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INTRODUCTION

'semper a liquid novi Africani adferre'1 

GAIUS PLINIUS SECUNDUS

The existence of Africa was widely appreciated in southern Europe since 

Antiquity. Its proximity to the coasts of Greece and Italy on the one hand, and the 

wide-ranging expansion of the Roman Empire on the other, had indeed revealed the 

existence of African territories on the other side of the mare nostrum. From the earliest 

times then, the southern shores of the Mediterranean were easily integrated into the 

classical ecumene, defined as a mental continuum of inhabitable space not fragmented 

into continents. No independent idea of Africa could thus arise in Classical Antiquity, 

nor did it appear in the Middle Ages. As shall be argued throughout this work, it is not 

until the Renaissance that the idea of Africa finally emerged.

When approaching the cosmographical atmosphere in that period, most 

modem scholars have been attracted by the impact of the West Indies upon European 

culture after the voyages of Columbus. Few of them seem to have realised that the 

discovery of the New World did not necessarily imply the finding of a new mainland 

at the other end of the Atlantic, but also the survey of the unknown parts of the Old. 

Sub-Saharan Africa was thus a ’new world’ in its own right as much as the latterly 

named America. The only difference between these two geographical entities is that 

none of the ancient authors ever wrote about the Americas, whereas Africa was 

routinely the object of long dissertations in their cosmographical treatises. Even if the 

background of medieval legends and myths was often part of the baggage 

accompanying those Spanish vessels crossing the Atlantic westwards, the absence of a 

previous referent at the other side of the ocean generally allowed the shaping of these 

newly discovered lands along the lines of modem experience. The Portuguese 

expansion along the African seaboard, on the contrary, always had to fight against

’Africa is always producing some novelty.’



classical preconceptions at each new step. This contributes an additional point o f 

interest to the present work, for the eternal Renaissance dialogue between ancient 

authority and modem experience, between myth and reality, is best exemplified in the 

cosmographic debate about Africa.

In these terms, the study of the idea of Africa could not just be confined to the 

standard framework generally invoked for the Renaissance. Full understanding of the 

issue here discussed demanded an insight into the classical heritage in the course of 

being recovered and to go backwards to the geographical culture of the late Middle 

Ages in order to find the ground in which the idea of Africa was rooted. Hence the 

time-frame announced in the subtitle of the present work. Only after having analysed 

in its utter complexity the whole process of how the idea of Africa emerged and 

evolved in West European culture would it be possible to determine more specific 

chronological-watersheds. The reader will thus find a more detailed discussion on this 

matter in the general conclusions.

What is here meant by the idea of Africa may perhaps have already been 

grasped intuitively, but in order to avoid further misunderstandings some sort of 

formal definition might also now be necessary. In this regard, it will be first convenient 

to draw a distinction between the physical domain of practice and the mental domain 

of thought. At the level of the physical world, it is clear that Africa has always been a 

continuous space united with Asia by the isthmus of Suez. In the mental domain, on 

the contrary, it can be easily shown from the documents that Africa was for a 

sixteenth-century cosmographer a distinct space completely separated from Asia. The 

idea of Africa can thus be defined in a first approach as the reflection of the physical 

space in the mental domain. It is a concept or, using the vocabulary of semiotics, a 

signified deriving from a spacial signifier3. One may thus differentiate between a 

transparent image of Africa and the symbolic transformation of it into the form of idea. 

We are not going to work in the plane of pure perceptual space but in the 

representational one. The first would be the knowledge resulting from direct contact 

with the object. The second runs parallel to perception and involves the evocation of 2

2 Cf. F. de Saussure (1983. pp.97-99).

m m



phenomena in absence of the actual object3. The idea of Africa is thus originally a 

datum deriving from sensory experience, but it is converted by the human cognitive
- i

system into a rational construct, since it incorporates what Foucault called discourse.

Strictly speaking, it should also be borne in mind that there is no such thing as 

pure seeing5. Perception and knowledge are continuous and interact with one another. 

Immanuel Kant had already noted in this regard that space is one the a priori 

principles of our intellect. Consequently, in the act of knowing it is not the mind which 

conforms to phenomena but phenomena that conform to the mind6. More recently, 

Ernst Cassirer has pointed out that we do not experience a world of raw sensations but 

one mediated by a constructive intellect which organises these perceptions into 

symbol systems7. It seems to me quite clear by any means that man actively arranges 

his visual input in a creative grasp of reality. Any image of Africa turns out then to be 

in the last analysis an idea of Africa. It is thus imperative to impose a second necessary 

condition in order to define distinctly the idea of Africa in the sense in which is going 

to be used in the present work: the continental status.

The term 'continent' is a Western neologism of relative late appearance. It was 

completely ignored among ancient and medieval cosmographers, who preferred to 

divide the ecumene into different pars, each of which was devoid of any real „ 

autonomous identity. As an implicit category, the notion of continent was present in 

the geographical imagery of the Renaissance, but contemporary authors were unable 

to denote it with a single expression of univocal meaning*. The continental character of 

Africa is thus better grasped on the basis of the principle of contradiction through a

3

5 Cf. J. Piaget and B. Inhelder (1948, p.30).

4 As Foucault recognises himself (1969, p.106). the term discourse can have different meanings. Here it is taken to be a 
body of ideas, systems of thought, methods of analysis and principles of action which prevail at any given period of time in 
relation to certain categories.

5 A.H. Robinson and B.B. Petchenik (1976, p.70).

6 Cf. Critique o f Pure Reason, L I, 1 -4, ed. J.M.D. Meiklejohn, 1990, pp.23-28.

7 Cf. E  Cassirer (1957).

'C f .W .E  Washburn (1962).



sequence of exclusions of which non-Europe comes first* 9. The topological space 

resulting from this procedure endows Africa with a timeless definition as a continent. 

One may say notwithstanding that it gained historical currency when the spatial 

pattern associated with the excluded set' Africa became structurally isomorphic w ith 

the logical space defined by Africa under the modem category of a continent. As will 

be argued below, this critical passage of Africa as an ecumene pars to Africa as a  

separate continent only came to bear in the Renaissance after the great oceanic 

discoveries.

At this stage, it would be almost needless to say that the idea of Africa is also 

dependent on the observers point of view. I wish however to make explicitly clear 

that, distinguishing the place of enunciation from the place uttered, the present study 

has generally adopted -though not exclusively- an European perspective to the 

problem. Inevitably biased by this choice, the general contents of the pages which 

follow the introduction have been arranged into four principal sections. In the first, the 

origins and consolidation of the idea of Africa are examined. It will be argued that 

three unrelated sets stemming from classical geography {Affrica pars, the Antoeci, and 

Ethiopia) finally fell into place in the Renaissance and, through a sort of gestaltic 

apprehension, formed the idea of Africa as a continent. In the second section, I have 

turned back to the geographical culture of the late Middle Ages in order to study the 

initial stages of the above-mentioned process not as an 'historical deconstruction' but 

as an 'historical construction'. Taking as a staring point the expanding world view of 

an ecumene which progressively incorporated non-ecumenical elements, I have focused 

on how the rigid geometry of the T-O maps was gradually altered until breaking with 

the medieval framework of a closed symbolic space. Section three deals with the 

shaping of Africa as a result of the Portuguese navigations within the paradigm of an 

open Euclidean space. Particular attention is given to the interplay between classical 

authority and modem nautical experience in the delineation of the seaboard contour. 

Finally, section four is concerned with the depiction of the unknown inner landmass,

4

v This process is ultimately based on the logical propositions of Wittgenstein’s Tractants (specially 4.46 and 4.463) and
on the topological semiotics of A.J. Greimas (1986, 25-54). A practical example is illustrated in K.N. Chaudhuri s 
deconstruction of Asia as a continent (K.N. Chaudhuri, 1990, pp.22-23)



which once the external outline had been charted, became itself a closed space to be 

filled up. The role of geographical myths rooted in the classical legacy as a means for 

concealing that vacuum are given particular importance.

At the level of these four principal sections, no attempt has been made to 

challenge the traditional arrangement of historical evidence in chronological order. If 

one excludes the first section, which forms an independent unit with its own internal 

logic, the rest of the general setting follows a roughly linear sequence of time. But 

when moving from the standpoint of prevailing tendencies to the more complex level 

of actual description, it has been necessary to account for the amalgam of interweaved 

discourses under separate headings. The Hereford mappamundi and the so-called 

Carte Pisane, for example, are contemporaneous works. Each belongs notwithstanding 

to a different cartographic family with its own underlying logic. It has thus been 

necessary to treat these works within two distinct sub-sections (II. 1 and II2, 

respectively). Besides, maps and cosmographies show distant correspondences, 

unexpected shortcomings, continuities which persist beneath apparent changes, 

obscure retrogressions, and even concentric circles. It is however impossible to run 

simultaneously along several planes and often in opposite directions by means of 

written language, which is by definition linear and discursive. Hence the conceptual 

and analytical differentiation proposed in the various sub-sections. At best, it is in the 

reader's mind that a unified polyphonic history can be sustained.

On the other hand, it is obvious that depending on the level where a historian is 

placed, he will lose in information what he gains in comprehension and vice versa. As 

far as the dimension of time is concerned, Fernand Braudel had already noted that the 

history of ideas is often subjected to what he called the 'longue durée’10. This is indeed 

the case of the present study. Given as well the huge spatial expanse here considered, 

it would be very difficult to deal with the idea of Africa if one remains exclusively at 

the level of historical description. Paraphrasing Braudel's own words, such a task 

would be akin to making the history of cartography a prisoner in the trap of maps11.

5

1UF. Braudel (1969, p.5I). See also F. Braudel (1976, voU pp.16-17).

11 Cf.F. Braudel (1969, p.69).



Art historians like Ernst Gombrich have fairly pointed out that the form of a  

representation cannot be divorced from its purpose and the requirements of th e  

society in which the given visual language gains currency11. This of course applies to  

maps, which are not regarded here as an innocuous deposit of geographical 

knowledge to be transliterated. Besides this literal level of meaning, I have tried to  

insert the map production within a broader perspective that takes into account the  

social and cultural reality of the period in which a given work was made. In like 

manner, it is possible to grasp in cartographical terms the ultimate goal of Panofsky's 

iconological approach* 13: the map-making principles of a particular depiction m ay 

eventually denote the deeper subconscious structures and values of an entire society in 

a certain period. The way in which space was distributed in late medieval 

mappaemundi, for example, is clearly associated with the detailed hierarchy which 

guided the world-view of the time in all domains. A still more universal attitude of the 

human psychology reflected on maps would be the generalised horror vacui of 

Renaissance cartographers in the depiction of central Africa.

It is easy to acknowledge that this extra-literal dimension of cartography lies in 

fact in the very nature of maps. Since there is no representation without convention, a 

map involves by definition a selection, a series of choices, every one of which reveals a 

value loaded with intentions and purposes. A map is then the final product of a 

process of codification, thus becoming an instrument of depiction as well as a tool of 

persuasion. If it gathers up the end of a constituent encoding sequence, it also triggers 

another starting sequence of legibility. In short, a map is at once a set of signs and a 

sign in itself14. Hence the necessity of a semiological and an iconographical approach.

Nevertheless, refined semiotics cannot by any means be a substitute of sound 

scholarship. Even if one admits that there is nothing neutral in a map and that any 

cartographical fact might be considered in the last analysis a cartographic symbol, it is 

no less certain that within a specific cultural perspective every motive is more

6

11 E.H.J. Gombrich (1977. p.78).

,J Cf. E  Panofsky (1939, pp.7-8) and (1957, pp.30-31).

14 Cf. D. Wood and J. Pels (1986).



explicitly factual or symbolic in function. Brian Harley has suitably pointed out that 

even in plain’ scientific maps, science itself becomes a metaphor, for these maps 

contain what he calls a dimension of symbolic realism’15 16. But even within this 

perspective, it would still make sense to examine the interplay of ’symbolic realism’ 

and 'symbolic symbolism’ in the shaping of Africa. Semiotics are thus meant to 

complement rather than organise this investigation. Since the value of 

draughtsmanship in maps does not exclude the importance of their communicative 

and cognitive implications, accounting for empirical evidence and seeking for 

underlying structures are seen as unified aspects of the same problem. It is from a 

permanent dialogue between text and context, form and contents, among notation, 

denotation and connotation, that the present study has been built up.

Let it finally be noted that the cosmographical and cartographical problems 

posed by Africa in the Renaissance were too important in the general order of 

knowledge for them to pass unnoticed by modem scholars. A considerable amount of 

work has already been done and I have largely profited from it. Focusing only on 

those authors most closely addressed to the subject matter here considered, mention 

should first be made to the pioneering study of Charles de la Roncière and to the 

monumental carto-bibliographic work of Youssouf Kamal“. Despite their classical 

approach, both are still a valuable point of departure. Other essays are more 

specifically devoted to the analysis of a particular region. Théophile Simar and 

Theodor Langenmaier, for example, deal mainly with central Africa17. William Randles 

has focused his interest on south-eastern Africa, and Albert Kammerer on Abyssinia 

and the Red Sea1*. Likewise, the Congo has been studied by Simar and Randles”. On 

the other hand, there are scholars who have approached the depiction of Africa from

7

15 J.B. Harley, in T J . Barnes and J.S. Duncan, eds. (1992, p.241). For a critical assessment of Harley's ideas, see J.H. 
Andrews ( 1994).

16 Ch. de la Roncière (1924); Y. Kamal ( 1926-51 ).

17 Th. Simar (1912); Th. Langenmaier (1916).

11 W.G.L Randles (1958) and ( 1959); A  Kammerer ( 1929-35) and (1947-49).

"T h. Simar (1919); W.G.L Randles (1968).



the perspective of a specific cartographic genre. This would be for instance the case o f 

Yoko Fall, who has taken the portolan charts of the Majorcan school as the exclusive 

object of his research10. Last but not least, the study of Africa in the Renaissance has 

also been affected by the national paradigm*. Portuguese scholars, in particular, have 

always been interested in stressing the contribution of their fellow countrymen. 

Besides the considerable amount of research which they have devoted to the maritime 

expansion, the works of Avelino Teixeira da Mota and Maria Emilia dos Santos 

illustrate a parallel interest for the Portuguese terrestrial exploration of the African 

continent21.

Within this context, the present study is an attempt to trascend the above- 

mentioned limitations, whether of a temporal, regional, genre or national nature. This 

has meant renouncing a certain degree of detail at the level of description. In return, 

only the perspective adopted here allows one to consider the idea of Africa within the 

Renaissance paradigm from its emergence to its gradual demise. It is in that sense that 

the reader may find something 'new' about Africa in the following pages.

8

w Y.K. Fall (1982).

*l A. Teixeira da Mota (1964); M.E. Madeira dos Santos (1978).



I. ON THE EMERGENCE OF RENAISSANCE 
COSMOGRAPHY: THE AFRICAN PUZZLE.

Tllud ante om nia mihi dicendum  est op in iones veteres pa rum  exactas esse et rudes. 
Circa verum  ad h u c  errabatur; nova om nia eran t prim o tem ptantibus; postea eadem 
illa limitata sunt. Et, si quid inventum  est, illis nihilom inus referri debet acceptum; 
magni animi res fuit rerum  naturae latebras dim overe nec contentum  ex tenore eius 
a5pectu introspicere et in deorum  secreta descendere. PI uri um  ad inveniendum  
contulit.qui speravi! posse reperiri. C um  excusa rione i taque veteres audiendi so n t 
Nulla res consum iría ta est, dum  incipit; nec in hac tantum  re om nium  maxima atque 
involutissima, in qua, etiam cum  m ultum  actum  erit, om nis tarnen aetas quod agat 

inveniet, sed et in om ni alio negotio longe sem per a perfecto fuere principia.'“

LUCIUS ANNAEUS SENECA

The Renaissance was a kaleidoscopic movement of various chronological 

watersheds according to the different domains of knowledge. In any case, however, 

was it to be a complete rupture with the past, an absolute beginning. Renaissance 

cosmography in general, and the formation of the idea of Africa in particular, were not 

an exception. The three pillars on which this idea was held up were still separate sets 

with seemingly no relationship between one another in the 12th and 13th centuries. A 

study of each of them for their own sake will show, however, that it was from the 

penumbra of the Dark Ages’ that the Renaissance idea of Africa came to light.

", Before anything else, I must say that the old theories are crude and inexact. Men were still in error about the truth. 
Everything was new for men who were making the first attempts. Later these same theories were refined. Yet, if anything 
has been discovered, it nonetheless ought to be acknowledged as having been received from them. It was the achievement 
of a great spirit to move aside the veil from hidden places and, not content with the exterior appearance of nature, to look 
within and to descend into the secrets of the gods. The man who had the hope that the truth could be found made the 
greatest contribution to its discovery. And so the ancients must be listened to, indulgently. Nothing is completed while it is 
at the beginning. This is true not only in this subject (which is the greatest and most complex of all), but in every other 
business as well. Even though much will have been done on this subject, every age will nonetheless find something to do. 
As in every other subject, the first beginnings have always been far away from the completed knowledge.*
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1. DRAWING IN THREES: CANON AND VARIATIONS ON THE MEDIEVAL 
ECUMENE.

Toda obra que he de seer perfeita, requere que seja posta em  n u m ero  tem avro , 
scilicet, q u e  aja principio e  meyo e  fim; pera cujo m ilhor conhecim ento  he bem  q u e  
saibam os que son tres tem aryos en  a  geeral universidade d o  m udo... o  tem aryo h e  
conto d e  toda causa, e  elle ^arra em  sy tal perfeiqom, e m eyo, e certa  fim, d eq u e  
nhua criatura fica isenta. E por esto foe establecido antiigam ente que Deos e m  
tem aryo fose louvado.,JJ

GOMES EANES DE ZURARA

In the Middle Ages, the range of spatial comprehension of any individual 

human being was rather limited, and the environment directly experienced rather 

small. For the vast majority of people in that period, the 'familiar space' did not 

normally go beyond the nearest regional market. But there have always been in any 

given time some individuals who have attempted to transcend these limitations and 

who have tried to apprehend the 'unknown horizons’ to the point of encompassing an 

image of the whole world.

The geographical lore of Latin science in the first twelve centuries of the 

Christian Era, expressed though the concept of ecumene, derived mostly from books 

and tradition rather than from observation by eyewitnesses of the physical features of 

the earth. Certainly, no writer was so completely immersed in the past or the authority 

of the Bible that he failed altogether to respond to the reality of his day. Even in the 

most learned works there are occasional passages drawn from contemporary 

observations of merchants, soldiers, and pilgrims. But to attempt a description of the 

whole world, with its cosmological and theological implications, necessarily involved 

a certain degree of abstract reasoning the prerequisite detachment for which the 

authors that we are now going to study could rarely arrive at. 23

23 livery work to be perfect requireth to be placed in the temaiy number, that is to say, it must have a beginning, a 
middle, and an end; and for the more perfect understanding of this, it is well we should know that there are three ternaries 
in the General Universal of the world... the ternary is the number in everything, and that it encloseth in itself the like 
perfection and middle and certain end. and that from it no creature is exempt. And on this account it was anciently 
established that God should be praised as a  ternary.'



The Christian ecumene was a mental continuum of inhabitable space 

topologically closed through the combination of different and often contradictory 

theories which can be traced back to the Classical Antiquity. The first of these theories 

was primary held by the Pythagoreans and worked out in detail by Crates of Mallos in 

the second century before Christ21. It gained currency in the patristic period through 

the works of Macrobius and Martianus Capella24 25, both dating from the fifth century 

but enjoying an extraordinary popularity throughout the Middle Ages. Finally, it 

became a well known theory in the 12th and 13th centuries through the works of 

William of Conches, Abelard of Bath, Geoffrey of St. Victor, Robert Grosseste and 

many others26.

Essentially, the Cratesian system maintained as hypothesis the existence of four 

inhabited land masses on the surface of the globe. These bodies of land were separated 

from one another by two oceans encircling the earth, one running east and west 

passing through the equatorial regions, and another running north and south at a right 

angle with respect to the previous water-belt. As a consequence, the earth appeared to 

be a sphere mostly covered by water where four small 'islands' emerged, each being 

located as symmetrically opposed from one to the others. The large extent of the ocean 

made any communication difficult, if not impossible, among the eventual inhabitants 

of these small bodies of land27 28.

In these terms, the essence of Crates' idea could not pass unchallenged in the 

patristic period by the Fathers of the Church, notably by Lactancius and St. 

Augustine26. The reason was quite simple: the Cratesian theory involved the existence 

of Antipodeans dwelling in quarters inaccessible to men of our kind, and this idea was 

highly inconsistent with one of the basic principles of the Christian doctrine, i.e., the

11

24 On the Phythagorean concept of antipodes, see Diogenes Laertius, Lives o f  eminent philosophers, Vm, 26.

25 See respectively, commentariorum in somnium Scipionis IL5 and De nuptiis philologiae et mercurii VL602-608. On 
the sources of these authors see W.H. Stahl (1959).

26 See other authors in J.K. Wright (1925, pp. 158-159).

27 On the globe of Crates, see Strabo, Geography, LI .7; L2.24; L2.31; H 5 .10.

28 See respectively, Divinae institutiones HI. 24 and De civitate dei XVL9.



unity of all human beings descending from Adam and redeemed by Christ2**. In view 

of this contradiction, the Fathers of the Church tended to value a rather literal 

interpretation of the Scripture over any of the human intellectual constructions, even if 

coming from the classical legacy30. Keeping this principle in mind, most of the authors 

of the patristic period were allowed to solve the seeming paradox just by saying that in 

reality only one of the four land masses was actually inhabited, the one of our own 

race31. Therefore, the first cosmographical consequence of this line of reasoning to be 

stressed is that the Christian ecumene appeared to be a small portion of land if 

compared with the immensity of the whole globe/

Another sequence of inferences which helped late medieval authors to define 

the Christian ecumene was also primarily rooted on classical antiquity, namely on the 

Aristotelian theory of the four elements32. This was a very common way of explaining 

the physical events and conditions of this world as regulated by the regions of the 

universe below the sphere of the moon's orbit. It became a particularly popular world 

view since John of Holywood (Sacrobosco) wrote his De sphaera at the beginning of the 

13 th century33 *.

The theory of the four elements was an abstract conception which seemed to 

contradict the observation of the physical features of the earths surface. It postulated 

that the sublunary regions of the cosmos were composed of four elements (fire, air, 

water and earth) arranged in decreasing concentric spheres according to their 

respective gravity. Owing to this view, it was logical to infer that the earth might 

theoretically be enclose within the sphere of water14. This conclusion, however, seemed 

to be ridiculous at the level of the most basic evidence gained through empirical

12

^  Cf. Acts, 17.26.

M> A statement o f St. Augustine illustrates very well this spirit: 'Major est quippe Scripturae hujus auctoritas, quam 
omnis humani ingenii capacitas’ (De genesi ad lineram IL 5, ed. Minge, vol.34, 1841, col.267).

31 For a more detailed analysis of the different authors, see J.K. Wright (1925, pp.55-57).

32 De Cacio, E  4 . 287a. ed. W.K.C. Guthrie. 1971, p. 161.

33 See L  Thorndike ( 1949. pp.4244) and W.G.L Randles ( 1980. pp. 10-11 ).

u Aristotle. Metereologica, E  2, 154b, ed, H.D.P. Lee. 1878. p. 133.



experience. It was a contradiction which particularly puzzled the scholars of the late 

Middle Ages stemming from the fact that since the De caelo had reached Western 

Europe at the beginning of the 12th century, Aristotle had become a fundamental 

authority. Only another authority of at least comparable weight was to be able to 

reconcile the Aristotelian theory with the current practice showing a part of the earth 

established on the waters: the reading of the Bible35.

Several passages of the Scripture state that the Lord of lords established the 

earth above the waters, namely in Psalm 103. But it was mainly on account of Genesis 

that most of the late medieval scholars developed the theory of the congregatio aquae in 

order to explain the existence of emerged lands in harmony with Aristotelian physics. 

According to the description of the Creation on the third day, God said: 'Let the waters 

that are under the heaven be gathered together into one place; and let the dry land 

appear. And it was so done'36. This meant, on the one hand, that it was by intercession 

of God's wish to preserve a dry area whereon man and animals might thrive that an 

apparent reversal of the natural laws was to be witnessed on the surface of the earth. 

Therefore, it was possible to think that before the congregation of waters the 

Aristotelian elements were arranged in four perfect concentrical spheres. It was the 

action of God who changed the natural order of things. In this manner, late medieval 

scholars provided a logical explanation for the emerged lands which, at the same time, 

brought in the authority of the Scriptures and left Aristotle's reputation intact.

The theory of the four elements, modified by the providential intervention, had 

other cosmographical implications in the mind of the medieval scholars. It was 

believed, for instance, that the dry area appeared after the congregation of waters was 

only to be verified in one part of the earth. This region was promptly appointed as 

being the known lands located in the northern hemisphere where the Christians dwelt.

13

35 Sacrobosco is the Tint of a number of authors at that time who remained attached to a naturalistic (Aiistotelian) 
explanation of the emerged lands which formed the ecumene. He used the Aristotelian qualities of dryness and wetness to 
bring the Stagirite's doctrine into line with the observed reality. His contemporary Michael Scot used a similar reasoning, 
but thereafter, one has to wait until the physicist John Buridan (c. 1300-1358) to find once more a naturalistic explanation 
of the ecumene. This author made the earth emerge out of the water by distinguishing its centre of gravity from its centre 
of magnitude, something absent in Aristotle's thought. See W.G.L Randles in W. Haase and M. Reinhold eds. (1994, 
pp.5-76).

36 Genesis 1,9.
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So, contrary to the Cratesian theory, the world view harmonising Aristotelian physics 

with the Scripture only took into account the existence of a single land mass: the 

Christian ecumene. The rest was a huge and undivided ocean covering the rest of the 

earth’s surface. Furthermore, a medieval principle superimposed on to the classical 

theory of the four elements proclaimed that the volume of one element to the next was 

governed by the ratio of one to ten in decreasing order of density37. This meant, for 

instance, that the extent of water gathered together by God was ten times bigger than 

the emergent dry land. Therefore, the Christian ecumene as defined by this theory was 

not only a single body of land but it was also a small one; very small, if compared with 

the extent of the encircling ocean.

In sum, both the Cratesian theory, so popular during the patristic period, and 

later on, the providential explanation of the theory of the four elements, stressed a 

similar cosmographic principle in medieval consciousness: the inhabitable and 

actually inhabited world is rather small. In Macrobius' terms, it is just a macula lost in 

the immensity of an unknown globe3®.

