










Fig. 2: Representation of Jiangnan Province on the MARKK scroll showing the mouth of the Yellow River in the north. 

On Chinese maps, place names were coded using specific 
coloured and uncoloured shapes to provide information about 
the size and type of local government and other important 
features.31 On the MARKK maps, different symbols drawn 

31 A ‘code‘ refers to any system of signs or symbols that conveys meaning. 
More precisely, a code is a system of replacing the words in a message with 
other words or symbols, so that nobody can understand it unless they know the 
system. For maps, the colour code defines the range of colours selected to con-
vey specific information about the places and features represented on the map 
(see Lange 2022, 121–122).The tradition of using different colours in map pro-
duction was established relatively early in East Asia. Three of the oldest existing 
Chinese maps that were drawn in different colours were found in a tomb from 
the second century BCE at Mawangdui in Hunan Province in the 1970s. These 

in red ink (made from cinnabar pigments) were used to mark 
the different status of places.32 They almost match those in the 
‘Kangxi atlas’ (Table 2).

maps were drawn on silk using vegetable colours. One of the charts is a military 
map (Zhujun tu 駐軍圖) where black lines represent the trends of mountain 
ranges, green/light brown lines stand for rivers, red dotted lines for roads, red 
triangles for castles, red lines for boundaries and black circles for villages. Black 
circles framed in red represent stationed troops and bases for ordnance and rear 
supplies (see Chang 1979, 12; Cao Wanru et al. 1990, 18 and Yee 1994, 41).
32  They are mainly based on the map legend introduced by the Ming car-
tographer Luo Hongxian 羅洪先 (1504–1564) in his Guang yutu 廣輿圖 
(‘Enlarged Terrestrial Atlas’) in the sixteenth century, the earliest known use 
of a map legend on a Chinese map (see Yee 1994, 51).
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Fig. 9: Detail from the maps of Guangdong Province in the MARKK scroll.

Fig. 10: Corresponding detail from the maps of Guangdong Province in the ‘Kangxi atlas’.

The maps’ composition and their content – the historical 
geography, the administrative division and administrative 
terms – suggest that they were made before 1723. Thus, they 
could possibly be one of the earliest hand-drawn drafts of 
the ‘Kangxi atlas’, which was woodblock-printed later.52 The 
administrative division into the three south-western border 
provinces of Yunnan, Sichuan and Guizhou on these maps 
and the renaming of a prefecture in that area is a strong 
indication that the MARKK maps were produced before 
1728. During the Yongzheng era, the territory of Sichuan 
was enlarged dramatically due to the expansion to Tibet, but 
several prefectures in the south-western part of the province 
were lost to Guizhou and Yunnan at the same time.53 In 
this context, autonomous local chieftains or tusi 土司 were 
gradually subjugated to establish full control over the area by 
Han or Manchu officials.54 The three prefectures of Wumeng 
烏蒙府, Zhenxiong 鎮雄府 and Dongchuan 東川府 were 

52 The Library of Congress keeps a set of fifteen maps of the key Chine-
se provinces entitled Huang yu quan lan fen sheng tu 皇輿全覽分省圖. 
They are exact hand-drawn coloured copies of the ‘Kangxi atlas’ woodblock 
prints. According to the library catalogue entry, they were made between 
1721 and 1722. See <http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g7821fm.gct00232>.
53 Dai 2009, 92 and 98.
54 Huang 2008, 3–4.

located in the south-western corner of Sichuan Province 
until the 1720s. In 1726, Dongchuan was transferred to 
Yunnan, followed by Wumeng and Zhenxiong shortly after. 
In the ninth year of Yongzheng’s reign (1731), Wumeng 
was renamed Zhaotong 昭通.55 In 1728, five counties and 
a subprefecture including Zunyi 遵義, Tongzi 桐梓 and 
Huairen 懷仁 in south-eastern Sichuan were transferred to 
Guizhou Province.56 

The MARKK maps clearly show the administrative 
division of Sichuan in the pre-Yongzheng era: the 
prefectures of Wumeng, Zhenxiong and Dongchuan are 
included in Sichuan’s south-western corner. All three places 
names are marked by red squares. In addition, Wumeng 
and Zhenxiong are represented as tu 土 (territories ruled by 
autonomous local chieftains). The counties of Zunyi, Tongzi 
and Huairen are shown on its south-eastern corner and are 
marked by red circles. Wumeng is still called ‘Wumeng’ on 
the MARKK map and in the ‘Yongzheng atlas’ (1728)57. The 
administrative changes had not been incorporated into the 

55 Zhou 2013, 563. Also see Shi 2005 (xia), 1882.
56 Dai 2009, 104–106.
57 See <https://qingmaps.org/maps/yongzheng-1728>.
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Fig. 11 : Wumeng 烏蒙土, Zhenxiong 鎮雄土 and Dongchuan 東川 on 

the MARKK maps, all places still located in Sichuan Province.

