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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 
Korea about 124 miles (200 km); 1,949 miles (3,045 km) from 
China; 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 islands 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.  



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 3	

 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 
actually 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 Nihongi, 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 cm), 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 #231.1). 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 Gotenjiku Zu [Map of the Five Regions of India, #231.1]. 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/Sri Lanka 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.  
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 An interesting map from Korea in 1402, the Yoktae chewang honil kangnido 
[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 
(#381). 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 Münster’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 mention 
by Marco Polo and 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 
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much debated problem in the 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 (#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 of 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. Zipangu is perhaps a 
phonetic transliteration from the Chinese of the Yuan Mongol dynasty Jih-pen-kwe, or 
“Kingdom of the Rising Sun.” In the multiple redactions of Marco Polo’s text, as well 
as in the maps incorporating Polo’s geography, the term Zipangu assumes various 
equivalent forms, such as Zinpagu, Zimpagrum, Cipango, Cimpagu, Cinpangu, Simpago, 
and Sipango. 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 his version of Cimpagu on the eastern margin of 
the orbis terrarum; just a couple of decades later, on the basis of Pierre d’Ailly’s 
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multifaced Ymago mundi (c. 1415, printed in 1480, #238) Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli 
(#252), Columbus, Henricus Martellus Germanus and 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.” It appears for the first time on a European map with the Fra Mauro map 
in 1457, although it had appeared much earlier on Chinese and Korean maps such as 
the Kangnido (#236) shown above. 
 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 
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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 
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 (#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 Cypangu. 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”(#313). 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 (#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.   
 

 
This undated map of Japan, common in old Korean atlases, is derived from an original 

drawn by a Korean scholar in 1471. North is at the base of the map. This particular 
manuscript copy is crudely drawn and colored and is likely to be the work of a student 

rather than that of a skilled copyist. 
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Map of the Ryukyus in the Haedong chegukki., ca. 1450 

 
The map of the Ryukyus in the Haedong chegukki [Record of Various Eastern 
Countries] of Sin Sukju (1417-1475) was based on a map that a Japanese monk 
and merchant named Douan, a resident of Hakata, had transmitted to the 
Korean court. The map shows one main island surrounded by scattered smaller 
islands. In the capital, the royal palace and the quarters where the royal family 
or high officials reside are clearly delineated.  

On each of the small islands around the main island are marked 
navigation routes, and the distance to the main island or other places in Japan 
is calculated in Japanese li. The maker of this map must have been either a 
Japanese sailor who had traveled to the Ryukyus, or perhaps Douan himself.  
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Map of the Ryukyus in the Kup'ok: to: woodcut.  
To the upper right on the main island is a port marked "Sangsonso pak" 

 (place where commercial ships are moored).  
 

 Chosen Korea in the age of King Chongjo had detailed information on 
Okinawa and its geography. In the explanatory section of the Haedong samguk to are 
such data as the latitude of Ryukyus, the easterly tilting degree of the earth's axis, and 
the direct distance between the Ryukyus and Fujian, China, as well as the distance 
between the Ryukyus and Chosen Korea. Other maps show changes over time in 
Korean cartography of the Ryukyus.  
 The popular woodblock-printed small atlases that were published in the late 
Chosen period generally included a map of the Ryukyus, which tends to be similar to 
the version in the Haedong chegukki, differing only in orientation.  
 Around the main island small satellite islands are scattered, and the main 
island has fortifications including the national capital, the main national fortress, and 
the treasury. On this map the treasury is shown on the main island; however, it is 
presented as a separate island on the Haedong chegukki. Separately marked in the 
vicinity of the treasury is a harbor in which commercial vessels are docked, a 
reminder of the role of the Ryukyus as an intermediary trading post in the region.  
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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) 
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The map of Japan in the Florence manuscript of Martellus' island book (Biblioteca Medicea 