Other common explanations overlapping on the above mentioned world view 

systems, like the theory of zones, also limited the extent of the ecumene and reasserted 

its small size from another perspective39. Being then clear that this was a well 

established attribute of the inhabitable world right through the Middle Ages from 

different points of view, and a commonplace among most authors, I shall now briefly 

analyse a second outstanding characteristic of the Christian ecumene: its schematic 

representation.

In addition to the cosmographic treatises, a complete evaluation of the 

medieval image of the world demands an overview of the parallel production of 

cartographic material. Like writing, a map is a way of graphically expressing mental

37 The De sphaera of Sacrobosco stares clearly the arithmetics of this principie in an archetypical form: *EI Diámetro y 
ámbito de todos los otros Elementos, si lo quisiéremos hallar, sera multiplicando por diez tanto de la Tierra: de tal manera, 
que el Agua sea diez tanto mas que la Tierra: y el Ayre diez tanto mas que el Agua, y ciento mas que la Tierra: y el fuego 
diez tanto mas que el Ayre: y mil veces mas que la Tierra.’ (Sacrobosco, bk.L ch.5, ed. H. Chaves, 1545, fol.35).

38 Cf. Commentariorum in somnium Scipionis H, 5, 34.

'w For a brief but intelligent exposición of these theories, see W.G.L Randles (1980, pp.9-14).



concepts and images. It is therefore a very powerful tool for a thorough 

comprehension of the geographic domain. This need for maps might now be 

considered universal, but it was already craved by medieval authors. Paulino Veneto, 

an early 14th century Minorite friar, observes in the prologue of his Satyrica historia 

that 'it is not just difficult but impossible without a world map to make [oneself] an 

image of, or even for the mind to grasp, what is said of the children and grandchildren 

of Noath and of the Four Kingdoms and other nations and regions, both in divine and 

human writings. There is needed moreover a twofold map, [composed] of painting 

and writing. Nor wilt thou deem one sufficient without the other, because painting 

without writing indicates regions or nations unclearly, [and] writing without the aid of

painting truly does not mark the boundaries of the provinces of a region in their 

various parts sufficiently [clearly] for them to be descried almost at glance.'40

As a matter of fact, the making of world maps was not an identifiably separate 

activity in the medieval period. Maps and text were normally linked, as can be seen in 

some 900 of the 1100 surviving mappaemundi which are found in manuscript books41. 

Their primary purpose was not so much to provide the precise locations of the 

geographical features of the earth so as to illustrate, by means of images, the written 

record of Christian cosmogony and cosmography.

In terms of cartography, the heart of the Middle Ages was dominated by three 

different types of mappaemundi: zonal, quadripartite and tripartite*2. From all of them,

I shall first focus on the depictions which limited their drawing to the ecumenical parts 

of the world without any other speculations: the tripartite mappaemundi. Particular 

attention will be paid to their evolution from purely schematic to less schematic 

representations, seeing on the occasion how this affected the portrayal of Africa.

The tripartite mappaemundi are also known as the T-O category for the very 

simple reason that this is their external shape. The 'O' represents the limits of the

40 Paolino Veneto, Val. Lat. 1960. fol.13 (Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana). Quoted and translated by J. Schulz (1978, 
p.452). See also J.B. Friedman (1981, p.42), and D. Woodward in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, vol.I, p.287).

41D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, vol.I, p.286).

41 I follow the classificatory system proposed by D. Woodward in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, voll, 
pp.294-299).
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ecumene and the ’T' the outline of the encompassed territories. They are circular maps 

based on the Scriptures where the world is conceived as an orbis terrarum on account of 

the roundness of the ocean that wrap up the whole inhabitable land4*. The upper half 

of this circle is normally thought to be a representation of Asia (Asia maiore), whereas 

Europe and Africa are to be found in the lower part of the circle representing the other 

half of the world41 * * 44. Both halves are divided by an approximate parallel line which links 

the Don (Tanais) with the Nile, and this constitutes the horizontal axis of the T .  In the 

lower half, the Mediterranean makes a subdivision into two equal quarters and 

separates Europe (left quarter) from Africa (right quarter), thus defining the vertical 

axis of the T . From a poetic point of view, this is how the metrics of Leonardo Dati 

draw the above mentioned scheme:

'Un T dentro ad un O mostra i disegno 
Come in tre parti fu diviso il Mondo,
E la superiore è il maggior regno 
Che quasi piglia la metà de tondo 
Asia chiama: il gambo ritto è segno 
Che parte il terzo nome dal secondo 
Africa dico da Europa: il mare 
Mediterran tra esse in mezzo appare'45

Two major works of Isidore of Seville provide most of the maps in the 

schematic T-O category, his Etymologiarum sive originum libri XX  (c.622-633) and the Dc 

natura rerum (c.612-615)46. In its simplest versions, Asia, Europe and Africa appear in 

these mappaemundi as the three ecumene pars in which the inhabited world was

41 The Holy Scriptures support the circular shape o f the maps as welt as the existence of an ocean surrounding the
portion of the earth inhabited by men of our kind (see Is. 40.22 and Gn. 1.9). But this was also a common belief to many 
early cultures, namely to the Babylonians. Among the Greeks, the encircling ocean is present in Homer, Hesiod, and some 
early Ionian philosophers like Thales. Thereafter, this theory was held by authors like Aristotle. Pliny, Seneca, Macrobius,
and Martianus Capella (Cf. J.K. Wright. 1925. p.18).

44 Cf. St. Augustine, De civitate Dei, XVI, 17.

45 La sfera, 3.11 (Ms, Conv, Soppr. 109, fol.65v., Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence). In another manuscript 
version of the same library (Ms. Med. Pal. 88, fol,14v), the last verse is slightly different: 'El qual Mediterran si fa 
chiamare’.

*  According to M. Destombes (1964, p.179), Isidore’s schema is found in over 660 examples. The original map has not 
survived. However, it was often copied in manuscript form and it was the first cartographic work to be printed (Ausburg. 
1472), a fact which stresses the importance and great influence of this representation.



normally divided* 44 * * 47 * *. In their turn, these three parts were soon associated with Noah’s 

repartition of the world among his sons (see pl.l), Africa being assigned to Ham4*. 

Later on, the schematic representation was progressively made more complex with the 

incorporation of several complements. From the 12th century onwards, in accordance 

with Ezekiel (5,5.), it became a commonplace in West cartography to place Jerusalem 

at the centre of the ecumene4\  Also in agreement with the Scriptures, the Terrestrial 

Paradise was normally located in the easternmost limits of the world with a depiction 

of a high wall, a mountain range or a ring of flames in order to indicate that men must 

be kept out50. Finally, it is not unusual to find some schematic T-O maps embellished 

with vignettes, legends or symbols of all sorts51.

It is fairly obvious that all these additions to the tripartite mappaemundi 

increased their symbolic and allegorical functions. The map became a graphic way of 

presenting Christian truths rather than a mere depiction of geographical lore. The 

central theme turned to be the earth as a stage for a sequence of divinely planned 

historical events from the creation of the world to its salvation by Jesus Christ52. Seen in

17

A very early example is seen in the T -0  map contained in a copy of Isidore’s De natura rerum dating from the 8th 
century (Biblioteca del Escorial, Ms. R Q 18, fol.24v).

4tl Cf. Gn.10. For a detailed explanation on how the descendants of Ham inhabited Africa, see L. Mármol Carvajal 
(1573, vol.L part.I. bk.L ch.23, fol.31 ). Note, however, that the location of the sons of Noah according to the written 
sources could be somewhat variable. See B. Braude (1997).

44 The idea of placing Jerusalem at the centre of the world seems to have been present as early as the 7th century (see
R.C. Beazley, 1897-1906, vol.I, pp. 133,338-39), but it was not generally established until the 12th century (see J.K.
Wright, 1925, p.259). An early example can be seen in a T-O mappamundi of 1110 preserved at St. John's College
(Oxford) with the design of a cross accompanied by the label 'Mons Syon' (see K. Miller, 1895-98, vol.E, p.l 18-19). Note,
on the other hand, that the fact of locating the most holy place in a central position is a common practice in many other
cultures apart from the Christian (see J.K. Wright, 1925, p.259). This shared attitude has been named 'syndrome omphalos' 
by Y.S. Edgerton (see Y.S. Edgerton, in D. Woodward dir., 1987, pp.10-50),

30 On the Biblical contribution placing Paradise in the East, see Genesis 2,8. Isidore of Seville, the most representative 
authority for this type of mappaemundi. also stated the same location in his Etymologirum (bk.XIV, ch.3, nr.2). The 
earliest example of a schematic T-O map with a depiction of Paradise in the East can be seen in a 9th century manuscript 
version of Isidore of Seville's Etimologiae preserved in the Biblioteca del Escorial (Ms. IP  8, fol.187). The location of the 
Paradise in the East was not, however, a conviction universally shared by all medieval authors. See A. Graf (1964, vol.1, 
pp. 1 -238) on the different theories.

S1 The most beautiful example would probably be the images designed in the tripartite mappamundi contained in Jean 
Mansel's La fleur des histoires, preserved in the Bibliothèque Royate Albeit I. Brussels (Ms.923l, foL281v). For an earlier 
example, with the whole surface covered by fortified buildings and churches representing major cities, see one of the 
manuscript tripartite maps preserved in Vienna (reprod. by Santarem, ed. 1989, ftg. 10.3).

s~ On the symbolic dimension of mappaemundi, see D. Woodward (1985), and also from the same author, his 
contribution in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987. vol.1. pp.334-343).
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this light, further significance can be disengaged from the T-O maps. The tripartite 

schema dividing the ecumene among the sons of Noath, for example, arise as a symbol 

of the historical beginning of man's life on earth. And similarly, the T  in the T-O maps 

can clearly be interpreted in some cases as a symbol of the Passion of Christ on the 

crucifix53.

This emphasis in the symbolic transformation of the original scheme did not 

necessarily mean, however, a structural change in the conception of space. Whatever 

the number of additions and allegorical dimension incorporated in the T-O maps, the 

above mentioned adjustments could still be framed within the Isidorian model. In the 

cartographical examples refered to so far, the tripartite scheme was not essentially 

altered and the same principles were upheld. The ecumene was still conceived as being 

the small size inhabitable territory defined by the cosmographical theories described at 

the beginning of this chapter.

One might therefore assume, from what has been said so far, that the Middle 

Ages was a static period dominated by a conception of a closed inhabitable world 

limited in extent. Certainly, this was the prevalent image reinforced by the erudite 

geography, particularly in the patristic period. Isidore of Seville for example, one of 

the most influent authors in the early Middle Ages, believed that it was impossible to 

cross the immensity of the encircling ocean, and moreover, that there were no other 

lands beyond to discover54. His judgment, in agreement with the cosmographical 

theories expounded above, was shared by many other authors of his time and gave 

rise to the legend of the mare oceanum tenebrosum55. Icebound to the north and boiling to 

the south, this ocean seemed to prevent early medieval scholars from projecting 

mankind to other parts of the earth.

i} The best evidence in favour of this hypothesis is given by a small mappamundi functioning as an initial T  with a 
crucified figure contained in a manuscript copy of Isidore of Seville's Etymologiarum, now preserved in the Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana, Florence (Ms. Conv. Soppr. 319, fol.90v). The person who first suggested that the T  in the T-O 
maps might represent a cross of the tau variety was J.T. Lanman (1981).

54 De natura rerum XL,3, ed. J. Fontaine, 1960, pp.306-308.

35 Cf. A. Rainaud (1893, pp. 163-165). See also W .G .L Randles (1988) and (1989); D. Lecoq (1992).
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A sharp distinction may be made, however, between the erudite geography of 

the scholar and churchman from that of the merchant, soldier, and pilgrim. Whereas 

the former based their reasoning largely on authority, often embracing incompatible 

doctrines with lack of critical sense, the others learned of the world mainly through the 

living practice of travel. Therefore, the 'intellectual landscape' drawn by the learned 

encyclopedias did not necessarily coincide with the 'living landscape' of the travel 

books.

Whatever the seemingly unsurmountable obstacles shackled by the 

encyclopedic tradition, it is not entirely true that the Middle Ages was a passive period 

reluctant to travel. Trade, evangelisation, war campaigns, pilgrimage to the holy 

places, or often a combination of several of these factors, were motives good enough to 

set out. If it is true on the one hand, that some of the enigmatic fantasies designed by 

the erudite tradition were still present in the mind of the 16th and 17th explorers, it is 

no less certain on the other hand that there was a reasonable dynamic of travel 

throughout the Middle Ages, particularly from the time of the Crusades onwards.

It is not an easy task to appraise properly the historical and geographical 

consequences of such a complex series of events like the Crusades. The primary and 

most immediate purpose of the Christian mobilization was a failure, as Palestine and 

the holy places remained in the hands of the ’infidels'. But as has been pointed out by 

J.K. Wright, the Crusades contributed more than any other event since Antiquity to the 

enlargement of man's geographical horizons56. Men of all ranks and callings made their 

way by land and sea to redeem the Holy Land. During the journey, they were put in 

contact with new human qualities and customs, new religions, new ways of living, as 

well as with new types of landscape and climate. All this tended to displace the 

participants from their habitual and local modes of thought. Even the perspective of 

people staying at home were largely affected by the Crusades. On the one hand, some 

of the stories and adventures of these travels were recorded in chronicles and poems. 

And most importantly, it is safe to infer that in the 13th century almost every town and 

village in the West held someone who, directly or indirectly, was ready to report *

19

*  J.K. Wrighi (1925. pp.292-293).
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stories about 'distant horizons'. Consequently, the perspective of the ecumenc had 

generally been enlarged into a wider world view.

On the other hand, it is necessary to stress that the hostility raised by the 

Crusades against Islam did not put an end to paceful contacts. The common 

commercial interests, for example, largely took place over ideological or religious 

discrepancies. Not even the papal dispositions forbidding trade with the infidels were 

able to stop relations between the northern and the southern shores of the 

Mediterranean. From the 12th century onwards, many Genoese merchants had 

permanent settlements in various ports of the Maghrib, and they were followed by the 

Catalans in the next century. Obviously, commodities were not the only thing 

exchanged in this relationship. The southern shores of the Mediterranean constituted 

the terminus of the caravan routes crossing the Sahara, completely unknown to the 

Europeans at that time. Therefore, the commercial dealings with Islam in the 

Mediterranean were an excellent opportunity to get information about the African 

regions beyond the coastal littoral, notably about the gold coming from the Empire of 

Mali.

There also existed intellectual contacts, namely through the translation task 

carried out in Sicily and Toledo. The importance of these translations lay in the fact 

that much of the classical legacy unknown to Christianity had been ultimately 

preserved by Islam. The recovery and translation of these works from Arabic into 

Latin was to be, in the long run, one of the principal factors in the European 

intellectual Renaissance. But even in the short term this influence was to be felt from 

the 12th century, as shall be seen below in the case of some geographical conceptions57.

Last but not least, a new breed of European travellers was also to contribute to 

the enlargement of the ecumene beyond its traditional limits. These were the diplomatic 

and missionary embassies sent overland from Europe to the Middle and Far East in 

the 13th and 14th centuries58. The large amount of friars, travellers and merchants who * 5

57 In cartographic terms, there exists a tradition of mappaemundi orientated with the south at the top. like the Arabic 
maps, from the 11 th century. See a list of examples in A. Rainaud (1893, p.l 15).

5" An early compilation o f some of these travels, with the texts translated into French and with an introduction, was 
made by P. Bergeron (1735). For a more recent and comprehensive work, see H. Yule (1913-16).
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visited the heart of Asia up to the mythical Cathay in that period, unveiled to the West 

the existence of another reality only imagined up to that moment though the legends 

of Alexander the Great. Thus, similarly to the Crusades, another world of new customs 

and religions in the Hast had to be integrated to the spaces of Latin influence. As was 

clearly percieved by the Dominican traveler Guillelmus Adae (1332), the 

understanding of human society and the space it dwelt in could not be reduced any 

more to the simple concept of Christianitasw.

Most of these travellers, particularly the friars, have left a written record of their 

experience in the East. It is however difficult* to assert in general terms the immediate 

influence of the new knowledge contained in these works. The Historia mongalorum of 

Giovanni da Pian del Carpine and the Itinerarium of Guillelmus de Rubruc were soon 

welcomed with large abstracts in the encyclopedic works of Vincent de Beauvais and 

Roger Bacon“. But the narratives of other traders and friars were largely ignored in the 

literature of the time. Marco Polo, for example, was branded as an impostor, and the 

geographical record of his travels was not to be seen up to the appearance of the 

Catalan Atlas (c.1375). In the case of other authors, some of their precise observations 

concerning the world in the East were simply forgotten for centuries. People seemed to 

prefer the reading of false travel books like that of Mandeville, full of marvels and 

fantasy. The large number of manuscripts preserved of his Voyages (1366), as well as 

the enormous success of its printed editions, seem to reveal that this was still the 

dominant spirit of the late Middle Ages59 * 61. But even if this hypothesis is proved to be 

correct, the important thing to stress for our purpose is that Mandeville shares with the 

conception of an enlarged ecumene with the real travellers. Like Pian del Carpine or

21

59 ‘Si enim, ut alias asserui et provavi, mundi pars habitata per homines in decern divideretur panes, nos qui veri 
Christiani sumus et dicimur orthodoxi, decima pars non sumus, qui tarnen consuevimus esse totum. Quod sic deduci 
potent et ostcndi’ (Directorium ad passagium faciendum, ed.1906, p.382). Note that there is no complete agreement 
among modem historians regarding the attribution of the Directorium to Guillelmus Adae. For a brief summary of the 
discussions, see G. Golubovich (1919. voUR p.482).

w Cf. J.K. Wright (1925, p.269).

M There are more than 250 manuscripts of Mandevilie's travels in ten languages (Ch. Deluz, in J. Céard and J.C. 
Margolin dirs., 1987, pp.205-220). Before the 16th century, the book of Mandeville had been edited 35 times, whereas that 
of Marco Polo had only seen five editions (W.G.L. Randles, 1980, pp.18-19). In general, about Mandeville and his book, 
see the classical works of M. Letts (1449) and J.W. Bennet (1954).
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Rubruc, Mandeville showed the reader that a single man was actually able to reach far 

distant lands which could hardly be imagined by St. Augustine61.

* Certainly, the Crusades and the news brought to the West by overland travel to 

the East did not have an immediate effect in all the domains of Christian culture. We 

shall see below, for example, how difficult was the complete assimilation of some of 

the ethnographical implications of the enlarged ecumene in the European mind. It 

seems to me quite evident, however, that at least in the most basic geographical 

assumptions the stretch of time going from the 11th to the 13th centuries was a period 

of remarkable renewal62 63. As has been pointed out by Magalhaes Godinho64, it was the 

first of two deep transformations which would led to the new space of the 

Renaissance: the map of the whole world drawn in the middle of the 16th century, due 

mainly to a navigational expansion along the latitudinal axis, was first preceded by the 

enlargement of human horizons along the longitudinal axis which I have just been 

speaking about.

This transformation of the geographical space was a collective process of 

interconnected discourses, not the sudden realisation of a small group of persons 

within a single domain. In terms of cartography, the full implications of the Crusades 

and overland travel to the East was taken on relatively late. The so called Hereford 

mappamundi (c.1290), for example, still reflects for the most part a mixture of much 

earlier Roman sources and traditional conceptions of medieval authors rather than the 

precise record of the geographical details added to knowledge by travellers to the East. 

However, it would be misleading to think that cartographic works were absolutely 

insensible to the new temper that reached most segments of the population in the time 

of the Crusades. Some regional and itinerary maps, such as the one of Matthew Paris65,

62 Mandeville states in two passages that man could even go all around the earth (Mandeville. ch.XLV, ed. R. Gomez, 
1958, vol.IL pp. 13,16). However, this optimism is not shared by the Minorite friar Giovanni de Marignoli, who says in his 
recollections of eastern travels (1338-53); '1 have learned by sure experience that if you suppose the ocean divided by two 
lines forming a cross, two of the quadrants so formed are navigable, and the two others not navigable at all. For God willed 
not that men should be able to sail round the whole world’ (Giovanni dc Marignoli, ed. J. Yule, 1914, p.261).

63 P. Gautier Dalchi (1983) argues that geographical renewal was partly present already in the 9th century. See also P. 
Gautier Dalchi (1990).

M V. Magalhaes Godinho, in J.A. Franja, dir. (1984, pp.354-355).

M Royal Ms. 14.C.VII. British Library, London.



reflected in detail up-to-date knowledge regarding the Holy Land and the routes of 

pilgrimage.

On the other hand, the ecumenical mappaemundi were not completely alien to 

contemporary transformations brought about in the mental plane. From the 12th 

century onwards, tripartite maps can be seen to develop less schematic 

representations. This fact might be placed parallel to the influence exerted by the 

nominalist theory of knowledge and the Franciscan approach to nature. In the same 

way as this conceptual framework encouraged travellers to be curious observers, some 

contemporary T-O maps reveal an emphasis on perceptual space in certain details. A 

clear example of this can be found in some tripartite mappaemundi from the 12th 

century onwards where the encircling ocean shaped with the '0 ' and the hydrographic 

system shaped with the T  are depicted like waves66. As if willing to stress the water 

element, these examples of realist design on the T-O maps could still leave the 

Isidorian scheme intact.

In other cases, the effort of physical resemblance introduced to some details of 

the tripartite mappaemundi could noticeably alter the standard schematic nature. This 

can be witnessed, although not exclusively, in most of the versions of the T-O maps 

found in the manuscripts of the De hello Jugurthino of Gaius Sallustius Crispus (Sallust). 

Modifications affected above all the hydrographical system. It is not unusual, for 

example, to see some maps with the shape of the T  truncated, often in the horizontal 

axis but also in the vertical one67. The Don and Nile rivers also, on occasion, appeared 

curved at the ends to reflect more realistically their supposed courses6*. A similar idea 

appears in a 12th century manuscript of the Venerable Bede’s De natura rerum, but this

** An early example can be seen in two T-O maps contained in a 12th century manuscript version of Hon onus 
Augustodinensis's De Imagine Mundi (reprod. by Santarem, ed.1989, figs. 14.1 and 14.2). A later example is found in a 
13th century version of William of Conches’s De philosopkia mundi (Ms. Strozzi 87, fol.43r, Biblioteca Medicea 
Laurenziana. Florence). For examples from the 14th and 15th centuries, see for instance the various versions of Lucanus's 
Pharsalia preserved at the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence (Ms. Conv. Soppr. 470, fo).162v; Ms. Redi 148. 
fol.94v; Ms. Plut. 35.14, foU08r).

67 As an example of the first case, see for instance a 13th century Sallust map preserved in the Biblioteca Medicea 
Laurenziana. Florence (Ms. Plut. 16.18. fol.63v). For a T  truncated on the vertical axis, see for example the already 
mentioned map contained in the De statu Sarracenorum (reprod. by Santarem, ed.1989. fig. 10.2).

M See. for instance, a Sallust map of the 11 th century preserved in Leipzig (reprod. by Santarem, ed.1989, fig. 10.1 and 
by K. Miller. voUH. 1895, fig.43).
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time with a brutal modification of the river Nile that renders the T-O scheme hardly 

recognisable (see pl-2)**. Another substantial variation of the original outline settled 

upon by Isidore of Seville is exhibited by a tripartite map found in a 12th century 

manuscript of Macrobius's Commentariorum in somnium Scipionis70. In this instance, the 

rigid T-O outline becomes a Y-O variant of sinuous lines which, contrary to the 

Isidorian scheme, render the ecumenical division on of three equally sized parts.

Modifications to the traditional tripartite maps also included a west or south 

orientation71, the addition of two symmetrical rivers72, the inclusion of the sea of Azov73, 

T-O maps with the names of Africa and Europe reversed74, V-in-square and T-iri- 

square maps7", the crossbar of the T  higher than usual so that the three ecumenical 

parts are about the same size76, and others. In all these examples, the rigid Isidorian 

scheme is severely altered, but not transformed. Within the variations, the same 

principles were upheld. Certainly, the use of curved ends in the crossbar of the T  or 

the design of sinuous Y-shaped lines for the ecumenical division meant a less 

diagrammatic approach to the features of the physical geography. But these are just 

form variations on the initial scheme rather than a change of the basic conception. The 

substantial transformation would come when the undulating style on the maps served 

not only to separate the parts of the ecumene but also to shape the outline of the

w Ms. Lat 11130. fo!.82r. Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.

711 Ms. Lat. 16679, fol.33v. Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.

71 This can respectively be seen in two Sallust maps of the 13th century preserved in the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris 
(Ms. Lat. 6253, fol.52v and Ms. Lat. 6088, fol.33v).

7: See the 13th century Sallust map preserved in Cambridge (reprod. by D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward 
eds.. vol.L 1987, p.346, fig. 18.50).

73 See the 10th century isidorian map in Saint Gall (reprod. by D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds., 
vol.L 1987, p.347. fig. 18.54).

74 See the 12th century isidorian map in Exeter (reprod. by D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds., vol.L
1987, p.347. fig. 18.53).

73 See respectively the 9th century Isidorian map and the map in a 9th century version of Bede's De natura rerum 
(reprod. by D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds., vol.L 1987, p.347, fig. 18.55 and p.335, fig. 18.35).

7ft See the small tripartite map found in a 11th century version of the commentary on the Apocalypse of Beams de 
Liébana (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, Ms. Lat. 8878, 7r).



territories with serious consideration of perceptual space. This is, in other words, the 

criterion which allows the distinction of the schematic tripartite maps (whether purely 

Isidorian or of the Sallust type) from the non-schematic maps, best represented in the 

depictions based on the Historiarum adversus paganos libri sepiem of Paulus Orosius.

It is not always an easy task to trace the precise boundary between a noticeably 

modified schematic map and a non-schematic one. The best example I have found of 

this difficulty is illustrated by a tripartite map contained in a 12th century manuscript 

version of Martianus Capella's work (pl.3)77. As some of the already mentioned Sallust 

T-0 maps, it shows the Don and the Nile rivers with curved lines notched at both 

ends. More importantly, the map emphasizes the Mediterranean basin with a thicker 

stroke and depicts its coastlines in undulating style. One might recognise in this 

sketch, with a little imagination, the Iberian, Italian and Balkan peninsulas on the one 

side, and maybe the African Syrtes on the other. But the depiction is too rude for any 

identification. Even the inclusion of this cartographic work within the category of non

schematic maps seems to me inappropriate. Although it shares some peculiar 

characteristics of the Orosian family of maps at an elementary stage, the general 

outward appearance of the mappamundi found in Capella's work still recalls that of 

the schematic category. It just signposts the extreme limits of the Sallust type variation 

on the Isidorian scheme and announces how the emphasis on perceptual space over 

the representational one would led to non-schematic cartography.

