
Ancient Maps Of The World

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Clarence & Kerr • Explore the unseen. • Page 1

Ancient Maps Of The World

Introduction: The Enduring Allure of Ancient Maps of the
World

Long before satellites charted every inch of the planet, and before global positioning systems
could guide us to a destination with pinpoint accuracy, there was a profound need to understand
the world. This need gave birth to one of humanity's most fascinating artifacts: the ancient world
map. These were not simply geographical  tools designed for navigation; they were intricate
documents of philosophy, theology, power, and discovery. To study ancient maps of the world is
to witness the evolution of human thought itself. Each crease, each ink stroke, and each mythical
creature drawn into the margins tells a story of how our ancestors perceived their place in the
cosmos. These maps were visions of order, attempts to make sense of the chaos that lay beyond
the horizon.  They reveal  a  world that  was as much imagined as it  was explored,  blending
empirical observation with mythology, and scientific curiosity with religious doctrine.

The very concept of mapping the entire world is an ambitious act of abstraction. How does one
compress a sphere onto a flat surface? How does one represent lands and seas that no one has
ever seen? For ancient cartographers, these were not just technical challenges but philosophical
ones. The maps they created are invaluable historical records, offering a unique window into the
geography,  politics,  and  spiritual  beliefs  of  ancient  civilizations.  From  the  simple,  stylized
representations of the Babylonians to the highly influential, mathematically-derived projections of
the Greeks and the meticulously crafted sea charts of the Age of Exploration, the story of ancient
world maps is the story of how we came to know our world.

This  article  will  take  a  journey  through  the  most  significant  examples  of  these  cartographic
masterpieces.  We  will  explore  the  philosophical  underpinnings  of  each  map,  examine  the
geographical knowledge they contained, and uncover the hidden stories behind their creation. By
the end, you will see these ancient maps not as primitive errors, but as brilliant, groundbreaking
works of art and science that laid the foundation for our modern understanding of the globe.

The Dawn of Cartography: The Babylonian World Map

Imago Mundi: A Vision of the Cosmos

One of the earliest and most iconic ancient maps of the world is the Babylonian World Map, also
known as the Imago Mundi.  Dating from around the 6th century BCE, this clay tablet is a
remarkable  artifact  that  represents  the  entire  known  world  as  a  flat,  circular  disk.  Found  in
Sippar, Iraq, the map is now housed in the British Museum. It is not a map for travel; it is a
schematic representation of the Babylonian cosmos.

The center of the map is the city of Babylon, bisected by the Euphrates River. Surrounding
Babylon are other cities and regions, including Assyria, Urartu, and Habban, all neatly arranged in
a circular pattern.  The entire landmass is encircled by a "Bitter River" or "Salt  Sea," which
represents the ocean that the Babylonians believed surrounded the known world. Beyond this
ocean lie seven triangular regions, or nagu, which are described as distant, mysterious lands.
These are not real places but rather mythological realms, home to strange beasts and legendary
figures.

What  makes the Babylonian World  Map so significant  is  not  its  geographical  accuracy,  which is
minimal, but its philosophical importance. It shows a culture that understood the concept of a
bounded, ordered world, with their own city at the literal and metaphorical center of the universe.
The map is as much a political  and religious document as it  is  a geographical  one. It  is  a
statement of power, placing Babylon at the heart of creation, a concept that would be echoed in
countless later maps from other cultures. It perfectly demonstrates how ancient maps of the
world were often more about ideology than exploration.

The Roots of Cartographic Convention

The Imago Mundi also established conventions that would endure for centuries. The "T-O maps"
of the medieval European period are a direct descendant of this circular, world-encircled-by-
ocean concept. The map also demonstrated the use of labels and annotations to provide context,
a practice that all subsequent cartographers would adopt. Even today, we still grapple with the
problem of representing a sphere on a flat surface, a problem the Babylonians solved simply by
ignoring the curvature of the Earth. While their map is geographically primitive, it represents a
foundational step in the intellectual history of mapping. It is the first known attempt to create a
comprehensive, organized picture of the entire world, and for that reason, it holds a primary
place in the history of cartography.

