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THE OLDEST MAP OF JAPAN 
DRAWN BY A TURK 

MAHMUD OF KASHGAR

S E V İM  T E K E L İ  *

T H E  F IR S T  M A PS D R A W N  B Y  T H E  J A P A N E S E

It is said that the first maps o f Japan vvere dravvn in 646 A . D. 
by Nihongi and Gyogi Bosatsu who imm igrated to Japan from K orea 
in the 8th century. The first Japanese map, vvhich survived until 
the 20th century, and vvhich is stili referred to frequently is the one 
vvhich vvas found in the Tem ple o f Ninna near K yoto, and vvhich 
vvas dated 1303.1

The Japanese came to knovv the Europeans in the ı6th century 
and vvere influenced by the techniques the Europeans used in map 
dravving, an influence that vvas clearly seen in the cloth maps o f the 
i7th  century. Finally in 1779, Sekisui drevv the first general map of 

Japan using meridians as vvell as scale .2

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T  O F  J A P A N  IN  M A P S D R A W N  
B Y  E U R O P E A N S

The Western vvorld acquired the first batch o f Information 
about Japan through the vvritings o f M arco Polo (1254-1322) vvho, 
during his trips to the Far East, had mentioned Burma, Laos, Siam, 
Java, Sumatra, Ceylon, and Japan in d etail.3

M artin Behaim is the first geographer vvho gave Japan its due 
place in the vvorld globe he prepared, thus acknovvledging Japan in 
the Western vvold. The C ity Council asked M artin Behaim, vvho vvas 
born in N urnberg and vvho had returned home after living for a long 
time in Portugal and Azores, to make a globe. This vvas the last
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1 R. V . Tooley, M aps and M ap Makers, London 1952, 2d ed., p. 107.
2 Tooley, p. 107.
3 L.A. Brovvn, The Story o f  M aps, Canada 1953, 5th ed., p. 106.
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globe before the discovery o f Am erica that vvas made according to the 
theories o f Ptolemy (150 A. D .) .4 Some nevv inventions vvere acknovvl- 
edged and errors corrected on this globe, the Far East vvas incor- 
rectly dravvn and Japan placed in Eastern Asi a as M arco Polo had 
described in his memoirs.

A  century later, in 1543, some Portuguese ships seeking refuge 
from the storm, found shelter along the Japanese coast and vvere vvel- 
comed vvarmly by the natives. D uring their stay, they became so 
friendly vvith the natives that they even allovved the Japanese to model 
their nevv guns after the ones the natives had seen and adm ired 
aboard. After a vvhile, Frances X avier, along vvith tvvo Jesuit priests 
came to Japan to establish a comm ercial company. 5

Despite the fact that Am erica vvas discovered and Europeans 
vvere already travelling to Japan and back, in the map of Eastern 
India Ortelius drevv in 1570, Japan vvas shovvn as a round kite vvith 
a long ta il.6 Ortelius apparently vvas not very satisfied vvith this be- 
cause later in the same year, he drevv another map o f Asia and had 
it printed in the same alm anac as before, but this time he had dravvn 
Japan in a different vvay. In the later years, M ercator, in his map o f 
Asia copied the shape o f Japan from O rteliu s.7 M any incorrect maps 
came after these tvvo. Hovvever, in the 17Ü1 century, Guillaum e, 
vvho took an active interest in m ap-m aking savv that even the most 
so-called “ reliable”  maps vvere full o f errors and pointed out the 
need to base map m aking on scientific facts and observations. He 
also emphasized the need to find  ansvvers to such questions as to 
vvhether Japan vvas an island or not. W hat sort o f a city vvas Mos- 
covv? Was it as cold as it vvas rumored to be? D id the M editerra- 
nean extend from the East to the W est as Ptolem y said it did? These 
and a thousand questions similar to these did not have any definite 
ansvvers in the eyes o f the 17Ü1 century geographers. 8 Finally in 
1759, Sieur R obert succeeded in dravving the very first correct map 
o f Japan.

4 Tooley, p. 25.

6 Tooley, p. 25.

8 Tooley, p. 108.

7 Tooley, p. 108.

8 Brovvn, p. 442.
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T H E  W O R L D  M A P  O F  M A H M U D  O F  K A S H G A R  IN  
T H E  E L E V E N T H  C E N T U R Y

Let us go back to the eleventh century and M ahm ud’s book, 
D ivân Lugât al-Turk. In this book, M ahm ud stated that the regions 
o f ali the Turkish tribes from Europe to China vvere included in full 
detail vvithin a circular map, vvhich, as he himself pointed out, vvas 
dravvn in order to indicate the regions the Turks inhabited .9 Around 
this circular map the East, West, North and South vvere shovvn 
as vvell as some seas and rivers. The places indicated in the West 
ranged as far as itil vvhere the Kipcaks and the Franks lived. In 
the southvvest Ethiopia, in the south India, in the east China and 
Japan vvere indicated and in the çenter Turkish çiti es such as Yarkent, 
K ashgar, Barsgan, Balasagun, Yifruc, Ikiokuz, Asbuali, Kum ri, 
Talaş vvere present.

