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INTRODUCTION: A
WINDOW INTO THE
SACRED PAST

For centuries, the Holy
L a n d  h a s  b e e n  a
c ruc ib le  o f  f a i th ,
conflict,  and
e x p l o r a t i o n .  T o
pilgrims,  crusaders,
and scholars alike, this
narrow  strip  of  the
eastern  Mediterranean
w a s  t h e  m o s t
important  territory  on
Earth.  The  desire  to
understand its physical
layout, mark its biblical
sites, and chart a path
to  salvation  gave  rise
t o  a  u n i q u e

cartographic  tradition:
Ancient Maps of the
Holy  Land .  These
maps  are  far  more
than  dry  geographical
records .  They  are
intricate  works  of  art,
theological statements,
and expressions of the
worldviews  of  their
creators.  Studying
them reveals  not  only
h o w  p e o p l e  o n c e
understood the terrain
of  ancient  Palestine,
but  a lso  how  they
merged  faith,  history,
a n d  s c i e n c e  o n
parchment,  vellum,  or
mosaic tile. This article
exp lo res  the  r i ch
h i s t o r y ,  f a m o u s
e x a m p l e s ,  a n d
enduring  legacy  of
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these  remarkable
documents.

THE SIGNIFICANCE
OF ANCIENT MAPS
OF THE HOLY
LAND

Why  did  mapmakers
from  the  Roman  era
t h r o u g h  t h e
Renaissance  devote
such  painstaking  effort
t o  m a p p i n g  t h i s
relatively small region?
The answer lies in the
Holy Land's central role
in Judaism, Christianity,
a n d  I s l a m .  F o r
Christians,  especially
during  the  medieval
period,  a  map  of  the
H o l y  L a n d  w a s  a
devotional  object,  a
guide  for  the  inner
spiritual journey, and a
prac t i ca l  too l  f o r
pilgrims  who  braved
dangerous  seas  and
r o a d s  t o  r e a c h
Jerusalem. These maps
s e r v e d  m u l t i p l e
p u r p o s e s

simultaneously:

Religious
Instruction:
They illustrated
the locations of
events from the
Old and New
Testaments,
making sacred
history tangible
for illiterate
worshippers.
Pilgrimage
Guides:
Travelers relied
on simplified
itineraries and
marked routes
between major
sites like
Bethlehem,
Nazareth, and
the Sea of
Galilee.
Political
Statements:
During the
Crusades, maps
reinforced claims
to the land and
depicted
Christian-held



Ancient Maps Of The Holy Land 3

3

territories as
righteous
outposts.
Scientific
Endeavor: They
reflected the
best
geographical
knowledge of
their time,
incorporating
ancient sources
like the works of
Ptolemy and
contemporary
traveler
accounts.

The  importance  of
t h e s e  m a p s  g o e s
beyond  their  original
use.  Today,  they  offer
h i s t o r i a n s  a n d
a r c h a e o l o g i s t s
invaluable insights into
h o w  l a n d s c a p e s
changed,  where  cities
once  stood,  and  how
m e d i e v a l  m i n d s
conceived of space and
sanctity.  The  keyword
Ancient Maps of the
Holy Land  represents

a  f a s c i n a t i n g
intersection  of  art,
faith,  and  cartography
that  cont inues  to
captivate  collectors
and  scholars.

KEY HISTORICAL
PERIODS AND
THEIR
CARTOGRAPHIC
TRADITIONS

Early
Christian
and
Byzantine
Mosaics
The  earliest  surviving
"map" of the Holy Land
is  not  a  parchment
sheet  but  a  floor
mosaic.  The  Madaba
Map,  uncovered  in  a
Byzantine  church  in
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Jordan, dates to the 6th
c e n t u r y  A D .  T h i s
s t u n n i n g  w o r k ,
originally  covering  the
entire  region  from
Lebanon  to  the  Nile
Delta,  is  rendered  in
colored  tesserae.  It
shows Jerusalem at its
center with remarkable
detail:  the colonnaded
m a i n  s t r e e t ,  t h e
Church  of  the  Holy
Sepulchre, and a clear
indication of the city's
w a l l s .  B y z a n t i n e
c a r t o g r a p h y
emphasized  religious
symbolism over precise
scale, but the Madaba
Map  demonstrates  a
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
understanding  of  local
topography.  Other
early  Christian  maps
were  often  schematic,
depicting the world as
a  circle  (a  T-O  map)
with  Jerusalem  at  the
center, as described in
the Bible  (Ezekiel  5:5:
"This  is  Jerusalem;  I

have  set  her  in  the
center of the nations").

