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I. Objective of the research 

 

 The objective of the following doctoral dissertation is to introduce the South China Sea 

sailing routes of the early Ming Dynasty and the preceding era based on the analysis of the Zheng 

He Hanghaitu 郑和航海图 map. In the thesis I set the geographical points given on the map and 

the assigned sailing routes in the South China Sea region against the archaeological findings of 

the area, specifically the shipwrecks. A sailing matrix of the era can be drawn through the 

analysis of the concurrences and deviations. The routes that were already in use by this time are 

thus clearly seen and it becomes evident that the journeys of Zheng He were by no means 

exploring expeditions, but simply followed the known routes. In my dissertation I attempt to 

answer the question of why can shipwrecks be found beyond the signalled routes, based on 

philology, archaeology, cartography and astronomy. As a result, a trading network of the early 

Ming Dynasty is created which, through a thorough critical analysis, can be projected to earlier 

ages as well. 

 

II. Methodology of the research 

 

 The primary source of my work is the Zheng He Hanghaitu map mentioned in the title of 

the dissertation. By taking into consideration the analyses of the chart, secondary sources and 

accounts from the routes dating back to the period, I have prepared a list containing the locations 

on the map. Further guidance for the historical analysis of the locations on the list was gained 

from the resources mentioned above and from the 1988 edition of Xinbian Zheng He Hanghaitu 

Ji 新编郑和航海图集 by Zhu Jinqiu 朱鉴秋 and Li Wanquan 李万权, probably the most 

important work for contemporary dissection. Based on the different sources I prepared a 

scrutinized list of places, which was then contrasted against shipwreck artefacts found in the 

region that were studied at least to some extent, considered relevant by age and nationality. By 

comparing the locations of the assumed tragedies with the map and the marked sailing routes, the 

presumed routes of the era are clearly outlined. These correspond partially to those thus far 

published in different analyses and yet show a certain digression. 
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III. Results of the dissertation 

 

The comparison of the map and the findings resulted in several conclusions: 

 

 1. Many sunken ships can be found at the departure point marked on the map. This is due 

to the fact that the once existing shipyard, several harbours which were paramount for sailing 

along the shore and the direct linkage to the Grand Canal connecting north and south were 

located here.  

 2. The three ships that sank can near Fujian 福建 Province, dating back to the Song and 

Yuan Dynasties, were probably intended to ship local Chinese ceramics (porcelain). 

 3. Not only merchant ships, but naval vessels were also discovered in Guangdong 广东 

and the surrounding area. 

 4. The small amount of ship relics and the rise in the amount of artefacts discovered at the 

Paracel Islands can be explained by the fact that this was not simple maritime sailing, but 

traversing rocky regions. If we inspect the route on the map and the locations of the sunken ships 

we find that they do not correspond. The unfortunate vessels presumably followed a route to the 

Philippines through the small islets. 

 5. Another problem with the boats that sank near the Philippines is that the nautical chart 

drawn by Zheng He does not include these regions. Hence, only the secondary sources and 

wrecks found here give us an idea as to where the possible sailing passages were. The first 

Chinese source regarding the Lena Reef is the Zhufan Zhi 诸蕃志 by Zhao Rugua 趙汝适. The 

work mentions the reef as part of a sailing route where manoeuvring is especially difficult. 

Nonetheless the location is evidently missing from the dominant sailing itinerary of the period, 

the Shunfeng Xiangsong 顺风相送, a fact worth mentioning in itself. However from the relics 

found in the region it is fairly obvious that the area was not unknown to the Chinese sailors and 

merchants of the period. 

 6. The sailing routes towards Indonesia were actively used even before the appearance of 

the Chinese merchant vessels. The massive amount of non-Chinese shipwrecks found in the 

region is a clear sign of that. These ships used the already well established routes; for instance the 

Java wreckage in its time stopped in Thailand and the Island of Sumatra packed with southern 

Chinese pottery before heading towards its final destination, after taking its usual exotic wood 
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products to China. The tragedy was not caused by the dangerous weather or reefs scattered in the 

area, but by the greed of the merchant or the inability to pay attention on behalf of the captain. 

 7. The ships that sank near the shores of Vietnam or more specifically those of them that 

were excavated so far have bore witness of dangerous waters, with their locations marking storm 

areas. 

 8. The great majority of the ships found on the costal lines of Indonesia also differ in their 

locations from the routes suggested by the map of the time. It seems fairly likely that adjacent to 

the chief route there were several local stations. 

 

IV. Usability of the results of the dissertation 

 

Studying of the shipwrecks may well fill the void in archaeology left empty by terrestrial 

excavations. Through the detailed research and comparison of the merchant passageways 

portrayed in Zheng He’s map and the sunken Chinese ships it is possible to receive a clearer 

image about the sailing routes at the time of the early Ming Dynasty, and by studying their freight 

the changes in the content of the goods for export and import may also be examined, as it is 

precisely the research of the findings of ships that shed light on the development of the South-

East Asian commerce network of porcelain and ceramics. Archaeological aquatic excavations in 

the region have been taking place only in the past half a century, yet research has already 

discovered 120 shipwrecks. About 15 of these are Chinese ships found in non-Chinese waters. 

Through studying of the sunken vessels’ cargo we can also gain greater insight into the 

phenomenon known as the Ming Gap and its possible explanations. 

 To keep the research up to date it is essential to continuously examine and re-examine the 

list of archaeological findings. 

 