T he vvestern, northern and Southern parts o f Asia vvere left 
undravvn but despite the fact that the map vvas full o f errors, the data 
about the eastern regions vvere correct. M ahm ud shovved the Great 
W all o f China on his map and mentioned that this vvall and lıigh 
mountains acted as natural obstacles preventing him from learning 
the Chinese language. He also stated that Japan shared the same 
fate, being an island in the eastern part o f A s ia .10

As it vvas mentioned previously, the first Japanese map vvas 
dravvn in the i4th century and it vvas included for the first time in a 
vvorld atlas in the i5th  century. Hovvever, vvhen the information 
given above is taken into consideration, one can say that the very 
first map o f Japan, although it had m any errors and vvas just a crude 
dravving, vvas dravvn by M ahm ud o f Kashgar in the eleventh cen
tury.

W H O  IS M A H M U D  O F  K A S H G A R ?

M ahm ud vvas born in Kashgar and belonged to a noble family 
vvho vvere called the Hamirs, a name vvhich vvas the counterpart o f 
Am ir among the O ğuz tribes. W e learn that he is o f the fam ily of 
K arahan through his ovvn vvritings. His father Husein had imm igrated 
from Barsgan to K ashgar vvhere M ahm ud vvas born. The definite

9 B. Atalay, Divânü Lugat-it-Türk Tercümesi, Ankara 1940, vol. 1., p. 30.
10 Atalay, p. 30.
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dates o f his birth and death are not knovvn. I f  we consider the fact 
that he had completed his famous book in 1071 and that he was 
quite old by then, one could say that he must have lived in the ele
venth cen tu ry.11

H e had a very good education, observing the Islamic scienti- 
fic  studies and learning fluent A rabic and Persian. He also travelled 
extensively in the Turkish regions, learning ali the dialects o f his 
native tongue, Turkish, and at the same time observing their traditions 
very closely. He mentioned in his book that he had travelled ali 
along Sirderya. M ahm ud had the reputation o f knovving Turkish 
history, geography, and folklore very w e ll.12

As he pointed out in his book, like m any other natives o f K ash
gar, his fam illy also im m igrated to Iraq from K ashgar in the retinue 
o f Terken H atun, the wife o f M alik Shah (1072-1092), during this 
period. Iraq, by then vvas one o f the most important cultural cen- 
ters o f the Islamic W orld and for this reason it vvas quite usual for 
people involved in scientific research to come to Iraq. A nd be- 
sides, around this time Baghdad came under the Turkish influence 
and it vvas the Turks vvho kept the Caliphs in povver.

D İV Â N  l u g â t  a l -t u r k

M ahm ud started to vvrite his famous book on 25 January 1072 
and finished it in February 1074. A lthough he vvrote it during the 
rule o f the Caliph A l-K aim , he dedicated it to Caliph M uktedî Billâh 
(1075-1094).

This book vvas vvritten in order to teach the Arabs Turkish and 
to prove that the Turkish language vvas as important as Arabic. He 
states the reasons vvhy Turkish must be learned in the follovving 
speech:

“ I svvear upon my honour that I heard tvvo trustvvorthy religious 
leaders, one from Bokhara and the other from Nishabur talking about 
the speeches o f our Prophet vvho had decreed that everyone had 
to learn Turkish for the Turks vvere going to be in povver for a long 
time to come vvhen he m ade the prophecy about doomsday, present 
day conflicts and the appearance o f the O ğuz Turks. I f  this conjec-

11 Atalay, p. X II.
12 Atalay, vol. 1, p. 4.
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ture vvas true, then they must learn Turkish. But if  it vvas not true, 
then common sense commands so. G od allovved the sun o f pros- 
perity to rise över Turkish tovvers and let fortune keep vvatch över their 
properties. He gave them the name Turk, made them governors 
and rulers o f the vvorld. He gave the Turkish nation the reins o f ali the 
other nations o f the vvorld thus placing them above everyone. Those 
vvho sided vvith the Turks vvere considered blessed, vvere protect- 
ed from evil and had ali their vvishes fulfilled again because o f their 
connection vvith the Turks. The most logical vvay in order to com- 
municate vvith them, to side vvith them and to vvin their friendship 
and to be protected from being their target, is to learn their langu- 
age” . 13

Under the title o f Turks, he gives the follovving information. 
“ We said that the name Turk vvas given by God, because it vvas nar- 
rated to us by Halefoğlu Sheikh Hussein of K ashgar vvho heard it 
from Ibn al-Gurkî referring to a book on present times vvritten by 
Sheikh A bû Bakr al-M ufîd al-Curcânî. The vvriter in this book refers 
to conjectures o f our m ighty Prophet. The tlıird conjecture goes like 
this: The Lord Alm ighyt says, T  have an arm y that I cali as Turks.
I have settled them in the East and vvhen a nation dravvs my vvrath 
on its head, I send the Turks to mete out the punishment they deserve’ . 
This, then, vvas a sign o f supremacy o f the Turks över other nations 
since God took it on H im self to give them a name. He settled them in 
the highest region that had very fresh and clean air and called them 
‘M y arm y’ . The Turks also have a lot o f virtues such as beauty, 
decorum, hospitality, respect for their elders, keeping their vvords 
o f honor, modesty, bravery and honesty” . 14 As seen in this speech, 
M ahm ud of K ashgar vvas a scientist vvho believed firm ly in vvhat he 
set out to do, and admirer o f Turks and a patriot.