The Greek Revolution: From Myth to Mathematics

Anaximander’s Pioneering Vision

It  was the ancient Greeks who transformed cartography from a schematic art  into a proto-
science. The first Greek to produce a world map was Anaximander of Miletus, in the 6th century
BCE. His map, now lost, is known only through the writings of later historians like Herodotus and
Strabo.  Anaximander  imagined  the  Earth  as  a  cylinder  or  a  short,  flat  disc  surrounded  by
Oceanus, the great river-ocean. His map was a radical departure from the mythological model
because it was based on reasoned speculation and a desire for symmetry.

Anaximander’s work was a philosophical act. He believed the universe was a kosmos, an ordered
system,  and  his  map  was  a  reflection  of  that  order.  He  placed  the  known  world,  centered  on
Greece and the Aegean Sea, at the top of the cylinder, with the continents of Europe, Asia, and
Libya (Africa) separated by the Mediterranean and Black Seas. This tripartite division of the world
into three continents would become standard in Western cartography for over two thousand
years.

Eratosthenes: The Father of Geography

The true giant  of  ancient  Greek cartography was Eratosthenes  of  Cyrene,  the librarian of
Alexandria. While he is famous for calculating the circumference of the Earth with remarkable
accuracy,  his  contributions to mapping were equally  profound.  In  his  work Geographica,  he
created  a  world  map  that  was  the  most  accurate  of  its  time.  Eratosthenes  introduced  a
systematic grid of latitude and longitude to his map, using lines running through major landmarks
like Rhodes and Alexandria. This was the first known use of a coordinate system in mapmaking.

His map of the known world, extending from the British Isles in the northwest to the mouth of the
Ganges River in the east and the Horn of Africa in the south, was a vast improvement over its

predecessors. Eratosthenes correctly depicted the Caspian Sea as an enclosed basin, a fact that
many later Roman cartographers would get wrong. He also used the concept of "climata," which
divided the world into latitudinal bands based on climate and day length. This scientific approach,
combining mathematics, astronomy, and geography, set a new standard for how ancient maps of
the  world  could  be  constructed.  Eratosthenes  proved  that  the  world  could  be  known  and
measured, and his work laid the foundation for all subsequent scientific cartography.

The Roman Pinnacle and the Ptolemaic Legacy

Ptolemy’s Geographia: A Masterwork of Synthesis

The  single  most  influential  work  of  ancient  cartography  is  undoubtedly  Claudius  Ptolemy’s
Geographia,  written  in  the  2nd  century  CE.  Ptolemy,  an  astronomer,  mathematician,  and
geographer working in Alexandria, created a comprehensive guide to mapping the entire known
world. The Geographia is not a single map but a text containing detailed instructions for creating
world maps, along with a massive table of coordinates for over 8,000 places across the Roman
world, from Britain to China. This book is a monumental achievement of data collection and
synthesis.

Ptolemy introduced two critical innovations. First, he thoroughly developed the concept of a grid
of latitude and longitude, using the Canary Islands as his prime meridian. Second, he explained
the mathematical principles of map projections, which are methods for representing the curved
surface  of  the  Earth  on  a  flat  page.  He described three  different  projections,  each with  its  own
strengths and weaknesses for preserving shapes, distances, or areas. His first projection, a simple
conical projection, and his second, a more complex pseudo-conical projection, were revolutionary
concepts.

The maps that were later based on Ptolemy’s instructions, created during the Renaissance, are
among the  most  famous  ancient  maps  of  the  world.  While  Ptolemy’s  map contained significant
errors, most notably his overestimation of the eastward extent of Asia and his connection of the
Indian Ocean with a "Terra Incognita" in the south, it  also contained remarkable truths.  He
correctly placed the Caspian Sea as an inland sea, and his depiction of the Mediterranean Sea
was far more accurate than any that had come before. The rediscovery of Geographia in Europe
around 1400 CE was a watershed moment, providing the foundational geographical knowledge
that would guide explorers like Columbus and Vespucci.