Within this context, it is fairly obvious that there could not exist a continental 

idea of Africa at the time of the Crusades. For the authors of that period, Africa (or 

Libya) was just an ecumene pars. Even its status as one of the three parts of the 

inhabited world was occasionally a subject of discussion. In this sense, it seems that 

since Antiquity certain writers split the known world not in three but in two parts, 

making Africa a part of Europe78. In line with this tradition, Paulus Orosius (fl. A.D.
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77 Ms. S. Marco 190, foI.74r, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana. Florence.

78 Cf. Eratosthenes and other lesser Greek geographers in K. Müller ed., 1854-61, vol.IL p.491. Note that, from a 
mythological point o f view, there exists a tradition pointing out (hat in ancient times Europe and Africa were a single land 
body only separated in the aftermath of the Herculean labours. This tradition is present, for example, in Pomponius Mela 
(De chorographia, 15,27 ed. C. Guzman, 1989, p.35).



414-17) accepted this idea and added that ’when the Ancients established that Africa 

should be considered the third part of the world, they did so not on account of its size 

but according to the ratio of division'79 *. Africa was therefore conceived as the smallest 

part of the world, both in extent and in number of inhabitants“. Similarly, one can find 

the same idea in at least three authors of the late Middle Ages: Otto von Freisingen 

(c.1111-1158)91, Gervase of Tilbury (c.1160-1235?)81 * * * *, and Pierre d'Ailly (1350-1420)s\  

Cartographically speaking, this is illustrated in a 12th century tripartite mappam undi 

now preserved in St. John's College, Cambridge“.

The fact that Africa became a part of Europe due to its small size could still be 

reconciled with the general principle stating that Asia was as large as Africa and 

Europe together. But without paying any attention to internal contradictions, it is also 

possible to find, in the same period, other authors with the contrary belief. Sometime 

in the first half of the 13th century, Bartholomew Anglicus speaks in his De 

propietatibus rerum of 'Africa the Greater'“ . In the Sone de Nansay, a French romance of 

the late 13th century, it is clearly asserted that Africa is the largest and the 'best' of the 

three ecumenical parts86. And this is how it appears in some south orientated Sallust T- 

O maps where Africa occupies the upper half of the unhabitable world (a surface 

normally assigned to Asia)87 *.

2 6

79 'Afri cam ut dixi cum teriiam orbis partem mai ores nostri accipientam descripscrint. non spationim mensuras sed 
divisionum rationes securi sunt.' Hisioriarum advenus paganos libri septem 1.2,83. See also 12,1 and 1.2,85.

*° Hitoriarum advenus paganos libri septem  1.2,86.

81 Chronica sive historia de duabus civitatibus, I, 1, ed. A. Hofmeisler, 1902, pp.37-38.

** Otta imperialia. H, 2, ed. G.W. Leibnitz, 1707, p.9IO.

*3 Ymago Mundi, L 32, ed. E. Buron, 1930, p.343.

M Cod. membr., fol, nr.XVH, fol.6 (reprod. by K. Miller, 1895-98, volili, p.119).

*' De propietatibus rerum , bk.XVf ch.XIX, ed. H. Meyer, 1494, fol 180v. On the difficulties pinpointing the date of this 
work, see Ch.V. Langlois (1911, p. 118).

86 'Ne sont que UI tierres u m onde/.. Aufrique, ce est ü plus grans/ Et de toute riens mieus vaillans.' Quoi, by J. 
Tattersall (1981, p.40).

87 See for example the Sallust T -0  map contained in a 12th century version of the De bello Jugurihino in the
Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris (Ms. Lai. 5751. fol. 18r).



This discrepancy of opinions prove that the mind of late medieval 

encyclopedists was not always sensitive to incompatibilities“. They frequently 

attributed their cosmographical doctrines to early masters of the Antiquity, but in 

most cases they only knew them through the second hand versions of later scribes. 

When incorporating statements of various predecessors, scholars did not always 

realise that they were often embracing incompatible doctrines. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that the time of the Crusades reveal different authors with opposite 

opinions on the same subject. As a matter of fact, it is also possible to find 

contradictory statements even in a same work, and occasionally in successive 

paragraphs. But the most interesting thing to stress is that this bookish way of working 

also explains, at the same time, the persistence of a dominant tradition with respect to 

the image of Africa.

In the absence of actual experience about Africa beyond its northern coastline, 

most authors at the time of the Crusades drew their notions of this part of the world 

coping to men like Mela, Solinus, and Isidore“. This meant, exceptions aside, the 

imposition of a stereotyped view of Africa as rather limited in extent. The evidence of 

the Mediterranean shores made it easy to acknowledge the longitudinal amplitude of 

Africa, but the boundaries to the south remained imprecise. A few missionary friars 

like Guillelmus Adae travelled along the east coast of Africa in the first half of the 14th 

century, reaching at least the latitude of Socotra. His De modo sarracenos extirpandi 

(c.1317) reports information about regions still further south* 90, and in his Directorium ad 

passagium faciendum (1332) Adae states very clearly that he has been beyond the 

equator91. It is very doubtful, however, that these details were widely diffused among

** Cf. L. Febvre (1968).

w Cf. D. Detlefsen (1972) and B.D. Shaw (1981).

90 See De modo sarracenos extirpandi, V, ed. 1906, p.551.

V1 TYocessi ultra versus meridiem ad locum ubi polum nostrum articum non videvam. et videbam polum antarticum 
circa XXim gradibus elevatum. Ab isto loco ulterius non processi. Mercatores vero et homines fide digni passim ultra 
versus meridiem procedebanl. usque ad loca ubi asserebant polum antarticum quiquaginta quatuor gradibus elevari’
(Directorium ad passagium faciendum, L ed.1906, p.384). Note that Adae speaks of his own personal experience in these 
regions, as he states in another passage at the beginning of his work: 'in quo quidem Directorio, non tam aliomm relacione 
audita, quam ea que per XXHH annos et amplius, quibus fui in tenis infidelium moratus, causa fidei predicande, visa 
refero el experta' (idem, prologus. ed. 1906, p.368).
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his contemporaries. At the time of the Crusades, the common limits of the ecumene to  

the south were still those established by authority though the zonal theory and its  

notion of an impassable equatorial ocean.

To sum up, the cosmographical theories of the late Middle Ages shaped Africa 

within an ecumene not divided into continents and rather limited in its meridional 

limits. From the more precise point of view of regional geography, it appeared as  

being long in the Mediterranean axis but narrow in latitude. And as in the Macrobian 

maps, Africa was roughly identified with the ensemble of territories covered by the  

Maghrib and Egypt together. Not until cosmographers bridged in their mind these 

lands with two other seemingly separate units in a single set was the continental idea 

of Africa to arise. First and foremost, the physical and mental barrier of the alter orbis 

needed to be tom down. Without this premise, the range of ecumenical variations pu t 

forward by any cosmographical change would still leave the poetic view of Africa 

given by Fazio degli Uberti (1346-47) intact:

'E cosi giunto son fino a la stretta 
di Calpes e Galbine; or qui puoi, dunque,
1'Africa imaginar ch e lunga e schietta.’92

"  I! Dittamondo, bk.L ch.K , w.55-57, ed. G. Corsi. 1952. vol.L p.28.



2. MARVELS AT THE SOUTHERN EDGE OF THE WORLD.

Tît, s'il est ainsi, comme dict Plutarque, que, en quelque endroit des Indes, il y aye 
des hommes sans bouche, se nourrissans de la senteur de certaines odeurs, combien 
y a il de nos descriptions fauces?— Combien de choses appelions nous miraculeuses 
& contre nature? Cela se faict par chaq home et par chaq nation selon la mesure de 
son ignorance... car, aller selon nature, pour nous, ce n’est qu'aller selon nostre 
intelligence, autant qu elle peut suyure & autant que nous y voyons: ce qui est 
audela, est monstrueux & desordonne w

MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE

Pomponius Mela’s confusing exposition on the existent notions concerning the 

sources of the Nile included, among others, the hypothesis that this river spring from 

the Antipodes and then reappeared in the northern hemisphere once having flowd 

underneath the presumed equatorial sea91 * * 94. As opposed to other prevalent theories at 

that time regarding the headwaters of the Nile, most typically the westward and the 

eastward nature of its flow, a 17th century Spanish translator of the De chorographia, 

José Antonio González de Salas, commented on the above passage that the southern 

origin is indeed the correct one, but not as Mela imagined it. He argued in his 

comments that the fact of the matter is that 'the sources of the Nile are to be found in 

the other side of the equinoctial towards the south, at the end of Ethiopia, in what is 

now called the Cape of Good Hope, which was a place unknown in the time of Mela, 

and there it is winter when here it is summer.'95 In other words, it was clear in the mind 

of the Spanish commentator that Africa embraced in a single set the lands at the 

southern hemisphere, which were thought to be a separate part of the world in

91 'And if it be true, as Plutarch says, that in some place of the Indies, there are men without mouths, who nourish
themselves with the smell of certain odours, how many of our descriptions are false?... How many things do we call
miraculous and contrary to nature? This is done by every nation and every man according to the measure of their 
ignorance... for, with us, to go according to nature, is no more but to go according to our intelligence, as far as that is able 
to follow, and as far as we are able to see into it: all beyond that must be monstrous and irregular.’

94 De chorographia. 1 9, ed. J.A. González de Salas, 1644, p.34.

”  La mas probable raçon es esta, pero no como la imaginó Pomponio; sino viniendo a estar la fuente de el Nilo. de la 
otra pane de la Equinoctial hacia el Medio dia, en el fin de Ethiopia, donde llaman Cabo de buena Esperança, que era 
tierra incognita en tiempo de Mela. i alli es himbiemo, quando aca es estío' (De chorographia, 1,9. ed.1644, Spanish 
translation by José Antonio González de Salas, p.34).
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classical and medieval times. This chapter is dedicated to the study of the evolution 

from the one stage to the other.

2.2. The ’mystic* of the number four.

Akin to the mystic of the number three, there also existed since classical times 

a strong symbolism attached to the number four1*’. Christian literature expanded this 

symbolism in a complete series of correspondences between man, the world and the 

heavens. These might embrace the universe and all its parts in a close relationship, 

from the macrocosm to the microcosm. A cosmographical illustration of this 

symbolism of the number four can be found in a 9th century manuscript diagram from 

Bede’s De natura rerum, where the three parts of the ecumene (Africa, Asia, and Europe) 

are associated with the four cardinal directions, the four seasons, the four elements, 

and the four material properties (hot, cold, wet, and dry)97. Other quaternary 

associations largely drawn by Christian literature included the four humours, the four 

winds, the four times of the day, the four evangelists, the four rivers of Paradise, and 

so on. But most importantly for our purpose, there also existed a quaternary division 

of the world. It consisted of the three known ecumenical parts plus an additional one 

generally understood to be the region of the Antipodes.

This division of the world was a corollary drawn on account of the zonal 

theory. Parmenides (fl. c.480 B.C.) might have been the first to hint at this theoretical 

framework, and Eratosthenes (c.275-194 B.C.) the leading geographer to work it out in 

some detail98. According to this theory, the earth was like a mirror of the heavens99. 

Hence the division made by the astronomers was reflected upon the earth's surface 

with the presumed existence of five girding zones: the torrid zone (equinoctialis), which

w On the symbolism of numbers in medieval literature, see C.D. Eckhardt, ed. (1980).

97 Clm.210, fo!.132vt Bayerische Staatsbibliothek. Munich. See also D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward 
eds. (1987, vol.L fig. 18.38 and table 18.6, pp.335-336).

98 J.K. Wright (1925, 17-18). Note, however, that D.R. Dicks has raised some doubts with respect to Parmenides 
contribution to the zonal theory (see J.B. Harley. D. Woodward, and G. Aujac. in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds., 1897, 
vol.I, p.145, note 83).

This is the expression used by Macrobius in his Commentariorum in somnium Scipionis 11,7,3, ed. 1981, p.291.



would scorch those with the intention of dwelling within its confines; two zones lying 

beneath the poles (septentrionalis and australis), uninhabitable because of the cold; and 

finally, two temperate zones lying in between (solstialis and bnmalis) which would 

afford habitation in both the upper and lower hemispheres.

Most Greek thinkers had agreed in dividing the earth’s surface into these five 

zones, and only some of them differed as to whether or not the equatorial zone was 

habitable. Polybius and Posidonius, for instance, challenged the idea of a fiery, 

scorching belt100. Yet this notion persisted in the writings of Martianus Capella and 

Macrobius101, and through them, it enjoyed a wide acceptance all along the Middle 

Ages. We have seen in the previous chapter how the argument of a searing heat in 

equatorial latitudes served to limit the extension of the ecumene towards the south. 

Guillaume de Conches, for example, said in his De philosophia mundi (c.l 130) that 

beyond Africa the heat of the sun makes the ocean boil 'like a pot,IM. But this 

recognition notwithstanding, nothing in the framework of the zonal theory prevented 

late medieval authors to think of other non-ecumenical territories beyond the 

equatorial ocean.

The problem of whether or not there were other regions of the world on the 

other side of the torrid zone was a question which aroused great interest amongst 

Christian scholars. It was an attractive subject of speculation for those who were ready 

to admit, in compliance with the prevailing assumption of Greek cosmography after 

de 5th century B.C., that the shape of the earth was a sphere. It might be noted in this 

respect that despite the difficulties of a literal interpretation of the Bible put forward 

by Lactantius (c.250-c.325 A.D.) or Cosmas Indicopleustes (fl.540 A.D.)103, the non

commitment of St. Augustine104, and the ambiguities of Isidore of Seville105, the idea

,,)U Cf. Strabo*s Geography, IL2.2. See also W.H. Stahl (1959, p. 120).

101 See respectively, De nuptiis Philologiae e Mercunt, VL 602, ed. F. Eyssenhardt, 1866, p.203 and Commentariorum 
in somntum Scipionis, 11,7,4-6, ed. L. Scarpa. 1981, pp.291-293.

102 De philosophia mundi, L32, ed. J.P. Minge, 1854, col.64.

Ioi See respectively, Divinae insiitutiones. IIL24. ed. J.A.C. Buchon, 1860, p.580 and Christian Topography, H  ed. J.W. 
McCrindle, 1897, p.30.

ltM He admitted alongside Aristotle the possibility of a spherical earth, but always in hypothetical terms: They fail to 
observe that even if the world is held to be global or rounded in shape, or if some process of reasoning should prove this to
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that the earth is a globe never suffered complete collapse. The best upholder of this 

tradition among Christian writers in the patristic period would probably be the 

Venerable Bede (c.672-735)10°. Besides, the works of secular writers such as Pliny, 

Macrobius and Capella contain also references to a spherical earth107. In the crusading 

age, this theme became a commonplace for most scholars. Only a few works in that 

period would disagree with the poetic image evoked by Gautier de Metz in his Image 

du monde (c.1246): ‘if such a thing can happen that there is nothing on the earth, and 

there is to be nothing which might deflect whatever way one might take, a man or a 

beast could go around the world/ up and down, in whatever direction he might like, as 

a fly makes a tour of a round apple.'108

In the logic of things, authors convinced of a spherical earth were led to 

consider the possible existence of a quarta pars beyond the ecamene. The first person to 

contemplate this hypothesis seems to have been Theopompus in the fourth century 

before Christ10* *. We have seen in the previous chapter how this notion was present in 

Crates of Mallos' thinking two centuries later, and his ideas were diffused in the early 

Middle Ages through the writings of Capella and Macrobius. Early Christian authors, 

on the contrary, were troubled by contradictory statements in the Bible110. Cosmas,
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be the case, it would still not necessarily follow that the land on the opposite side is not covered by masses of water' (De 
civitate Dei, XVL9, ed. G.E. McCracken, 1965, vol.V, p.51).

On the different and often contradictory opinions of Isidore, both in his Etymologiae and in the De natura rerum. see 
the analysis of D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987. vol.l, p.320).

The cause of the unequal length of the days is the globular shape of the earth, for it is not without reason that the 
Sacred Scriptures and secular letters speak of the shape of the earth as an orb, for it is a fact that the earth is placed in the 
centre of the universe not only in latitude, as it were round like a shield, but also in every direction, like a playground ball, 
no matter which way it is turned’ (De lemporum raiione 32, quot. and trans. by D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. 
Woodward eds. 1987, vo l.l p.320-21).

1,17 See respectively. Historia naturalis, D, 64-65; Commentariorum in somnium Scipionis, D. 5, 9-10; De nuptiis 
Philologiae et Mercurii. VI, 590-598.

*Se tel chose peiisi avenir qu'il n'eiist riens seur tene. ne yaue, ne autre chose qui destomast la voie quel part que Ten 
alast, Ten pourroit aler environ toute la terre, ou homme, ou beste, sus et jus, quel part qu'il voudroit, aussi comme une 
mouche iroit entour une pomme reonde’ (Image du monde, t  11). quot, by J. Tattersall (1981, p.35). On the later 
theoretical developments concerning a flat earth, see W .G.L Randles (1980, p.31). On the general misconceptions of 
modem historians about the flat earth in the Middle Ages, see W.J. Jones (1934).

"" W.G.L Randles (1959, p.67).

1 Compare, for example, Is.40.22 with Ap.7.1.



Lactancius and St. Augustine argued against the possibility of Antipodes111 *, but even 

those who were not full believers in the sphericity of the earth were sometimes prone 

to admit the possibility of an austral land. As can be seen in Isidore of Seville’s 

Etymologiae and two maps derived from this work113, belief in this fourth part of the 

world did not necessarily involve at that time the spherical premise or belief in true 

aru'*rodal regions. In the crusading age, however, there was less margin for confusion. 

As shall be ooen below, the concept of Antipodes in that period was generally 

presented in association the earth's sphericity.

Whether or not the Antipodes were* actually inhabited was another matter 

subject to discussion and controversy. On the one hand, the Cratesian theory as 

expounded by Macrobius and Capella not only contended the existence of dwellers in 

the antipodes, but also in the antoikoi and the antichthonesm. Later w orks, however, will 

exhibit a tendency to dissolve this terminology so that it is the entire austral 

hemisphere under the generic term of Antipodes which is usually understood to be in 

opposition to the one we reside in. In view of this confusion, my concern in this paper 

will be the study of the lands and inhabitants in the southern hemisphere irrespective 

of the terminology used. This means that for the greater part of the Middle Ages I shall 

be obliged to study the geography and ethnography of the generic term Antipodes. 

Only in the very early Renaissance will it be possible to be more precise. As for the
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111 Cosmas is probably the most eloquent: 'But should one wish to examine more elaborately the question of the 
Antipodes, he would easily find them to be old wives' fables... For to think that there are Antipodes compels us to think 
also that rain falls on them from an opposite direction to ours; and any one will, with good reason, deride these ludicrous 
theories, which set forth principles incongruous, ill-adjusted, and contrary to nature' (Christian Topography, I, ed. J.W, Me 
Crindle, 1897, p.17). On Lactantius and St. Augustine, see respectively Divinae institutiones, HI. 24, ed. J.A.C. Buchón, 
1860, p.580 and De civitate Dei, XVI. 9, ed. G.E. McCracken, 1965, vol.V, pp.48-53.

Ii: ‘Extra tres autem partes orbis quarta pars tram  Oceanum interior est in meridie, quae solis ardore incognita nobis est, 
in cujus Finibus antipodes fabuloso inhabitare produntuF (Etymologiarum sive originum libri XX, XIV,5. 17). These words 
were translated graphically into maps through the work of the Spanish encyclopaedist in two fashions: either through a 
separate island in the south (an example of this is seen in a manuscript in the Vatican Library. Ms. Vat. Lat. 6018, fol.63v- 
64) or also as a part tacked on a tangent to the circle representing the traditional tripartite world (an example of this case 
can be seen in the Codex Eins. 263, fol.182 at the Stiftsbibliothek, Einsiedeln. reprod. by D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and 
D. Woodward eds., 1987, vol.L fig-18.13, p.303).

111 The four inhabitable lands in Capella's scheme can be summarised as follows; in the north-east quarter there is the
’oikoumene'; in the north-west quarter, i.e., in the northern hemisphere but in the opposite meridian the ’antipodes' are to be
found; in the south-west quarter, i.e., in the opposite hemisphere and meridian, he locates the 'antichthones', and in the 
south-east quarter, i.e., in the opposite hemisphere but within the same meridian, he places the 'antoikoi'. Cf. De nuptiis 
Philologiae etMercurii, VI, 602-608.
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habitability of this regions, it is worth noting that even in the Cratesian framework n o  

communication was possible between the dwellers of one of the lands with any of th e  

others. And within the bipolar simplification, Macrobius emphasizes in particular tha t 

the southern hemisphere might be habitable, but there is no way of knowing by whom 

it was actually inhabited because the torrid zone prevented us from reaching the other 

side of the equator114.

In these terms, the theory of the Antipodes could not be a c c c r^  by early 

fathers of the church. The basis for their rejection is well sxt’1‘i' ,a:iSec* by St. Augustine 

in his De civitate Dei. He first argues that the defending the theory of the

Antipodes do not claim that they learned it from any historical evidence. 

Furthermore, he adds, even it the land there be exposed, we must not jump to the 

conclusion that it has human inhabitants. For there is absolutely no falsehood in the 

Scripture, which gains credence for its account of past events by the fact that its 

prophecies are fulfilled.’115 In other words, whereas the theory of the Antipodes were 

seen by the early Christian writers as a sort of non-proved logical hypothesis, they 

actually believed in the evidence of two key Biblical facts: firstly the monogenetic 

principle, which considers Adam as the forefather of all m en116; and secondly, from the 

New Testament, the episode on the dispersio apostolorum, which takes for granted the 

fact that the Gospel had been preached all over the earth up to the furthermost ends of 

the world117.

These two premises could not be reconciled with the presumed existence of a 

torrid zone preventing any communication with the other half of the world. Whether 

being a large unsurmountable ocean or simply a fiery scorching belt, the prejudice 

towards the idea of a torrid zone was a major difficulty for bringing the early fathers of 

the church into line with Neoplatonic belief in inhabited Antipodes. The first cracks in 

this notion would appear later with the study of Moslem astronomy at the time of the

114 Commentariorum in somnium Scipionis. E, 5, 16-18.

115 De civitate Dei. XVI, 9, ed. G.E. McCracken, 1965, vol.V, p.51.

M(,Cf. Acts. 17,26.

117 Rm.10.18.



Crusades. Petrus Alphonsus (1062-1110), a learned Spanish astronomer and 

geographer of Jewish origin, observes in his Dialogi cum ]udeo that the geographical 

parallel crossing the mythical town of Aryn, the* Islamic centre of the earth, is an 

inhabitable region11*. This meant that the northernmost regions of the torrid zone were 

able to afford human habitation. Graphically speaking, this idea is illustrated in a 

south orientated zonal map contained in the Dialogi showing the seven inhabitable 

climates (pl.4), the equator being the first of them11’. Just over it, the map also depicts 

three buildings representing 'Aren civitas', as if indicating habitation even in the 

southern hemisphere. Few years later, the Marseilles Tables (1140) contained similar 

remarks, but this time exteding the possibility of dwelling-places for men further 

southwards120.

The thesis of a surmountable torrid zone was also echoed in the writings of 

some 13th century authors. Albertus Magnus suggests in his De natura locorum (c.1250) 

that the equatorial region is Very difficult but not impossible to overcome.'121 

Thereafter, this idea appears in Roger Bacon’s Opus majus (1267), but still in very 

cautious terms122. More audacious and definite is Petrus de Abano in his Conciliator 

differentiarum philosophorum (1303). Although some of the statements of this work are 

based on the travel experience of Marco Polo, the author concludes his argument on 

the habitability of the torrid zone with a purely scholastic reasoning: 'the middle is
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m  ’Primum ex itbs est in media linea, ubi Aren civitas est condita, septimum autem septentrionalìs oibis tenel 
extremum, reliqua vero medium continent spacium. Nullus est inhabitabilis locus, nisi ubi vel muttarum arenamm siccitas 
cum acqua modica vel monti um asperitas aratri non pattuir onera' (Dialogus cum Judeo, L ed J.P. Minge, 1854. col.547).

1,9 See the map contained in a manuscript version of the Dialogi preserved in the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris (Ms. 
U t. 10722, fol.77).

l2üCf. J.K. Wright (1925, p.l62).

121 Legi ego quaereda cum cujus philosophiciis: quare no sit transitus a quarta aquilonari per tonidam ad quartam 
meridianam... Quondam vidi homines qui causa quaerere non transire dicat esse in accessibiles montes reu píos et désenos. 
Sed mire videi se undique sunt tales inaccessibiles ut nunquam possint transire. Unde in omnibus credo his veriis esse 
eodem difficilis sit transitus et non impossibilis' (De natura locorum, VIL ed.1518, fol.96).

122 Cf. Opus majus, IV, ed. R. Belle Burke. 1928. voli, pp.325-326.
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endowed with more virtue and perfection than the extremities. Thus, if the extremities 

of the ecumene are inhabitable, the centre should necessarily be.'123

These were, however, exceptions to the commonplace attitude. Belief in the 

torrid zone preventing any communication between both hemispheres persisted not 

only during the crusading age but also in the 14th and even 15th centuries. Just before 

the beginning of Portuguese expansion along the west coast of Africa, Pierre d ’Ailly 

demonstrates in his Imago mundi (1410) the still prevailing ambiguity of scholars with 

regard to the subject under discussion . On the one hand, he states clearly in one 

passage that the torrid zone was uninhabitable because of the excessive heat12*. But in 

another chapter, d ’Ailly says very guardedly that this region could be inhabitable 

under certain conditions125. As a matter of fact, it was not until the end of the 15th 

century that European university scholars became fully aware of the falsity of the 

zonal theory as it applies to the equatorial regions126. And yet, nothing impeded the 

same scholars from upholding the existence of a quarta pars beyond the ecumenical 

limits. A logical inference very common in the time of the Crusades would therefore be 

to say that there existed other temperate regions beyond the equator which were 

habitable but not actually inhabited by men of our kind127.

1:1 'mcdiu auicm virtuosius, perfeclius, & temperatius est extremis. Cum ergo versus extrema sit habitatio, & 
tcmpcramcntum, multo itaque magis erit circa medium, quale locus est qui sub aequatore habitabilis itaquc crif 
(Conciliator, dif,67, ed. 1565. foI.100v-I0I).

