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‘Companions in Geography’: The Sino-European Effort to 
Measure China, c.1685–1735 

 
In the early months of 1718 a group of Qing officials and European missionaries 
presented an atlas to the Kangxi emperor (reigned 1661–1722) at the imperial 
palace in Beijing. It covered not only the Chinese provinces, but also Manchuria, 
Mongolia, parts of Siberia, Tibet, and Korea.1 This atlas, known in Chinese as 
Huangyu quanlan tu皇輿全覽圖 or ‘Overview Maps of the Imperial 
Territories’, constituted a milestone in the history of cartography because it was 
the largest mapping endeavour based on exact measurements that the world had 
ever seen.2 Yet, surprisingly little is known about the production context of these 
maps, so that key questions about the unprecedented cross-cultural exchange of 
cartographical material stimulated by the mapping project have remained 
unanswered. 
 
 The cartographical collaboration between Europe and the Qing Empire 
resulted from a convergence of interests of several key actors.3 First, the French 
Académie royale des sciences, supported by the French crown, was looking for 
ways to expand its knowledge of the world as part of its larger goal of advancing 
the sciences. Second, the Jesuit order had come to realize that missionaries who 
were trained in the sciences could contribute greatly to its religious mission in 
China. The Jesuits hoped that a deeper involvement in science would lead to 
court protection for their missionary work, because the Kangxi emperor had 
signalled that he wished to employ more experts in mathematics and astronomy. 
And third, the emperor himself actively pursued techniques of empire building 
in which geography played an important role, evidenced by his interrogations of 
foreign embassies on strategic geographical information, and by his personal 
interest in the art of surveying. As a result, the French Jesuit missionaries who 
had been trained by the Académie and were subsequently sent to China in 1685 
worked hard to advance both the scientific and the religious aspects of their 
mission, thereby forming an extended cross-cultural network that allowed for 
the circulation of scientific knowledge in relation to cartography, mainly in the 
form of maps, instruments and surveying techniques. 
 
 The imperially commissioned geographical surveys that resulted from this 
convergence of interests were finally initiated in 1708. They took nearly a 
decade to complete and involved large teams of surveyors who travelled across 
the country, drawing regional maps on the basis of astronomical observations 



combined with triangulation. The surveys started slowly in Manchuria and 
Mongolia, the far northern and northwestern areas beyond the Great Wall that 
had been incorporated into the empire by the Manchus. But efforts accelerated 
once they moved into the Chinese provinces, where several teams of surveyors 
were able to operate simultaneously. 
 

A study of the so-called ‘secret palace memorials’, a system used by the 
emperor to communicate directly with his most senior officials by 
circumventing traditional bureaucracy, has shed new light on how the surveys 
were planned and executed.4 Clearly, the emperor was personally engaged as the 
patron of the project. This is seen through his involvement in planning and 
organizing the surveys, as well as by his concerns about the whereabouts and 
conduct of the mapmakers, both of which are apparent from the content of the 
memorials. Additionally, the composition of the teams of surveyors is testimony 
to the high level of involvement of the Qing state; each consisted of 
representatives of the inner palace, the central administration, the Directorate of 
Astronomy and the Imperial Guard, together with two or three European 
missionaries, most of them French Jesuits. Finally, the memorials show that in 
the Chinese provinces, the teams were able to rely on provincial and local 
authorities for access to information from locally composed gazetteers. 
Wherever possible this information was verified by using European surveying 
techniques.5 
 
 Thus, the palace memorials show the mapping of China to have been as 
much a project of the Qing state and its emperor as of the European missionaries. 
The involvement of the missionaries has long been considered essential, as 
indeed it was, but these memorials, with their information on the composition of 
the teams of mapmakers, confirm that the input of Manchu and Chinese officials 
was similarly indispensable for the successful completion of the surveys.  
 

Once the surveys were finished, at least three different versions of the atlas 
were produced at the court in Beijing, but none of these was ever published in 
China before the 20th century.6 The ‘cartographic’ network that had formed 
between Europe and the Qing Empire now shifted its focus toward the 
transmission of the maps to Europe and the gathering of cartographic data for 
areas that fell beyond the scope of the surveys. This led to a relatively intense 
period of exchange in the two decades or so after 1718 by an extended network 
of intellectuals and officials who mainly operated from Beijing, Paris and St 
Petersburg. A large corpus of maps, travelogues and geographical descriptions 
by Europeans, Chinese and Manchu officials was transmitted in every direction 
through this network, dominated by, but certainly not limited to, maps and data 
resulting from the surveys.  
 



 On the European side much of the material eventually became concentrated 
in Paris, where it was first put aside, then organized, edited and finally published 
in 1735, when a four-volume work on China appeared that included 41 maps 
executed by French cartographer Jean-Baptiste Bourguignon d’Anville.7 This 
was both the culmination and the virtual end of an intense cross-cultural 
exchange of cartographic knowledge—one that ultimately changed the way the 
world was perceived at both ends of the Eurasian continent. 
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