The Peutinger Table: The World as a Roman Road

Not all  Roman maps were large, philosophical  overviews like those of Ptolemy. The Tabula
Peutingeriana, or Peutinger Table, is a unique and fascinating example of a practical ancient
world map. It  is  a 13th-century copy of a 4th-century Roman road map. What makes it  so
distinctive is its extreme distortion of geography. The map is a long, narrow scroll, measuring
about 22 feet long but only one foot high. In this format, the world is compressed vertically while
being stretched horizontally.

The Peutinger Table is not concerned with accurate shapes or distances. Its purpose was purely
functional: to show the network of Roman roads, with distances between stations, major cities,
and key landmarks. The entire known world, from Britain to India, is depicted along the central
axis of the map, which is the Roman road system. The Mediterranean Sea is reduced to a thin
corridor in the middle of the scroll.  This map demonstrates a completely different philosophy of
cartography. It is a map for a traveler, a bureaucrat, or a military commander. It shows the world
not as a scientific object but as a network of connections, a space to be traversed and controlled.

Medieval Mappae Mundi: Faith, History, and Geography

The T-O Maps: A Theological Worldview

During  the  Middle  Ages  in  Europe,  the  legacy  of  Greek  and  Roman  scientific  cartography  was
largely lost or forgotten. The dominant form of world map became the Mappa Mundi, or "cloth of
the world." The most common type was the T-O map, a direct descendant of the Babylonian
model but infused with Christian theology. In a T-O map, the world is a perfect circle (the "O")
representing the Earth. Inside this circle, a "T" shape divides the landmass into three continents:
Asia (the top half), Europe (lower left), and Africa (lower right). The bar of the "T" represents the
Mediterranean Sea, and the stem represents the Nile River and the Don River.

These maps are notoriously inaccurate geographically, but their purpose was never to accurately
depict the world. They were moral and theological diagrams. Jerusalem was almost always placed
at the exact center of the map, just as it was the center of the Christian world. The Garden of
Eden was  often  shown at  the  top,  in  the  east,  near  Paradise.  These  maps  were  used for
education,  meditation,  and as  a  way to  understand biblical  history.  They depicted not  just
geography but the entire history of the world, from Creation to the Last Judgment. The world was
seen as a stage for the drama of salvation, and the T-O map was its diagram.

The Hereford Mappa Mundi: A Masterpiece of Medieval Knowledge

The most famous surviving example of a large medieval Mappa Mundi is the Hereford Mappa
Mundi,  created around 1300 CE. This remarkable artifact, made of a single sheet of vellum
(calfskin),  is  over  five  feet  tall  and  four  feet  wide.  It  is  a  breathtakingly  complex  document,
containing over 500 drawings of cities, animals, plants, mythical creatures, and biblical scenes. At
its center is Jerusalem, and above it, in the east, is a depiction of the Garden of Eden.

The Hereford map is not just a map but an encyclopedia of medieval knowledge. It includes the
Pharos of Alexandria, the labyrinth of Crete, and the Golden Fleece. It shows monstrous races like
the Blemmyes (people with no heads and faces on their chests) and the Sciopods (people with
one giant foot they used as an umbrella). It also features important biblical events, such as the
crossing  of  the  Red  Sea  and  the  life  of  Christ.  The  map  is  a  magnificent  synthesis  of  classical
geography, biblical history, medieval bestiaries, and contemporary travel accounts, all woven
together into a single, awe-inspiring image. It perfectly embodies the medieval worldview, where
faith and history were inseparable from geography.

The Age of Discovery: Ancient Maps Meet New Horizons

Portolan Charts: The Navigators’ Revolution

While the Mappae Mundi of the medieval period were focused on theology, another type of map
was being developed for a much more practical purpose