124 Ymago mundi, L 6, ed. E. Buron, 1930, vol.L p. 197. Columbus added as a marginal comment to this statement that 
’Elle n’est pas inhabitable car les Portugais y navigent aujord'hui. Elle est même très peuplée. D y a sous la ligne de 
l'equator le fort de la Mine appartenant au Roi Sérénissime du Portugal et que nous avons vu' (idem, I, 6, ed.!930. vol.I, 
P-197).

12î 'Car pour d’autres causes telles que l'altitude des montagnes qui détruisent l’effet de la chaleur, il peut y avoir des 
régions habitables en cet endroit, pricipalcment dans les lieux très bas quand le Soleil est à l’opposé de l’augue' (Ymago 
mundi. I, 11, ed. E. Buron, 1930, p.233). This opinion is supported by two legends o f the zonal map included in his work, 
one saying that India contained nearly a third part of the habitable land and extended towards the south, and another saying 
that, according to 'authentic histories’, the ami-climate towards the equator and beyond contained many dwelling-places: 
'India sere teia pte tre habita bil itinet usq mendie se exte’; ‘Ancliata usq equinoctiale qulira mtas hitatoes itinet ut ex 
historiis auteticis spertum est’. Legends are taken from one of the maps (fig.7) contained in the fust printed edition of 
Pierre d’Ailly’s work in Lovanii, apud J. de Westphalia, 1483 (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, Rés. G. 346). In addition, the 
map places the town of 'Arym'just beyond the equator, as we have seen in the case of Petnis Alphonsus.

126 Cf. W.G.L. Randles ( 1980, pp.33-41 ).

127 See for example Guillaume de Conches's De philosophia mundi. IV, 3, ed. J.P. Minge, 1854, cols.85-86.
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Zonal maps supported this conclusion. In those of the type known as 

Macrobian12*, the world was divided into five climatic zones following the 

geographical parallels (see pl.5). Two of these zones were considered to be habitable, 

one in the northern hemisphere and another in the southern one. Both were separated 

by the torrid zone (’zona perusta*), which in turn was crossed by an ocean river 

(alveus oceani') preventing any communication. In the most ancient Macrobian 

manuscript map known to us today1”, the southern temperate zone is labelled as 

’temperata habitabilis austral’. Later maps of this kind simply say that this region is 

‘temperata antipodum'. The printed version in Brescia (1485) added that the temperate 

zone in the antipodes was unknown to us [Europeans]* 130. On the whole, Macrobian 

zone maps provided the theoretical framework which explained the existence of 

temperate regions in the Antipodes, but they did not show any commitment as far as 

their contents is concerned. In other words, Macrobian maps stated that there were 

other habitable regions beyond the ecumene, but they are reluctant to tell us if the 

Antipodes are actually inhabited and by whom.

Further information concerning the Antipodes can be drawn from zonal maps 

derived from Martianus Capella, primarily found in the various versions of the Liber 

floridits of Lambert de Saint-Omer (1120). Aside from the astronomical and astrological 

information that they normally contain, most of these maps depicted in the southern 

hemisphere an enormous alter orbis separated from the ecumene by an equatorial ocean. 

Zones may or may not be explicitly shown, but these maps are often displayed with a 

large amount of explanatory text. This is the case of the long legend inscribed within 

the Antipodes, which informs us that the southern land is temperate but inaccessible 

to men because of the sun's heat and the size of the ocean. Climate there is extreme, 

'scorching in summer and freezing when it is cold’. The legend also says that the
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l2x They are called like this because they are initially based on the cosmographie pan of Macrobius' Commentariontm in 
somnium Scipionis (H, 5-9). According to M. Destombes (1964, pp.85-95), over 150 maps of this type are found in 
manuscripts of Macrobius’ work from the 9th to the 15th centuries.

IW It is a 9th century codex in the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris (Parisinus Latinus, 6370). See C. Sanz (1970, pp.26-
39).

130 'leperata antipodum nobis incognita' (loc. ciL).
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temperate region in the south was unknown to Adam's descendants, and most 

importantly, that nothing there could be related to human beings of our kind'131. With 

regard to whether or not this region is actually inhabited, the author remains 

ambiguous. In a rather impersonal way, he simply says in the legend that ancient 

'philosophers' argued for its habitability. In order to find the author's explicit 

pronouncement it will be necessary to move our attention out of the southern 

hemisphere, for in the very west end of the northern ocean, just opposite to the 

'paradisus terrestris' and next to 'thile', there is a round island with the following 

inscription on it: 'here dwell our antipodeans, but they have a different night and 

opposite days.'132 133

One might easily infer from what has just been said that the concept of 

Antipodes denoted a parallel, but different discourse of place and race. However, both 

were often confused throughout the Middle Ages. If so far I have been focusing my 

attention on the geographical dimension, a complete understanding of the matter 

demands a complementary survey of the anthropological extent of the idea of 

Antipodes within the locational appraisal already conducted. In this respect, one 

ought to begin by saying that the Antipodeans were not just another people among 

others in medieval imagery. Since the early patristic period, Antipodeans were 

normally conceived as one of the monstrous races existing beyond the limits of the 

ecumene, and as such appear for instance in the Liber monstrorum (6th century A.D.)1” . 

Medieval scholars used to locate them in the unknown austral world beyond the 

equatorial ocean, but as we have seen in Lambert de Saint-Omer, this was not always

131 The complete legend of the map. as seen in a manuscript version of the Liber floridus preserved in the Bibliothèque 
Nationale, Paris (Ms. Lat. 8865, fo!.62v), states the following: 'Plaga australis tempcraia sed filiis Adae incognita. Nihil 
pertingens as nostrum genus. Mare namque mediterraneum, quod ab ortu sobs usque ad occidentem profluit et orben 
terrae dividit humanus oculus non videt. quern sobs ardore semper illustratum, qui desuper per lacteum circulum currit, 
accessus repelbt hominum, nec ulla ratione ad hanc zonam permittit transitum. Hanc inhabitare philosophi antipodes 
autumant, quos a nobis diversitate temporum diversos assemnt. Nam cum aestate torremur. illifrigore congelatur. Nobis 
vero septentrional] a sydera cemere permissum est et ilbs penitus denegatum. Nulla aba astra sunt, quae illomm obtutibus 
denegentur. Et quae simul cum ilbs oriuntur, simul eveniunt in ocassum. Et dies noctesque sub una longitudine patiuntur, 
solstitii autem celebritas et sol per brumam properando revertens bis hiemem per illos indued.' (loc. c it). Itabcs correspond 
to the sections cited in my text. For a general approach to this map, see D. Lecoq (1987).

132 'hie antipodes nostri habitant, sed nociem diversam diesque contrarios perferant.’ (loc. cit).

133 Liber monstrorum de diversis generibus. 1, 53, ed. C. Bologna, 1977, pp.70-71.



the case. Therefore, my analysis henceforth will not necessarily be focused on the 

specific myth of the Antipodeans as on the evolution of the European image regarding 

alien beings existing at the southern edge of the world1”.

Monstrous races were extremely versatile, and their location variable. From one 

author to the other, the number of these races is enlarged or diminished, their names 

are often modified, and their physical appearance is repeatedly transformed in 

multiple combinations155. The only constant within this seeming chaos is that 

monstrous races were always located far away in distant unknown lands inaccessible 

to men. This fact has both a geographical and a symbolical significance, for in the 

medieval mind monsters exist in the confines of the world as well as in the confines of 

humanity. They appear as creatures in the extreme of form and as well as in 

geographical location. In maps, monstrous men are represented at the edge of the 

world as far as possible from Christ and Jerusalem. This placement was clearly linked 

to their monstrosity, for it was believed since classical antiquity that there was a close 

relationship among physical appearance, character, and place of birth. As Roger Bacon 

said, place is the beginning of our existence, just as a father.’156

A salient characteristic of the medieval mind is the strict hierarchy of values 

within its concept of space. In the same way as Dante structured his Divina Comedia, 

monsters found their place in medieval cosmographies following certain principles. 

The most important one is that Christian Europe was taken as a normative criterion in 

the interplay of differences and similarities that enabled the placement of every 

creature in the Great Chain of Being. The further one was from the centre considered, 

the lower the placement in the scale of values. According to this ethnocentric principle, 

monsters were obviously located at the very extreme of medieval imagery. Differences 

of physical appearance, diet and language, as well as of military or technical capacity * * *
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IW On the specific legend of the Antipodes and the Antipodeans, see G. Boffito ( 1903).

IÎS This fact explains the absence of any classification of monsters taking into account geographical variables. All the 
essays made so far for a typology of monsters are based on the different combinations of their physical features 
irrespectively of their geographical location. See for example G. Lascauk (1973, pp.l 15*175), C. Kappler (1980, pp.120- 
183). and D. Williams (1996, pp. 107-215).

IW Opus Majus. IV, 4, 5, ed. R. Belle Burke, 1928, vol.1, p. 159.



condemned the monstrous races to exile, both in geographical and symbolic term s. 

One may easily appreciate the spirit of this organizational principle from the metrics 

expressed by Fazio degli Uberti with respect to human geography:

’E per natura il mondo ha questo stile: 
che ne piu stremi i men nobili pone 
e per lo dritto suo i piu gentile.’137 138

Monstrous races are indeed creatures of the extremes. Taking the known and 

ordered ecumene as initial reference, alien beings to the norm would only find shelter in 

the most remote and unknown lands, where they could freely go ahead with their 

unrestrained anarchy leaving the Christian world well alone. At the same time, one 

might say that expressing the monstrosity of this ’other’ Christianity reinforced its own 

normality. Hence, monsters were a sort of normal abnormality for Christian culture. It 

is possible to guess from this fact a psychological necessity for monsters which is 

common to very diverse cultures, from Greek cosmogony to the world vision of 

archaic societies. As has been pointed out by Mircea Eliade, most primitive cultures 

perceive their experienced environment as a close microcosm. Beyond this safe 

familiar space, the unknown and threatening region of demons begins. This dark 

kingdom of chaos and death survived even in well developed societies like those of 

China, Mesopotamia, or Egypt133.

Similarly, monstrous races would be correlated to the geographical unknown in 

the Middle Ages. Gervase of Tilbury, for example, concentrates all the collection of 

monsters of his Otia imperalia (c.1211) in a mysterious continens mirabilia’, which is 

difficult to concretise in geographical terms139. In the 14th century, most of the 

monsters imagined by John of Mandeville are located in remote islands140. Other 

landscapes where medieval authors used to place monsters include high mountain

13711 Dittamondo, bk.V, ch.XXE vv.49-51. ed. G. Corsi, 1952. vol.L P-399.

138 Cf. M. Elidade (1952). often quoted by W.G.L Randles (1961).

139 Otia imperalia, ID. ed. G.W. Leibnitz 1707, pp.960-1004.

,4<> See for example, among many others, the description of Bercemerin island in his Voyages, LL ed.1958, vol.R p.33.
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ranges, rambling swamps, the bottom of deep pools, inhospitable deserts, and tangled 

forests. All these are ’landscapes of fear' which encourage an hostile treatment towards 

monstrous races111. Therefore, as long as these beings were perceived as enemies of 

mankind or a danger to humans, medieval treatises on the matter tended to banish the 

monstrous races from the centres of civilisation. This is the case, for instance, of the 

Liber monstrorum, which explicitly develops the role of deserts, islands and distant 

mountains in its topography of monsters141 142.

Remoteness and difficult accessibility: these seem to have been the two most 

important premisses taken into account in situating monsters within a medieval 

cosmography. Correspondingly, these seem also to have been the main assumptions 

observed by contemporary cartographers for their depiction in world maps. The 

quadripartite mappaemundi of the Beatus type, in particular, contain the earliest 

surviving representation of a monstrous race. Since these maps share characteristics of 

both the tripartite and the zonal categories, it would be worth studying them in some 

detail as far as the southern regions of the world are concerned.

Fourteen examples of large Beatus maps are extant143. All are thought to stem 

from a lost 8th century prototype included in the Commentaria in Apocalypsin of a 

Spanish Benedictine known as Beatus de Liebana (730-798), who preached in the 

abbey of Santo Toribio de Liebana in Santander144. According to their shape and 

contents, most of the copies of the original map now preserved can be grouped into 

two distinctive sets: the Escalada and the Tabara families145. The rest includes maps
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141 On the landscapes of fear, see Yi-fu Tuan (1980).

142 De occulto orbis lerramm situ interrogasti, et si tanta monstrorum essent genera credenda, quanta in abditis mundi 
partibus per déserta et Oceani insulas et in ulimorum montium lalebris nutrita mostrandur...' (Liber monstrorum de 
diversis generibus, I, prologue, ed. C. Bologna. 1977, p.34).

,4J M. Destombes (1964, pp.40-42 and 79-84).

144 R. Nünez de las Cuevas, in Institut Cartogràfïc de Catalunya ed. (1991, p.158).

145 For the terminology, I have used the name o f the monastery in which the first extant copy was written. Hence, the 
Escalada Beatus (c.950-60) give its name to the first family due to the fact that it was copied in the monastery of San 
Miguel de Escalada, Burgos. This map is now preserved in the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York (Ms.M644, fol.33v- 
34). In its turn, the Tàbara Beatus (973) give its name to the second family because it was copied in the monastery of San 
Salvador de Tâbara, Zamora. This map it is now preserved in the Museu de la Catedral at Girona (Ms. 10, foI.54v-55). Cf. 
G. Menéndez Pidal (1954).



like the St. Sever Beatus (c.1050)1** or the Osma Beatus (c.1086)1*, which do not 

completely fit in either of the two prototypes mentioned above. We shall examine the 

interplay of differences and similarities among all these cartographic works below 

with respect to their depiction of the southern parts of the world.

Although the shape of the Beatus maps varies according to the different extant 

copies (circular, oval, or rectangular), they all share several characteristics. The first 

common attribute is their orientation to the east, with Paradise normally enclosed in a 

square vignette. The ocean sea encompasses the world, often containing decorative 

representations of fishes in a distinctive Mozarab style due to the skills of Majus 

Pusillus as illuminator1*8. The lands displayed are also richly illustrated and are 

accompanied by several text labels. On the whole, the map was made to elucidate the 

text in which it is contained. It is thus not surprising that all this graphical imagery 

served primarily to illustrate the dispersio apostolorum around the world.

The major interest of the Beatus maps lie, however, in the representation of a 

fourth part of the world added to the south of the traditional tripartite division. As 

regards the nature of this region, Beatus maps followed the teachings of Isidore of 

Seville in big way1*9. A legend common to the Beatus maps of the Escalada family 

informs us very guardedly on the matter by stating that ’there is a desert land near the 

heat of sun which is unknown to us.’* 147 * * 150 Aside from the extreme climate, nothing can be 

yet inferred from this rubric regarding the habitability of this region nor about its 

eventual inhabitants. Other copies of the Beatus map, namely those belonging to the 

Tâbara family and that known as St. Sever, coincide to describe the fourth southern 

part of the earth in the following terms: ’outside the three parts of the world there is a

144 Bibliothèque Nationale. Pahs (Ms.8878. fol.44v-45 bis).

147 Archivo de la Catedral, Burgo de Osma (Ms. 1, fol.35v-36).

144 G. Menéndez Pidal (1954).

I4V Cf. Erymologiae, 14, 5, 17.

150 Tteserta terra vicina soli ad ardore incognita nobis.* (loc. cit) The same legend is literally repeated by the Valcalvado 
Beatus (970), now preserved in the Biblioteca Universitaria, Valladolid (Ms.1789, fol.36v-37); by the Urgell Beatus (10th 
century), now preserved in the Museu Diocesà, La Seu dUrgell (Codex 4, fol.Vlv-VH); the Madrid Beatus (c.1047), now 
preserved in the Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid (Vitrina, 14,2, fo!,63v-64); and by the Silos Beatus (c.l 109), now preserved 
in the British Library, London (Add. Ms. 11695. fol.39v-40). All of them belong to the Escalada family.
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fourth part beyond the ocean in the midst which is unknown to 

heat of the sun. According to fables, Antipodeans are said 

confines.’151

The conviction expressed here is closer to Isidore of Seville, but it is still very 

cautious as far as the habitability of the southern lands is concerned. As in the map of 

Lambert de Saint-Omer, there is no personal commitment of the author with regard to 

the inhabitants of the fourth part of the world. The Beatus map simply echoes others’ 

opinion. It is to be noted in this respect that there existed a tradition of marvels and 

monsters located in the remotest parts of the world, Antipodeans included, since early 

classical antiquity152. Herodotus (5th century B.C.) seems to be the source of this 

tradition. From him, it was passed on, through Ktestias of Knidos and Megasthenes in 

the fourth century B.C., to the Latin West. In their turn, Pliny and Solinus acted as the 

main sources for the medieval lore of marvels. Saint Augustine in particular, seem to 

be the basis of the ambiguity shown by the Beatus maps with respect to the nature and 

contents of the fourth southern part of the world.

Christianity could not simply swallow the geographical and ethnological 

heritage of pagan antiquity. It had to be brought into line with the authority of the 

Bible. In the specific case of possible inhabitants in the fourth part of the world, it had 

to be reconciled with the monogenetic principle. We have already seen in this respect 

St. Augustine’s denial that there existed human beings not descendant from Adam 

dwelling in the Antipodes153. This acknowledgement did not exclude, however, the 

existence of other inhabitants different from men of our kind. Saint Augustine himself

43
us on account of the 

to dwell within its

IM 'Extra tres aulem partes orbis quana pars trans oceanum interior est qu¡ solis ardore incognita nobis est et cuius 
finibus antípodas fabulosae inhabitare produntur’ (loc. cil.). In this case, the legend is taken from the Torino Beatus 
(c. 1100-1150), now preserved at the Biblioteca Nazionale, Torino (M s.LEl, fol.38v-39). The same text is to be found in 
the St. Sever Beatus and the Las Huelgas Beatus (1220), now preserved at the Pierpont Library, New York (Ms.429, 
fo!.31v-32). The Tábara Beams also says essentially the same, although it differs in some small details: ‘ex mares unam 
partes orbis quarta pars trans oceanum interior est qui solis ardorc incognita nobis est cuius finibus antipotas fabulosa est 
inhabitant produntur' (loc. cit). All these maps, except the St. Sever Beatus, belong to the Tábara family.

M: As far as history of monsters are concerned, the basic works are those of R. Wiukower (1942) and J .  Céard (1977). 
C. Kappler (1980) and D. Williams (1996) are also very stimulating. On the more specific subject of monstrous races, see 
J.B. Friedman (1981). For the problem of monsters in relation with the Antipodes, the works of U . Flint (1984) and G. 
Moretti (1994) can also be useful.

l5J Cf. De civitate Dei, XVL 9.



considers this problem in one of the chapters of his De civitate Dei. Within the context 

of the unity of all men, he first argues that Christians do not have to believe in all types 

of monstrous races which are reported to exist. Thereafter, however, he admits as 

conceivable the existence of this races, considering them to be human or not 

depending on their genealogy. His ambiguous attitude is well summarized by his final 

conclusion: either the written accounts of certain races are completely unfounded or, if 

such races do exist, they are not human; or, if they are human, they are descended 

from Adam.'1*

Saint Augustine and Isidore of Seville agreed on the essential points regarding 

to monstrous races13*. The Spanish encyclopaedist, in his turn, largely influenced the 

design figuring in the Beatus maps. It is therefore licit to infer that the ambiguity 

shown by the mappaemundi included in the Commentaria in Apocalypsin may be due to 

a large extent to the ambivalence in the De civitate Dei. The maps contained in the 

former work and the text of the latter agree according to the following reasoning: on 

the one hand, Saint Augustine clearly states in his conclusion that all human beings are 

descended from Adam; on the other hand, the fourth part of the world designed by the 

Beatus maps is separated from the rest of the ecumene by an unsurmountable ocean 

river preventing any communication. Two possibilities are therefore opened regarding 

the habitability of this region. The first would be to say that nobody really inhabited 

this region. In harmony with Saint Augustine, this seems to have been the standpoint 

of the Beatus maps analysed so far. The fact that some of them echo the existence of 

antipodeans according to fables did not reflect the author’s deep conviction.

The other possibility would be to say that the fourth separate part of the world 

is indeed inhabited. In that case, however, the dwellers cannot be human, for they 

would not be descended from Adam. They could be Antipodeans as the fables say, or 

any other of the monstrous races which are reported to exist. It might be noted that * 3
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154 De civitate Dei, XVI, 8, ed. G .E McCracken 1965, volV, p.49.

Iis Compare Isidore of Seville when he says: 'Sicus autem in singulis gentibus quaedam monslra sunt hominum, ita in 
uni verso genere humano quaedam monstra sunt gentium, ut Gi games, Cynocephali, Cyclopes, et cetera* (Etymologiae. XL
3, 12) with the words of St. Augustine: ’Non itaque novis videri debet absurdum ut quern ad modum in singulis quibusque 
gentibus quaedam monstra sum hominum ita in universo genere humano quaedam monstra sint gentium* {De civitate Dei. 
XVL8).



this idea is also in agreement with the other segment of conclusions raised by Saint 

Augustine. He never clearly states that monstrous races are to be found in this world, 

but at the same time, by contrast, their existence must not have seemed absurd to his 

mind. The Beatus maps also reflected this ambivalence. If, in the extant copies studied 

so far, the tendency of Beatus maps was to deny or to admit just as an hypothesis the 

existence of actual inhabitants in the fourth part of the world, there is also an extant 

example of a Beatus map claiming for its habitability beyond any doubt.

The instance just brought forward is the oval Beatus map preserved at Burgo de 

Osma (c.1086) (pl.6). In its depiction of the fourth southern region of the world, the 

author of the map designed the figure of a Sciopod ('shadow-foot'). Beside this one- 

legged being, as if ensuring his conviction regarding the inhabitants of the region, an 

explanatory legend reads: ’this part is near the sun and inhabited, but unknown to us. 

Sciopods with a single leg and a marvellous speed dwell in these empty places. The 

Greeks named them Sciopods because in summer it seems that they lie down on the 

earth and shade themselves under their great feet.’15* Stressing the idea of intense heat 

of this region, there is a depiction of the sun next to the Sciopod. And nearby, an island 

with the following rubric: 'this place is the sun.'157

The map's legends and illustrations suggest that there is a close relationship 

among climate, geographical location, and physical appearance. With regard to the 

two latter, it has already been noted that the medieval mind associated extreme places 

to monstrosity. Now, a third variable comes to play an important role in the 

ethnological thought of cosmographers and mapmakers of the Middle Ages: the effects 

of climate and environment on man. This is a very vast topic to tackle in the context of 

the present work15*. I will limit my comments to one remark: in the same way as the 

location of monstrous races in the extremities of the world became an important factor
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lw* 'Hec pars ab ardore solis incognita nobis et inhabitabilis inanes scopodes feitur habitare singulis cruribus et edentate 
mirabili quos inde sciopodas greci vocant eo quod per estum in terra resupini iacentes pedum suorum magnitudinem 
adumbrantur’ (loc. cit,). Note: 'estum* could be an evolved version of either 'esus* (eaten) or 'aestam' (summer). For the 
translation I have opted for the second possibility.

1,7 ’hie ortus est’ (loc. ciL).

m  Correspondingly, the bibliography is also very huge. I will only suggest the classic work of C.J. Glacken (1967).



in explaining their unusual habits and appearance, medieval theorists established also 

a direct link between extreme climate and monstrosity. Pierre d ’Ailly summarises very 

well this point in his Imago Mundi: ’Ptolemy, Haly andother ancient authors claim that 

in these two extreme regions [north and southwards] there are savage 

anthropophagous men with horrible and misshapen faces. Haly imputes this fact to 

the unequal repartition of heat and cold in these regions, which causes abnormal 

physical appearance and disgusting deformations as well as a perversion of customs 

and rudeness of language: these are creatures of which, according to Augustine, it is 

difficult to say if they are human or beasts.'159

In sum, extreme regions were uninhabitable for men but a fertile ground for the 

proliferation of monstrous races. In this, all the evidence shown by the Beatus maps on 

the fourth part of the world would be in agreement. It is also a fact, however, that for 

medieval authors extreme regions were not necessary the fourth isolated part shown 

by quadripartite mappaemundi. Monsters were not only to be found out of the 

tripartite world, but also within the limits of the ecumene, notably in the extreme and 

rather unknown regions of India, Libya (Africa), and Ethiopia. These were territories 

beyond Jews, Moslems, and barbarian peoples; a space at the very edges of the 

Christian world. Therefore, it was a region which, similar to the southern isolated 

lands shown by zonal maps, satisfied the necessary geographical conditions for 

monstrous growing: remoteness, difficult accessibility, and extreme environmental 

conditions.

If the Near East was a land of Crusades, the Far East was above all a land of 

legends. Marvels of India, in particular, would became the most important stock of 

medieval geography as far as monsters are concerned. According to J.B. Friedman160, 

this stock could be estimated at about fifty different monstrous races, most of them 

already present in the descriptions of India written by Ktestias from Knidos and
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L'9 Ymago mundi, l  12. ed. E. Buron, 1930, vol.L p.242. He express the same idea in the epilogue to book H. ed. E. 
Buron. 1930, vol.n, p.259.

in, J.B. Friedman (1981, p.24).
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Megasthenes in the fourth century B.C.* 161 But certain marvels and monsters were also 

located in Libya and Ethiopia from the very beginning. It would be therefore first 

necessary to find the ’rule which governs the distribution of marvels in India and 

Ethiopia before describing this latter literary tradition in some detail.

India and Ethiopia had many things in common. Both were distant places far 

from the Christian centres of civilisation. Their location was normally rather imprecise. 

Whereas India was often conceived as covering most of the Far East, Ethiopia used to 

be identified with the southern parts of the world. We shall see in the following 

chapter that confusion between these two regions was not unusual either. Therefore, it 

would not be surprising to witness at a transference of marvels from one land to the 

other in certain authors. But this notwithstanding, India and Ethiopia also had their 

own specific idiosyncrasies, which would explain the nature of their distinctive 

marvels. On the one hand, Ethiopia was thought to be a scorched country on account 

of the intense heat. In this adverse environment, it seems as if only lower forms of live 

would be able to survive. India, on the contrary, was generally conceived as a land of 

superabundance. The heat of sun there was also thought to be intense, but not 

destructive. One might say that the sun in India was a favourable factor which 

encouraged the generosity of nature. India was, in short, a region of exceptional 

fecundity which gave rise to superior forms of life.