Laurenziana, Pluteo 29.25, f. 76r).  
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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 L.C. 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 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 
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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 (#305), the King-Hamy, 1502 (#307.1), and the Ribero, 1529 (#346) -
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, as mentioned above, is 
omitted completely by Johannes 
Ruysch in his 1508 world map (#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: 
 

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 Japan 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 {Japan} on the 1506 Contarini/Roselli world map (#308) 
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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 
 

Between 1515 and 1520, a new geography of the eastern maritime spaces of the 
Indian Ocean—new with respect to those inherited from antiquity and medieval 
Christian and Muslim travelers like Marco Polo, Niccolo dei Conti, and Ibn Battuta—
came into being on the basis of information the Portuguese acquired directly in Asia 
from local agents. This was not long after the  fleet commanded by Vasco da Gama 
and guided by the Muslim pilot and astronomer, Ahmad Ibn Mãjid, of Yemeni 
origins, reached Calicut on the southwestern coast of India. In this context, the 
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Portuguese apothecary Tomé Pires (1465–1540), who was responsible for the selection 
and acquisition of spices for the ships of the Carreira da India, composed a work, Suma 
Oriental, a wide-ranging account of the East in which was figured Ilha Jampom (or its 
equivalents Japon, Iapam). Pires’ Japan was distinct from the literary and cartographic 
traditions of Marco Polo’s Zipangu and marks the first appearance of Japan in the 
literary imago mundi described by a European. 

Pires composed the Suma in Malacca, in what is present-day Malaysia, while 
awaiting a ship traveling to China with the goal of reaching Beijing and the court of 
the emperor in what turned out to be an unsuccessful and dramatic diplomatic 
mission. In one brief reference, Pires described how the Ilha de Jampom was situated a 
few days’ sail from the islands of Ryukyu, a chain of islands that stretch northwest 
from Taiwan to Kyushu (Lequios), nevertheless some distance from China. As the 
Japanese were not accustomed to maritime navigation, the inhabitants of the Lequios 
managed a lucrative commerce in which Japanese gold and copper was exchanged 
for precious Chinese textiles. 

Some twenty years after Pires gathered this initial fragmentary information on 
Japan in Malacca, there was a shipwreck around 1542/3 of a Chinese junk on the 
island of Tanegashima, south of Kyushu, which led the first Portuguese merchants to 
land on Japanese soil. Among them, there was Fernão Mendes Pinto (1509–83) and 
captain Jorge Alvarez, who, after returning to Malacca, informed the Spanish Jesuit 
Francisco Xavier (1506–52)—one the founders of the Society of Jesus and among the 
first and most active Jesuit missionaries in the Indian Ocean—of the existence of the 
rich Japanese kingdom. Just a few years later, in the summer of 1549, Xavier landed 
another Chinese junk at Kagoshima, a port city at the extreme southwest of Kyushu. 
From this point, Portuguese ships regularly returned to Japan, bringing it into 
networks of commerce that grew to encompass the globe. 

In their engagements with Japanese political, religious, and social elites, the 
Portuguese, called nanbanjin by the Japanese, knowledge of the world expanded for 
both: European representation benefitted from Japan’s rich cartographic tradition, 
while Japanese leadership envisioned political reunification on a global stage. Within 
this articulated context, the synoptic analysis of both European and Japanese sources 
highlights three main interconnected cartographic genres through which the 
emplacement of Japan in the European imago mundi and, vice versa, the European 
imago mundi was incorporated into Japanese cosmography, as developed between 
1550 and 1650. 

Portuguese manuscript cartography developed in collaboration with Asian 
merchants and pilots as well as with the first Jesuits, who reached Japan in 1549. 
Maps and literary accounts were dispatched to Lisbon or Seville in the forms of 
treatises or letters, where they were then often re-elaborated and circulated in 
manuscript form to many European courts. A few of these were also printed in 
Northern Europe, especially in Antwerp, Cologne, and Amsterdam, but also in 
Venice. The Jesuits in Japan also themselves produced maps using Japanese sources, 
which they sent back to Europe. These were copied, re-elaborated, and printed 
primarily in Italy, especially in Rome, Florence, and Naples. 

