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Xu Xiake — the Famous Geographer in Ancient China
Chu Shao-tang

Xu Xiake (1587 —1641) was a prominent traveler and
geographer in the‘Ming Dynasty (1368—1644) of China. He
had traveled the vast areas of the Ming’s China. As far as we
know his travel records is one of the largest volume in the
world. It contains many geographical data of the country, es-
pecially the data concerning the karst topography, the geologi-
“cal and geomorphological phenomena, the river systems in the
southwestern China, climate conditions, vegetation and the
human geogtaphy. This atlas describes the chief travel routes
of his geographical investigations.

His contribution on the karst topography is very brilliant
and remarkable. At first, he described clints, grikes, stone
hills and limestone caves with graceful and literary expres-
sions. Secondly, he compared the characteristics of the differ-
ent karst regions each other and made some meaningful conclu-
sions. Eventually, he investigated about 300 limestone caves,
and researched the causes of doline, sinkhole, uvala, polje,
natural bridge, underground sttream, cave, stalactite and sta-
lagmite. .

He had investigated and recorded the volcano in the west-
ern part of Yunnan Province in details, he had also investigat-
ed about 19 hot springs in Yunnan Province,and also recorded



the erosion of the rivers, the different sceneries in different
rockhills.

He had found the relationship between the climate and
vegetation, and pointed out that the vegetation in the upper
mountain was different from that in the lower hillside.

After his investigation, he pointed out that the Jinsha
River is the chief source of the Changjiang River. He had also
visited the rivers of Nanpan, Beipan, Nujiang, Lancang, and
corrected some errors in some geographical records.

He had described different kinds of vegetations, fruits and
flowers in different areas, and also recorded different prod-
ucts, agricultural conditions, communication routes, the cus-
toms of minorities in different regions. These records give us
many useful data of Ming’s geographical conditions.

He had made great achievement on geography. He is the
pioneer of modern geography in China. His investigation meth-
ods in geographical research were one or two centuries earlier
than that of the famous geographer M. Lomonosov (1711 —
1765) and A. V. Humboldt (1769—1859).
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