Each at their respective ends, India and Ethiopia were regions of extremes. 

Therefore, both lands were a perfect ground for the proliferation of marvels. The rule 

for their distribution in one land or the other would simply lie in a correspondence 

between the different extreme forms of life and their respective extreme 

environments162. Whereas Giants and Panotii (all-ears')/ as an expression of 

monstrosity due to excessive abundance, would easily be found in India, Pygmies and 

Troglodytes (’hole-creepers’), on the contrary, would be the typical product of arid 

lands like those at the southern edges of the world.
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McCrindleed. (1901).

161 This rule is largely based on Céard's remarks. Cf. J. Céand (1977, p.52-54).
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2.2. From the Antipodes to the Antoeci: monsters in Africa.

The extreme versatility of the monstrous races from the classical tradition on 

the one hand, and the prevalent tendency in early Christian scholars to misinterpret 

the original cratesian theory with regard to the land of the Antipodes on the other, 

allowed Isidore of Seville to claim that Antipodeans were to be found in Libya (Africa) 

and that they receive that name because their feet were turned backward163. As it is 

now going to be argued, this seeming lapse was not the product of casualness, for 

there also existed an ancient literary tradition locating monsters at the southern ends 

of Africa.

The first time that monstrous races were reported to exist in Africa occurs in 

Herodotus' History, written in the second half of the 5th century B.C. Whatever might 

have been the credit of the author given to this creatures, the fact is that the historian of 

Halicarnassus echoed the natives' opinion stating that 'in that country [Libya] are dog

headed men and the headless that have their eyes in their breasts.’164 These monstrous 

races, also known as Cynocephali and Blemmyae, will reappear later in Pliny's Historia 

naturalis (finished 77 A.D.). This time, the list of African marvels is considerably 

enlarged, particularly in its southern extremities, i.e., Ethiopia165. For, as the author 

says, 'it is by no means surprising that the outermost districts of this region [Ethiopia] 

produce animal and human monstrosities, considering the capacity of the mobile 

element of fire to mould their bodies and carve their outlines.’166

Pliny acted as one of the main sources for the medieval lore of monsters. 

Although he was not always read directly, his ideas gained wide currency from the 

3rd century onwards through Solinus’ Polyhistor, also known as Collectanea rerum 

memorabilium. This work is largely based on Pliny and Pomponius Mela167, from whom
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163 Etymologiae. XL 3,24.

164 History. IV. 191, ed. A.G. Godley, 1971, vol.IL p.395.

165 See Historia naturalis, VL 35, 187-197. and VH, 2. 15-32.1 shall deal with the ambiguous geography of Ethiopia at 
that time in the next chapter.

Historia naturalis, VL 35,187, ed. R  Rackham, 1989, vol.IL p.477.

167 Mela too placed some monsters in Africa. See De chorographia, i  4 .23  and L 8.43-48.



Solinus seems to have taken only the most fictitious material. So much is this the case 

that it would be difficult to summarise all the amount of fables and wonders placed in 

Africa within the Polyhistor'**. However, the importance of Solinus does not lie so much 

in the new material put forward as on the immense popularity of his work up to the 

Renaissance. This fact demonstrates the preference of medieval scholars for a ready 

compendium rather than for the study of the original sources (never quoted by 

Solinus). And in repeatedly so doing, it also shows how classical science progressively 

deteriorated in the Middle Ages through constant plagiarism of second hand material.

Martianus Capella was also much read and quoted during the Middle Ages, 

although his influence cannot be compared with that of either Pliny or Solinus, at least 

as far as marvels are concerned. It is interesting to note, however, that his De nuptiis 

Philologiae et Mccurii keeps alive the tradition of monsters placed in Africa during the 

5th century1'"'. Among contemporary Christian authors, it is also worth mentioning the 

work of Paulus Orosius. In his Historia adversum paganos (416 A.D.), the Spanish 

historian assures us that in the region of the Nile all kind of monsters are to be found170. 

This idea is repeated one century later in the Liber monstrorum, which makes it clear 

that it is the river itself the cause of monstrosities171. This fact might well be put in 

parallel with the extreme fertility of the great African river, an attribute already noted 

by Pliny both for agriculture and human reproduction172. Therefore, monsters of the 

Nile would have the tendency to belong to those extreme forms of life resultant from 

overabundance, like those usually located in India, rather than to those monsters 

confined to the barren wilderness, as commonly found in inner Africa and Ethiopia. 1
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IM As far as monsters in Africa are concerned, the most striking passages are contained in Polyhistor, ch. XXVIII, ed. 
M.A. Agnant, 1847,*p.227; ch. XXXL ed, M.A. Agnant. 1847, pp.233-235; and ch. XXXIL ed. M.A. Agnant, 1847, 
pp.243-245.

Cf. De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii, VL 667-677, ed. F. Eyssenhardi. 1866, pp.229-234.

1711 Histonarum ad versus paganos libre sepiem, I, 2. 31.

171 Liber monstrorum de diversis generibus, II, 22.

17: With respect to human reproduction. Pliny observes that ‘the birth of triplets is attested by the case of the Horatii and 
Curiatii; above that number it is considered portentous, except in Egypt, where the water of the Nile causes fecundity... In 
Egypt Trogus also alleges cases of seven infans bom at a single birth’ (Historia namralis, VD, 3. 33, ed. H. Rackham, 
1989. voUL pp.527-29).



Apart from the classical tradition mentioned above, Christian authors 

interested in the genealogy of monsters had at their disposal another important source 

which supported the location of these creatures in Africa: the Bible. More precisely, 

they could take into account the episode in the Old Testament concerning Cain's kin 

and his descendants. In this respect, it is certainly true that the reading of the 

Scriptures themselves is not very enlightening about Cain's life after he killed Abel173. 

But there existed since the early Middle Ages a considerable corpus of parallel 

apocryphal accounts to this legend which supplied all the necessary details174. Most of 

these accounts agreed in stressing the changes to Cain's physical appearance as a result 

of God's curse. It is said that after the murder of his brother he received horns and 

lumps in his body as a punishment. Hence Cain's deformity transmitted to his 

offspring might be placed, according to this view, at the very origin of the monstrous 

races. The problem arises, nevetheless, in determining how monsters might have been 

disseminated after the Flood.

Most of the midrashic and apocryphal accounts coincide to say that Cain's 

descendants did not survive the Flood. Yet the line of monsters was perpetuated by a 

new figure particularly interesting for our work: Ham. It is well known from the Book 

of the Genesis that, like Cain, Ham was cursed by his father for having seen his 

nakedness while he was sleeping175 176. It has also been noted by J.B. Friedman that Ham 's 

name (spelled 'Cham' in the Middle Ages) was easy to confuse with that of Cain in 

medieval orthography, as it occurs for example in Ranulf Higden’s PolychroniconXIb. 

Therefore, since the beginning there existed certain bonds of similarity between Cain's 

and Ham's fate. Apocryphal accounts made this linkage still closer, transforming 

Noath’s son into a sort of postdiluvian analogue of Cain.

It has already been noted in the previous chapter that when the flood waters 

had receded and the earth was divided among the sons of Noath, Africa was assigned

50

l7i Cf, Gn, 4, 1-23.

174 Cf. J.B. Friedman (1981. pp.87-107).

175 Gn. 9.20-25.

176 See J,B. Friedman (1981, p. 100 and note 50).



to Ham. Now, the mixture of this story with that of Cain favoured the transference of 

some elements from one legend to the other. Consequently, Ham's curse was soon 

associated by a number of exegetes and writers of apocrypha with the Ethiopians and 

the revival of the monstrous races after the Hood. More specifically, it was said that 

Ham's curse was to be verified primarily in his progeny. Ham's grandson Nimrod, in 

particular, was thought to be the first black man on earth and the father of the African 

peoples177. Among some medieval Arab geographers like Ibrihim bem Wasif Sah, the 

complete portrait of Nimrod included, apart from the black skin, a deformed body, red 

eyes, and horns on his forehead178. In general, it was commonly believed that from 

Ham sprang the monstrous races after the Hood. Therefore, these were primarily to be 

found in Africa.

It is worth stressing that this lineage of the monstrous races rooted on the 

Scriptures implied that these creatures dwelt within this world rather than out of it in 

a separate alter orbis. Some Beatus maps, consequent with this conclusion, also placed 

monsters in the southernmost parts of the ecumene. This is the case of the St. Sever 

Beatus and the ones belonging to the Escalada family, where Ethiopia is labelled as a 

region 'where there are men of diverse appearance and monstrous races, terrifying and 

perverse, as far as the borders of Egypt.*179

If we compare this information with what has already been said of the Beatus 

maps regarding the depiction of the fourth southern part of the world, there appears to 

be a clear division among these cartographic works as far as the location of monsters is 

concerned. Whereas the Beatus of the Tâbara family tend to emphasise monstrosities 

in the separate southern region, out of the known world, the maps of the Escalada 

family transfer this fact to the ends of the ecumene, namely in Africa. As also has been
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177 Note that the Book of the Genesis simply states Noath's curse to his son Ham: ‘Cursed be Canaan, son of Ham; a 
servant of servants shall he be to his brothers' (Gn. 9,25). Nimrod was Cus’ son, who in turn was one of Canaan's brothers 
{Cf.Gn. 10,6-8).

l7M Cf. J.B. Friedman (1981, p. 101).
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legend goes on to say that it also abounds in wild beasts, serpents, precious stones, cinnamon, and balsam. All together, 
this is largely based on Isidore of Seville (Cf. Etymologiae, XIV, 5,14-15). The legend is repeated, with few variations, by 
the Valcalvado Beatus, the Silos Beatus. and the one preserved in La Seu dTJrgell (Lleida).



noted, this ambivalence was already present in Isidore of Seville, one of the most 

influential authorities taken into account for the depiction of the Beatus maps. For the 

present purpose, it may be worth recalling that the Spanish encyclopaedist did not 

only place the Antipodeans in Africa, as already mentioned, but also the Blemmyae 

and the Sciopods ('shadow-foot')180 *.

If the location of the different monstrous races could be variable, the reasons for

their monstrosity will essentially remain the same. Like their counterparts in the

Antipodes, one might find monsters at the southern ends of Africa because of the

extreme climatic and environmental conditions of that region. The combination of hot

dry weather, choleric and sanguine humours, and the influence of Mars and Saturn

normally addressed to the Ethiopians, would certainly affect their character and

physical appearance. At least, this w as the commonplace belief in the classical

tradition, as can be seen, for instance, in Ptolemy's Tetrabiblosm. Among medieval

authors, this was also a widespread conviction even in vernacular works not primarily

cosmographical. The Chronique des Dues de Normandie of Benoit de Sainte-Maure

(c.1150) provides in this respect an excellent example of what was generally expected

from a extremely hot climate like that of the Ethiopians:

'E de ga vient ques regions 
Ou toz jors a chauz e arsons 
Sunt les vermines venimoses,
Pesmes, cruaus e hainoses,

Qui ne sevent quest maus ne biens 
E qui plus sunt selon que chiens,
Neirs, sanz mentons, granz e comuz 
E jusqu'en la terre veluz,
Pendanz oreilles, od Ions bés
E moct plus Iez les piez d’un és, v
En tante sen formez de fez t t
Coi ne vos sereient restrez.
Etevos por la grant chalor,
Ou toz jorz vivent sanz freidor,
En avient ce que je vos di 
Vers la partie de midi.'182
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ls: Cromque des Dues de Normandie, vv. 131-150, ed. C. Fahlin, 1951, vol.L P-5.



The conviction that such an adverse climate and environment existed in the 

austral parts of the ecumene endured throughout the Middle Ages. Hence, belief in 

African monsters did not decay in late medieval imagery. Quite the reverse, the 

different authors of the period placed a wide spectrum of Plinian races in the remote 

southern regions labelled by contemporary maps as ’deserta et arenosa*. Interestingly, 

all the great encyclopaedias of the 12th and 13th centuries included a treatment of 

monsters and marvels in their text. It seems as if among medieval authors wonders 

were considered at the same level as historical facts. Thus they felt themselves obliged 

to report them as any other of the particulars in which the sovereignty of God is 

displayed.

Although India was the main target for the location of all kind of marvels in late 

medieval encyclopaedias, there are some of these works that placed them in Africa 

too. This is manifest for instance in Bartholomaeus Anglicus De propietatibus rerum 

(1220-40), where monstrous races are found in Egypt, Ethiopia, Lybia, and 

Mauritania183 * *. Similarly, they are also present in the celebrated Speculum of Vincent de 

Beauvais (c.1250)1m. And finally, just to give an idea that placing monstrous races in 

Africa was a commonplace phenomenon in all erudite circles across Europe at that 

time, one can put forward the example of Riccobaldo da Ferrara and his De locis orbisus.

This tradition continued in the 15th century and, in some cases, it was still alive 

during the Cinquecento. Pierre d'Ailly, one of the most sound scholars of his time, states 

in his Ymago Mundi that the Plinian races are not the object of this work. However, 

monsters do occasionally appear in his treatise, Ethiopia included186. With less 

criticism, some north European scholars of the 16th century like Petrus Apianus (1524) 

or Sebastian Münster (1544) conceived inner Africa as a land replete of monstrous 

races and marvels187. In the same period, Alphonse de Saintonge wrote in his

183 Cf. De propietatibus rerum, XV. 52-53, ed. J494. fol. 184-184v; XV.90. ed.1494, fol,187v; XV. 93. ed.1494, fol. 189.

,,u Cf. Speculum Historióle, 1 77. ed. 1494, fol. 10; L 92. ed. 1494. fol. 11.

'*5 Cf. De locis orbis. L VI, 11,1, ed. G. Zanella. 1986. p.91.

See Ymago Mundi, L 37, ed. E. Buron, 1930, voi.IL p.361.

187 See Petrus Apianus, Cosmographicus liber, pan,IL ch.2, fol.67; Sebastian Miinster, Cosmographei, VL ed.1552, 
pp. 1417-1419.
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Cosmographie (1544) that in Angola, far away from the coast, Blemmyae, Monoculi 

(one-eye’) and Cynocephali ('dog-head') are to be found1“ . One may well note that 

these latter authors wrote their cosmographies long after the voyage of Vasco da 

Gama. Therefore, monsters served in their works to conceal the void of knowledge 

concerning central Africa. As shall be argued below, this attitude was to have long- 

range implications for Renaissance cosmography and cartography.

On the other hand, poets and writers had simultaneously been discovering the 

plasticity of monsters184. In some geographical epics like Fazio degli liberty's II 

Dittamondo (1346-47) or the la Nuova Sfera written by Tolosani da CoIIe (1514), these 

creatures are evoked in order to decorate the austerity of the African and Ethiopian 

landscapes140. A similar technique was used for some imaginary journeys, like that of 

Mandeville. In this case, the African monstrous races, like the rest of marvels in his 

book, served primarily for gaining the interest of the reader191. Pliny, St. Augustine and 

Isidore of Seville are quoted by the author as his most important sources. However, 

the reading of the book shows that Mandeville also made ample use of some of the late 

medieval encyclopaedias, notably that of Vincent de Beauvais.

In general, the lack of first-hand geographical knowledge is the basis of the 

longevity of African marvels. It has already been noted in that sense how some 

cosmographers located monsters in Africa after the period of the great Portuguese 

discoveries, but displacing these alien beings to the still unknown inner landmass. 

Certainly, it is always possible to find an exception to this rule. Duarte Pacheco Pereira 

would be an outstanding example. Distinguished pilot and empirical spirit as he was, 

in service of the Portuguese crown, Pacheco Pereira writes in his Esmeraldo de situ orbis 

(1508) that among the dwellers of Guinea, not far from the coast, one may find
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IM La Cosmographie avec l'espère et régime du soleil et du nord, ed. G. Musset, 1904, p.243.

m  Artists too, but this is a well known subject which do not need to detain us here. See J. Baltrusaitis (1983), J.B. 
Friedman (1981), R. Wittkower (1942, pp. 171-176), and G. Lascault (1973).

m  Cf. 11 Dittamondo, V, 21 -28; La Nuova Sfera. HI, 3.

m  Cf. Voxages. trans. Esp., ed.1958, ch.XLH. vol.L p.149; dOCliH. vol.l p.156; ch.LHI, vol.n, p.40; ch.LV, vol.H 

p.49.



Cynocephali192 * 194. This fact illustrates that, aside from the course of explorations, well 

settled myths had a life of their own, and this was difficult to eradicate even with 

perceptual knowledge. Nevertheless, accounts of travel and exploration were to have, 

in the long run, a noticeable influence in the shaping of Africa and its contents.

Visiting monsters was not among the primary targets in the agenda of a 

pilgrim. However, they might have been the object of a strong curiosity for late 

medieval ambassadors of Christianity travelling to the far ends of the habitable earth. 

If as has been argued so far, monsters were thought to live not only out of this world 

but also within the limits of the ecumene, missionaries following the footsteps of the 

Apostles to the furthest comers of the world might have expected to find in situ traces 

of these odd creatures. Indeed, some of them reported to have seen these Plinian races. 

Friar Jordanus Catalani de Severac, for example, declares in his Mirabilia descripta 

(c.1330) to have seen in India so many marvels and monsters that it seemed 'another 

world’19’. This proves to what extent perception and previous knowledge are 

continuous and interact with one another. For these early travellers to the Far East, 

discovery did not simply mean to find new things, but also to recognise in reality what 

imagination and faith already held for existing.

Other examples of alleged encounters de visu with monsters do not need to 

detain us here. For the time being, it is more interesting to note that, parallel to them, 

scepticism of these creatures was also present since the first generation of missionaries 

to the Eastm. One of these pioneers was friar Guillelmus de Rubruc (1253-55) who, 

once returned from Caracarum, wrote in his Itinerarium: 'I asked about the monsters, 

or human monstrosities, of which Isidorus and Solinus speak. They told me they had
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192 Esmeraldo de situ orbis, L 29, ed. D. Peres, 1954, p.107. Another of the few examples would be the Genoese 
traveller and merchant Antoniotto Usodimare, who reports the existence of men with tails in the Gambia region (See the 
Lettera del 12 dicembre 1445 , ed. R. Caddeo, 1929, p.154).

191 Mirabilia descripta, IV, 3. ed. H. Yule, 1863, p. 12. Jordanus Catalani also speaks in his work of many marvels and 
monsters in Africa and Ethiopia (idem. VI-VH ed. H. Yule, 1863. pp.4I-46). In that case he admits not having been there, 
but he gave credit to 'trustworthy persons’.

194 In fact, scepticism towards marvels, prodigies and monstrous races was already present in the classical tradition 
through Strabo’s Geography, Aulus Gcllius’ Noctes Atticae and Lucian's Vera historia. These works, however, were not 
very influential during the Middle Ages.



never seen such, which astonished me greatly, if it be true.0’5 One may appreciate in 

this disappointment that belief in marvels was indeed part of the intellectual wealth 

with which these missionaries travelled. But contrary to Jordanus Catalani, Rubruc did 

not allow his expectations to interfere with the actual perception of what he was 

seeing.

This same attitude can also be found some years later in the Epistolae of Friar 

Giovanni da Monte Corvino (1224-30)195 196, and it was still alive in Pero Tafur (1436-39) 

once the routes to the Far East were almost closed to Europeans as the Ming dynasty 

came to power in China197. Among the different travellers and missionaries who left a 

written record between that stretch of time, the Relatio of Friar Giovanni de Marignolli 

(1338-53) is of particular interest. Like his predecessors, Marignolli did not fail to 

inquire whether the native men had seen or even heard anything about monsters. In 

this respect, he always obtained a negative response. But instead of just leaving a final 

uncertainty like his colleagues, Marignolli expands on the argument and denies 

categorically the existence of monstrous races beyond any doubt: 'I have travelled -he 

says- in all the regions of the Indians, and have always been most inquisitive, with a 

mind indeed too often addicted more to curious inquiries than to virtuous 

acquirements, for I wanted if possible to know everything... and yet I never could 

ascertain as a fact that such races of men really do exist, whilst the persons whom I met 

used to question me in turn where such were to be found. The truth is that no such 

people do exist as nations, though there may be an individual monster here and 

there.’198

It is therefore his own personal experience as a traveller and that of the people 

from whom he inquired which certified, as a fact, that monstrous races did not exist. 

One can glimpse in this attitude an emergent form of empiricism which had always 

been absent in the contemporary encyclopaedias. In a dominant scholastic context of
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195 Itinerarium, XXDC ed. C. Kappler and R. Kappler. 1985, p. 184. English translation by W. Woodvile.

196 Epistolae, L 8, ed. 1979, p.342.

197 Pero Tafur, Andangas e viajes, ed. 1982, pp. 106-107.

m  Relatio, ed. H. Yule, 1914, p.256.



logical formalism, Marignolli's approach to reality stands out as the most naturalistic 

world-view of his time. This fact is reinforced by the last sentence of the quotation, for 

the refusal to admit the existence of monstrous races along with the acknowledgement 

of individual monsters fits perfectly well with the precepts of modem teratology in the 

17th century1".

Still more interesting is to observe that Marignolli tried to give a rational 

explanation of some monstrous races, notably of Sciopods. With regard to this 

monster, so clearly depicted in the Osma Beatus, Marignolli says: nor is there such a 

people at all such as has been invented, who have but one foot which they use to shade 

themselves withal. But as all the Indians commonly go naked, they are in the habit of 

carrying a thing like a little tent-roof on a cane handle, which they open out at will as 

protection against sun or rain. This they call a chatyr; I brought one to Florence with 

me. And this is which the poets have converted into a foot.’200

It is therefore an error of perception that might have led in the very beginning 

to the creation of monsters. Thereafter, the myth proceeded its own way aside from 

reality, being difficult to be 'decoded' in the ovematural mind of the Middle Ages201. It 

is now clear for us that there is not such a thing as 'pure seeing', for perception in not 

only determined by stimulus information. Other factors like past experience, 

expectation, preference or faith, came to play sometimes a major role in our world 

view. These extra-perceptual elements were particularly strong in the Middle Ages. It 

is therefore a remarkable achievement of Marignolli to have been aware of them for 

making the distinction between myth and reality. Unfortunately, however, this was 

not the most common attitude in his times.

Indeed, the modernity of Marignolli with regard to the monstrous races was 

little echoed among his contemporaries, particularly among those authors conforming
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m  On the history of this science, see the very comprehensive work of C. Taruffi (1881-94).

Relatio. ed. H. Yule, 1914. p.256.

201 Specifically applied to individual prodigies one might note, however, the following words of Isidore* of Seville: 
‘Dicuntur autem et alia hominum fabulosa portenta, quae non sunt, sed ficta in causis rerum interpretantur, ut Geryonem 
Htspaniae regem tripici forma proditum. Fuenint enim ires frates tanlae concordiae ut in inbus corporibus quasi una amma 
essef lEtimologiae. XL 3.28).



to the erudite tradition. Albertus Magnus’ timid essay seeking to refuse the existence 

of monsters could be one of the few examples“ , although scarcely comparable to th a t 

of Marignolli (among other things they were not fully contemporaries). The Franciscan 

friar’s example would only be seriously followed some time later by Iberian navigators 

and cosmographers. The Spanish humanist and traveller Martín Fernández de Enciso, 

for example, says in his Suma de Geographia (1519) that it is not to be believed that there 

are Blemmyae and Cynocephali ('dog-head') in Africa beyond the equator. And he  

supports his conviction from the missionary experience to those lands as well as the 

testimony of the Arab merchants* 203. Using the same technique, his fellow-countryman 

Luis del Mármol Carvajal also argued some years later against the African monstrous 

races. On this occasion, the evidence is primarily certified through the experience of 

the Portuguese navigators204. No major role is given, in either of the two examples, to  

classical authority. On the contrary, in Portugal and Spain, when possible, m odem  

experience tested reality over any ancient book.

In the rest of Europe, this attitude towards the Plinian races would only be 

noticeably present from the second half of the 16th century onwards. And to some 

extent, the basis for the refusal was taken on different grounds. Out of the generalised 

uncertainty and ambivalence towards monsters in the most important chronicles and 

cosmographies at that time205, the case of the Swiss humanist Joachim Vadianus (1484- 

1551) offers a particular interest for our analysis. The reason does not lie so much in his 

denial of the African monsters, common to many other authors, as on the way he 

actually set it about. For, contrary to the Iberian cosmographers; Vadianus refused to 

believe in monstrous races placed in Africa on the basis of St. Augustine's authority. 

More specifically, he attributes the Bishop of Hippo the following reasoning: 'none of
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at'  Cf. De animalibus libri XXVI, 22-26.

203 Cf. Suma de Geographia, ed. 1948, pp. 151 and 155.

*** Luís del Mármol Carvajal, De la Descripción General de Affrica (1573*99), volili, part.IL bk.IX, ch.L fol.21.

a« See J. Céard (1977,273-291).



the monstrous races exist, and if they did, they cannot be human, for humans are 

descended from Adam.’206

These words are clearly a free reading of St. Augustine207, but this is not the 

main point to grasp here. The interesting thing to note is how the same double-edge 

passage of the De civitate Dei which had been used throughout the Middle Ages to 

support the existence of monstrous races is now reversed in its interpretation and 

serves, in the Renaissance, as an authority that demonstrates the contrary belief. But 

beyond whatever sense St. Augustine might have given his famous passage, it is also 

worth stressing the fact that the Bishop of Hippo himself was cited as an authority in 

the 16th century. Whereas the Iberian authors argued against the monstrous races on 

the basis of modem direct experience, Vadianus certifies the same conclusion using the 

authority of an ancient father of the church208. In the end, the final result is the same in 

both cases, but the means used were definitively not, and this is also highly 

significative of the different spirit that reigned in northern and southern Europe.

Certainly, no cosmographer of German influence was so immersed in the study 

of the classical tradition as to ignore completely the contemporary events that were 

taking place along the coasts of Africa and Asia. However, information about the 

Portuguese discoveries arrived in those countries indirectly, and most of the time it 

was consciously shaped within the traditional framework. This fact confers to the 

north European cosmographies a distinctive character which cannot be ignored here. 

On the contrary. Their effort to accommodate the geography of the classical tradition 

and the study of monsters with the news of modem discoveries abridge sometimes in 

a few words the process pursued for centuries in shaping Africa as a continent. Again,
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2<* 'ui interim tuiissimum sit Augusiinum sequi in Africa natum & mortuum, qui libro de Civitate Dei octavo 
monstrosas gentes nullas esse exisiimat, aut si sint, homines non esse, aut ex Adam si homines sint* (Epitome trium terrae 
panium . 1534, p.61).