Japanese manuscript cartography grew in response to Portuguese Jesuit, 
Chinese, and Dutch cartography. Matteo Ricci, SJ (1552–1610, #441), for instance, 
worked in collaboration with Chinese Confucian scholars and engravers and was an 
important source for Japanese cartographers, who addressed the islands of Japan and 
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the wider world. Using particularly the form of the folding screen (byõbu), Japanese 
painters addressed both the geography of Japan and the world by re-elaborating 
works from these many sources. Folding screens are a painting format native to Japan 
and the topic of cartography was one of many nanban or foreign/Portuguese topics 
treated on their broad surfaces. Nanban cartography on folding screens was first a 
product of the schola pictorum [Painting School] under the direction of Giovanni 
Niccolò, SJ (1558–1626) and founded at the behest of Visitor of Missions, Alessandro 
Valignano, SJ (1539–1606). 

 
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) 
 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 32	

 
 
 

Coppo’s De Summa Totius Orbis  re-configured 
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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] 
 

 
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. 

But despite these 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 1546, Cimpaga 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 I 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 
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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 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 30° and 40° north latitude. 
 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 (#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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“Zipagu” on an anonymous map from 1525 
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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”. 
 

 This simple woodcut by Venetian Benedetto Bordone (1460-1531) is very first 
map of Japan ever printed in a Western document; published in his “Isolario” in 1528 
(this map is from the second edition 1534). The accompanying text of Bordone was 
inspired by the travelogue of Marco Polo, who never had been in Japan. Polo 
mentioned an island called Zipangu (or Cipangu), from which one thought/thinks it 
refers to Japan. Therefore, he describes the following (free translation): “the population 
on the island of Zipangu features a massive amount of gold. The Royal Palace has a golden 
roof and the floor is covered with gold, two fingers thick”. The word Zipangu is supposed to 
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be an alphabetic transcription of Kij-pên-kwé, the Chinese pronunciation of the 
characters that describe Japan as the land of the rising sun. Japan is located to the east 
of China, so from Chinese point of view, it is there where the sun rises. 
 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 
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 contributions to Portuguese 
geographical knowledge of Japan were limited. 
 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 
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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. 

 
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 by 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 over-estimated, 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. 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.  
 

 
Iaponiae Insulae Descriptio. Ludoico Teisera Auctore, Luis Teixeira, 1595 

 
 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 Waldseemüller 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 
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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 place-names, 
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. 

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 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 48	

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. 
 

 
Cimpagu on the 1569 world map by Gastaldi 

 
 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.  
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 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 that 
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 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.  
 
Zipangri on the Harleian or Dauphin map ca. 1547 
(#382.1) 
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Japan on the 1561 nautical planisphere by Nicolas Desliens 
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Zipango [Japan] in the Islario general de todas las islas del mundo [General atlas of all the 

islands in the world] by Seville cosmographer Alonso de Santa Cruz, 1560 
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Gyogi-type map of “Iapam” 

 
This manuscript map of Japan now in Florence was discovered only in 1931 in an 
archival  file that also contained a manuscript account of Portuguese trade in Asia 
and a copy of the 1585 map of Japan showing the privileges granted to the Japanese 
ambassadors in Rome. Drawn with ink and pen, a material analysis of the paper 
indicates a provenance in central Italy, perhaps Lucca, Florence, or Rome and dating 
to the late 16th or early 17th century. 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. 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 53	

