Ptolemy, 
probably the greatest with regard to this treatise of the 
known world and in particular with reference to his knowl
edge of individual countries as well. Father of all 
cartographers, his work has had a greater influence on car
tography and geography than any other single figure in 
history. 

Researchers disagree on the most fundamental of issues 
concerning Ptolemy's work. Many believe that he never 
made a map but simply left detailed surveys and instruc
tions regarding the manner in which the maps would be 
made. My own view is that he did in fact create a world map 
and most of the maps which first appeared in Ptolemy's 
Geographia a printed work published in Bologna in 14 77. 

Of course all maps produced before the advent of print
ing were of necessity drawn or cut on skins of animals. 
Goatskin was a favourite because of its soft supple nature, 
and coloured with natural dyes- real parchment! 

In Italy and in Venice in particular, one of the earliest 1st 
century maps is a plan of Venice. The lagoon township of 
Rialto which was produced on 21st March, 421, one of the 
few maps with a precise date for its completion, and this is 
held in a museum in Venice. This was a community of refu
gees who fled mainland Italy for fear of the Barbarians, 
despite being ruled by the Romans from Constantinople. 

The 1st century A. D. was a time of great upheaval here 
in Britain. After the Romans left, Britain was in a state of 
anarchy, without a common language. Apart from the Ro
man road maps showing the principle Roman roads, minor 
roads hardly existed and even those were not mapped. 
However, I do have a copy of the best known map of Brit
ain, Ptolemy's Britain around A.D. 150. Although the 
originals of this map were lost, their details were preserved 
in the form of co-ordinates and reconstructed from the mid
dle ages onwards. The treatment of Scotland in relation to 
the rest of Britain is curious to say the least as it projects at 
right angles into the North Sea. General William Roy of the 
Ordnance Survey believed that Ptolemy had been given a 
map of Britain with the Scottish section tom off and that he 
had incorrectly stuck it back on again. Personally, I think it 

5 



more likely that Ptolemy had insufficient information for 
Scotland. 

Returning to the Roman maps and to compare them with 
Ptolemaic/Greek maps of the day, there really is such a con
trast. Ptolemy demonstrated his knowledge of astronomy, 
mathematics and geometry whereas the Roman maps re
mained strictly diagramatic without any reference to true 
geographical shape or position. The primary interest apart 
from taxation was the ability to march soldiers from A to B 
in the most efficient manner. 

The Norman invaders of the 11th and 12th centuries 
who settled in Britain were interested like the Romans in 
road building and in the construction of bridges where there 
had formerly been fords. These were built with little chap
els at the end of the bridge where the intrepid traveller could 
offer a prayer for safety. Their roads were surveyed and 
constructed to link bridges and create easier communica
tion. Very few of these Norman road maps have survived, 
but a few are held in the Department of Manuscripts in the 
British Library. 

Both the Egyptians and the Romans made maps from 
the 1st century A.D. They were in addition to route maps, 
made for land holding and ownership which enabled prop
erties to be taxed. 

THE FAR EAST 
Turning to the Far East, in Japan between the years 600-

900 A.D. the time of the Tang Dynasty, the ruling Prince 
sent parties of young researchers to China. (It is worth not
ing that most of the Japanese cultural and religious ideas 
originated in China). He realised that if he was to rule suc
cessfully he would need to tax the people, so like the 
Romans and the Egyptians, maps were constructed for the 
purpose of taxation (there is nothing new under the sun). By 
the 11th century the Buddhist Monks in Japan were en
trusted with planning of the new city of Kyoto or City of 
Peace which became the home of the Imperial Court. Their 
life was one of great formality and the court ladies would 
write or paint the map scrolls which contained much detail 
of roads, buildings etc. of their cities and towns. Some of 
these map scrolls also depict battle scenes in a very dra
matic form, and yet by far the most prolific of these maps 
were for taxation purposes. The style of the scroll map re
mained largely unchanged for 5 centuries. 