3,7 In a double-edged statement which does not express the author’s real commitment, Sl Augustine simply stated: 
'Either the written accounts of certain races are completely unfounded or, if such races do exist, they are not human; or, if 
they are human, they are descended from Adam' (De civitate Dei, X V I8). Compare these words with those of Vadianus.

m  The casual fact that St. Augustine was bom in Procunsilaris at a place then called Tagaste (now eastern Algeria) does 
not change at all the argument, for his opinion of the monstrous races never depended on his personal connection with 
Africa.



Vadianus illustrates this point well when he asks rhetorically: 'Who can doubt that a t 

the tip of Africa are the Antoecians of our climate?’209

This was not the first time nor the last that the Cratesian theory was evoked to 

illustrate the extension of the African continent into the southern hemisphere. W ith 

still clearer allusion to the Portuguese discovery of the Cape of Good Hope, the 

metaphor of the Antoikoi had previously been advanced in Italy by Raffaelo Maffei da 

Volterra, who says in his Commentaria urbana (1506): 'By God's providence and by the 

felicity of their name, the Christians have opened up our globe in length and in 

breath... To the south, the sailors of the King of Portugal have sailed in their voyages 

beyond the Tropic of Capricorn and have reached the Antoecians.’210

In other words, we are back at this chapter's the point of departure. Once 

Aristotelianism collapsed, the revival of the Cratesian model helped initially to make 

the magnitude of the newly emerged lands opened to the Renaissance horizon 

understandable211. Thereafter, m aps consistent with the voyage of Vasco da Gama 

familiarised Europeans with the new image of the African outline. At this stage, 

monstrous races could not freely dwell any more in the emerging continent unveiled 

by the Portuguese navigations, for its southernmost latitudes were frequently visited 

from the time of Bartolomeu Dias' first voyage (1487-88). Enduring monsters and 

marvels were thus obliged to abandon the African coast. Some of them, as shall be 

seen below, survived for some time in the unknown interior of African maps. Others, 

on the contrary, were moved to new, imaginary austral lands212. The rest began to cast 

off their religious associations and were naturalised by modem teratology213. These 

latter two stories, however, are not of our direct concern here.

Joachim Vadianus. Hdbes lector: hoc libelo, Rodolphi Agricolae... ad  J. Vadianum (1515). C.iv-C.ii, quot. and 
trans. by W.G.L Randles (1994, p.57).

210 "Dei providentia ac felicitate nominis Christiani longe late que nobis orbe patefacto... Ad austrum vero regis 
Lusitaniae nautae ultra Capricomum praeteruecti Antoecos coniigemnl" (Commentariorum urbanorum libri XXXVIII, 
ed.1530, fol.4v. Engl, tians. by W.G.L Randles, 1994, p.57). Later use of this idea by Pedro Margalho and Alexander 
Geraldini is also quoted by Randles, op. cit.

211 On the classical models of world geography and their transformation in the Renaissance, see W.G.L Randles (1994).

1,2 See W.A.R. Richardson (1993).

2,1 See K. Park and LJ. Daston (1981).
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3. PRESTER JOHN: THE MIGRATION OF A LEGEND.

'Lo prim ero en que reparáis de los sonetos, epigram as o elogios que os faltan para el 
principio, y  que sean de personajes graves y  d e  título, se puede rem ediar en  que vos 
m esm o tom éis algún trabajo en hacerlos, y d espués los podéis bautizar y poner el 
nom bre que quisiéredes, ahijándolos al Preste Juan d e  las Indias o al E m perador de 
Trapisonda, de qu ien  yo sé que hay noticia que  fueron famosos poetas; y cuando  no 
lo hayan  sido  y hubiere algunos pedantes y bachilleres que p o r detrás os m uerdan  y 
m urm uren  desta verdad , no se os dé dos m aravedís; porque ya que os averigüen la 
m entira, n o  os han  d e  cortar la m ano con que lo escribistes.“N

MIGUEL DE CERVANTES

The third and last piece to join to the African puzzle is Ethiopia. Since the very 

earliest times/ this region was often confused with a part of India215. This fact 

undoubtedly interfered with a sound knowledge of the African reality as a whole 

throughout the Middle Ages. For not until Ethiopia was conceived apart from India as 

a distinct area exclusively covering the west side of the Red Sea south of Egypt, was 

the continental idea of Africa to appear. This was a lengthy process finally fulfilled 

throught empirical observation from the 16th century onwards. It must be noted, 

however, that Renaissance empirical knowledge of Ethiopia was first preceded and 

encouraged by medieval speculation on the matter. Thus the parallel discourse on the 

legend of Prester John and its gradual demise offers in this regard a suitable approach 

to the base issue here discussed: the shaping of India Tertia into Ethiopia and then into 

Abyssinia. A few remarks on Prester John and the confusing geography of his 

kingdom might first serve to introduce the nature of the problem.

3.1. The fickle geography of the Epistola.

The first written record where Prester John comes to light occurs in the Chronica 

of Otto von Freisingen (1145). In a well known passage of this work we are told, 214

214 Tour first difficulty about the sonnets, epigrams, or complimentary verses which you want for the beginning, and 
which ought to be by persons of importance and rank, can be removed if you yourself take a little trouble to make them; 
you can afterwards baptise them, and put any name you like to them, fathering them on Prester John of the Indies or the 
Emperor of Trebisond, who. to my knowledge, were said to have been famous poets; and even if they were not and any 
pedants or bachelors should attack you and question the fact, never care two maravedis for that, for even if they prove a lie 
against you they cannot cut off the hand you wrote it with/

3,5 See for example, Homer's Odyssey, L 23-24.



among other things, that there exists beyond Persia and Armenia a Nestorian king and 

priest named Presbyter Johannes. Victorious in war against the Persians, he also 

intended to aid the church of Jerusalem, but the river Tigris and adverse climatic 

conditions prevented him from doing it. The Bishop of Freising also reports in his text 

that Prester John is said to be of the ancient lineage of the Magi mentioned in the 

Gospel216, and to rule over the same peoples as they did. Finally, it is said that Prester 

John enjoys of such glory and prosperity that he uses only a sceptre of emerald21.

Otto's report clearly alludes to a real historical event which came about on the 

steppe to the east of Samarkand in September 1141218. This fact, however, not need 

detain us here. More important is to stress the consequences of this circumstance in 

contemporary European patterns of thought. For in a moment when Christianity had 

just received the news of the defeat in Edessa (1144), the image of a powerful Christian 

king beyond the Islam and an eventual ally in the same common cause could not pass 

unnoticed in the West. Prester John came thus to play an important strategic role in the 

plans for later crusades. And here, the legend began.

The consolidation of this legend in the European consciousness was not rooted, 

however, in any historical or pseudo-historical evidence, but on a spurious letter 

supposedly dispatched by Prester John to the Byzantine Emperor Manuel Comnenus 

(1143-1180) and forwarded by that ruler to Frederick Barbarossa (1152-1190), the Holy 

Roman Emperor21’. The letter is undated, and its real author is still a mystery open to 

dispute220. The only thing which can be taken for granted is that the oldest extant

6 2

216 Mt. 2. M 2.

217 Cf. Otto von Freisingen, Chronica sive historia de duabus civitatibus, VIL 33, ed. A. Hofmcister, 1912, pp.365-367. 
This is a well known passage often quoted among historians interested in the legend of Prester John. One can even find an 
English translation of it in V. Slessrev (1959, pp.27-28). The bibliography on Prester John is very wide and scattered. 
Some of the principal monographs are G. Oppert (1870), F. Zamcke (1879; 1883), C. Marinescu ( 1923). R. Lefevre (1944; 
1945; 1947), J. Doresse (1957), and R. Silverberg (1996).

2t* See C.ENowel (1953).

| m  The Latin text o f the letter in F. Zamcke (1879, pp.909-924). I shall use hereafter the successful freeing of the oldest 
}■ jl (original) text from five later interpolations (A, B, C. D. E). There exists an English translation of the more important 

j  passages of the letter by ED. Ross in A.P. Newton, ed. (1930, pp. 174-178).

220 As far as the date is concerned, it has been long believed on the basis of a reference in the chronicle of Albiric de 
Trois Fontaines that the letter began to circulate in western Europe about 1165. More recently, however, C.F. Beckingham 
(1983, ch.L pp. 10-13) has argued convincingly that this evidence is not of great value. The only thing which can be stated 
with fair certainty is that the letter was written between 1143 and 1180 (the dates when Manuel Comnenus reigned). As for



manuscripts of the Epistola date from the second half of the 12th century and that from 

that moment onwards it enjoyed an immense popularity121. For the remaining 

problems, such as the location of Prester John’s kingdom, it is necessary to rely on the 

evidence of the letter itself.

One might object at this point about the suitability of an approach based upon a 

spurious document. In this respect, it is worth drawing the attention to the importance 

of two details concerning the nature and contents of the letter. The first is a very 

obvious one: although from the modem perspective the story of the Epistola can be 

seen as a wondrous concoction, there were many contemporaries who accepted its 

extravagances as true and many more who thought that, for all its exaggeration and 

absurdity, it must have had some basis in truth. On the whole, Europe had no 

substantial doubt as to the authenticity of the letter for centuries thereafter. The 

missive cannot thus be taken as a forgery insofar as it was not for the contemporary 

society. It is within their realities that we are here concerned with. The converse would 

lack any sense.

Secondly, exegesis of the letter offers for our purposes the possibility of 

verifying the certainty or falsity of an important hypothesis within the context of the 

present work: if, as it is well known, Prester John of the Indies was to be placed in 

Eastern Africa from the 14th century onwards and, at that time, there was still no 

doubt as to the authenticity of the letter, it seems reasonable to conclude that there 

might exist some elements in the Epistola which allowed this transference to Africa 

instead of rejecting the legend following the failure of the quest for Prester John in 

Asia. To analyse these elements in geographical perspective is the primary aim of what 

follows.

From the very beginning, the writer of the missive introduces himself as the 

Lord of Lords (dominus dominantium). He claims to be the supreme ruler of the three * 221
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the authorship, some o f the copies of the letter seem to indicate that it was translated from Greek to Latin by the 
archbishop Christian of Mainz (see interpolation E in Zamcke, 1879, p.924). However, there is not complete agreement 
among scholars on the language of the original version. There is a good discussion on this latter subject in K.F. Helleiner 
(1959. pp.53-56).

221 Zamcke noted that there existed more that one hundred manuscripts to be found in France, Germany, Britain, Italy 
and even such distant nations like Iceland and Russia. See C. Marinescu (1923, pp.75-76).



Indies, a vast empire consisting of seventy-two provinces governed by kings subjected 

to him. His lands extends 'beyond India, where rests the body of the holy Apostle 

Thomas; it reaches towards the sunrise over the wastes, and it stretches towards 

deserted Babylon near the tower of Babel.'222 Let us set aside for the moment the 

reference to Apostle Thomas and the other mentioned landmarks lying across this 

vague territory in order to first discuss the initial definition of Prester's John empire. In 

other words, let us begin by analysing briefly the geographical scope of the term ’three 

Indies’.

According to Armando Cortesao, the term three Indies appeared for the first 

time in a manuscript by Guido of Pisa (c.1118)223. The concept may thus have been 

fairly new when the letter of Prester John was written, although the use of India Major 

(or Magna) and India Minor was certainly much older. The tripartite division of India 

enjoyed thereafter of a wide acceptance. Marco Polo seems to be in this sense 

responsible for the division of this land into Lesser India, Greater India, and Middle 

India. Other equivalent ternary denominations like First or Nearer India, Second or 

Further India and India Tertia were not uncommon either. The precise geographical 

coverage of each part, however, is never fully defined. From one author to another, 

their extent is somewhat variable. Occasionally, they can even be contradictory224. This 

fact notwithstanding, Lesser India would normally embrace Meckran and the coast 

bellow the Indus as far as some point immediately north of Malabar. Greater India 

used to include the southern half of the Hindustan Peninsula, extending then 

eastwards to the Ganges and beyond without any clear end. Finally, Middle India was 

almost unanimously thought to cover eastern Africa.
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222 In  tribus Indiis dominatur magnificentia nostra, et transit terra nostra ab ulteriore India, in qua corpus sancii Thomae 
apostoli requiescit, per desertum et progreditur ad solis onum, et rcdit per declivum in Babilonem desertam iuxta turrim 
Babel. Septuaginta duae provi nciae serviunt nobis, quarum paucae sunt christianorum, et unaquaeque habet regem per se. 
qui omnes sunt nobis tributarii.’ (ed. Zamcke, 1879, p.911). The Latin text of the letter shall henceforth be that of 
Zamcke's edition.

223 A. Cortesào ( 1969-71. vol.I, p.256).

224 Note, for example, that in Marco Polo and in frìar Jondanus Catalani the terms Lesser and Greater India are just 
reversed. Cf. ¡1 Milione, ed. E. Comesasca, 1966. eh. CU , p.299 et sq. and Mirabilia descripta, IV, 1-37, ed. H. Yule, 
1863, pp. 11-25.



Whatever the variations to this pattern might have been, the important thing to 

notice for our purposes is that all these ternary divisions included Ethiopia as one of 

the constituent parts of the Indies. This seems also to imply that for contemporary 

Europeans Prester John’s vast empire of the three Indies encompassed, among other 

Asian provinces, some of the African territories. Given though that since classical 

times Ethiopia was a rather equivocal concept often mingled with that of India, the full 

significance of this conclusion demands further clarification on the meaning of both 

terms.

This confusion between India and Ethiopia is largely rooted on the age-old 

problem of the headwaters and subsequent course of the Nile, for it was believed by 

many authors that it was this river -rather than the Red Sea- that divided Africa from 

Asia“3. Two theories in particular progressively shaped the whole misconception. The 

first, already present in Herodotus, established the Nile as running east-west south of 

the Sahara from somewhere in western Africa close to the ocean2*6. The second, largely 

drawn in the patristic period, placed the sources in the Far East in the belief that the 

Nile was one of the rivers flowing from Paradise“7, reaching then Africa through 

subterranean watercourses surfacing near the shores of the Red Sea. A combination of 

these theories in the form of two opposed streams of the river was also very common, 

both in text and maps228. If we now think this geographical arrangement through, 

keeping in mind the above-mentioned convention of dividing Africa from Asia 

through the Nile, India appears as embracing all territories lying east of the 

Mediterranean beyond Islam and south of the Sahara229. Only the rediscovery of * 227
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“ 5 Cf. J.K. Wright (1925. pp.298-299). 

m  History. IL 31.

227 Cf, Gn.2,10-14. Besides the Christian tradition, the theme of an eastern Nile was also present in Antiquity. Note that 
when Alexander the Great first came to the Indus, he was convinced that he had reached the sources of the Nile. Cf. 
Strabo, XV, 1,25.

Two outstanding examples would illustrate this point: Paulus Orosius, Historia adversum paganos, L 2. 28-33; and 
Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae, XIH. 21. 7. As far as maps are concerned, the two streams of the Nile are already 
insinuated in the Tdbara Beatus maps, and they are faithfully shown in most medieval mappaemundi as well as in 
numerous portolan chans. I shall study this issue below in more detail.

” 9 Cf. W.G.L Randles (1960).



Ptolemy’s Geography in the 15th century and the consequent revival of a third distinct 

theory on the sources of the Nile would enable clarification. Until then, the Ethiopians 

were often called Indians and their country India Tertia. There can be scarcely n o  

doubt, however, that behind this terminology Prester John's vast empire encompassed 

not only Abyssinia but also, as it will be argued below, unknown Equatorial Africa.

From this perspective, one might perhaps make better sense of some obscure 

passages in the Epistola, like that describing the insects to be found in a province next 

to the torrid zone’230. But in spite of this, the general geography of the letter and the  

particular site of Prester John still remain ambiguous. And thus, in absence of m ore 

precise geographical clues supporting the mythical king's dwelling in Africa, it cannot 

be demonstrated by any means that this was necessarily his homeland. This fact 

would then encourage to accept that Prester John lived in Asia. But, interestingly 

enough, this latter proposition can also be easily rejected, as w e are now going to see.

The clearest indication in the letter that should help us to place Prester John in  

Asia unequivocally is the reference to Paradise in relation to his celebrated realm. The 

text of the Epistola states specifically in this regard that in a certain land subject to  

Prester John bubbles up a spring of marvellous properties at scarcely three days' 

journey from Paradise, out of which Adam was driven.'231 Indeed, Paradise located 

somewhere in the East was the most ancient and commonplace opinion232. Either sited 

on the top of a high mountain, as we are told by Prophet Ezekiel233; on a separate 

island, as described by Cosmas Indicopleustes234; or in the form of a gothic fortress, as 

depicted in the mappamundi of Andreas Walsperger (1448)235, Paradise in Asia always
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230 'In alia quandam provincia iuxta torridam zonam sunt vermes, qui lingua nostra dicuntur lamandrae...' (ed. Zamcke, 
1879, p.915).

231 In alia quandam provincia nostra... quod nemus situm est ad radicem montis Olimpi, unde fons perspicuus oritur, 
omnium in se speciemm saporem retinens. Variatur autem sapor per singulas boras diei et noctis, et progreditur itinere 
dierum tri urn non longe a paradyso, unde Adam fuit expulsus.’ (ed. Zamcke. 1879, pp.912-913).

232 Cf. A. Graf (1964, voli, pp. 1-238).

233 Cf. Ez. 28,13-16.

234 Christian Topography, n, ed. J.W. Me Crindle, 1897, p.33.

233 Now preserved at the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. Rome (Ms. Pal. Lat. 1362b).



enjoyed a wide acceptance among medieval authors. But alogside this tradition, there 

also existed a number of scholars arguing for placing Paradise in Africa.

The proximity of the Fortunate Islands to Libya on the one hand, and the fact 

that the Nile used to be identified as one of the rivers issuing from the Garden of Eden, 

might well be put on the basis of those who believed that Paradise was in Africa. 

Without intending be exhaustive, a few examples will help to illustrate the extent to 

which this idea was present all around the African geography. Beyond the poetic 

imagery of Dante Alighieri and Ludovico Ariosto236 237 238 239, the Libro del Conos^imiento (c.1350- 

60) would best exemplify in this respect how, before the discovery of the Cape of Good 

Hope, Paradise was often placed somewhere in southern extremities of Africa23. The 

Mountains of the Moon were sometimes pointed out as its precise site. This occurs, for 

instance, in the Pilgefahrt of Arnold von Harff (1471-1505)23®. Likewise, the chronicle of 

Zurara suggests that Paradise might be found in inner Guinea139. And finally, the 

picturesque Garden of Eden designed in Abyssinia by the anonymous author of the 

Catalan world map at Modena (c.1450) may also be taken as exemplary240.

The reference to Paradise in the Epistola cannot thus be taken by any means as a 

singular geographical indicator with relation to the site of Prester John. The only 

possible conclusion overall would therefore be, in spite of its obvious simplicity, one of 

long-term implications: Prester John could be settled either in Asia or in Africa. 

Though all the evidence contained in the letter seems to hint at the idea that Prester 

John lives in Asia, none of the geographical details is so conclusive as to exclude an 

African habitation.

This is precisely what happened in the actual quest for Prester John in the late 

Middle Ages. During the 12th century, all the effort of European missionaries and
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236 See the Divina Comedia, inf. XXXIV, 112>117 and Orlando Furioso, XXXŒ, 110 respectively.

237 Cf. Libro del Conosçimienîo, ed. M. Jiménez de la Espada, 1980, pp.57-58,

238 Cf. Pilgerfahrt, ed. M. U ns. 1946, pp. 173-174.

239 Cf. Crónica dos jeitos de Guiñé, LIX, ed. Agencia Ceral das Cotónias. 1949, p.254.

24(1 The Catalan world map (c.1450) is now in permanent exhibition at the Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria. Modena
(C.G.A.1).
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travellers looking for the mythical Christian king was concentrated in India. 

Thereafter, the horizon of the quest was focused on China. And finally, from the 14th 

century onwards, expectations turned to the east of Africa. These different stages are  

clearly reflected in the wide-ranging geographical ambiguity contained in the letter. 

Therefore, the successive disappointments suffered in the quest for Prester John in 

Asia did not end with the legend because it was still possible to displace the m yth 

towards the last prospect present in the internal logic of the Epistola: Africa.

3.2. Ethiopia: fictitious Prester Tohn.

Belief in Prester John located in Asia never ceased to exist until the end of the 

legend, but from the second decade of the 14th century onwards this became a 

marginal segment of thought. Some Franciscan friars travelling to the East had already 

noticed since the 13th century that the alleged boast and splendour of the mythical 

sovereign was not so241. This fact, within the above-mentioned conditions, clearly 

prepared the transference of the fictitious king and priest from Asia to Africa.

It has repeatedly been observed that this change in thinking was first 

introduced by the Dominican friar Jordanus Catalani de Severac242. Certainly, his 

^  Mirabilia descripta (c.1330) reports the existence of an Ethiopian emperor in India Tertia 

'whom you [Europeans?] call Prestre Johan'243. In another passage of the same work, 

this person is signalled as the major lord of that land, 'more potent than any man in the 

world, and richer in gold and silver and in precious stones'244. Therefore, Prester John 

was reinstated in Africa with his complete fabulous array. Among other things, he was 

held to dwell not far from Paradise, and his nearby domains were well stocked with 

wild beasts and mythological animals as well as with odd monsters245. However, the

241 See Guillelmus de Rubmc, ftinerarium, XVH ed. C. Kappler and R. Kappler, 1985. p.123: and Odorico da 
Porderone, Relatio, XLIV, ed. H. Yule, 1913, pp.244-245.

242 Among modem historians particularly devoted to the study of Prester John, one can for instance find this opinion in 
J. Doresse (1957, vol.II, p.216), V. Slessarev (1959, p.84), M. Milanesi (1986, p.42), and others.

245 Mirabilia descripta, VL  2. ed. H. Yule, 1863, p.42.

244 Mirabilia descripta, VII, 5, ed. H. Yule, 1863, p.45.

245 Cf. Mirabilia descripta, VI-VH, ed. H. Yule, 1863, pp.41-46.



most interesting thing to note is that the tone used by friar Jordanus in his work is not 

the one generally employed to announce a sudden novelty. On the contrary. It seems 

as if he were just echoing a current opinion of his times, and indeed it was so.

As has been pointed out by H. Cerulli, rumours concerning Prester John located 

somewhere in the upper Nile were already present in the account of two Irish Minorite 

friars who went to Jerusalem in 1323246. Besides, the best proof that this was beginning 

to become a commonplace is the fact that the above-mentioned isolated opinions were 

soon rendered a generalised conviction through the work of contemporary 

cartographers. Giovanni da Carignano might well be placed at the origin of the 

protracted process by which Prester John became an African emperor in Ethiopia. 

However, the uncertainty on the date of his map and the fact that it was destroyed 

during the Second World War prevent us from formulating this conclusion with total 

confidence247. The first time that Prester John is depicted on the upper Nile beyond any 

doubt occurs in the portolan chart drawn in Palma de Mallorca by Angelino Dulcert in 

1339248. Two legends of this map confirm this assumption. The first, north of the eastern 

Nile in the 'Nubia sarracenum', says with reference to a Muslim ruler: 'this king is in 

continuous war with the Christians of Nubia and Ethiopia, who are under the 

dominion of the Negro Christian Prester Johri24\  The second, specifically addressed to , * 147
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246 These were friar Simon and Ugo the illuminator One passage of their Itinerarium states specifically: Predictus 
aulem fiuvius [Nilus] est ille ingens et famosus, cuius longitudinis non est finis; per quem ascenditur navigio a Mare 
Meditcrraneo ad Indiam superiorem, in qua stat Presbyter Johannes, ubi sunt LXX diete magne, ut dicitur.* (quot. by E. 
Cerulli. 1943-47, vol.l, p.105).

147 As reported in the Supplementum chronicarum by Jacopo Filippo Foresti of Bergamo (1483), Giovanni Carignano 
was rector of St. Mark in Genoa when an Ethiopian embassy arrived in this city on its way back from Avignon to Rome in 
1306. He surely had then the opportunity to question them about Ethiopia in order to compile the information which 
would afterwards appear in his map. Since this map can only now be approached through unclear reproductions and the 
lower edge of it had been damaged, it cannot be ascertained if Caringnano really depicted Prester John in Africa. On the 
other hand, there is the problem of dating the map, a matter largely open to dispute. The most likely possibility seems to be 
that the map was produced sometime not long before 1329. See in this respect the careful analysis made by T. Campbell in 
J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds.(1987. vol.l pp.404-406).

24# Manuscript now preserved in the Bibliothèque Nationale. Paris (Rés. Ge. B 696).

^  ’Iste rex habet continue guenram cum chrisiianis Nubie et Ethiopie qui sunt sub dominio Prest Jane chrislianus niger1 
(loc. cit.).



this latter, reads: as far as it is known, Ethiopia has an emperor named Senap w h o  is 

the servant of the cross; he has seventy-two kings under his command.’250

Ultimately, the migration of Prester John's legend to Africa cannot only b e  

framed within the context of the religious initiatives and diplomatic endeavou r 

mentioned so far. In addition to the several embassies, both African and E uropean, 

and the precious information from them obtained, the emergence of an African P re s te r 

John is also much indebted to the political and commercial atmosphere in th e  

Mediterranean since the late 13th century. The failure of the crusades in conquering 

. the Holy Land, in particular, relaxed relations between Egypt and the Christian States. 

As a consequence, a more direct contact with the rather isolated Ethiopia was m a d e  

possible. Merchants trading from port to port along the African coast were in th is  

regard the main agents in the transmission of all kind of news concerning th e  

unknown world beyond Islam. Genoese and Catalans even had a perm anent 

warehouse in Alexandria at this time251. It is therefore likely that some rumours about a 

Christian ruler in Ethiopia spread which, blended with previous preconceptions an d  

complementary knowledge coming from the embassies, were then easily shaped in  

form of Prester John once they reached the Balearic islands and the Italian coasts. 

Du leer t might have certainly made some use of this kind of information in producing 

his map. Under his influence and that of Carignano, many other charts and treatises 

would later show Prester John residing in Ethiopia.

