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CEYLON, IN MAPS. 
B Y 

R. L. BROTHER, F.E.G.S. 

The unknown and the mysterious always possess a very 
special fascination for the majority of mankind. Thus it comes 
about that the maps of former days appeal to a certain side of our 
nature in a manner that no modern maps with their beauty of 
colouring and accuracy of information can rival, 

Time was, when the poet Swift, in facetious reference to 
the maps of the " dark continent," wrote the following well-known 
Hues :—-

Geographers in Afric's maps 
Pu t savage beasts to fill up gaps : 
And o'er uninhabitable downs 
Placed elephants for want of Towns ! 

This happy expression very aptly sums up the delights popu­
larly claimed for old-time cartography. General ideas on the sub­
ject-have, however, since undergone some measure of change, and 
old maps do not at the present day attract attention merely on 
account of their strangeness and decorative qualities. There is 
definitely something to be gathered from the old-time maps besides 
the fascination of seeing a familiar country depicted in an unfami­
liar guise. There is also something more than that element of mys­
tery and romance introduced by the rich pictorial effect of finely 
drawn ships, and strange monsters emerging from the sea, or in­
habiting blank spots on land, which to some people is the charm 
offered by the maps of a by-gone period. 

Several old maps of Ceylon among the collections at the 
Museum, ab the Archives, and in tho office of the Surveyor General, 
confirm and even amplify the technique wittily presented by the 
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poet in the lines quoted earlier. I n the light of these limitations, 
the earlier maps cannot be said to afford any contribution to geo­
graphical ideas, and their special value has therefore to be assessed 
in diverse ways. Closer study discloae9 that the majority of them 
offer oopious notes describing the local history and topography, 
a feature on which modern map-makers do not appear to place a 
premium. 

Before the birth of history, the adventurous Ishmaelites or 
Arabs were the great commercial people of whose doings and dis­
coveries we have any account. I t may be conjectured that they -
and their more experienced seamen, who piloted the fleets of Solo­
mon centuries later in search of the luxuries of the Bast, were 
likely to have known this Island. 

These circumstances were perhaps favourable to the acquisi­
tion and diffusion of geographical knowledge, but geography being 
in its infanoy, the geographical facts concerning the Island could 
not have extended beyond a collection of romantic marvels. And 
so, Taprobane, which was the name by which Ceylon was known 
to the Greeks and Romans—probably from Topa-Bavana, " the 
land of Havana "—must have been to Europe nothing more than a 
name until the conquests of Alexander. 

Pliny the elder (23-79 A.D.) is the first European writer to.put 
aside the confused notices concerning this island we call Ceylon, 
which had been previously circulated. The principal features of 
his account are derived from the information that fell to his lot to 
collect from the Ambassadors sent by the King of Taprohane to 
Emperor Claudius (44 A.D). Sines this new information was 
derived from those who declared " t h a t which they had heard, 
which they had seen with their own eye, which they had looked 
upon, and which their hands had handled" , the geographical ' 
account of Ceylon by Pliny claims to have put aside fabulous 
tales. 

Nearly a century later, Ptolemy developed the ideas of all his 
predecessors to afford us the most remarkable map of Ceylon. 
Claudius Ptolemy, mathematician and geographer, was an Egyptian 
who busied himself with his researches at Alexandria between the 
years 127 and 151 A,D. He fixed his distances and constructed 
his maps on the reports carried to him by mariners and by means 
of She itineraries and journals of trading voyagers. I t is t rue that 
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he lived in one of the great commercial centres and would appear 
to have been assiduous in collecting material, But these were 
imperfect and meagre sources of information, as proved by the fact 
that he gave to this Island an area nearly fifteen times its actual 
size. 

Notwithstanding this defect, Ptolemy's representation of 
Ceylon is in the main remarkably accurate. His map proves that 
Ceylon of his time had been thoroughly circumnavigated, and that 
the men who gave him information of the Is land had certainly 
examined it fairly closely. Few of the place names marked by 
Ptolemy even distantly recall their modern counterparts, but 
some can still be recognised by the general reader even in their 
garbled shape, 

From the eight to the eleventh century, the Arabs, who had 
been familiar with Ceylon before it was known to Greek or Eoman, 
exercised'the same influence over the opulent commerce of Ceylon 
which was afterwards enjoyed by the Portuguese and Dutch. 

Authorities hold that the maps of the Arabian geographers 
were far behind their books. The one who dwells most largely on 
Ceylon is Edrisi.* He adopts the Arabian modification of Ptolemy's 
error, and carries Africa eastward and places it south of the shores 
of India. H e makes two islands out of Ceylon on his map. 
"Saranda" , he says, is 1,200 miles in circumference and "Sarandib" 
is 80 miles long and 80 broad. The common error that the Maha-
weli Ganga divided Ceylon into two can be traced back to the Greek 
geographers. 