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; 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 Yezo that takes place at Akita, in 
northern Honshu. Again 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. 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. 
 This analysis by Angelo Cattaneo suggests the following scenario: a copy 
made in Pisa or Florence from a lost prototype likely made by the Jesuit mission in 
Japan and brought to Europe with the 1582 diplomatic mission. Alessandro 
Valignano organized the mission to draw the attention of European kings and the 
pope to the successes and potential for the Jesuit effort in Japan.  
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 Although this map bears a legend and toponyms in Portuguese, it depicts 
Japan in the manner of the so-called gyõki maps, using cartographic conventions 
dating from the early ninth century. Named for the previously mentioned Buddhist 
priest credited with their invention, the earliest extant examples date only to the late 
13th or early 14th century and the type remained current until the 19th century. 
Oriented to the south, they show the sixty-six provinces of Japan and their respective 
frontiers (without Hokkaido) with distinctively rounded forms. Such maps derive 
from a Buddhist temple context, which suggests that the manuscript map of Japan in 
Florence was somehow achieved through the interaction of Jesuit missionaries and 
Japanese assistance, perhaps even through direct exchanges with Buddhist clergy. 
 Inácio Moreira, who was born in Lisbon around 1538, added enormously to 
European understanding of Japan’s geography. He lived for many years in Macao 
and elected to travel to Nagasaki in 1590 with Valignano and the returning Japanese 
diplomatic mission. According to Valignano, Moreira surveyed Japan from Kyushu to 
Kyoto, integrating into his work local information obtained from Japanese 
informants, especially for the domains that he did not know directly. In addition, he 
was able to determine the length of the Japanese league, or ri, in terms of Portuguese 
and Spanish measurements. As a result, he created a map of Japan that for the first 
time interpreted all of this information into a graduated astronomical frame. 
Valignano wrote about the accomplishment because he intended to include Moreira’s 
map, accompanied by a lengthy written description, in his Libro primero del principio y 
progresso de la religión christiana en Jappón...en el anio 1601. While that map has been 
lost, Valignano’s written description in Latin (Iaponicae tabulae explicatio) is still extant. 
Christophoros Blancus’s map, Iaponia, dates to 1617 and demonstrates how quickly 
other European cartographers assimilated Moreira’s achievements. Blancus’s map, 
originally engraved in Rome in 1617 and known now only through a copy, displays a 
graduated frame, two sets of scales, and a legend in Latin. Scholar Jason Hubbard 
used Valignano’s surviving explicatio, which discussed Moreira’s map, to recognize in 
the Blancus map almost all the salient features of the earlier work, including the 
double scaling using Portuguese and Japanese leagues. Blancus’s Iaponia also refers 
for the first time to Yezo, as Hokkaido was then called in Japanese, which again attests 
to the speed with which new information was incorporated into mapping, for it had 
only just been visited and mapped for the first time in 1619 by Girolamo de Angelis, 
SJ (1567–1623). Angelis himself published his work in Rome in 1624 in the book 
entitled Relazione sul regno di Yezo. 
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Christophoros Blancus, Iaponia [Map of Japan], Rome, 1617. Copperplate 

 
The Japanese were equally interested in the widening world revealed in European 
maps. While European agendas put cartography to practical use, in Japan maps were 
most often absorbed into decorative schemes that expressed local hierarchies. The 
preferred format for cartography was not the readily portable map nor the scholarly 
treatise, but rather the architectural painting format of the folding screen. Typically 
made in pairs of six panels each and positioned at right angles or parallel to one 
another, screens could create a pocket of intimacy within a large hall. Folding screens 
were especially well suited to cartographic themes; from a seated position on the  
floor, a viewer effectively entered the depictive world of the screen. For Japanese 
warrior elites, cartographic screens fed ambitions of expansion, conquest, and 
international significance. 
 