In particular, Prester John was soon associated by a number of scholars with the 

sources and control of the Nile. This had already been hinted by Friar Jordanus 

Catalani, who reports in his Mirabilia descripta that the Sultan of Cairo paid an annual 

tribute of 500,000 ducats to the Christian emperor of Ethiopia252. No explanation is 

given, however, as for the reasons of that payment. These would be made explicit five 

years later in the itinerary of Jacopo da Verona (1335), who clearly points out the

7 0

~Ml 'Scias quod ethiopia habet imperatorem qu nominator Senap. id est servus crucis; eciam babel LXXII reges sub se' 
(loc. cit.). Senap is a comiption of Abd-es-Salib, the Arabic for 'slave of the cross'; probably referring to the Ethiopian 
emperor AmdaSeyon (1314-1344). Cf. O.G.S. Crawford ed. (1958, p.9-10).

~ 1 Cf. Benjamin of Tudela, Itinerarium, ed. Arias Montano, 1575, p. 108.

Mirabilia descripta, VU, 7, ed. H. Yule, 1863, p.46.



prerogative of Prester John to alter the course of the Nile253 254. Thereafter, this potential 

faculty would be repeated by many other authors. It appears for instance in 

Marignolli's Relatio (c.1354-55), where the tribute paid by the Sultan is explained on 

account of Prester John's power to shut off the water of the river and thus create 

drought in Egypt251. The theme might have still increased in popularity when these 

words were translated into images by cartographers like the Camaldoiensian Fra 

Mauro. His famous mappamundi of 1459 indeed depicts two iron doors at the 

confluence of the ’fiume baraca' with the Blue Nile accompanied by the following 

heading: 'with these doors the Nile would be obliged to run through the land of the 

Negroes and little to Egypt.'255 Just to give an idea of how widely diffused this notion 

was, suffice it to say that one can even find reminiscences of it in various poetic works 

like that of Ludovico Ariosto256.

It would however be misleading to think that the location of Prester John in 

Africa depended exclusively on his power to change the course of the Nile. Apart from 

this tradition, the Libro del conosgimiento likewise placed Prester John in Africa with all 

the boasts he used to enjoy in the East257. Most importantly, the same was true of a 

number of maps akin to the text of the anonymous Spanish Franciscan. In fact, most 

portolan charts produced in Majorca during the 14th and 15th centuries show Prester 

John in Africa with few variations to the pattern already exhibited by Dulcert. Among 

similar representations of Italian origin, the motif would not be altogether absent 

either. The chart signed by the Venetian Pizigani brothers (1367), for example, 

illustrates very well the great magnificence of Prester John in his new African

71

y í Cf. E  Cerulli (1943-47, vol.1, pp.l 16-118).

254 Relatio, ed. H. Yule. 1914, pp.222-223.

235 Porte de ferro: conqueste porte se farave el nilo andar per terra de negri e poco in Egypto’ (loc. cit). The 
mappamundi of Fra Mauro is on permanent exhibition at the Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana. Venezia. The big size of the 
original (1.96 x 1.93 m.) makes difficult to work with the manuscript version. As a consequence, all the legends of this 
map are here taken from the facsimile version of T. Gaspanini Leporace (1956). The iron doors are also mentioned, 
without design, in the so called Genoese World Map (1457). The original manuscript of this latter work is now preserved 
in the Biblioteca Nazionale Céntrale, Firenze (Port. 1).

256 Orlando Furioso (c. 1516). XXXffl. 106.

257 Libro del conosfimiento, ed. M. Jiménez de la Espada. 1980. p.63.



environment: 'in Ethiopia -they say- there is plenty of gold. As told by an E thiopian 

priest, the Ethiopian magnates cover their homes with roofs of golden plates, th e  

interior of the houses being decorated with gold worked in many ways. The so ld iers 

make their arms of gold because iron is very scarce there. When they assemble for w a r , 

i if the sun is above them, they glitter so much that nobody can look at them.'25*

Contemporary cartographic works of larger scope showed more ambivalence 

than the portolan charts with regard to the location of Prester John. Som e 

mappaemundi did not fail to include his mythical kingdom within the African 

territories, but even in those cases the geography remained ambiguous. In a legend o f 

the so-called Borgia map (c.1430), for example, Prester John is said to reside in 'N ubia 

Christianorum’, and his empire was to have extended from the entrance of Cadiz to  

the south up to the river of gold in Guinea1”. The mappamundi of Andrea Bianco 

(1436) also denotes the existence of an Tmperium Prete Ianis’ in Africa, but in this case 

it is placed rather to the east. Finally, the Catalan Estense map (c.1450) depicts the  

figure of Prester John in the upper Nile much in the line of the portolan charts. 

However, his dominions are now elongated southwards, as can be inferred from the  

legend associated with the king Benicalep at the bottom of the known world* 260 261.

These are just three examples illustrating the imprecise location of Prester John 

in Africa. According to the image given, his lands and liegemen could easily be found 

anywhere south of the western Nile and the Red Sea. To say that the empire of Prester 

John was in Ethiopia had almost become tantamount to anywhere in Africa other than 

what Braudel later described as the greater Mediterranean2*1. It suffices to examine the
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In ethiopia est mu hum auro. ut narrat quidam sacerdos ethiope magnates coperunt domus suas sub tectibus laminis 
aureis domos ipsas intus omata auro in multis mondis operaio tegna quod plures cooperte sunt laminis aury milites uero 
faciunt muniment a sua belicosa de auro quia paurum hie de feno quando vero congregatur ad betum si sol lucebit super 
eos apparebunt in tantum lucados quod homo potest ipsas respicere.' (loc. cit.). Engl, translation by A. Cortesao (1969-71. 
vol.1, p.265). This map is now preserved in the Biblioteca Palatina, Parma (Parm.1612).

m  The mentioned legend is placed between the two main branches of the Nile with the following text: N ubia 
christianorum sedes presbiteri Ioannis cuius imperum ab ostio Gadis per meridiem usque ad fluvium auri’ (loc. ciL). The 
Borgian map belongs to the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (Borgiano XVI). but it is now in permanent exhibition at the 
Museo Vaticano, Rome.

260 This legend, written in ancient Catalan, reads: 'Aquesta generacio de ges apellan les sarains beni calep vol dir en 
nostra lengua ca fill de cha, com lur cara es semblam a qual qui glapeixin entra els sente nen, per aquelles altres gens e 
noan lig nera ho nanguna ans guaraguin ab altres sarains los quals son sotsmezos al anperador presta Johan.' (loc. cit).

261 F. Braudel (1976).



so-called Genoese world map (1457) to acknowledge this point graphically: the place- 

name ’Ethiopia' is labelled in this map seven times. Four of them appear successively 

along the coast of Guinea. Another is displayed in the central landmass between the 

illustratios of a camel and a dragon. And the two remaining are set around the image 

of a black Prester John placed west of the Red Sea. In addition, the map also labels 

'Ethiopia interior* in inner Guinea and 'Ethiopia Egypti' next to Nubia. Such was the 

confusing space encompassed under the term Ethiopia and the patronage of Prester 

John.

The famous mappamundi of Fra Mauro (1459) is not much more helpful, albeit 

in many other respects this is a major landmark in medieval cartography. All the 

boasts displayed in the legends of the map with regard to Prester John are highly in 

agreement with the magnitude conceived for his dominions. The principal residence is 

said to be in the middle of 'Abassia', where two magnificent fortresses are depicted. 

However, a legend written east of them reads: 'this king of Abassia named Presto 

Janne has under his sway many kingdoms and his great power is estimated according 

to the number his people, which is almost infinite.'262 * To the east of his home, another 

legend reads: 'It is said that Prester John has more than 120 kingdoms under his 

dominion, sixty of which have different languages; of the total amount it is said that 72 

are powerful lords, and the rest are not to be taken into account.'2“ Whatever the final 

number of client rulers might have been, it is easily understandable that the empire of 

Prester John ought to be on the whole a vast country. It is not therefore surprising to 

find his direct dominions in Abyssinia expanded to the rest of Africa through repeated 

place-names on the map like 'Abassia in ethyopia'. It might also be noticed that one 

can find traces of Prester John’s influence in Ethiopia itself and that, like in the Genoese 

world map, this is a place-name spread by Fra Mauro to several parts of Africa26*.
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262 'Questo re de Abassia dito presto janne ha solo el suo dominio molti regni et e extimata la sua potentia grandissima 
per il numero de popuii i quali sono quasi infiniti...' (loc. cit).

2/13 'Si dice che presto Janne ha piu de 120 regni sotto et suo dominio de quali piu de 60 sono de differente linoue e de 
tutto questo numero zoe: 120 se dice che 72 sono potenti signori el resto no è da far conto’ (loc. ciL). Note that 72 lords is 
the number proposed in the spurious Letter of Prester John.

2M As an illustration of Prester John's influence even in the most remote parts of Africa, the following example can be 
put forward: between 'Ethyopia Austral' and 'Ethyopia Occidental’, in the south-west coast of Africa, close to "Ethyopia 
arenosa quasi abandlonata', there is a legend which reads: 'Desopra el regno de abassia e una gente ferocissima e idolatra la



To sum up, Ethiopia was somehow conceived in the late Middle Ages as a s o r t  

of sociological space signifying all territories beyond the Islam world* 265. It was the l a n d  

south of the Sahara and Egypt, a world unknown to the Ancients. More than a r e a l  

space, it was a symbolical one where legends like that of Prester John were the o n ly  

means at hand in order to organise and attain geographical knowledge. At least, th is  

was the state of affairs in Latin Christendom on the eve of the Portuguese navigations 

along the west coast of Africa. In the long-run, these were to signify a new tu rn in g - 

point in the scenario envisaged so far.

3.3. The quest for Prester Tohn around Africa.

Portugal took over the late medieval imagery concerning Prester John a n d  

pursued it on a different course around Africa. To what extent the Portuguese w e re  

moved by religious motives to undertake their voyages of exploration in the A tlantic 

ocean since the early 15th century is not the issue here. Most likely, proselytism to th e  

Christian faith was just an inseparable part of other forces such as commercial gain o r  

strategic ambitions in the mind of Prince Henrique of Portugal when he commanded 

the search for the lands of Guinea. But whatever the primary reasons might have been , 

the authoritative chronide of Gomes Eanes de Zurara stresses the major role which a n  

alliance with a Christian king beyond the Moors would eventually come to play for th e  

Portuguese cause266. The name of Prester John is explicitly evoked in a well know n 

passage of his Crónica dos Feitos de Guiñé (concluded after 1460)267 *.

Portugal was fully aware at that time of the late medieval discourse regarding 

the legend of Prester John. Among other things, the Camaldolensian Dom Gomes and

7 4

qual e separada dal abassia per una sui mera e per montagne ali passi de le quali Re de abbassia hano fatto ferteze 
grandissime azo che queli populi non possano passare damsi el suo paese. Questi sono homeni fortissimi e de gran statura 
e sono tributari del prette jane Re de abassia e serveno al dito de ceno numero de miara de homeni a suo bisogni' (loc. cii.).

265 Cf. W.G.L. Randles (1960. p.28).

** Cf. Crònica dos Feitos de Guiné, VE, ed. Agéncia Geral das Colòni as, 1949, voi.E  pp.42-46. Interestingly, this 
chapter is entitled: *No qual se mostram cinquo razòoes por que o Senhor Jffante foe mouido de mandar buscar as lerras de 
Guinee.'

267 Crònica dos Feitos de Guiné. XVI ed. Agéncia Geral das Colónias, 1949, voli, p.89. On thè date of this work, thè
sources used and other related problems, see D. Leite (1941).



the rest of the Lusitanian delegates to the Council of Florence (1439-12) had an active 

role in the union of Christian Churches. Therefore, they might have welcomed the 

testimony of the Ethiopian representatives from Jerusalem and other eastern 

delegations concerning the existence of Christian communities beyond Islam. Most 

likely, this information was forwarded to Portugal when Regent Pedro recalled Dom 

Gomes to his homeland at the end of 1 4 4 1 On the other hand, it might also be noted 

that the mappamundi of Fra Mauro now preserved in Venice is just a copy of a lost 

original map commissioned by King Afonso V of Portugal and finished in April 1459 

with the help of his assistant Andrea Bianco26*. The Portuguese Crown might thus have 

had a full acquaintance with the cosmographical ideas drawn in San Michele di 

Murano with regard to Ethiopia and Prester John.

At the time the Portuguese carried on the very early stages of exploration along 

the west coast of Africa, a book was written on the conquest and conversion of the 

Canarians by the Norman knight Jean de Béthencourt: Le Canarien (1402-22). We are 

told therein the story of a Mendicant friar who travelled from the coast of Guinea 

eastwards through many countries till he reached a kingdom called Dongaia, in the 

province of Nubia. At this point, the text goes on to say that ’the Patriarch of Nubia has 

for one of his titles the name of Prester John.'270 This idea of reaching the marvellous 

kingdom of Prester John from Guinea inland was implicitly present in the Libro del 

conosçimiento and had been graphically displayed in most of the mappaemundi seen 

above. Therefore, it would not be surprising to verify how this route also formed part 

of the Portuguese blueprint enunciated by Zurara.

Portugal's first serious attempt to penetrate the land of Guinea was that of Joào 

Fernandes in 1441271. However, no precise reference to the land of Prester John is given

m  On the Council of Florence, the Ethiopian delegates, and the role of Portugal, see E. Cerulli (1933) and F.M. Rogers 
(1962, pp.50-70).

m  On the mappamundi of Fra Mauro, see T. Gasparrini Leporace ( 1956) and P. Zurla ( 1806).

2711 Le Canarien. Livre de la Conquête et Conversion des Canaries f 1402-1422), LVL ed. G. Gravier, 1874, pp.90-91. 
Engl, trans, by R.H. Major.

271 This event is first mentioned by Gomes Eanes de Zurara (see in particular, Crònica dos Feitos de Guinée XXXIV- 
XXXV, ed. Agência Gérai das Colòni as, 1949, vol. IL pp.160-168). For previous attempts and the Portuguese overland 
exploration of Africa in general, see M.E Madeira Santos ( 1988).
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before Antonio Usodimare, a Genoese merchant in the service of the Portuguese 

Crown. Being in Senegambia (1455), he estimated the distance from the coast to the 

place where Prester John's territories initiated at thfee hundred leagues173. Further 

south along the coast, in the mouths of the Niger, the Portuguese came later to know of 

the existence of a negro potentate in Benin. Joao Afonso de Aveiro visited his kingdom 

in 1484. When the Portuguese explorer returned to Lisbon in 1486, he was 

accompanied by a representative of the African ruler. According to the version given 

by Joao de Barros, this ambassador told King D. Joao II that there was a powerful king 

called Ogane revered as a Lord of lords in the region at 250 leagues to the east of 

Benin. He also reported that it was this supreme sovereign that legitimated a series of 

client rulers in that area. It seems that he used to formalise this relationship by 

presenting them with a little cross272 273. This news might have given the Portuguese 

Crown the information needed to identify this King Ogane with Prester John and 

encouraged them to proceed ahead with their exploration.

When the Portuguese arrived at m outh of the river Congo (Zaire) the image of 

Prester John was also present in their minds. Just as the River Senegal, it was thought 

that the Zaire and the Nile issued from a single common source274. Therefore, this was 

an ideal point of departure for reaching the country of the legendary Christian ruler. 

Diogo Cao tried to mount the river in his second voyage to the region (1485-86), but 

the caravels could not overcome the rapids of Ielala, 160 kilometers from the coast. 

New efforts ensued even after the Portuguese fleet had entered the Red Sea. As late as 

1520 Gregorio da Quadra tried to push ahead the project, but the apprehension of the 

local rulers at the thought that he might find Prester John and the possibility of an 

alliance against the Kingdom of Congo prevented him from doing so. Instead he was 

sent back to Portugal, where he told his story to the chronicler Damiao de Gois275.
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272 Amoniolto Usodimare, 'Lettera del 12 dicembre 1455', in R. Caddeo (1929, pp.150-155. esp.154).

m  Cl. Da Asia de lodo de Banos, deci, bk.HI, ch.IV, ed.1628, vol.i fol.41-44.

274 1 shall study this problem in more detail below. See also F. Relafio (1993).

275 Chronica do /eticissimo Rei dom Emmanuel (1566-67), part IV, ch.LJV, fol.69-70.



We know from Joao de Barros how anxious King D. Joào II was of finally 

solving the whereabouts of Prester John after seven decades of quest along the west 

African coast. It seems that he used to question all Abyssinian friars arriving in 

Portugal as well as European religious ambassadors who had gone to Jerusalem to 

these ends. He concluded from their information that the mythical kingdom he was 

looking for extended 'beyond Egypt to the south up to the austral ocean.'27'’ It is 

therefore not surprising that he ordered Bartolomeu Dias to leave some blacks behind 

in the southern lands of Africa with the instruction to acquire additional information. 

This was done as soon as the Portuguese captain achieved the latitudes of 'angra das 

voltas' and 'angra dos jleos de sancta Cruz', close to the Cape of Good Hope. On the 

other hand, it is also well known that one of the main objectives which the King 

envisaged for the overland journey of Péro da Covilhà and Afonso de Paiva to the 

eastern parts arround 1487 was to 'discover and leam about Prester John.'177 When in 

1498 Vasco da Gama arrived at Mozambique, he still wrote in his logbook that Prester 

John was not far from there278.

To sum up, the quest for Prester John had been pursued right around the 

African coast. However, the actual experience gained from the Portuguese navigations 

had scarcely altered the nature of the legend in any depth. The mythical and rather 

imprecise kingdom of Prester John in Africa still maintained its full medieval 

grandeur, both in extension and splendour, at the beginning of the 16th century. The 

book of Duarte Barbosa (1518), for example, informs us that he is the 'lord of many 

extensive countries and numerous peoples, with whom he makes subject many great 

kings. He is very rich, and possesses more gold than any other prince. This Prester 

John holds a very large court, and he keeps many men at arms continuously in his 

p ay .- 276 277 * *

276 Cf. Jo3o de Banos, dcc.L bk.IIL ch.IV, ed.1628, fol.41-44.

277 Francisco AJvares, Ho Preste Joam das indias. Verdadera informagam das terras do Preste Joam,,. ( 1540), ch.CH[, 
fol.92. Engl, trans, by Stanley of Alderley (1881, p.266).

r * See Diàrio da Viagem de Vasco da Gama, m, 3, ed. D. Peres, A. Bai5o and A. de MagalhSes Basto, .1945, vol.1, 
p.33-34.

^  Duarte Barbosa, A description o f the coasts o f  East Africa and Malabar in the beginning o f the sixteenth century, 
ed. H.EJ. Stanley, 1866, p.20.

77



Simultaneously, another text which would become one of the most p o p u la r  

Iberian chapbooks of all times was being printed in Seville: Ubro del Infante don Pedro d e  

Portugal (c.1515)2". Its author, only known by the pseudonym Gomez de Santisteban , 

combines in this work several recurrent tales and legends of the Middle Ages w i t h  

some punctual facts vaguely inspired on the real Pedro and takes the protagonist o n  a  

journey over the four parts of the world, including the lands of Prester John. T h e  

fanciful description of his kingdom recalls immediately the fabulous glamour o f t h e  

Epistola, but this fact does not hinder the author from claiming his own eyew itness’ 

experience to certify what was written in the book251. This attitude might perhaps b e  

interpreted as a counter-reaction to the failure of Vasco da Gama in fulfilling the  s o  

longed for expectations of Latin Europe with regard to Prester John. Hence fic tio n  

continued to substitute fact in the absence of any news of a real encounter. M o s t  

importantly, it secured a tradition of popular literature on the matter which w a s  

already present out of the Iberian Peninsula with works like Giuliano Dati's La gran  

magnificencia de Prete ]annif signore delVIndia maggiore et della Ethiopia (1494).

By that time, Portugal had in fact already reached the real court of Prester Jo h n . 

After several years of travel in Malabar and East Africa, Pêro da Covilha landed on th e  

Abyssinian coast at Zeila and went inland to Taguelat (province of Shoa), where h e  

finally reached the court of the Ethiopian Emperor in 1491252. The problem was that h e  

was not allowed to leave the country, and therefore Europe was not to have news o f  

his adventure until some years later. The first embassy which was able to visit th e  

Negus and return back to Portugal was the one organised by Diogo Lopes de Sequeira, 

Governor of Portuguese India. It was headed by Rodrigo de Lima and Jorge de A breu  

and included, among others, chaplain Father Francisco Alvares, the eastern Christian 

Matthew, and Joao Bermudes. The mission landed at the Red Sea port of Arquico, 

close to Massowa, in April 1520. After six months of overland journey they finally 280 * 282

7 8

280 On ihe auihorship of this book, its impact and comments on the contents, see F.M. Rogers (1961).

2gl Gómez de Santisteban concludes the imaginar? travel account with the following sentence: 'Estas cosas enbié a d ec ir  
a essas partidas en otro tiempo, y confirmólas ahora. Como nosotros las vimos, y después oímos, y vimos estas cosas.' 
(Libro del Infante don Pedro de Portugal: el qual anduvo las siete partidas del mundo, ed. Bernardo Pía, n.d., p.51).

282 On the travels of Péro da Covilha, see Conde de Ftcalho (1988).



reached the court of the youthful emperor Lebna Dengel, known to Europeans as 

David II, and the regent Queen Helena. There they spent six years, during the course 

of which Francisco Alvares took notes on various aspects of the country. In the spring 

of 1526 some members of the embassy returned to Portugal, where they arrived in 

1527. Francisco Alvares was among them, and published some years later a complete 

account of his experience entitled Ho Preste Joam das indias. Verdadera informagam das 

terras do Preste ]oam (Lisbon, 1540).

This was indeed the first comprehensive work to unveil the real Prester John. Its 

publication was only preceded by the Carta das novas (1521), dispatched by Diogo 

Lopes de Sequeira to King Manuel. But when the Portuguese ruler died six months 

later, his successor, D. Joao HI, immediately suspended the publication of this 

document283. The influence which it could potentially exert on scholars was therefore 

rather limited. Moreover, the Carta das novas describes a short inland journey to 

Abyssinia on the basis of a few weeks’ stay, whereas Alvares deals with that country 

on the basis of a lengthy acquaintance. The former document has thus the significance 

of being the earliest printed first-hand account of Abyssinia following a century of 

effort. The second, in turn, represents the fulfilment of this dream. Although the letter

of Diogo Lopes de Sequeira claims to report 'the discovery which the said Captain-1
1

major made, with his fleet and forces, of the land of the Prester John'2*4, it was from j  

Alvares' book that Europe began to dispel the legend of the fabulous Christian king. \

i<
3.4. Abyssinia: the real Prester Tohn.

One of the most interesting episodes in the narrative of Father Francisco 

Alvares regards the dialogue between the Portuguese embassy and the Abyssinian 

ruler on account of the geographical features depicted by a mappamundi presented as
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m  A single copy of the Carta das novas survives, which was discovered in 1935 and sold in auction to the British 
Museum, where it is still held. A photographic reproduction of this document, with a modernised transcription and an 
English translation, has been carried out by H. Thomas and A. Cortcsao (1938).

3W Carta das novas que vieram a el Rey nosso Senhor do descobrimento do preste Joham, ed. H. Thomas and A. 
Cortes5o. 1938, p.63.
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a gift to the latter1*'’. With this world map, King Manuel sought to inform Prester John '

of the the location of Portugal. But the conclusion gathered by the latter after looking a t 

it was quite another. According to Alvares, all he wished to say was that 'the King of 

Portugal and the King of Castile were sovereigns of few lands, and that the King of 

Portugal would not be strong enough to defend the Red Sea from the Turks and the 

Rumys.'^ Indeed, the depiction of the Iberian kingdoms must have contrasted w ith  ,

the extent of Ethiopia, which appeared in the map as 'an unknown thing, very large 

and much spread out, full of mountains, and lions and elephants and many other 

animals, and also many mountain ridges, without the map showing any city, town o r 

castle.'287 ;

This fact evidences that the space assigned Ethiopia by contemporary 

cartographers stemmed more from the fabulous reputation of his king than from the ,

actual survey of his lands. It suffices to examine Jacopo Gastaldi's engraved map of ■
i

Africa (1564), one of the most famous and influential works of the time, to realise the i

scope of the disproportions. Some Abyssinian place-names like ’Regno de Damut' and 

'Regno de Goiame are shown in the map at the latitude of Mombasa, and still further !

south, 'Regno de Bagametro* is labelled at the latitude of Mozambique. Most of the f

African interior as far as the Cape of Good Hope is indeed considered by Gastaldi as (

part of Ethiopia. Moreover, the same could be said for most contemporary and \

ensuing representations, strongly influenced by the Italian cartographer until the end 

of the century. f

Sixteenth-century Portuguese maps also showed very often the realm of Prester 1

John. This occurs for the first time in the so-called Cantino Planisphere (1502), where (

below a beautiful wind-rose of 32 rhumbs placed in the centre of Africa a legend reads 

'Land of Prester John'288. It is worth noting that this indication is written in the
t

~ t
This mysterious mappamundi is also mentioned in the Cartas das novas (ed. H. Thomas and A. Conesao. 1938,

P-54).
t

:w> Ho Preste Joam das indias. Verdadera informagam das terras do Preste Joam, ch.CXIV, fol.103-106, Engl, trans. 
by Stanley of Alderley.

>
M7 Francisco Alvares, Ho Preste Joam das indias, ch.CXIV, fol. 103*106. Engl, trans. by Stanley of Alderley. /

in  Terra do Preste Juam’ (loc. cit.). The Cantino Planisphere is now preserved at the Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, *
Modena. *

f
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unknown innermost part of Africa without laying down the precise borders. As if 

attempting to apprehend the unknown space with names, the cartographer was 

content to assign a large stretch of land beyond the familiar coast of Africa to the 

dominions of Prester John“9.

The same uncertainty, with similar map-making practices, is revealed by 

successive Portuguese cartographers* 290. They often located the figure of Prester John in 

West Africa south of Egypt. In some cases, like in the atlas of Diogo Homem (1558) 

(pl.7) and that attributed to Sebastiao Lopes (1565), this idea is reinforced with the 

beautiful design of a throned monarch holding a staff surmounted by a cross291. But in r 

spite of this, the general geography of Ethiopia and Abyssinia remained rather 

imprecise for a long time. As late as the middle of the 17th century, was Joao Teixeira 

Albemas able to mix up both place-names in his atlas of Africa (1665)292.

