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(From the article ‘The Greatest Maps in History, Collected in One Fantastic Book’ by
Nick Stockton)

MAPS ARE MORE than a measure of space; they are also records of how humans have
understood, examined, and reconsidered the earth throughout history. In his new book, Great
Maps, Jerry Brotton uses over 60 milestones to guide us through our cartographic heritage.
“A map is about space, but it is also an object in time,” said Brotton, a professor of
Renaissance studies at Queen Mary College in London. They tell stories: how far-reaching
the borders were of a great civilization, or what another culture believed about Earth’s place
in the cosmos. For Brotton, some of the most fascinating map stories are about how humans
have solved complex cartographic problems.
For instance, measuring space is an innovation we often take for granted, but it was a
problem solved over great swaths of time and in several different cultures. No matter when or
where they were born, sailors have always needed tools to help them travel safely from one
place to another, and this has consistently been one of the biggest motivators for creating
accurate methods of measurement. In the west, this evolved with Ptolemaic lines of latitude
and longitude, compasses, and lines of bearing like those in the Carte Pisan. Other cultures
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had their own, no less ingenious ways of solving the challenges of ocean navigation, such as
the stick charts that Pacific Islanders used to colonize hundreds of remote islands.
Brotton explains that he took special care in choosing the maps in his book so he could
emphasize the importance of these stories. “When you make a book called Great Maps, there
is a central spine of maps that people in the field expect to see,” he explains, listing Ptolemy‘s
and Mercator‘s maps as canonical examples. “But alongside those I wanted to tell other
stories,” he says. In this a way, Great Maps is a broader, illustrated successor to Brotton’s last
book of cartographic history, A History of the World in 12 Maps. The recurring theme in
both is that maps, in a addition to showing geographic information, also betray the values and
biases of their makers.
“European maps are known for being more objective and scientific than the other great
mapping cultures,” he said, which is a by-product of the European nations’ colonial
ambitions. “But Islamic culture was much less concerned with colonizing new territory, and
their maps emphasize a consolidation of the empire and its cultural ideas.” Similarly, Chinese
and Korean cultures were relatively insular, and their maps tend to focus on cultural
harmony. Because the landscape was believed to affect this harmony, those cultures’ maps
paid special attention to the arrangement of rivers and other natural features, Brotton says.
Each culture had its own word for these tools that look at the world from above. In the West,
‘map,’ comes from the Latin ‘mappa,’ which means cloth or napkin. In Arabic a map is
‘surah’ —a figure—and in Chinese it’s ‘tu’—usually meaning a diagram. “All these words
describe slightly different manifestations of what we in the modern west designate as a map,”
he said. “And, they’re all connected to how those cultures view the world.”
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