 
Map of Japan (Sekaizu narabini Nihonzu byõbu), Japan, c. 1640. Six-panel screen (one of a 
pair); ink, color, gold, and gold leaf on paper, 71 x 230 cm, C. V. Starr East Asian Library, 

University of California, Berkeley. Photograph courtesy of David Rumsey. 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 56	

Cartographic screens benefited from three distinct contexts of knowledge: the global 
circulation of material goods and knowledge resulting from the Iberian expansion in 
Asia; Jesuit evangelism; and Japan’s unsuccessful attempts to conquer Korea and 
China (1592–98). Iberian ships yielded Western maps of the world, in particular 
Dutch-printed planispheres and Portuguese manuscripts. In China, Matteo Ricci 
collaborated with Chinese scholars and publishers to produce Chinese-language 
planispheres from 1585 to 1610. Finally, General Katõ Kiyomasa (1562–1611), one of 
the three generals leading Japan’s invasion of Chosõn Korea, ordered a copy of the 
Sino-Korean manuscript world map derived from the Honil kangni yõktae kukto chi to 
[Map of integrated lands and regions of historical countries and capitals], Korea, c. 
1479–85 (#236). 
 Cartographic byõbu first emerged in the context of the Jesuit schola pictorum, 
and were then later made autonomously by Japanese painters following the 
expulsion of the Jesuits in 1614. The schola pictorum, also known as the Academy of St. 
Luke, was founded in 1583 to teach Western painting on the initiative of Alessandro 
Valignano. 
 There are thirty known and extant cartographic byõbu. Often the pair of 
screens included a planisphere on one side and some form of cultural intelligence on 
the other. Among these, the second screens show a large-scale map of Japan in forms 
ranging from the gyõki type to more modern representations, views of Western cities 
accompanied by depictions of emperors and kings, paired figures cataloguing the 
cultures of the world. 
 In the 16th and 17th centuries, European, Chinese, and Japanese scholars were 
all trying to gain a cohesive understanding of the globe that related political entities 
to geographical form. What cartographic folding screens revealed to the Japanese was 
a revolutionary understanding of the shape of the world and Japan’s place in it. 
 Of the thirty known cartographic byõbu, only one pair is in a collection outside 
of Japan. This pair, in the C.V. Starr East Asian Library of the University of California, 
Berkeley, shows a map of Japan on one screen and a map of the world on the other, 
each measuring 71 by 230 centimeters; the latter screen is featured in the present 
exhibition. The map of Japan (shown above) is of the so-called Jotoku-ji type, named 
for the temple in Kanzaki, Saga Prefecture, Kyushu, that owns the oldest extant 
example. Jotoku-ji type maps of Japan update gyõki maps: while still depicting the 
traditional sixty-six provinces, their round forms, and network of main roads linking 
the principal Japanese cities, they also incorporate elements derived from European 
cartography. The monumental map of the world derives, likely directly, from the 
Kunyu wanguo quantu [Map of the ten thousand countries of the world], Beijing, c. 
1602–10 prepared by Matteo Ricci and his Chinese assistants, Li Zhizao and Zhang 
Wentao (#441). 
 Even after the expulsion of the Jesuits from Japan, cartography remained an 
important genre for folding screens. Cartographic byõbu were instruments of 
aesthetic, political, and scientific character, which were bearers of meaning 
independent of their origins with the nanban-jin and the evangelical mission in Japan. 
Given their eye-catching, if not flamboyant, aspect, this genre of byõbu was also 
undoubtedly intended to be a decorative tool, like those narrative, detailed scenes of 
the departure of the nanban-jin on board the kurofune [black ships] from foreign lands, 
their arrival and landing in Japan, and their daily life in Japanese society, without 
recalling in any explicit form the presence of the nanban-jin. As useful and efficient 
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encapsulations from visual, didactic, and discursive points of view, and, since they 
were without explicitly Christian evangelical connotations or even evocative of the 
Christian presence in Japan, their reproduction or elaboration was subject to fewer 
controls or political vetoes. 

 
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 
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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 
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 
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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 
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. As mentioned above, 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, 1561  
This delineation, oriented on a straight north-south axis, provided the most detailed example of 

the Japanese islands to date. Among numerous clearly legible place-names are the imperial 
capital, Miaco (Miyako, Kyoto, placed too far north), the Minas  

da Praia (silver mines, in two locations), Tonsa (Shikoku Island), and, in the south, Cagaxima 
(Kagoshima, on Kyushu Island) and Tanaxima (Tanega-shima Island off Kyushu).  