I t was only after Vasco da Gama doubled the Cape that more 
accurate maps of Ceylon began to be made. Incident upon the 
great development of Portuguese navigation, the palm for supre­
macy in chart-making passed to tha t nation. The superb ornate-
ness of Portuguese craftsmanship is demonstrated by the maps of 
Fernao Yaz Dourado, who is said to have received his initial train­
ing in map-making at Goa. He , and a contemporary worker who 
was also born in India—Diogo Botelho Pereira, contributed the 
earliest special maps of Ceylon and China. 

In the sixteenth century, Cypriano Sanchez, a Spaniard, gave 
the Island the shape of an almost rectilinear pentagon. Thi3 map 

* Or Idrisi. He appears to have made a map of the World on a silver 
plate for his patron, King Roger of Sicily. 

a 
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indicates the more prominent coast towns, the best known stages 
of the routes from Colombo to Kandy, states that Yala hai been 
abandoned some three hundred years earlier for insalubrity, locates 
"bants from which elephants drink" in the neighbourhood of 
Giant's Tank, and marks the greater part of the rest of tha island 
as " abandoned country ", " impenetrable forest ", or more impres­
sively conveys this information pictorially. 

A note on the map conveys the information that this represen­
tation of the Island of Ceylon was given by the distinguished Peter 
Plancius to Gerhard Kremer, more famous under his latinised name 
of Geradus Mercator, for insertion in his atlas. The special value 
of this map rests on a lengthy series of geographical and topo­
graphical notes of a contemporaneous age, in Latin text, on the 
back of it. 

" Zeilan■", the topographist records, " pre-eminent among the 
islands, lies not far from the promontary of Comorin, its circumfer­
ence is 240 leagues or as others say 800 or 900 miles ". The climate 
and fertility of the soil are rapturously expressed in the following 
lines :—" The mildness of the climate is remarkable and its tempe-
rateness beyond belief, for neither the summer nor the winter is 
inclement.' The fertile land is for ever in bloom. Divers kind of 
flowers are culled, so much ", the writer goes on to say, " that one 
may sing with the Bard ; 

Bright Spring is here; Earth here pours forth the flowers 
Of varying hue around the flowing streams ". 

One of the fabulous stories, which was circulated by the Arabs 
in order to conceal from rival traders the source of the cinnamon 
supply, is corrected in these notes. " Cinnamon, which Herodotus 
has related is found in the nests of birds, especially of Phoenix, 
grows in great abundance and pre-eminent quality ". 

A later map with the title " Insula Zeilan Olim Taprobana 
nuno inelos Tenarisim." makes a distinct advance on the shape 
given to the Island in the earlier maps. It appears to be a Dutch 
edition of the map of Sanchez, the Spanish cartographer, and 
practioally retains the original letter-press. The only clue to the 
date of this map is the descriptive note assigning a position to Jan 
Thyssen's Battery erected soon after the capture of the Portuguese 
Fort of Batticaloa in 1638. Another map of French origin and 
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similar in most respects to the map last mentioned was produced 
about the same time by Sieur Sanson, Geographer Boyal. It 
oarries the title " Oeylon and the Maldives—The Island of Ceylon 
which is the Taprobane of the Ancients ". 

The nest map in chronological sequence is by Nicholas 
Visscher, who came of a family of art dealers and engravers, 
and the largest map-producers in Amsterdam. He was himself an 
artiat of considerable merit, and had executed pictures of various 
towns in Holland before he devoted his talent to cartography. 

~* An interesting feature in Visscher's map is the number of 
fresh-water springs marked along the coast. Flags indicate the 
various Eorts and outposts established by the Dutch Company, 
while minute sketches of buildings, trees and hills, give a graphic 
picture of the physical appearance of the ground. 

Yery strangely, on the coast between the Walawe River and 
Batticaloa, the topographical notes become specially copious; in 
sequences these notes read as follows :—" Ikrindi Oya, Pattenegala 
—a great rock which is named the Elephant by sailors and where 
there is always fresh water, Boilapatte—the beginning of the Batti­
caloa District, here there is a close watch post with moat; Buffalo 
Stables belonging to the Temple Tricol (Tirrukkovil), Pan'nichiofcam 
—-from here to Batticaloa the country is inhabited and is planted 
with coconut trees ". 

The author's, knowledge of the Kandyan territory appears to 
have been very meagre. I t would be reasonable to assume that the 
map was issued before 1681, as none of the chronological informa­
tion afforded by Eobert Knox in his "Historical Eolation of 
Ceylon" has been incorporated. 

