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Li Narangoa and Robert Cribb: Historical Atlas of Northeast Asia 1590-2010
Korea, Manchuria, Mongolia, Eastern Siberia
New York: Columbia University Press, 2014. 336 S., 150,00 USD

Frontiers, or borderlands, can connote a boundary line which separates two states from one
another. But more often, they refer to a broader and more diffuse zone or place where diffe-
rent cultures mingle and meet. This is particularly true when dealing with lands where natio-
nal borders have been ill-defined, but which have an immense influence on the history of their
neighbors, as in the case of Northeast Asia. For centuries, Northeast Asia has been frequently
viewed as a periphery region of the great powers that surround it: China, Japan, and Russia. In
their ,,Historical Atlas of Northeast Asia 1590-2010“, Narangoa and Cribb have created an
intriguing work that reveals the significance of Northeast Asia in world history by presenting
55 original maps and accompanying texts which chart the important historical events of this
region from 1590 to 2010.

Next to an introduction that delineates the general geographical, political, and cultural condi-
tions of Northeast Asia, the core of the book is divided into four parts, each of which covers a
century. Part 1 recounts the rise of the Manchu Qing dynasty (1644-1911) and the eastward
expansion of the Russian empire and their rivalry through the seventeenth century. Part 2
centers around the efforts of both the Qing and Russia to consolidate their domestic administ-
rative structures and international borders. The 19th century, which witnessed the growing
influence of Western and Christian influences, is depicted in Part 3. The strings of complex
political and territorial changes following the turn of the 20th century are the focus of Part 4,
which stands as the most voluminous section of the book. In order to enhance the accessabili-
ty of the volume, each part is meticulously color-coded and sub-divided into ten-year seg-
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ments, except for the period between 1890 and 1960, which because of content intensity is
divided into five-year segments.

For a long time, the vast region of Northeast Asia has been considered as “only marginal to
the histories of those great powers” (p. 3). But recently it has attracted increasing scholarly
attention in terms of both its history and its current geopolitical importance. As Narangoa and
Cribb have cogently pointed out, for four centuries “Northeast Asia has been at the junction of
the ambitions of rival power centers, but local people, both indigenes and settlers, have
vigorously asserted their own identities and their own aspirations in the face of outside po-
wers” (p. 3). In their effort to illustrate such identities and inspirations as well as their intensi-
ve interactions with political and economic changes, the maps are drawn with color blocks,
gradation of colors, and diverse symbols, with important events, military, and migration
movements clearly shown on the map. In this way, Narangoa and Cribb join with Evelyn S.
Rawski in examining Northeast Asia beyond national history to emphasize its particular
importance in the historical making of not only China but also Korea, Russia, and Japan
(Evelyn S. Rawski, “Early Modern China and Northeast Asia: Cross-Border Perspectives”.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

Aesthetically pleasing and easy to read, these maps, together with another 19 high-resolution
historical maps in the appendix, have been culled from a wide array of materials stored in
China, Russia, Japan, Mongolia, as well as Denmark, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom,
and the United States. The accompanying footnoted texts, with a large portion of translations
of primary accounts and treatises, succinctly offer historical background and summarize the
most significant events of the period. By doing so, the authors have done a superb job in
presenting a coherent story of the history of Northeast Asia by directing us to the accurate
geographical location where the story unfolded.

Historically, maps were a popular tool to reify and legitimate power, and changes of names of
particular places reflect the changing political conditions of various periods. For instance the
city of present-day Shenyang, capital of China’s Liaoning province, is rendered as either
Mukden, Shengjiang, or Fengtian in different maps, suggesting the rise and fall of the Qing,
the RoC, and the PRC. As shown in the historical maps in Appendix A., the sea later known
as the Sea of Japan is for the most cases marked as Oceanus Orientalis or Oceanus Scythius
and others, while the Sea of Japan first appears with John Cary’s map of early 19th century,
shortly before Japan’s rise to dominance in the region. To facilitate a better orientation, a
useful gazetteer of place names in several languages is provided in Appendix B.

Except for the historical maps in the appendix, all maps are based on a standard, relief-shaded
map and are drawn in the same macro-regional scale, which makes it easier for the readers to
recognize changes in the region across time. Yet occasionally this results in privileging
international events to intra-national ones. For example, in comparison to the vastness of
Mongolia and Siberia, often the Korean peninsula is too small in this scale to adequately
illustrate the military campaigns and political actions during the 1590s and 1950s. Had there
been a larger scale map, the authors could have better mapped the events to visualize Japan’s
invasion of Joseon and the Korean War.

Certainly, this should by no means diminish the daunting efforts and achievements of the
volume, in particular as it covers a vast region such as Northeast Asia that is home to nume-
rous peoples through a prolonged period of four centuries. Narangoa and Cribb succeed in
providing a panoramic view of the historical configuration of the region and close-ups to
historic events by visualizing the region as a whole and breaking down the history into di-
gestible segments. Clearly written and beautifully produced, this atlas can be consulted for
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information as a typical reference book, but the structure and flow also allow for comfortable
cover-to-cover reading. Thus, it is elaborate enough to inspire researchers and still compendi-
ous to be useful in classroom.

Hang Lin
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