Fig. 12: Zunyi 遵義, Tongzi 桐梓 and Huairen 懷仁 on the MARKK maps, all 

places still located in Sichuan Province. 

Fig. 13: Wumeng shown as 烏蒙土 on the MARKK map of Sichuan. Fig. 14 (right): Wumeng renamed as Zhaotong 昭通 on a map of Yunnan in 

Zhang Zongjing’s atlas (1808).
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‘Yongzheng atlas’ yet, whereas they were implemented in 
later maps such as the Qianlong atlas (1770)58 and the atlas 
entitled Zhili gesheng yu di quan tu 直隸各省輿地全圖, 
made by Zhang Zongjing 張宗京 and published in 1808,59 
which includes the renaming of Wumeng in Zhaotong. The 
place was not marked as tu territory any longer in either case.

One indication that the maps could have been produced 
before 1723 is the use of specific taboo characters. In 
China, a naming taboo existed that prevented people from 
speaking or writing the personal names of dynasty founders 
and their successors. The most rigorous enforcement of this 
practice was during the Qing dynasty. As a consequence, the 
respective characters had to be avoided. There were different 
ways to avoid a taboo character, such as leaving it blank, 
leaving out the last stroke of the character or substituting 
an alternative character, usually a synonym or a character 
for a word that sounded similar to the one being avoided. 
The commonest method was to change the character. As 
time went by, the categories of people whose names were

  

Old name New name Date of name replacement

Zhen’an Subprefecture 真安州
now Guizhou Province

Zheng’an Prefecture 正安州 second year of Yongzheng’s reign (1724)

Zhending County 真定县 
formerly Zhili Province (now Hebei)

Zhengding Xian 正定县. first year of Yongzheng’s reign (1723)

Zhenyang County 真陽县
now Henan Province

Zhengyang Xian 正陽县 first year of Yongzheng’s reign (1723)

Zhenning 真寧县
now Gansu Province

Zhengning Xian 正寧县 before Qianlong’s reign (1735)64

58 See <https://qingmaps.org/maps/Qianlong-1770> .
59 See BNF Gallica <https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b53103898v/f52.
item>.

taboo increased and the scope of the imperial name taboo 
was enlarged by extending it to include names with a similar 
pronunciation. The name taboo also concerned geographical 
names including taboo characters.60 When Emperor 
Yongzheng 雍正 succeeded the throne in 1722, his given 
name, Yinzhen 胤禛, was tabooed. Not only the character 
zhen 禛 was tabooed, but other characters with a similar 
pronunciation were as well, such as 真.61 Geographical 
names that included zhen 真 were renamed and 真 was 
replaced by zheng 正 (Table 3). 

The ‘old names’ including the zhen 真 that was tabooed 
in 1723 were used for all four place names on the MARKK 
maps, so it is likely that the maps were made before this date.

Examinations of numerous maps of the respective places 
that were published after 1723 have shown that the zhen 真 
was replaced by zheng 正 on all those maps.62 The oldest 
maps showing the new place names, 正陽县, 正定县, 正
寧县 and 正安州, date from 1728 and can be found in the 
Yongzheng-era atlas printed from woodblocks in 1727/28.63

64

60 For a brief overview on these name taboos, see Wilkinson 2018, 290–293. 
A comprehensive study on the topic is in Adamek 2015.
61 Wang 2009, 397–398.
62 See Zhang Zongjing 1808, Li Zhaoluo 1832 and Cheng Zuqing 1857, 
for instance.
63 See QingMaps <https://qingmaps.org/maps/Yongzheng-1728>. Also see 
Cams 2017, 197–198.
64 See Zhou 2013, 116, 244, 385 and 599; Hua, Buell and Unschuld 2017, 
376–377; Shi 2005 (shang), 544–545; Chen 1958, 81–82.

Table 3: Overview of the places including the character zhen 真 in the Tianxia yu scroll, their new names and dates of replacement. 
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Although the use of specific taboo characters and the 
administrative division suggest a date of production before 
1723, it cannot be ruled out that the maps were made later. 
According to the Sinologist Piotr Adamek, who undertook 
extensive research on the naming taboo in China, the tabooing 
practice was enforced very strictly during the reigns of 
Emperor Yongzheng and Emperor Qianlong. The use of taboo 
characters in the Imperial Workshops was therefore very 
unlikely during this period, which lasted until the end of the 
eighteenth century. Since the naming taboo was not as strict in 
the nineteenth century, the maps may have been made then.65

65 Email correspondence on 5 February 2020; also see Adamek 2015.

4. Concluding discussion
The aim of this paper was to provide an initial description of 
the MARKK maps and discuss their classification among the 
‘Qing court atlases’ as well as their dating and origin. Currently, 
the date when the maps were produced is still a matter of 
discussion; no definitive statement can be made on this issue 
at the moment. Unfortunately, the scroll’s materiality does not 
give us any hints about its production date – neither an analysis 
of the colourants has brought this to light nor an examination 
of the textile materials used for the scroll’s production. The 
wear of the material – such as the faded silk brocade – only 
suggests that the scroll was used extensively over a long period. 
Since it probably originated in the Imperial Palace in Beijing 
and the maps are clearly connected to the ‘Qing court atlases’, 

Fig. 15: Zhen’an Subprefecture 真安州 on the MARKK map.