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 62	

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 above).  
 
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 (shown above).  
 
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 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 68	

 Iapan on the 1567 map Asiae Nova Descriptio by Abraham Ortelius 
Ortelius's knowledge of Japan was incomplete. He knew that Honshu was the main island and 

that Shikoku (Tonsa) existed, but he ignored the northern island of Hokkaido. Osaka can be 
readily identified.  
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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 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.  
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Iapan in Abraham Ortelius’ Indiae Orientalis Insularumque Adiacientium Typus, 1570 

In this map shows Honshu, Shikoku and Kyushu as a single island, but Kagoshima and the 
city of Nagoya (Negru) are identified in more or less their correct positions. The string of 

islands south of Kagoshima are the Ryuku Islands, here named Lequio. At the top of the main 
island is a city named Miaco, which also appears opposite but cannot be accurately identified. 
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 
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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. 
 

 
Fernão Vaz Dourado’s map of Asia showing a very odd-shaped Iapam [Japan], 1570   

16th century Portuguese map 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 
the 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. 
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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 page 69) 
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From a map of Asia, 1575, by Andre Thevet 

 
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.  
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 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 
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 roaming nature 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 
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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, 
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 1727 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, detail below 
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 Japan from Millo's World Map of 1582. This is 
an unusually accurate rendering of the Japanese 
islands, suggesting that the mapmaker had access 
to some special source material, now lost.  
The British Library Add. MS 27470. 
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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) 
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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. 
 

The planisphere covering Japan and parts of the coasts of China and the American 
northwest is found in Tavola IX. This section is of great interest historically for it 
appears that Monti was able to make use of up to date information gathered from an 
embassy of Japanese nobles who visited Milano during 1585. This was in addition to 
the well-known accounts of Marco Polo and possibly the account of Juan Gonzales de 
Mendoza, whose description of China and the East was translated and published in 
Italy as lstoria della China (Venezia 1586) and Il Gran Regno Della China (Bologna 1589). 
Another possible source is the earliest known European printed map of Japan, by 
Renward Cysat 'Der groszen, nam hafften, neuwlicher-funden Iapponischen InseI' 
(Freyburg 1586), which may have been known to Monti in its original Italian form. 
The general location and area of Japan is greatly emphasized in scale filling almost all 
of the north part of the Pacific between China and North America. To the north the 
Strait of Anian, unnamed, separates Asia from America after the Zaltieri map of North 
America (#391, Venezia 1566), and the regional map by Paolo Forlani (Venezia 1574). 
It may be that Monti wanted to demonstrate the importance of Japan in the field of 
Jesuit missionary activities since the first approaches by the 'Apostle of Japan', St 
Francis Xavier in 1549. Certainly, his map presents far more information in the form 
of place feature names than is to be found on contemporary works. 
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Japan by Giacomo Piccaglia, 1589 

 
The shape and position of the islands of Japan long remained a puzzle to Europeans. 
This is one of the early printed map of Japan by the little-known Italian Giacomo 
Piccaglia dated 1589 which although no more accurate or inaccurate than others of 
the time has several unusual and interesting features, very similar to Urbano Monte’s 
rendition of Japan shown above.  
  In 1542 or 1543 a group of Portuguese adventurers were the first Westerners to 
make a landfall on Japanese shores. At the end of that decade, the arrival of the Jesuit 
missionary St, Francis Xavier in 1549 opened up a century of Christian missionary 
activities, with detailed reports or 'Relations' sent back to Europe by his followers. 
These almost certainly contained geographic and cartographic Intelligence. 

