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Unraveling Political and Cultural Geography:
Historical Clues in a Tattered Map of the Yangtze River

Hsi-yuan Chen
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This article investigates when a damaged map of the Yangtze River was originally
created and explores its value as a historical source. The map is part of the Grand
Secretariat Archives at the Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica. While
it has been restored, digitized, and made accessible online, portions of the original are
lost to us. As a result, it has hitherto been impossible to use a title or cartographer’s
signature to ascertain its age, the circumstances of its creation, or exactly what it
originally contained. For this reason, the document long attracted little attention and
has not been used in the study of historical geography.

Employing a methodology grounded in institutional history, this study deduces the
unknown based on the known. It identifies each of the bureaucratic establishments
indicated on the map, including postal relay stations, fishery tax offices, military
inspectorates, military outposts (weisuo), and walled towns, and cross-references these
with other historical sources. The paper examines extant records regarding the
establishment, decommissioning, and relocation of these government establishments,
and on this basis attempts to determine the likely range of dates for the creation of the
map and to speculate about the purpose for which it was made.

Arguably every map possesses an “expiration date” of sorts. The period during
which a map was created and the history it represents are two faces of the same coin.
Therefore, once a temporal coordinate has been fixed for a map, it becomes possible to
deduce the document’s “expiration date” and thereby explore its history, tracing the
details of topographical change and cultural development that transect that time and
space.

In terms of its composition, this map of the Yangtze River is structured around
government construction projects, transport networks, and topographical features, a
fact that speaks to its potential value to research in the fields of institutional,

environmental, and cultural history. Assuming the dating proposed in this paper is
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accurate, the map may serve as an important basis for the further study of contemporary
hydrogeography, government institutions, and cultural landscapes of the region. It will
not only facilitate reevaluation of the controversial issue of the historical changes in the
course of the Han River, but may move back the date that Hankou was built, and even
bear witness to the natural vicissitudes of “Parrot Isle,” a cultural landmark containing

multiple layers of historical memory.

Keywords: Yangtze River map, government institutions, historical geopolitics,

environmental change, cultural landmarks
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