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The Age of Exploration & Great Navigation? 
 

 

 
 

The above illustration by artist Mike Boss of a Chinese Treasure ship used by Fleet Admiral Zheng He who com- 
manded voyages to Southeast Asia, South Asia, the Middle East, East Africa, the Horn of Africa, Europe and the 
Americas. They are collectively referred to as the Voyages of Zheng He or Voyages of Cheng Ho from 1405 to 
1434 AD. These voyages were sponsored by the Ming emperor Zhu Zhanji under seven naval expeditions. While 
developing the idea for his painting, the artist included two European ocean-faring vessels – a Viking Longship 
and Columbus’ large carrack the ‘Santa Maria’, both of which were basically the same length. By having all three 
vessels together in one canvass, it’s quite a demonstration of the extraordinary contrast in size of all three mag- 
nificent seafaring vessels. 
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It has been commonly accepted that the brilliance of the Renaissance laid the foundation of the 
modern world. Textbooks still instruct us today that it came about as a result of a rediscovery of the 
ideas and ideals of classical Greece and Rome. There is however today a startling argument that in the 
year 1434 AD, China – then the world’s most technologically advanced civilization provided the spark 
that set the European Renaissance ablaze. 
 

Four years earlier in 1430 AD, a young emperor of the Ming Dynasty by the name of Zhu Zhanji who 
had just ascended the throne instructed two of his Admirals – Zheng He and Wang Jinghong, to 
undertake an globe-spanning voyage whose purpose was to “instruct” foreigners in all other parts of 
the world that a new ruler of the Heavenly Kingdom was about to embark on his reign.  
 

In order to accomplish this, the emperor employed several shipyards across southern China to build a 
staggering fleet of 2,726 ships. These were constructed partly using teak and other weather-resistant 
hardwoods for their keels and other vital structural parts. This massive ship-building program was 
also accompanied by major improvements in junk construction, including much larger compartments 
and storage holds. 
 

On the much larger haifeng chuan (ocean wind type) Treasure-class command ships used by the 
admirals of the fleet were stored complete copies of the Yongle Dadian – a massive encyclopedia 
which had been completed by Chinese scholars in 1431 AD. 
 

Under the orders of Zhu Zhanji, 3,000 scholars had worked years before compiling all Chinese 
knowledge from the previous two thousand years, in 22,937 passages extracted from more than 7,000 
titles, a work consisting of over 50-million characters! All this knowledge was consolidated in 11,095 
books, each 16-inch high and 10-inch wide, requiring 600-yards of shelf space, 5-rows high. This stu-



pendous collection of stored knowledge covered every aspect of human activity and every subject on 
the planet. It was of a mind-boggling scale and scope unparalleled in history.  
 

In the early 15th century, Florence and Venice were considered hubs of world trade, attracting traders 
from across the globe. However, few of us today are not aware that a huge Chinese fleet – official am-
bassadors of the new emperor in China, arrived in Tuscany in 1434 AD where they were received by 
Pope Eugenius IV in Florence.  
 

As a gift, the Chinese delegation presented to this influential pope a copy of the Yongle Dadian for his 
private library. The wealth of Chinese learning he received covered a diverse range of fields that in-
cluded: architecture, astronomy, alcohol production, biochemistry including cross-fertilization, build-
ing and town planning, ceramics firing and painting, Chinese printing methods, civil and military 
engineering, formula books for calculating the area and volume of circles, spheres, cones, pyramids, 
cubes, cylinders and treatises covering principles of square-root extraction and negative numbers, 
geography and cartography, gunpowder making, health and medical care, mathematics, printing, silk 
making and weaving, ship design and building, steel production and manufacturing, warfare, military 
weaponry, even codes, ciphers and cryptography.  
 

From that date onward, Europeans embraced Chinese intellectual ideas, discoveries, and inventions, 
all of which form the basis of western civilization today. This vast treasure trove of knowledge spread 
quickly across Europe, igniting the legendary ‘inventiveness’ of the Renaissance, including the work of 
such luminaries as da Vinci, Copernicus, Galileo, and more. 
 

The most fascinating (and perhaps valuable) part of this magnanimous gift from the emperor to the 
pope was navigational charts and maps of the world. These included astronomical tables making it 
possible to calculate both latitude and longitude on any point of the globe. This navigation handbook 
was intended to make it possible for Europeans to journey to the Middle Kingdom and pay tribute to 
the ‘son of heaven’ Zhu Zhanji. Its other intention was to unite the whole world in Confucian harmony 
under his reign. 
 

Ultimately, this vast store of knowledge, including a solar year calendar consisting of 365.2425 days 
and a lunar month calendar of 29.530593 days which enabled longitude to be calculated accurately by 
sea-faring navigators, was passed on down on to European explorers such as Vasco de Gama, Christo-
pher Columbus, Capt. James Cook, Ferdinand Magellan and more. In the case of claims made by all 
these explorers and discoverers from the West now asserted in our history books, a question could be 
raised: How do you ‘discover’ a place for which you already have a map? 
 

Take for example the case of Ferdinand Magellan, the supposed discoverer of the Philippines. The 
strait that connects the Atlantic to the Pacific bears this Portuguese explorer’s name. Based on copies 
of the Chinese navigation charts and maps which he had acquired from the treasury of the king of 
Portugal re-illustrated by Martin of Bohemia, Magellan knew that he had to navigate through a very 
well-concealed strait in a journey that would for him eventually end in the Philippines. Yet, why was 
the strait named after Magellan when he had already seen it on a chart before he set sail? The same 
can be said about all other European explorers during the so-called period of the Age of Exploration 
and Great Navigation – a period in history starting from the mid 15th century and continuing into the 
early 17th century during which Europeans engaged in intensive exploration of the world 
 

It just doesn’t make sense, does it?  
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