Several conflicting representations of Japan seem to have reached Europe, 
apart from earlier conjectural depictions such as those shown on maps by Fra Mauro 
(1459, #249), Behaim (1492, #258), Bordone (1528) and (heir contemporaries. 
Portuguese charts such as those by Velho (1561), Dourado (1560-70) and Teixiera 
were used variously as sources for the maps printed by Mercator (1569) and for the 
maps appearing in Ortelius' atlas from 1570 onwards. lndeed, Ortelius used five 
different outlines for Japan.  

Other forms of Japan transmitted to the West included those based on quite 
archaic ideas as to the shape of the country. These maps, as mentioned previously, 
according to Japanese tradition, are named after a Buddhist priest called Gyoki (668-
749), and later examples extant from the early 1300s are also known as Gyoki or Gyogi 
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maps. Two European manuscript maps of Japan survive, both dating from the 1580s, 
which were almost certainly drawn from Japanese originals following the Gyoki 
tradition?  

An Ortelian-rype map, perhaps that pictured on his map of Tartary (1570), is 
thought to be the source for the rare woodcut map of Japan by Renwart Cysat dating 
from 1586 (see page 56). Only three copies are known today and apart from Bordones 
rather crude miniature rendering (Ciampagu) this is the first separately printed map of 
Japan. 

The unusual and quite different representation shown on the detailed 
woodcut map of Japan dated 1589 by the Italian Giacomo Piccaglia is rarely referred 
to in cartographic literature. A second copy, the only map known under Piccaglia's 
name, was found in an atlas factice in the Bibliotheque Municipale, Grenoble. 
Piccaglia's map is a separately printed woodcut, with text above and below. Between 
the upper text and the map itself is the title Descrttione e Sito del Giapone and at the 
foot the imprint In Milano Appresso Giacomo Piccagtia. M.DLXXXIX (1589). By the 
1560s copperplate engraving had become well established in Italy. The shape of Japan 
on Piccaglia's map is very far removed from that shown on Cysat's map and unlike 
any of the configurations adopted by Ort.clius. The main island, comprising the 
provinces of Ximo, Xico and Meaco, is squatter than shown hitherto, and is more like 
a truncated pentagon. To the west is China and, to the east, an unidentified kingdom 
Tolman Reg which perhaps is to be equated with Quivira.  

The text is significant as, at the bottom, it refers to members of the celebrated 
embassy of four young Japanese noblemen who visited Europe in the 1580s 
accompanied by Jesuit Fathers. The envoy left Nagasaki in 1582 and after reaching 
Portugal proceeded from there to Madrid where they were presented to Philip II. In 
1585 the party travelled to Italy where they visited Florence, Rome (meeting Pope 
Gregory XIII and then his successor Sixtus V), Bologna, Venice and Milan. After 
returning to Portugal the embassy sailed back to Japan, arriving there after eight 
years absence in 1590. Almost certainly Piccaglia's map is based directly on 
information supplied by the visiting Japanese, and this is further confirmed by the 
insignium on the map of his compatriot in Milan, the writer and map-maker Urbano 
Monte who entertained the Japanese and kept records of their meetings. Monte 
himself wrote a four-volume historical diary in manuscript, of which the fourth 
volume is an account of the Japanese embassy's visit to Europe, especially their time 
in Italy in 1585. Did Monte perhaps commission the woodcut from Piccaglia to 
accompany his diary in anticipation of publication?  

The picture given of Japan in all of the five versions, printed and manuscript, 
is remarkably similar to Piccaglia's, although there are several orthographic 
differences which would seem to preclude a direct copying of one by the other. It 
could be that both Monte and Piecaglia were working from the same source or - and 
perhaps more likely - Piccaglia took his 1589 woodcut from one of Monte's earlier 
manuscript drafts.  

It was not until a further decade had elapsed that the Portuguese cartographer 
Luis Teixiera received information that allowed a much more realistic outline of 
Japan to be drawn. A manuscript map with place names in Portuguese, possibly 
composed by Ignacio Moreira who was in Japan between 1590 and 1592, may have 
been the intermediate source. Teixiera's map was widely disseminated through its 
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adoption in the 1595 edition of Ortelius' Theatrum and then was printed in subsequent 
editions of the atlases of Ortelius, Mercator and Hondius.  