Medieval
Mappa
Mundi
and
Crusader
Maps
Dur ing  the  Middle
A g e s ,  E u r o p e a n
m a p m a k i n g  w a s
dominated  by  the
mappa mundi tradition.
These elaborate, often
enormous  world  maps
placed Jerusalem at the
physical  and  spiritual
heart of the world. The
most  famous  example
i s  t h e  H e r e f o r d
Mappa  Mundi  (c .
1300), which includes a
detailed  depiction  of
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the  Holy  Land.  The
map  is  oriented  with
east at the top, so the
Garden  of  Eden  sits
a b o v e  t h e
Mediterranean.  The
Holy  Land  is  drawn
with  recognizable
features like the Dead
Sea,  the  River  Jordan,
a n d  m a j o r  c i t i e s
m a r k e d  b y  t i n y
buildings.  Crusader
cartography  produced
more  practical,  route-
oriented  maps.  Works
like  those  associated
with  the  Venet ian
merchan t  Mar ino
Sanuto  the  Elder  (c.
1 3 2 0 )  c o m b i n e d
r e a l i s t i c  c o a s t a l
o u t l i n e s  w i t h
information  useful  for
potent ia l  mi l i tary
campaigns. The Sanuto
map is  notable for  its
relative accuracy in the
shape of the coastline
from Antioch to Gaza.

Renaissa
nce and
Early
Modern
Printed
Maps
T h e  r e v i v a l  o f
Ptolemy's  Geographia
in  the  15th  century
revolutionized  Holy
L a n d  m a p p i n g .
Ptolemy’s  coordinate
system  allowed  for
much  more  accurate
project ions.  Ear ly
p r i n t e d  e d i t i o n s
included updated maps
of  Palestine,  such  as
the  one  by  Nicolaus
Germanus  (1482).
Then  came  the  great
a g e  o f  a t l a s
production.  Abraham
Ortelius  included  a
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dedicated  map  of  the
H o l y  L a n d  i n  h i s
T h e a t r u m  O r b i s
Terrarum (1570), titled
Palestinae  Sive  Totius
Terrae  Promissionis
Nova  Descriptio.  This
map combined biblical
n a m e s  w i t h
c o n t e m p o r a r y
settlements,  reflecting
both scripture and the
latest  geographical
reports .  Gerardus
Mercator also produced
a  fine  map  of  the
region. With the advent
o f  c o p p e r p l a t e
engraving, these maps
b e c a m e  w i d e l y
distributed, making the
geography of the Holy
Land  accessible  to  a
growing  audience  of
students,  clergy,  and
traders.  Throughout
t h i s  p e r i o d ,  t h e
keyword  Ancient
Maps  of  the  Holy
Land encompasses not
just  old maps but  the
evolving  methods  of

representing  a  sacred
place.

FAMOUS ANCIENT
MAPS OF THE
HOLY LAND

The
Madaba
Map (6th
Century)
Discovered  in  1884
during the construction
o f  a  n e w  G r e e k
Orthodox  church  in
Madaba,  Jordan,  this
mosaic  is  the  oldest
surviving  original  map
o f  the  Ho ly  Land .
Originally  measuring
about 15 by 6 meters,
a b o u t  a  t h i r d  i s
preserved.  It  depicts
the region from Tyre in
t h e  n o r t h  t o  t h e
Egyptian  Delta  in  the
s o u t h .  T h e  m o s t
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remarkable  feature  is
the  bird's-eye  view of
Jerusalem, showing the
Church  of  the  Holy
Sepulchre,  the  Cardo
Maximus (main street),
and  the  Nea  Church.
The  map  is  filled  with
G r e e k  l a b e l s
ident i fy ing  c it ies,
rivers,  and  even  the
location of the story of
the Good Samaritan. It
remains  a  c ruc ia l
source  for  Byzantine-
period topography and
a masterpiece of early
cartography.

The
Hereford
Mappa
Mundi (c.

1300)
While not solely a map
of the Holy Land,  this
large vellum map (1.6
by  1.6  meters)  gives
Jerusalem a prominent
central  position.  The
Holy  Land  is  depicted
i n  t h e  l o w e r  l e f t
quadrant,  with  the
Mediterranean  Sea
forming  a  T  shape.
Biblical scenes, such as
the  Exodus  and  the
Crucifixion,  are  placed
geographically.  The
Hereford  Mappa
Mundi  is  a  c lassic
e x a m p l e  o f  t h e
medieval  worldview
where  geography  was
i n t e r t w i n e d  w i t h
history,  legend,  and
salvation.  It  is  housed
at  Hereford  Cathedral
in  England  and  is  a
treasured  artifact  of
Ancient Maps of the
Holy Land  within  the
la rge r  con tex t  o f
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medieval knowledge.

The Map
of Marino
Sanuto
(c. 1320)
Marino  Sanuto  the
E lder ,  a  Venet ian
statesman, compiled a
w o r k  t i t l e d  L i b e r
Secretorum  Fidelium
Crucis  (Book  of  the
Secrets of the Faithful
of the Cross) aimed at
reviving the crusading
spirit.  His  map of  the
Holy Land is one of the
most  accurate  of  its
t ime.  I t  shows  the
c o a s t l i n e  w i t h
reasonable  fidelity  and
includes  a  grid-like
pattern  of  roads  and
cities.  The  map  was
drawn  by  the  famous
cartographer  Pietro
V e s c o n t e ,  a n d  i t

influenced  later  atlas
makers.  Sanuto's  map
emphasizes  strategic
locations  and  trade
routes,  reflecting  its
practical  purpose.

