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Maps as Reflections of Time and Space:
A Preface

Most scholars of cartography define maps as mainly a form of visually expressing a sense of space. It is
also a kind of objective, scientific means of reflecting a graphic representation of geography, the terrain, and
views of a particular time and place. Furthermore, maps themselves not only provide specific information, they
also encompass the common memory and imagination of a period and place. Therefore, reading a map is a way
to gain an understanding of the overall era in which it was made and how space was constructed. At the same
time, the contents of maps are a rich source of information on the environs and space as well as the cultural
background. Thus, the insights they convey are often far greater than what words can express.

Interpreting the deeper levels of maps involves revealing the underlying meanings of their background and
history hidden within. Cultural historians consider maps as a kind of picture for “imaging” that allow readers to
more vividly “imagine” the past. At the same time, this kind of “face-to-face” pictorial history material can lead
the reader to directly confront history, placing the reader in the historical context as constructed by maps.
Geographical imagination is actually a form of political and cultural imagination; this kind of imagined history
conceals many kinds of conceptualized history, which is why maps themselves are also a form of content for
intellectual history. Therefore, the traditions of thought and regional culture inherent in maps imperceptibly
instill in readers a more expansive and macroscopic point of view.

The National Palace Museum collection features more than a thousand beautiful painted traditional maps.
In the context of traditional mapmaking, most of these maps in the collection are works of the Ming (1368-
1644) and Ch’ing (1644-1911) dynasties. In terms of style, most are painted using traditional techniques. Here,
traditional refers to painting maps with the techniques of “measuring distance with a grid” and “landscape
painting methods.” Since the majority of these maps come from the former collection of the Ch’ing court, the
rendering, composition, and coloring tend to be exceptionally fine and meticulous. Thus, the maps themselves
not only reflect features of reality as understood at the time, but also aesthetic needs as well, making them even
more valuable to and appreciated by later researchers and audiences.

The maps in the National Palace Museum come in a wide variety of formats and sizes. The thousand-plus
maps, however, do not take into count combined individual maps or albums with more than one map. The above
number also does not include maps attached to memorials written by officials found in the Ch’ing court
archives. Therefore, taking into account all the maps in individual pieces, handscrolls, album leaves, memorials,
albums, and sheets, the Museum map collection totals in the thousands. The contents of the maps are also
equally varied, including general maps dealing with astronomy, the land, rivers and seas, river channels, military
victories, inspection tours, scenic sites, auspicious omens, tribute items, the salt monopoly, temples and shrines,
mountain ridges, geomancy, and administrative districts. Thus, in terms of both quantity and quality, the
National Palace Museum collection of maps represents a high overall standard.

Many means are available for displaying maps, but they usually focus on information rather than the
aesthetic beauty of these cultural objects. An ideal balance is reached when both aspects are treated equally,
which is why this special exhibition takes into account these two needs. Not only is it hoped that visitors to the
exhibit will be able to appreciate the beauty of these exquisite maps, but also that they can more fully understand
the deeper meaning and historical significance that lie within them.

With the opening of this exhibition, and complemented by an exhibit guidebook, I have prepared this
preface in the hope that all will appreciate these beautiful and important maps.

/(wm(/ysl»'n Chon

Director, National Palace Museum  June 2008
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Outlining Geographical Expanse with a Brush:

Historical Maps in the Collections of the National Palace Museum

Maps are the crystallization of human wisdom, and have been applied in practical life since their
appearance. While we have no way of knowing from existing historical literature when maps first
emerged, some scholars believe that mapmaking in China dates back to the time of the Shih-ching
(Book of Odes). Yet, the theory has not been confirmed. Several works from the pre-Ch’in era,
though, do specifically mention mapmaking, such as the “Lo-kao” chapter in the Shang-shu (The
Book of History) and the “Ti-t'u” chapter in the Kuan-tzu (The Book of Master Kuan). The Kuan-tzu
chapter, in particular, addresses the practicality of maps, proving that the development of cartography
in China had reached the maturity stage at the time. As yet another example, what was clearly defined
in the “Wu-tu” chapter of Han-fei-tzu (The Book of Master Han-fei) was the connection of maps to the

power of a state.

The National Palace Museum is home to over one thousand sets of historical maps, in both scroll
and sheet formats, and in different sizes. This collection, however, does not include the cartographical
works found in various map albums, nor does it include the maps serving as attachments to the Ch’ing
palace memorials. With these cartographical materials counted in, the collection would then become
very sizable, consisting of thousands of different works. In this exhibition, only a number of selected
pieces are on view in an effort to demonstrate the practical use of maps and their aesthetic aspects. In
some cases, the original Ch’ing palace memorials are shown to put their map attachments in proper

historical context.
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