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Hello everyone,  

Now we’re into the juicy part of our Main Lesson! Today I ask you to read and ponder why 
can’t our maps orientate to the south at the top? There’s actually no cartographic or 
philosophical reason why it can’t be.  

Then I will ask you to watch a video about why it is impossible to make a perfect two-
dimensional map of the world in which all countries are proportionally spaced and 
distanced.  

Please send your research projects in by 3pm today, I very much look forward to receiving 
and learning from them! 

Get a long walk in before all the rain comes Class 11s, it’s a very wet forecast! Lou 

 

1. New quiz  I hope you feel like they’re helping you develop more of a geographical 
awareness and maybe you’re finding answers within news reports or on social 
media? Today’s quiz is from 27th July 2020.  

 

2. Send through your migratory animal research task to lking@lyss.vic.edu.au by 3pm. 

 

3. Now to the fascinating question of why north is always at the top of our maps… 

 

mailto:lking@lyss.vic.edu.au
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Source: https://geospatialmedia.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/nasa-
map-2.jpg 

Looking at the Earth from outer space, there is actually no top of the planet as it is a 
suspended sphere. Above is a photograph taken by NASA from Apollo 17 in 1973, in which 
you can see an ‘upside down’ Africa. 

 
Source: https://i.stack.imgur.com/jPJBf.jpg 

How unusual and disorientating it is to observe our world ‘upside down’! It certainly seems 
bottom-heavy (with 68% of the Earth’s land mass in the ‘northern hemisphere’). We can 
also see that South America is not exactly south of North America. The sizes of different 
countries also look quite different from this perspective; noticeably Africa and Antarctica 
looking larger and Europe, Russia and Canada looking considerably smaller. Why isn’t this 
the world map that humans learn in schools?  

It has only been in the last few hundred years that north has been at the top of our maps. 
Before the invention of the compass, all different directions were used at the top of maps: 

Jerry Brotton, a map historian from Queen Mary University said “North was rarely put at 
the top for the simple fact that north is where darkness comes from in a northern 
hemisphere winter. West is also very unlikely to be put up the top because west is where 
the sun disappears” 

Ancient Egyptian maps often put east at the top of the world because that was where the 
sun rose. This is why the east is referred to as the ‘Orient’.  

https://geospatialmedia.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/nasa-map-2.jpg
https://geospatialmedia.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/nasa-map-2.jpg
https://i.stack.imgur.com/jPJBf.jpg
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Other Egyptian maps however had south as up because the Nile flows northwards, so they 
presumed it was draining towards the bottom of the world. 

Early Islamic maps favoured south at the top because many of the early Muslim civilisations 
were to the north of Mecca, so they imagined looking up towards south to their place of 
worship. 

 
Source:https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/2/21/Tabula_Rogeriana_

1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg/1280px-
Tabula_Rogeriana_1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg 

Muhammad Al Idrissi’s map (above) Tabula Rogeriana from 1154 has south up the top. 

 
Source: https://www.pbs.org/wnet/nature/files/2009/01/hereford_mappa_mundi_big.jpg 

Mappa Mundi (above) from 1300, a Christian map (with Jerusalem at its centre) has east at 
the top because it faces towards the Garden of Eden. Columbus also is believed to have 

sailed off towards paradise holding the world view of east being on top. 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/2/21/Tabula_Rogeriana_1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg/1280px-Tabula_Rogeriana_1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/2/21/Tabula_Rogeriana_1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg/1280px-Tabula_Rogeriana_1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/2/21/Tabula_Rogeriana_1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg/1280px-Tabula_Rogeriana_1929_copy_by_Konrad_Miller.jpg
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/nature/files/2009/01/hereford_mappa_mundi_big.jpg
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Early navigators from the northern hemisphere used Polaris, the Pole Star, as a point of 
reference before the invention of the compass, hence early cartographers like Ptolemy did 
have their maps orientated north.  

It was the Chinese, during the Han dynasty (1300 AD), who invented the compass. Because 
the needle of the compass aligns itself with the magnetic field, south could equally be used 
to orient maps. The Chinese oriented their maps to the south, which was considered to be 
more desirable than the deepest dark north. Furthermore, the Emperor lived in the north 
of the country and he looked towards the south, thus orientating the maps with south up 
the top.  

Mercator’s world map in 1569, following on from Ptolemy’s map in 150 AD, projected north 
up the top and it has not been debated since. Mercator’s map was produced in the height 
of European imperialism. Does this orientation of our world and its countries influence our 
world view and natural human prejudices? 

From having north facing up, some say a psychological complex has emerged. With north 
being associated with being up and good, as opposed to south being down and bad. When 
shown a map of a hypothetical city and asked where they would like to live, people were 
significantly more likely to choose an area in the north of the city. And the richer people 
tended to be associated as living to the north, the poorer to the south. Are countries in the 
southern hemisphere consequently given less regard in comparison to North America, 
northern Africa, Europe, Russia and China in the northern hemisphere?   
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Source:https://d2o01dk1ojdk3v.cloudfront.net/pub/media/catalog/product/cache/image/
beff4985b56e3afdbeabfc89641a4582/u/p/upside-down-world-wall-map-political-without-

flags_wm00626.jpg 

Furthermore, most maps we see have Europe sitting comfortably in the top middle. North 
America is usually placed to the top left which bodes well for cultures that read from left to 
right. If America is shifted into central view, then Europe and Africa get split in half on our 
rectangular maps. What if we place Australia in the central position and flip the map 
around so we’re no longer ‘down under’? 

 

4. Now watch the VOX video, Why all world maps are wrong.   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kIID5FDi2JQ 

Under the title, MAP PROJECTIONS in your ML book– please answer the following 
questions in a paragraph. 

Why can we not have a perfect projection of a world map? What are the positive 

attributes of Mercator’s map from the 16th century? What aspect becomes distorted 

in the Mercator’s map? 

To complete the page, accurately copy and label the image below to demonstrate 
the size distortion of Greenland (in comparison to Africa) on the Mercator projection: 

 
Source: https://www.scienceabc.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/greenland.png 

https://d2o01dk1ojdk3v.cloudfront.net/pub/media/catalog/product/cache/image/beff4985b56e3afdbeabfc89641a4582/u/p/upside-down-world-wall-map-political-without-flags_wm00626.jpg
https://d2o01dk1ojdk3v.cloudfront.net/pub/media/catalog/product/cache/image/beff4985b56e3afdbeabfc89641a4582/u/p/upside-down-world-wall-map-political-without-flags_wm00626.jpg
https://d2o01dk1ojdk3v.cloudfront.net/pub/media/catalog/product/cache/image/beff4985b56e3afdbeabfc89641a4582/u/p/upside-down-world-wall-map-political-without-flags_wm00626.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kIID5FDi2JQ
https://www.scienceabc.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/greenland.png