Today, vve have the one and only issue o f the Divân, copied 
in August 1266 by M uham m ad ibn A b î Bakr ibn A bî al-Fath al- 
Sâvî vvho vvas originally from Sâva, a village in Persia, and vvho 
settled in Damascus later. Sâvî vvrites that he copied this from M ah- 
m ud’s original script. Since the copier did not knovv Turkish vvell 
and could not master A rabic, this edition is full o f mistakes.

13 Atalay, vol. 1., p. 3-4.
14 Atalay, vol. 1., p. 351-352.
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T h e Divân vvas used quite frequently by m any scientists in later 
years. Badr al-Dîn M ahm ud, knovvn as A yn î, o f Antap, in his book 
Ikd al-Cumân f î  Tarîh âhl al-Zamân and H acî H alîfa in his K asf al- 
Zunûn mentioned the Divân. Hovvever, it vvas ignored and almost 
forgotten for years until A li Am iri (1857-1923) got hold o f S âvî’s 
copy and vvith the intercedence o f the Grand Vizier, T a l ’at Pasha 
(1874-1921), the Divân vvas printed by R ifat Bilge (1873-1953)15 and, 
soon after, drevv the attention o f almost ali Turcologists in the vvorld.

T h e first Turkish translation vvas made by R ifat Bilge, follovved 
by those o f A tif  Bey o f K o n ya; Besim A talay and several Turkish 
scholars interpreted i t . 16

The Divân attracted the interest o f the VVestarn W orld. Broc- 
kelm ann’s research on M ahm ud o f Kashgar and later English trans
lation o f  the Divân by D ankoff as vvell as the articles o f James K elly  
vvere included among recent studies on this subject.17

This book vvas vvritten in order to teach the Arabs Turkish and to 
prove that it vvas as im portant and equally developed language as 
A rabic. T h e text is Turkish, the explanations A rabic; it vvas prepared 
according to the rules o f A rabic and consisted o f eight sections. The 
vvords in each chapter are arranged according to the A rabic alphabet. 
The vvriter also said that only eighteen letters vvere used in the Turkish 
alphabet. W hile there vvere seven letters vvhich vvere used in speaking 
but not vvriting, the letter o f pause should have been added to the 
alphabet.

T h e vvriter used East H akaniye and O ğuz dialects in the Divân 
and added Turkish sentences, proverbs, and popular verses so that 
the meanings o f the vvords vvould be understood better; although the 
Divân vvas a dictionary, it also provided information about Turkish 
gram m er rules.

M ahm ud also emphasized that those vvho did not mingle vvith 
the Persians, vvho did not travel to foreign countries and knevv only one 
language spoke it correctly; and that those vvho travelled to big cities 
and spoke tvvo languages had faulty speeches. He also stated that the

15 Kashgarlı Mahmud, Divânü Lügat it-Türk, translated in to Türkish by Rıfat 

Bilge, İstanbul 1917, 3 vols.
1# B. Atalay, Divânü Lugat-it-Türk Tercümesi, İstanbul 1940-1943, 4 vols.
17 R. Dankoff and J. Kelly, Kaşgarlı Mahmud, Türk Şiveleri Lügati, English 

transl, Harvard 1982.
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Chinese and U pper Chinese spoke Turkish quite w ell although they 
had a different language. The same vvas true for the people o f T i
bet and H otan vvho had different languages and scripts. T h e U ygurs 
spoke Turkish and used the Turkish alphabet, but they also had 
different dialects like Com ul, H ay, Yakubi, Tatar, and Basmil. 
T he tribes o f K irgiz, K ipcak, O ğuz, Yağm a, Cigil, U ğrak, Caruk 
spoke pure Turkish. Tribes like Pecenek, Suvar, and Bulgarians 
in Europe shortened the last syllables o f vvords. M ahm ud concluded 
that the best Turkish vvas spoken by O ğuz and Y ağm a tribes.

As he him self pointed out, no one had produced such a study 
before him. There is no similar vvork previous to the Divân that put 
the Turkish language into vvriting. W e learn through this book that 
the classical and literary dialects o f the Turkish language vvere form- 
ed in the eleventh century.

W e can only say as a conclusion that Divân Lugât al-Turk is indeed 
a milestone and a very valuable source o f reference for the history o f 
Turcology.
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