The oldest existing map from China is a stone tablet en
graved in 1137. This map shows the great wall of China 
where it crosses the Yellow River. Though nothing earlier 
in map form from China exists, there is a text in manuscript 
dating back to the 3rd century A.D. which lays down certain 
principles for the construction of good maps. The Chinese 
had however made road or route maps during the Han Dy
nasty which lasted 400 years from 2nd century B.C. to 2nd 
century A.D. They made maps showing the silk route to 
Rome, opening up trade and extending Buddhism. Frag
ments of a few of these rare maps have survived in the 
People's Museum in Beijing. 
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The noted historian who inspired the monks as cartogra
phers in 1250 A.D. at St. Albans, Mathew Paris produced a 
fine map of Britain. 

In 1335, Richard Gough discovered an unfinished map 
of Britain which he himself completed. This displayed a re
markably good configuration of Britain with many roads 
linking the cathedral towns of the country. This map may 
also be seen in the Bodlein Library in Oxford. 

Estate plans and maps of Abbeys and Cathedral pre
cincts began to be produced, many inspired by the detail in 
the Gough map, including a plan of the Abbey of Chersey 
and its precincts in 1432. However, I believe one of the 
greatest historical/cartographic writings must come from 
the Greeks, through the writings of Herodotus and Strabo 
who speak of one Anaximander of Miletus (Malta) who 
even 500 years B. C. made a map of what he described as the 
whole circuit of the earth. Every sea and all the rivers and 
this was depicted on a flat shaped disc. Yet only some 300 
years later, Eratosthenes of Alexandria undertook the mas
sif task of measuring the earth's surface - no longer a flat 
disc but the beginnings of the true shape of the earth - a bril
liant astronomer and mathematician. 

In the year 1154 a cartographer by the name of Edrisi 
from the Arab world, drawing on both Muslim and Chris
tian sources, produced an interesting world map. The 
Asiatic part of the map is rich in contrast, though the Afri
can and European continents are depicted with much less 
information. The map is orientated with the South at the 
top, a common feature of Islamic maps 

SEA CHARTS 
I must now turn to the world of the Sea Chart or Por

tolani as they were more familiarly known. The oldest 
surviving chart is the Pisan Chart around 1280. The first 
Catalan chart following the Portolan tradition of chart mak
ing achieved some pretty accurate charts by the year 1375. 
This was the work of some Catalonian Jews working in Ma
jorca. Each chart was drawn on a sheepskin and the 
collection now in the form of a Sea Atlas in manuscript is 
held in Bibliothque Nationale in Paris. 

The only early sea chart that I have on display is this one 
of the Atlantic Ocean by the Turkish hydrographer Pirri Re
i ss, again drawn and painted on a sheepskin. Just look at the 
accuracy of the West African Coast and the Coast of South 
America. It was made around 1490 but printed in 1513. 

Until the advent of printing in 1470 in Germany, maps 
and charts were strictly individual items, at least this is true 
of the Western World. Whereas in the Far Eastern countries 
of China and Japan, even before the advent of printing, mul
tiple copies of maps were made using the pen and brush. In 
fact, even after the Western invention of printing which was 
a slow deliberate work, the Japanese and Chinese actually 
claimed that they could copy maps by drawing them 
quicker than the Western method of printing. Of course, 
one has only to look at the laborious printing of individual 
sheets in the 15th century to realise that their claims were 
fairly well substantiated (even if slightly exaggerated). I 
am reminded of an illustration from the 15th century which 
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shows a single printed map being pegged up on a line to al
low the ink and paper to dry. Such was the technology of the 
day. 