The
Peutinger
Table
(4th
Century
Copy)
Though a Roman road
map  o f  the  ent i re
Empire,  the  Peutinger
T a b l e  i n c l u d e s  a
sec t i on  cove r i ng
Palestine.  It  is  a  long
scroll  depicting  routes
and  distances,  not  a
realistic  outline.  The
Holy Land appears with
cities  marked  by  tiny
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houses,  and the Dead
Sea is shown as a blue
oval.  Its  schematic
style  makes  it  difficult
to  read  today,  but  it
offers  invaluable
information  about
Roman  roads  and
settlement  names.

CARTOGRAPHIC
FEATURES AND
SYMBOLS ON
ANCIENT MAPS

Ancient Maps of the
Holy Land often share
distinctive  features
that  set  them  apart
from  maps  of  other
regions:

Orientation:
Many early maps
are oriented with
east at the top,
reflecting the
belief that the
Garden of Eden
lay in the east.
This puts the
Holy Land in a
central position.

Jerusalem as
the Center:
Consistent with
biblical prophecy
(Ezekiel 38:12),
Jerusalem is
frequently placed
at the map’s
exact center,
often with a
stylized cross or
dome.
Rivers and
Seas: The River
Jordan is almost
always shown
flowing from the
Sea of Galilee to
the Dead Sea.
The
Mediterranean is
usually called the
"Great Sea" and
filled with
stylized ships or
sea monsters.
Biblical Sites:
Towns and cities
are labeled with
their scriptural
names:
Bethlehem,
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Nazareth,
Jericho,
Capernaum.
Events like the
miracle at Cana
or the Sermon on
the Mount are
sometimes
illustrated.
Topography:
Mountains like
Mount Sinai,
Mount Carmel,
and the Mount of
Olives are
depicted as
stylized humps,
often with labels
or scenes.
Decorations:
Borders are
adorned with
scrollwork, coats
of arms, and
portraits of
prophets or
apostles. The
cartouche (title
banner) might
include a quote
from scripture,
reinforcing the

sacred character
of the map.

These features remind
us  that  these  maps
were  created  not  just
to  show  locations  but
to  evoke  wonder  and
devotion.  They  blend
what  we  would  call
g e o g r a p h y  w i t h
theology  and  art.

HOW ANCIENT
MAPS MIXED
RELIGION, MYTH,
AND GEOGRAPHY

Modern maps aspire to
objective  accuracy.
Ancient Maps of the
Ho ly  Land  h a d  a
different  goal.  They
were didactic tools that
validated  religious
n a r r a t i v e s .  F o r
i n s t a n c e ,  m a n y
medieval maps include
the  location  of  the
Garden  of  Eden,  the
Tower  of  Babel,  and
the place where Moses
rece i ved  the  Ten
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Commandments,  even
though these could not
be  precisely  located.
Mythical  creatures,
s u c h  a s  t h e
cynocephal i  (dog-
headed  men)  or  the
unicorn,  sometimes
a p p e a r  i n  d e s e r t
regions,  drawn  from
Pliny  the  Elder  and
other classical sources.
The  mapmaker’s  job
was  to  harmonize
biblical  truth,  classical
l e a r n i n g ,  a n d
contemporary  traveler
reports.  This  syncretic
approach  means  that
reading  these  maps
requires understanding
the  worldview  of  the
time. A map is not just
a picture of the land; it
is a picture of how the
mapmaker  imagined
t h e  w o r l d  t o  b e ,
shaped  by  faith  and
tradition.  The  Holy
Land, as the stage for
God's  interaction  with
h u m a n i t y ,  w a s

naturally  the  place
where  geography  and
mirac le  met  most
intensely.

INFLUENCE ON
LATER
CARTOGRAPHY
AND MODERN
UNDERSTANDING

The  legacy  of  these
early maps is profound.
European  explorers
and  miss ionar ies
carried printed maps of
the Holy Land to guide
them. The accuracy of
c o a s t a l  o u t l i n e s
steadily improved from
t h e  1 6 t h  c e n t u r y
onward,  thanks  to
figures  like  Ortelius,
Mercator,  and  later,
the Dutch cartographer
Willem Janszoon Blaeu.
By the 18th and 19th
centuries,  scientific
surveying  began,  but
t h e  e a r l i e r  m a p s
remained  influential  in
creat ing  a  menta l
image of  the  land for
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readers  of  the  Bible.
Even  today,  many
tourist  maps  of  Israel
and  the  Palestinian
Territories  use  names
and  site  identifications

that originated in these
ancient  sources.  For
a r c h a e o l o g i s t s ,
comparing  modern
survey  data  with  old
maps can