 

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. 
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Asia, Partium Orbis Maxima by Cornelius de Jode, Speculum Orbis Terrae, Antwerp, 1593 

Japan is displayed in the shrimp-shaped configuration. 
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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” 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 90	

 
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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Praeseti Tabula totius Terrae hemisphaerium - Christian Sgrooten c1592 
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Detail: Iaponia [Japan] 
 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 93	

 
 
 

Relevant Monographs in this website 
Late Medieval: 
#249 Fra Mauro, 1459 
#256 Henricus Martellus World Map, 1490 
#258 Martin Behaim’s Globe, 1492 
#259 The Laon Globe, 1493 
Renaissance: 
#308 World Map, Giovanni Matteo Contarini & Francesco Roselli, 1506 
#310 Martin Waldseemüller’s World Map, 1507 
#313  Johannes Ruysch World Map, 1507-08 
#314 The Lenox Globe 1503-07 
#318 Benard Sylvanus World Map, 1511 
#319 Hemisphere Maps, Johannes de Stobnicza, 1512	 
#324 Louis Boulengier Globe Gores, 1514 
#328 Globes, Johann Schöner, 1515, 1520, 1523 
#329 Ingolstadt/Nordenskiöld Globe Gores, 1508 
#332.3 Lorenz Fries map of China, 1522 
#342.1 Green (Quirini) Globe, 1515-28 
#343 World Map in Bordone’s Isolario, 1528 
#344 Noua et integri universi orbis descriptio [Paris Gilt or 
De Bure Globe], 1528 
#378 Pierre Descelier’s Planisheres, a.k.a. The Dauphin 
Map, 1546, 1550, 1553 
#381 Die Nüw Welt [The New Islands], Sebastian 
Münster, 1546 
#391 Bolognini Zaltieri/Paolo Forlani, 1566 
#409.1 Universal Atlas, Fernado Vaz Dourado, 1568-71 
#410H Chinae olim Sinarum regionis, nova descriptio, 
Abraham Ortelius/Ludovico Georgio (Luis Jorge de 
Barbuda), 1584 
#416 Joan Martines, Portolan Atlas, 1587 
#436.1 Linschoten’s Asia, Henricus Van Langren and Jan 
Huygen Van Linschoten, 1595 
#441 Matteo Ricci's 1602 Kunyu Wanguo 

Quantu  坤輿萬國全圖 
#444.1 Jodocus Hondius, China, 1606-34 
#464 John Speed 
#510 Nansenbushu Bankoku Shoka No Zu [Outline Map of All Countries of 
the Universe], Zuda Rokashi Hotan, 1710  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 The Evolution of the Map of Japan 5.13 
	

	 94	

References: 
Cattaneo, Angelo, “Geographical Curiosities and Transformative Exchange in the Nanban 
Century (c. 1549-c. 1647)”, Études Épistémè, 26/2014, 29pp. 
Cattaneo, Angelo, “The Mutual Emplacement of Japan and Europe during the Nanban 
Century”. 
Cortazzi, Hugh, Isles of Gold, Antique Maps of Japan, Weatherhill, 1992 
Kish, George (1949). “Some aspects of the missionary cartography of Japan during the 
sixteenth century”, Imago Mundi, 6:1, 39-48.  
Mapping Japan: Part One, Two and Three by Jason C. Hubbard Collection 
(https://issuu.com/danielcrouchrarebooks) 
Ramming, M., “The evolution of cartography in Japan”, Imago Mundi, 2:1, 17-21, 1937. 
Wroth, L.C., The Early Cartography of the Pacific, pp. 201-215. 
 
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 entire 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 
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 15th century with 
Fra Mauro (1459), Martellus (1490) and Behaim (1492). Abraham 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 
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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 that 
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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