"Ceylon once called by its inhabitants Taprobane, the greatest 
and likewise the richest Island in the Indian Ocean, most accurate­
ly engraved on copper and reproduced under the direction and at 
the charge of Tobias Conrad Lotte, Imperial Engraver, and Geo­
grapher", is the title of a map which appears to bear a German 
bias. It is closely founded on Visscher's production. Topographi­
cal nodes in German text are contained within, an ornamental bor­
der at the left top corner of the map, of which a translation has 
recently been made by the Bev. P . Lumen Janss. Among other 
items outlining the topography and history of the Island, the old 
tale is recorded that " the inhabitants believe that the terrestrial 
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paradise was situated here, and contend that it must be so, because 
they have here the high mountain Adam's Peak, where presumably 
Adam lies bur ied" . A reasonable date for the map may be con­
structed from the note that " the Hollanders have here built 
several Forts , and, as is well known, are carrying on a trade of 
great profit to themselves, with the whole island at their disposal ' ' , 

The next map which calls for notice is a production of.Guil-
laume De Lisle, one of the earliest Frenchmen to advance carto­
graphy to the state of an exact science.* I t has been disclosed that 
in his researches he was aided by the Surveys of eastern countries 
carried out by the Jesui ts . In this map Ceylon is divided into six 
provinces described as " the Kingdom of Jafanapafcan", " the coun­
try of the Vannias inhabited by the Malabars" , " t h e oountry of 
the Veddhas " which he places north-east of Anuradhapura to 
include Padawiya, " Battioaloa or Mafcioaloa ", " t h e Kingdom of 
K a n d y " , a n d " the cinnamon country, formerly called the King­
dom of Oota" . The boundaries of these divisions are coloured 
The coastline between .Manna r and the Jaffna lagoon has been 
incorrectly delineated, giving to the Island a greatly elongated 
" n e c k " , and Tanawara wHh its«Temple has not been identified 
with Dondra but is indicated several miles further east with Matara 
in between, 

Portuguese, English and Dutch influences are discernible in 
the compilation. The place names quoted by Knox in his Histori­
cal Relation are traoeable in Horsepot for the modern Haris Pafc-
tuwa, Ponoipot for Palis Pa t tuwa etc. Bander-coos-watt or 
Bandara Kos Wat ta , where Knox spent many years of his capti­
vity is shown near Nicavarr or Nikaweratiya. The ruins of Cote 
aud the palace of the King are also given prominence and the Salt­
pans are marked along the coast. This map is dated 17^2. 

A new map of the Island of Caylon published at Amsterdam 
by Isaak Tirion about the year 1754 bears a marked resemblance 
to Da Lisle's map. The same distortion of the northern peninsula 
or " neck " of Ceylon has been reproduced. The boundaries of the 
Cinnamon Districts, however, have been indicated after the fashion 
set by Vissoher towards the close of- the preceding century. The 
central, province described aB " Kanda Uda " is packed with 
nomenclature presumably derived from Knox, while the name of 

* His map of The World (1700) is accepted as the most accurate map 
of that date. 
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the capital is spelt in the modern manner " Kandy " for the first 
time. 

I t has been disclosed by our observations that the cartography 
of Ceylon has followed the general principle of amendments and 
improvements on earlier at tempts at mapping. Summing up, it 
may be said with general t ruth that since the contribution made by 
Ktolemy, the maps of Ceylon had more analogy to caricatures from 
a cartographical point of view, as we know'it, than to anything pro­
perly geographical. 

Emerging from this period of stagnation in scientific carto­
graphy, we now come to some Dutch productions. The seventeenth 
century was really the age of Dutch cartographers and their craft-
manahip bears testimony to their enterprise in the heyday of their 
oolonial expansion. While being valuable from both a geographical 
and a historical stand-point, the Dutch maps of Ceylon are remark­
able for their minuteness of detail and the accurate knowledge they 
display, not only of the coastal and maritime aones, but also of the 
more remote interior. 

Early attentiou seems to have been given to hydrographic 
cartography in order to secure plans which would help navigation 
and safe anchorage. 

In this elass, we have a very interesting set of maps showing 
every likely anchorage on the eastern and southern coast, from 
Trincomalee to Galle, They have all been done by one surveyor, 
Johannes van Keulen, about the year 1670. They all bear title 
and explanatory notes in Datch . By way of an example, the 
following is the English rendering of the notes on one of them :— 

'' Venloos Bay. In the river there are reaches of nasty sunken rock 
alternating with good anchorage ground, then again, rocky 
beds followed by sandy bottom—is about a musket shot in 
width. 

In the vacht Buyks loot 
this 27th day of May, in the year 1671". 

One of the maps of the series referred to, shows the coastline 
and water-ways from Batticaloa to Kalmunai . I t proves to us 
what an useful purpose old.maps serve in helping to identify place 
names or link up history. 

Off Kalmunai there is a large village called Samanturai , 
derived from £ha Malay sampan, a boat, and turai, a ferry or 