Returning to the early World or Mappa Mundi map 
c.l290 A.D. Our best known map is housed in Hereford Ca
thedral, again, showing East at the top with Jerusalem at the 
centre, not surprising since most of the scholars would be 
Christians and this map measures 5ft x 4ft. The second of 
these two maps the "Ebstorf mappa mundi" which was 12ft 
in diameter, more than double the size of the "Hereford 
mappa mundi", though again in concept mainly Christian, 
the symbolism is quite dramatically different. The body of 
Christ dominates with head, hands and feet of Christ ex
tending beyond the circular edge of the map, produced 
around 1230 A. D., once held in the Library at Hannover but 
unfortunately destroyed by bombing in the 2nd World War. 

World maps continued to be produced by various na
tions, Italy, Germany and France, right up to the advent of 
printing and they survive either as fragments or almost 
complete world maps in Vercelli, Stuttgart, Munich and 
Paris. 

Even in the 2nd century A.D. the Romans produced an 
Orbis Terrarum covering almost the entire earth and de
scribed as the World of the Romans, this was a flat disc 
shaped world. A development of this Roman map was con
structed by St. Beatus in the year 776 A.D. to fit in with 
Christian theology, more oval shaped to include the en
larged Holy Land! Paradise with its four rivers dominated 
this new map. 

Other maps made by the Romans prior to the advent of 
printing include a map of the River Nile showing Roman 
garrisons stationed on the banks of that river. Their land 
surveyors were kept busy to say the least. Yesterday's ex
cellent paper by Dr. Magdy Torah gave us a fresh insight to 
the Nile Settlements. 

As I come to the end of my paper, it will of necessity be 
incomplete. Much more research needs to be done but I 
trust in the past half hour you have had several glimpses of 
maps and their makers from different parts of the world 
prior to the advent of printing. 
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THE ASSOCIATION OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL IL
LUSTRATORS AND SURVEYORS 

The Association 

The Association of Archaeological Illustrators and Survey
ors was formed in 1978. As a professional body, one of the 
main aims of the AAI&S is to set standards within the pro
fession and to promote these standards within the 
archaeological world at large. 

The Benefits 

Ajoumal, published annually, which covers technical and 
professional aspects of illustration and surveying. A regu
lar newsletter giving up-to-date information on events, 
news etc., as well as a forum for comment and debate. 

Access to advice on subjects such as copyright, pay, ac
knowledgements, training and qualifications. Direct 
mailing of job vacancies and also, for Full Members, the 
possibility offreelance work, via the Association's register. 

The Association holds an Annual Conference and AGM 
at different locations each year. The Association publishes 
a series of technical papers. We provide an opportunity of 
participating in informal meetings with local members 
through the regional group network. 

Types of Membership 

Member: Full membership can be applied for after a 
year as a Licentiate member. Acceptance is conditional on 
the examination of a portfolio of work by a panel drawn 
from the Association and external assessors. Member 
status will carry the additional entitlement to the affix 
MAAIS and entry on the register by fields of competence. 

Licentiate: Licentiate membership is open to all those 
engaged in the field of archaeological illustration and sur
veying. Licentiate membership is conditional on the taking 
up of two references by the Association or the production of 
published work. Full and Licentiate members are required 
to abide by the AAI&S Code of Conduct. 

Associate: Associate membership is open to those who 
work in other archaeological disciplines, and those who are 
interested in the activities of the Association, but do not 
have the experience required for other grades of member
ship. Associate members do not have voting rights. 
Referees are not required. Associate membership at a con
cessionary rate is available to those who have retired, are 
unemployed, or in full time education. 

Fellow: Council reserves the right to elect Fellows from 
nominations submitted, in confidence from any member of 
the Association, proposing Full Members (MAAIS) of at 
least five years standing. Fellows will, in the opinion of 
Council, be individuals whose work has made a significant 
contribution towards the furtherance of the profession. 
Elected Fellows are entitled to use the affix FAAIS. 

Central Mailing tu/dress: 

AAI&S, c/o University of Exeter, Department HistoryandArchae· 
ology, Queen's Building, The Queen's Drive, EXETER, Devon, 
EX44QH 

E-mail.· AAIS@exeter.ac.uk 

From a press release 
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