Fig. 17: Zhen’an Subprefecture 真安州 in the ‘Kangxi atlas’ – still including 

the zhen 真.

Fig. 16: Zhending County 真定县 on the MARKK map.

Fig. 18: In the 1728 ‘Yongzheng atlas’, Zhen’an was already written with 正.
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we can assume that they were also produced in the Imperial 
Workshops, probably by one of the court artists, who did not 
usually sign their works – indeed, as Jan Stuart has put it, 
‘anonymity was a fate that befell many of the court painters 
working quietly and loyally in the service of the ruler’.66 We can 
only speculate about the purpose the maps and scroll served. 
The maps are closely linked to the ones in the 1717 ‘Kangxi 
atlas’ and focus on specific key information. The person(s) 
who produced the scroll must have selected the 25 maps and 
the information shown on them for a specific reason. We do 
not know which maps the ‘original’ version of this set of maps 
contained and are therefore unable to say if any of the maps 
were dropped at some point. The maps in the scroll reflect the 
administrative divisions and terms of the time before 1723 and 
do not cover the whole Qing Empire. Thus, one might think 
they would become outdated at some point and no longer be 
suitable for administrative use.67 On the other hand, many 
maps that were copied and reprinted in China were reproduced 
accurately and hardly altered at all over a considerable period 
of time. Long after the production of the ‘Qing court atlases’, 
numerous maps were made in the ‘traditional’ Chinese style, 
namely using the Chinese grid system (or no grid system at all) 
instead of latitudes and meridians.68 This is particularly true of 
manuscript maps that were produced and circulated in China 
alongside printed maps until the early twentieth century. 

Woodblock printing was a difficult and costly undertaking. 
Pieces of wood intended for block carving were required to be 
a specific size and quality. Besides the price of the wood itself, 
various other cost factors had to be calculated as well: cutting, 
transport, carving, damage, wastage and the storage of the 
finished products. Printed editions of maps sometimes ended 
up as or were even specifically produced as sources for hand 
copies. They were sold to professional copyists, amongst other 
things.69 Unfortunately, the scroll’s title, Tianxia yutu 天下輿
圖 (‘Maps of [Everything] under the Heaven’), does not hint 
at its date of production either. The title clearly differs from the 
official title of the ‘Kangxi atlas’, Kangxi huang yu quan lan tu 
康熙皇輿全覽圖 (‘Maps for a Complete View of the August 
Empire of the Kangxi Era’). Did the person(s) who produced 

66 Stuart 2014, 15.
67 I doubt they were used outside the capital. They were possibly produced 
for a member of the imperial staff or the imperial family for reference or 
educational purposes within the Imperial Palace.
68 See the Tianxia zong yutu 天下總輿圖 for example, made c. 1890 and 
showing the administrative system of the Jiaqing period (1801–1820): Lib-
rary of Congress <http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g7821fm.gct00346>.
69 Ledyard 1994, 318 and 323.

the scroll want to distinguish the maps on it from the ‘Qing court 
atlases’, and in particular from the ‘Kangxi atlas’? Or did they 
wish to follow the cartographic tradition of the yu [di] tu 輿[地]
圖 maps and emphasise the tianxia concept? The title chosen 
only shows that the mapmaker was familiar with the naming 
concepts for maps of the Chinese Empire. As already indicated 
above, the MARKK maps could be contemporary with, or 
perhaps pre-date, the printed ‘Kangxi atlas’ itself because maps 
are included in the latter that are missing on the MARKK 
scroll and certain maps do not contain Chinese grid lines or 
differ considerably from the maps in the ‘Kangxi atlas’. In his 
comprehensive publication on the history of the ‘Kangxi atlas’, 
Walter Fuchs mentioned several manuscript drafts for the later 
woodblock that was printed and copperplate engraving atlases.70 
Could the MARKK maps possibly be a set of drafts for the 1717 
‘Kangxi atlas’ that were fixed to a scroll later? Unfortunately, 
the evidence currently available does not permit us to draw any 
firm conclusions about the date, purpose or use of the scroll and 
maps. Only further research will tell. 
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