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Philippe Forêt and Andreas Kaplony (eds.): The Journey of 
Maps and Images on the Silk Road (Leiden: Brill’s Inner Asian 
Library, 21, 2008), 248 pp. ISBN 9789004171657.

This edited volume, a product of a symposium on the subject 
held in Zurich in 2004, presents ten scholarly explorations of 
the transmission of visual knowledge and iconic vocabulary 
– particularly in the form of maps and images – along the so-
called Silk Road. The chronological framework for these 
explorations begins in the third century BCE and ends more 
or less in the fifteenth century CE, and the geographical span 
stretches from China to Spain. Clearly, this is a lot of ground 
to cover. The editors have envisioned an intriguing arrange-
ment, dividing the book into four parts that tap into different, 
even if occasionally overlapping, spheres: the Buddhist, the 
Mongol, the Islamic, and the Mediterranean. On the one 
hand, connections among all these spheres did exist, particu-
larly during certain periods under Mongol rule or via the 
famous Sogdian networks (the latter are not included in this 
volume). On the other hand, it seems that most of the time, 
these spheres remained ostensibly disjointed.      

 In the “Buddhist” sphere, Nicolas Zufferey discusses the coex-
istence of realistic and mythological expectations of the Western 
Regions during Han rule and explains how historical data did 
not change the mythology associated with these regions (“Traces 
of the Silk Road in Han-Dynasty Iconography: Questions and 
Hypotheses”); Natasha Heller analyzes different meanings cap-
tured in a representation of a map of Mount Wutai depicted in 
Dunhuang, a distance of 1,600 km from the pilgrimage destina-
tion itself (“Visualizing Pilgrimage and Mapping Experience: 
Mount Wutai on the Silk Road”); and Dorothy Wong surveys 
the development of the mapping of Buddhist cosmographies 
concurrently with the development of Buddhist thought over 
six centuries (“The Mapping of Sacred Space: Images of Bud-
dhist Cosmographies in Medieval China”). In the “Mongol” 
sphere, Jonathan Bloom suggests that the appearance of gridded 
maps and architectural plans in Timurid lands may have been a 
possible borrowing from China because of China’sincreased ties 
with Iran and Central Asia in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies (“Lost in Translation: Gridded Plans and Maps along the 
Silk Road”); Johannes Thommann, whose essay predates the 
Mongol era, surveys square horoscope diagrams (as opposed to 
previously used circular ones), primarily in the Middle East 
(“Square Horoscope Diagrams in Middle Eastern Astrology and 
Chinese Cosmological Diagrams: Were These Designs Trans-
mitted through the Silk Road?”), and Dickran Kouymjian 
describes East Asian motifs in art in the thirteenth-century 
Armenian kingdom of Silicia (“The Intrusion of East Asian 
Imagery in Thirteenth-Century Armenia: Political and Cultural 
Exchanges along the Silk Road”). Within the “Islamic” sphere, 
Andreas Kaplony offers new interpretations to a map of the 
world that accompanied the thirteenth-century copy of al-Kash-
ghari’s Compendium (“Comparing al-Kāshgharī’s Map to His 

Text: On the Visual Language, Purpose, and Transmission of 
Arabic-Islamic Maps”) and Yossef Rapoport examines the 
unique maps included in a medieval Islamic Book of Curiosities 
(“The Book of Curiosities: A Medieval Islamic View of the 
East”). Finally, the “Mediterranean” sphere features essays by 
Paul Kunitzsch, who briefly surveys the celestial maps and globes 
used by Arab astronomers (“Celestial Maps and Illustrations in 
Arabic-Islamic Astronomy”),and by Sonja Brentjes, who dem-
onstrates how fourteenth-century Catalan portolan charts based 
their iconography on visual models from Western Asia (“Revis-
iting Catalan Portolan Charts: Do They Contain Elements of 
Asian Provenance?”).    

 All of these contributions are captivating and merit atten-
tion and further treatment. It is also clear that the symposium, 
and perhaps also this volume, have already generated valued 
conversations among scholars from different disciplines and 
fields of interest, and in that respect, seem to have fulfilled the 
goals set by the editors. Taken as a whole, however, I am not 
sure that The Journey of Maps and Images is as coherent and 
consistent as its title suggests. For those of us still unconvinced 
by “Old World globalization,” this volume in fact increases the 
doubt rather than alleviating it. Although the editors seem to 
celebrate the alleged Silk Road’s significance also as an “intel-
lectual enterprise,” I, for one, remain skeptical. First, the mere 
usage of the term “Silk Road” is problematic, but most of the 
contributors (not all of them) readily embrace it (for example, 
the map accompanying the Diwan Lughat al-Turk manuscript 
is described by Kaplony as “One of the most famous Islamic 
maps of the Silk Road,” p. 137). 

 Furthermore, this project, perhaps inadvertently, does more 
to stress the disparities rather than the communalities of the 
“Silk Road.” In some cases, the alleged “Silk Road” knowledge 
transmission was not really there or is not discussed (see, for 
example, essays by Zufferey and Kunitzsch); in many other cases, 
the knowledge that passed along one avenue of the “road” was 
completely detached from and unrelated to the rest of the “road” 
(see Heller, Wong, Brentjes, etc.); in yet other instances, the sort 
of transmission that we would perhaps expect to see, is not there, 
such as the lack of a Central Asian route to China in maps ana-
lyzed by Rapoport (who also offers a convincing argument for 
its absence). The challenges of the volume as a whole should not, 
however, decrease from the value of the individual contribu-
tions, which remain, as mentioned, highly engaging. In addition, 
the book is accompanied by numerous illustrations (mostly in 
color), including a simplified map of the “Silk Road Network”; 
a fine rendering of part of the map of Mount Wutai in Dun-
huang, as well as a valuable appendix, prepared by Kaplony, of 
the geographical nomenclature in al-Kashghari’s Compendium. 
Overall, this is an interesting and effective collection of essays, 
although its central theme should be debated and questioned.  

Ron Sela

jiaaa_4.indd   182 25/10/10   11:18




