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Foreword

From 21 March through 23 June 2014, the Hong Kong Maritime Museum (HKMM)
successfully partnered with the University of Oxford on a special exhibition Mapping Ming China’s
Maritime World: The Selden Map and Other Treasures from the University of Oxford. The exhibition
was enriched by an array of programs, including a high-level academic symposium. This catalogue
and the proceeding are the fruits of these two successful events.

Both the exhibition and the symposium highlight stories around the newly restored Selden
Map, a treasure that embodies an important episode of the long history of the Maritime Silk Road
that has connected China with the outside world through sea voyages. As Hong Kong’s premier
maritime museum, HKMM is committed to enhancing the understanding of Hong Kong and
China’s maritime heritage. Since we opened to the public in 2005, HKMM has been aiming to
stimulate public as well as academic interest in Hong Kong and China’s maritime connections
with the world. The success of the exhibition and the symposium is an important milestone in
advancing the museum’s mission and vision.

On behalf of the HKMM’s Board of Directors and Endowment Trustees, I would like to
thank the University of Oxford for their collaboration and all of their efforts that enabled us to
bring their treasures to Hong Kong. We are proud to be the first museum to show the Selden
Map outside the walls of the University of Oxford in almost four centuries! I also want to thank
the scholars who came to Hong Kong to share their research with the public. Many staff and
other friends at HKMM and the University of Oxford worked tirelessly on the project. It is their
hard work, dedication, and professionalism that have ensured the success of the exhibition, the

symposium and this publication. Congratulations, and thank you all!

C. C. Tung
Chairman, Hong Kong Maritime Endowment Trust
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Preface

The University of Oxford, through its Bodleian Libraries, is proud to have brought to Hong
Kong in 2014 an extraordinary piece of paper. Strictly speaking it was in fact three pieces of paper,
all milled in Asia more than four hundred years ago and stuck together carefully to form a single
sheet, which was prepared as a surface to receive writing and decoration.

Onto this surface was written with black ink and hand-drawn with details of land and sea,
with rivers, trees, vegetation, cities, and ports, many of them labelled in Chinese characters. A
compass and ruler, and lines of navigation, mark this out to be a map or chart—of extraordinary
importance because it shows all of China and most of Asia, roughly speaking where we would
expect to find them, but the centre of attention is not a land mass—as was the norm for Chinese
cartography of this period—but the South China Sea. Criss-crossing the oceans across the sea and
beyond into other waters are navigational routes, most of which begin in or converge on, China.

From internal and external evidence scholars have dated the map to the first two decades
of the seventeenth century. No other map from this time, written and drawn from an Asian
perspective (as opposed to a European perspective) shows Asia in general and China in particular
in this way—in close and direct connection to all the countries of Asia and beyond. The map
tells its viewer how to get to the Straits of Hormuz, for example. It is therefore a unique survivor,
containing in its Chinese characters, navigational lines, and depictions of land and sea a great
number of mysteries that scholars are only now beginning to consider.

One of these scholarly considerations is its precise date: perhaps 1607, perhaps later. Another
is its place of acquisition. It was possibly acquired by an English merchant in Bantam, at the
western end of Java in the early seventeenth century, possibly in lieu of an unpaid debt, according
to one scholar, and came to Europe from Chinese merchants in Manila or Luzon according to
another scholar. There are many more questions to be discussed, argued, and debated.

The map itself first appears in the documentary record in England in June 1654 when the will

of one of the great scholars of the age, John Selden, an Oxford alumnus, was written out. Selden



drew attention to his books in his will: ‘In Hebrew, syriack, arabick, Persian, Turkish, or any other
tongue usually understood by the name of oriental.

One of these items only, he singles out specifically for attention: ‘Map of China. It was to be
given, on his death, to the Chancellor, Masters, and Scholars of the University of Oxford, and
consequently must have arrived in Oxford in 1655. It has been there ever since, and in 2014 came
on show outside of Oxford for the first time in 350 years.

John Selden’s name has come down to us in many contexts: as patron, as statesman, as scholar.
His reputation has stood the test of the past three and a half centuries, and stands as high now as it
did in his own lifetime.

The Cambridge scholar John Lightfoot in 1647 hailed him as ‘the learnedest man on earth’
John Milton regarded him as ‘chief of learned men, reputed in this land’ Edward Hyde, the Earl of
Clarendon and Chancellor of the University of Oxford, thought his learning was ‘stupendous.

Such prodigious learning was based on a sense that the world was interesting beyond the
confines of Europe, and his insatiable appetite for new knowledge was fed by his acquisition of
books and manuscripts. The same was true of Sir Thomas Bodley—who funded agents at an
auction in Amsterdam in 1604 to buy books brought back from China. These were the first books
from China to be acquired by a publically accessible library—even though it would be another
seventy years before anyone in Oxford could read them! But this was solved by the first Chinese
person to be employed at Oxford: Shen Fuzong (d. 1691), who catalogued our Chinese books—
and helped teach Thomas Hyde, my seventeenth-century predecessor, something of the language.

The Bodleian is delighted to have brought the Selden Map back to Asia, and to one of the sites
depicted in its cartography. We would like to thank C. C. Tung and the Board of the Hong Kong
Maritime Museum for organizing the exhibition and the symposium, and Dr. Tianlong Jiao for
his expertise in the curation of both of these events. We hope that the presence of the map, the
symposium, and now this publication will stimulate further research and scholarship in the map
and its context in the history of cartography, the history of Asian commerce and trade, and the

documentation of cultural and commercial relations between Asia and Europe.

Richard Ovenden
Bodley’s Librarian
Oxford, June 2015