Among written works, the situation was not much better. Like maps, 16th 

century cosmographies attempted to conceal the lack of first hand knowledge of 

Ethiopia through multiple classifications of the country. Some authors like Martin 

Fernandez de Enciso (1519), for instance, divided Ethiopia into 'Oriental' (Eastern) 

Ethiopia and Occidental' (Western) Ethiopia293, in line with the Homeric tradition 

preserved through the Middle Ages by Isidore of Seville and Pierre d'Ailly294. Others, 

such as Duarte Pacheco Pereira (1508), preferred to conceive Ethiopia as partitioned 

into ’Inferior' or 'Baja' (Lower) Ethiopia and 'Superior' or 'Alta' (Upper) Ethiopia, much

2IW There exists another reference to Prester John in a legend between *Os monies dares' and the ‘Castello da mina* in 
Guinea. Much in the line with the portolan charts, but without giving any further indication regarding the extent of the 
mythical kingdom of Prester John, the legend simply reads: 'terra del Rey dc nubia o qual Rey sempre trace 
continuadamente guerra con el preste Ju3 o qual Rey he mouro & 6 muyto enemjguo de cristios' (loc. cit.).

290 For an overview to the Portuguese map production in that period, accompanied by excellent reproductions, see A. 
CortesSo and A  Teixeira da Mota (1960).

291 See the Atlas of Diogo Homem (1558. fol.8), now preserved in the British Library, London (Add. Ms. 5415a); and 
the Atlas of Sebastiao Lopes (1565, fot.I6v), now preserved in the Newberry Library. Chicago (Ms.26). Both maps are 
reproduced by A  Cortesao and A  Teixeira da Mota (1960, pi. 104 and pl.399).

2v: See. in particular, Teixeira Albemas, Livro Da dcscripcao Detoda a Costa de A/nca...(1665, fot.5v-6), now 
preserved in the Archives Nationales, Paris (NN* 20).

m  Suma de Geografia, ed. 1948, p. 154.

294 Cf. Homer, fliad, L 423 and XXm, 206; Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae, XIV, 5 ,16 ; Pierre d'Ailly, Ymago mundi. I,
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in line with the recently rediscovered Ptolemy”’. The exact meaning of each te rm , 

however, was far from being unanimous or stable over time, and the actual frontiers 

were rarely made precise. Whereas for Pacheco Pereira, 'Etiopia Baja' meant all 

territories south of Egypt and 'Ethiopia Alta' is mostly considered to be in Asia, L uis 

del Mármol Carvajal (1573-99) used the same terms with a different meaning: th e  

former would correspond to southern black Africa like in Herodotus29*, and the latter is  

roughly thought to match with Christian Abyssinia in north-eastern Africa295 296 297. On th e  

other hand, a confused use of the various classificatory systems proposed so far w a s  

not uncommon either. The division of Ethiopia advanced by Father Joáo dos Santos in  

the first chapter of his Ethiopia Oriental (1609), for example, is rather inconsistent w ith  

the contents of the text: although he initially equates Ethiopia 'Occidental' to 'Inferior' 

and 'Oriental' to 'Supra Eegyptum'298, his book is mostly a description of East Africa 

from Sofala to Abyssinia.

Whatever the different divisions of Ethiopia one might find in that period, 

arranged either north-south, east-west, or even in a combination of the two, th e  

important thing to stress is that in all cases there was a tendency to perceive Ethiopia 

as a vast country. But still, this was on the whole a rather vague and unknown land, so  

the only way to pin it down was to exhibit a sort of stentorian nominalism of place- 

names and fanciful toponymical divisions on maps and cosmographies, w hich 

allowed for the invention of the space in a context of the geographical unknown. This 

was, in the last analysis, the same strategy as stating that Ethiopia was the 'land of 

Prester John'. If positive knowledge had to emerge from behind the illusory labels, it 

was first necessary to reverse the symbolic transformation of experience. At a very 

initial stage, this meant above all diminishing the celebrated potency of Prester John.

The reputation of Prester John and the extent of his magnificent country 

declined very slowly, for this was a well settled myth in the late medieval and early

295 Duarte Pacheco Pereira, Esmeraldo de situ orbis, L 27.

296 Herodotus, History, IL 30.

297 Luis del Mármol Carvajal, De la Descripción General de Affrica, pLD, bk.DC ch.L

I

298 Etiopia Orientai, pLl, bk.L ch.L

I
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Renaissance imagery. Hence the first critical remarks still retained a great deal of the 

fabulous. The letters written from India by Andrea Corsali (1517-18), for example, 

never questioned the vast dimensions of the lands governed by Prester John. 

However, he states very clearly that instead of a gorgeous palace, the legendary 

potentate usually dwelt in simple pavilions and tents299. Similarly, Fernández de Enciso 

wrote in his Suma de Geografía (1519) that there was plenty of gold in both Ethiopias, 

but 'the people is rude and beastlie.'300

This idea of Ethiopia as a country favoured in natural resources but poor owing 

to the low skill of its inhabitants was to have a wide success. Father Francisco Alvares 

made this argument a leitmotif in his work, certifying any sigle statement with his own 

personal experience. The contemporary Antonio Criminali (1544) stressed from Lisbon 

that Prester John and his people had to be instructed by the Portuguese in all kind of 

crafts: shoemaking, house building, warfare, etc301. In 1573, Mármol Carvajal 

emphasised once more the great fertility of the land, 'although the people are for the 

most part idle and vagabond.'302 The general spirit in this regard at the end of the 

century is well summarised by Giovanni Botero in his Delle Relationi Universalli (1591- 

95): 'there is no countrey under heaven fitter for increase of plants and all living 

creatures, but none lesse helpt by arte or industrie; for the inhabitants are idle and 

unthrifty.’303

Mounting suspicion also questioned the military capabilites of Prester John. The 

Croatian traveller Giorgio Huszthi (1538-40) had already noted in his Descriptio 

peregrinationis how puzzling it was to leap from the presumption of Prester John's 

great power to the reality, confirmed with his own eyes, that his subjects were often
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299 See in particular the letter entitled 'Andrea Corsali fiorentino allo illustrissimo principe e signor il signor duca 
Lorenzo de' Medici, della navigazione del mar Rosso e sino Persico sino a Cochin, città dell India, scritta allí XVQI di 
settembre MDXVIT, in Ramusio’s Navigazioni e Viaggi, ed. M. Milanesi, 1979, volli, p.51.

WH Suma de Geografia, ed. 1948, p. 154. English translation by R. Barlow (ed. E.G.R. Taylor. 1932, p.94).

301 Quoted by M. Milanesi, in l  Pezzini, dir. (1986, p.51).

302 Luis del Mármol Carvajal, De la Descripción General de Affrica, p t l  v o li  bk.L eh. XXL fol.20.

303 Delle Relationi Universali, pt.H bk.üL p. 192. In this intance, the quotation in my text is taken from the English 
summary of the work, entitled: The travellers breviat (1601 ), p. 170.



made slaves and sold as such by the Moslems301. The Descriptio could have scarcely 

exerted any influence on the contemporary general opinion, for it rem ained 

manuscript until the end of the 19th century. However, at the time of Huszthis travels 

in Egypt and Jerusalem, the Portuguese were similarly experiencing these so rt 

contradictions.

In 1527, one year after the Portuguese mission of Lima-Alvares left Abyssinia, 

the Imam Ahmad, nicknamed Gran or the left-handed, began his incursions into th e  

country of Prester John. The Moslem conquests obliged the Christian ruler to ask fo r 

military aid to the King of Portugal. Prester John commissioned Joao Bermudes fo r 

that purpose, who had remained in Abyssinia as his hostage since the embassy o f 

Lima-Alvares304 305. Joao Bermudes finally arrived in Lisbon with the news of th e  

Patriarch of Abyssinia in 1537. After his interview with King Joao HI (1521-1557), th e  

Portuguese Crown promised to send the logistic help solicited without delay. In 1541, 

Bermudes was back to Massowa when Estevao da Gama, second son of Vasco d a  

Gama and the current Governor of India, determined to send an expedition in to  

Abyssinia consisting of four hundred men under the command of his younger brother 

Dom Christovao. The contingent marched inland on July 9, 1541. Miguel d e  

Castanhoso was among the participants and wrote an account of everything tha t 

happened to the Portuguese in the struggle against the Somalis Moslems306. We learn 

from his work that in spite of various difficulties and the death of Christovao da Gam a 

in one of the campaigns, the invading 'infidels’ were finally droven out of Abyssinia. 

From the military perspective the action seemed thus to be a victory, but in other 

respects time would show that it was not so.
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304 Cf. E  Cerulli (1943-47, voLL pp.417. 427). where the most interesting passages of Huszthi's Descriptio are 
reproduced.

305 The only record of what happened to Bennudes after the departure of the embassy is his own account, entitled: Esta 
he h_a breve relagdo da embaixada q o Patriarcha do ¡odo Bermudez trouxe do Emperador da Ethiopia, chamado 
vulgarmente Preste ¡odo, ao chrisrianisimo, & zelador da fe e  de Christo Rey de Portugal dom Joao o terceiro desxte 
nome: dirigida ao muy alto <& poderoso, de fdicissima esperanqa. Rey tdbem de Portugal dom Sebastiao o primeiro deste 
nome. Em a qual tdbem conta a morte de dom Christovao da gama: <& dos sucessos que acontecerdo aos Portugueses 
que fordo em sua companhia (Lisbon, 1565).

** Miguel de Castanhoso, Historia das cousas que o muy esforpado capitdo Dom Christovao da Gama fez nos Reynos 
do Preste loao, com quatrocentos Portugueses que consigo levou (Lisbon, 1564). This work is the main source for the 
story of the military aid of the Portuguese in Abyssinia.



The most important thing that can be leart from this episode is that, when 

confronted with reality, the legend failed to live up to expectations. Far from aiding 

the European Christians in their struggles with Islam, it was the Portuguese who had 

been obliged to go the aid of Prester John against the Muslim invaders. As has been 

pointed out by Armando Cortesao, the roles had been reversed307. Moreover, the faith 

professed in Abyssinia proved to be heretical from the Latin point of view. Unlike the 

embassy of Rodrigo de Lima, the military expedition of Chistovao da Gama brought to 

Abyssinia a sizable group of Portuguese. After the hostilities, most survivors could not 

come back to Portugal, so they got married with the natives and remained in the 

country thereafter. Daily contact with the local Monophysite practices revealed the 

Ethiopian religion completely at variance with the Roman. And thus compounded, the 

mounting criticism to the foundations of the legend turned into open disapproval. At 

the end of the century, Giovanni Botero was able to say, categorically, that 'the empire 

of Prester John, yet spacious, does not really correspond to the fame and opinion that 

the vulgar and most part of the writers have.’308

There was only one further element needed to bring the myth of Prester John 

finally to an end: the reduction of his 'spacious' country to reality. This was achieved 

progressively from the second half of the 16th century onwards. Joao de Barros made a 

noticeable contribution in this regard by shutting away the realm of Prester John to the 

north of the equator3*”. But the decisive step only came later though the action of some 

Iberian Jesuits like Father Pero Paez and Father Manuel de Almeida, who visited 

Abyssinia in the first decades of the 17th century. The latter summarised his empirical 

achievements in a work entitled Historia de Ethiopia a alta (1645), which contained a 

map. The original manuscript is now lost, but some later copies have been preserved310. 

In the codex kept at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London (c.1662), the 

cartographic representation of Abyssinia is accompanied by 'Remarks necessary for

307 A. Cortesao (1969-71. vol.L p. 172).

308 Giovanni Botero, Detle Relaiioni Universal!, pi.U, bk.m, ed. 1591-95, p. 191.

309 Cf. Joio de Banos, dec.IU, bk.IV, ch.L

310 Cf. A. Cortesao and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960, vol.V, pp.109-112).
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the better understanding of this map’. Therein, among the reasons for the compilation 

of the map, the author makes evident the great errors of previous representations:

"The first and chief mistake of the maps and tables of Hortelio (see pl.8), 
Gerardo and the rest is that they make the countries belonging to the  
Abyssinian Empire extend from 22 degrees in the north to 16 or 17 degrees in  
the south,.. So they give this Empire from north to south a space of 39 or 40 
degrees. From east to west they make it reach from the shores of the Red Sea to 
the Rio Negro and the borders of Congo or Manicongo, which is a space of over 
400 leagues.'311 *

Overriding these fallacies, the 'Taboa das Terras, e Reinos do Impero Abexim 

ou do Preste Ioâo' of Father Manuel de Almeida shows the land of Abyssinia reduced 

to a square of approximately six or seven degrees of latitude. This achievement and  

that of other Jesuits was compiled and published by the Provincial of the Society o f 

Jesus in Portugal, Father Baltasar Teles (1596-1675), in a book entitled Historia Gérai de 

Ethiopia a Alta (1660). It was from this work that Europe came to know Almeida's 

criticisms to previous representations and the new and more accurate geography of 

Abyssinia313. Subsequent printed maps of the region like those of Melchissédich 

Thévenot (1663)313, Isaac Vossius (1666)314, François Eschinard (1674)315, Job Ludolf

31 1 ’O Primeiro e principal erro dos (nappas, etaboas de Hortelio gerardo e dos mais he que estendem as terras 
penecentes ao Imperio Abexim desde 22 graos da pane do None ate 16 ou 17 da pane do sul... de maneira que daô aeste 
Impero de None asul espaço de 29 ou 40 graos: e a iargura de leste oeste poem destas prayas do Mar Roxo ate o Rio 
Negro, e os confins de Congo ou Mannicongo. que fica sendo espaço de mais 400 Legoas.* English translation by A. 
Cortesâo and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960. voLV, p.l 10). See also C.F. Beckingham and G.W.B. Huntingford eds. (1954).

31 : See in particular Historia Gérai de Ethiopia a Alta, bk.L ch.ÜL Between pages 8 and 9 the book also includes a map 
of the region based on Almeida's representation with the title: Taboa das terras e reinos do imperador abexim au‘ (1660).

313 Title of the map: 'Carta d'Ethiopie et de l'empire des abyssins, autrement du Prestre-Ian*. included in Thévenot's 
Relations de divers voyages curieux qui n'ont point esté publiées ou qui ont esté traduites d'Hacluyt, de Pure has et 
d'autres voyageurs anglais, hollandais, portugais, allemands, espagnols; et de quelques persans, arabes et autres 
auteurs orientaus (Paris, 1663). The map has been reproduced by A. Cortesâo and A. Teixeira da Mota ( 1960, pl.608 B).

314 Title of the map: Hegni Abasseni nova tabula', included in Vossius’ De Niti et aliorum Fluviorum origine (The 
Hague, 1666). The map appears between pages 48 and 49.

3,5 This is the engraver's name of the map: Imperii abassini Uvula geographica’, included in the book published 
anonymously: Recueil de divers voyages, fails en Afrique e t en VAmérique qui n o m  point esté encore publiés, contenant 
l'origine, les moeurs, les coutumes et le commerce des habitams de ces deux parties du monde. Avec des traitez curieux 
touchant la Haute Ethiopie, le débordement du Nil, la M er Rouge et le Prête Jean (Paris, 1674). The map has been 
reproduced by A. Cortesâo and A. Teixeira da Mota ( 1960, pi. 608 C).
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(1683) (pl.9)316, and others, confirmed the ideas of Almeida-Teles outside Portugal. The 

myth of Prester John was ready to expire.

For some time, the void created by the gradual demise of the Prester John 

legend in inner Africa was replaced by other myths, like the fabulous kingdoms of 

Congo and Monomotapa317. At this stage, however, the new arrangement for Central 

Africa and the different strategies which served to fill the vacuum are not of our direct 

concern. The primary aim was just to chart the process whereby the land of Ethiopia, 

initially drawn between Asia and Africa, was ultimately confined to the latter. It has 

been shown in this regard that this was a dominant trend since the early 16th century. 

And not surprisingly, it was an achievement attained soon after the austral regions 

were perceived by cosmographers as part of the single unit which would come to be 

recognised as the African continent. The reason for this is quite obvious: it was the sea 

that first shaped the three pieces of the African puzzle into a distinctive homogeneous

space.

»'»to v  ohd out

3lf> Title of the map: 'Habessinia seu Abassia Presbyeri Johannis Regio\ included in Ludolfs New History ofAethiopia 
(London, 1684). This map has been reproduced by A. CortesSo and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960, pl.608 D).

317 Cf. W.G.L Randles (1959).



II. THE LIMITS OF SYMBOLIC SPACE: FROM 
ALLEGORICAL GEOMETRY TO A FIGURATIVE 
WORLD.

"... cum Scriptura divina multipliciter exponi possit, quod nulli expositioni aliquis ita 
praecise inhaereat, ut si certa ratione constiterit hoc esse falsum quod aliquis sensum  
Scripturae esse credebat, id nihilominus asserere praesumat; ne Scriptura ex hoc a b  
infidelibus derideatur et ne eis via credenti praecludatur.,,"‘

ST. THOMAS AQUINAS

It has been shown in the previous section that the necessary conditions for th e  

emergence of Africa as a continent were drawn from ecumenical and non-ecumenical 

elements into a world-view which allowed this part of the orb to be conceived as a  

single homogeneous space distinct from the whole. In what follows, I shall attempt to  

study this same process in more detail taking the ecumenical approach as the starting- 

point of an expanding outlook to grasp the world which, with time, would end b y  

merging its perspective with the opposite viewpoint in the context of a measurable 

planet. • t

Particular attention will be given to cartographical depiction, albeit the m ain  

supporting written records will also be taken into account. In particular, the analysis in  

this section will be focused on the process by which the rigid geometry of the T-O  

maps gave way to the use of more supple forms in the portrayal of Africa at the end o f  

the Middle Ages. It is the study of a substantial transformation in the concept of space 

which came about when lines drawn on maps not only served to. separate the different 

ecumene pars, but to shape the lands on account of perception into visibiles figuratiortes. 

From maps as a pure abstraction illustrating reality to maps as product of sensitive 

reflection of this same reality, what follows is in the end the story of a long and 

complex transition where several cartographic traditions progressively introduced 

elements of disorder within the ideal order drawn in the patristic period.

m '... since Holy Scripture can be explained in a multiplicity of senses, one should adhere to a particular explanation 
only in such measure as to be ready to abandon it if it be proved with certainty to be false, lest Holy Scripture be exposed 
to the ridicule of unbelievers, and obstacles be placed to their believing.’



1. DISPLAYING HAM'S TERRITORY.
89

‘Pulchritudo totius universitatis conditae similium et dissimilium, mirabili quandam 
harmonla constituta est, ex diversis generibus variisque fonnis, differentibus quoque 
substantiarium et acddentium ordinibus in unitatern quandam ineffabilem 
compacta.JI*

IOANNES SCOTTUS ERIUGENA

The precise shaping of Africa did not come about at once, uniformly. If so far it 

has been argued that the Christian ecumene was a continuous undivided space, the 

detailed hierarchy which guided the world-view of the Middle Ages in all domains 

permits one to think that, at another level, there existed further differentiations within 

the outermost limits of life. From the near to the far, from the known fact to presumed 

evidence, maps and cosmographies of the time embraced in a single framework the 

geography of the real, the record of the fantastic issued from the legend, and the 

reflection of the symbolic from the medieval use of allegories. One may thus recognise 

in these works a 'geographical horizon', a 'legendary horizon', and a 'mythical horizon'. 

The first, centred in Christianity, would embrace the more or less known lands. The 

second sphere would encompass more distant countries of which only indirect or very 

imperfect information was available. And the third domain, purely mythical, was 

inferred aside from reality as a logical corollary underlying the medieval principles of 

stratified space. Hence cartographers and cosmographers conveyed a discrete 

geographical nature for Ham's territory in the same frame.

1.1. Geographical horizons.

The cartographic works of the early and central Middle Ages, best represented 

by the schematic tripartite mappaemundi based on Isidore of Seville, give us the 

impression that their authors tended to look upon Nature as a mere reflection of the 

transcendent world. It seems as if a 'screen of symbolism' interfered in their perceptual 

apparatus when they observed the features of physical geography. Some Sallust

3IV ‘All things in the universe, like and unlike, forms and genera, the different orders of substantial and accidental causes, 
are harmoniously combined together in a marvellous compact unity.'



mappaemundi from the 12th century onwards catered for a less diagrammatic 

approach to reality but, as already shown in a previous chapter, their still rude 

treatment of perceptual knowledge did not mean a substantial transformation in the 

concept of space at all.

It would however be misleading to think that scholars did not possess a 

sensibility capable of fresh and vivid responses to the natural world. Along with the 

semantic screen of convention and symbolism, most erudite works in the Middle Ages 

contain a different degree of insight with a more transparent and literal approach to 

phenomena. In the 13th century, this latter tendency was already notably present. The 

keen interest in the concrete reality of things was then accompanied by intense 

scientific and philosophical studies in optics, cognition, and psychology of vision. 

Roger Bacon's Opus majus (1268) would be in this regard an outstanding example.

Nevertheless, one cannot just take stand on the opposite extreme and measure 

the major achievements of the Middle Ages by modem standards in order to build a 

linear bridge between ancient and medieval thought with the methods of current 

science. In particular, any approach to medieval cartography should always bear in 

mind that accuracy was not the primary aim in the representation. Thus the 

conformity of the image on a map with reality was not so important for the men of the 

Middle Ages as it seems to be for us now. The whole concept of truth was different. If 

for modem science the principal way of testing a theory consists in its appeal to 

Nature herself, the medieval scholar did not routinely regard bookish knowledge as 

opposed to experience. Both coexisted side by side in permanent interplay from which 

the reality emerged. Therefore, logical inconsistency or rational improbability did not 

always bear much weight against a belief that had been approved by time and 

tradition320. Maps, as a reflection of the society which makes them, were not the 

exception and blended myth and reality within a single frame.

Furthermore, as if to deepen the complexity, the study of medieval maps must 

be respectful to their respective cartographic tradition and the context in which they 

were made. The answer to questions like who made a certain map, to whom was it
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addressed, for what purpose was it made, under what conditions and so on and so 

forth, may well offer important insights as to the nature of the work. They also give us 

significant clues for the eventual alignment of an individual map into a given 

cartographic family. Each of these sets, in turn, is a living entity through the dialectic of 

similarities and differences introduced by any new element. It has been already 

shown, for instance, the extent of variations that the Sallust tripartite maps introduced 

to the Isidorian scheme. Beyond these modifications but still within the tripartite 

cartographic pattern, another set of maps where the concept of space is transformed 

from a schematic to a non-schematic nature is now going to be studied: the Orosian 

family of mappaemundi.

Paulus Orosius, it may be recalled, wrote his famous Historiarum adversus 

paganos libri septem at the beginning of the 5th century. Initially prompted by Saint 

Augustine as a complement to his De civitate Deix\  the work of Orosius is a history of 

the human race from the act of creation until his times. Book I contains an outline of 

universal geography, the first ever compiled by a Christian writer. This brief 

description of the known world has thus the importance of being the basis of a long 

tradition of medieval Christian writings on the subject which would lead to the large 

encyclopaedic works of the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance cosmographies.

There are few Orosian codices which contain maps, none of them being earlier 

than the 8th century. The author never mentions in his work the existence of any map, 

so there is no firm evidence to support the supposition that he ever drew one. There is 

however little doubt in presuming that a large proportion of medieval cartography 

was directly or indirectly inspired from his geographical description. An early 

example is provided by the so-called Albi Map, contained in a miscelaneous eighth- 

century set of manuscripts preserved in the capital of the Tam (Midi-Pyrénées)322. It 

suffices to compare this map with the contemporary Isidorian map preserved in the 

Escorial (Ms. R.II.18) to illustrate the scope of differences which separate both 

cartographic traditions as far as the concept of space is concerned. Whereas in the * 121

321 Cf. A. Cortesâo (1969-71. vol.t p.153).

121 Ms.29 Albi, fol.57v. Bibliothèque Municipale d’Albi (reprod. by Santarcm, ed.1989, fig.4.1.).
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Isidorian map the lines drawn just served to set out the internal division of the 

ecumene in a very diagrammatic way, the Albi map shows some figurative inspirations 

in the lands depicted. It emphasizes the Mediterranean basin not with a single line but 

with a thicker stroke that permits an appreciation of the physical geography, however 

rude this might be at such an elementary stage. The southern lands are typically 

divided into Mauritania, ’Nomedia’, Africa, Libia, Egyptus, and Ethiopia.

A further development in cartographic figurative expressiveness is illustrated 

by the so-called Cotton Anglo-Saxon map, included in a tenth-century Latin 

manuscript of Priscian's P e r ig e s isThe resemblance of this depiction with the Albi 

map is obvious at a glance, although the dim undulating outline of the latter is much 

more sharp in the Cotton Anglo-Saxon map. According to Konrad Miller, 75 of the 146 

place-names and legends written on this depiction are taken from Orosius323 324. Unlike 

the Albi map, the two African Syrtes and the delta of the Nile, divided into three 

branches, are clearly shaped. Renowned cities of Antiquity like Cartago magna’ 

(named twice on the map)325 and Alexandria enjoy a privileged status, as emphasized 

by the depiction of a fortress next to each city. But apart from the Mediterranean basin, 

the rest of Africa still remains rather conventional.

The mappamundi of Guido Pisanus (1119) owes also a great deal to the Orosian 

text326. It emphasizes a wide Mediterranean greatly extended to the East, but the 

general representation, and that of Africa in particular, is still very angular and poor in 

details. The maps which best link this tradition with the more elaborate thirteenth- 

century counterparts are the Orosian-Isidorian mappamundi from an eleventh-century 

copy of Isidore’s Etyomologiae preserved in Munich (pl.10) and the Henry of Mainz 

mappamundi (c.1110) illustrating the Imagine Mundi of Honorius Augustodinensis327.

323 Cotton Ms. Tiberius, BV, fol.56v, British Library, London.

324 K. Miller (1895-98, voI.m, p.35).

32i 'Cartago magna' applies of course for later Carthage, the descriptive 'manga' first accorded by Pliny {Historia 
nuturalis, V, 3,24).

32fl Ms.3897*3919, fol.35v, Bibliothèque Royale Albert 1", Bruxelles. Some authors like Th. Simar (1912, p.68) believe, 
without real justification, that this is the most faithful depiction of the hypothetical original map drawn by Orosius.

327 Clm. 10058, foU54v, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, München and Ms. 66, p.2. Corpus Christi College, Cambridge 
(reprod. by Santarem, ed.1989, fig.l 1) respectively.
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Africa is in both cases somewhat elongated to the East and the Mediterranean coast 

is quite undulating, although the forms are mostly conventional. In the H enry of 

Mainz map, the two Syrtes (maiores’ and minores') are marked down, but they are 

placed far too close to the mouths of the Nile without the slightest hint of their 

characteristic gulf. Carthage, Alexandria and Hippo are, as usual, prom inently 

displayed. Finally, it is also worth mentioning that the Henry of Mainz m ap details 

some of the Roman provinces up into further subdivisions. Mauritania, for instance, is 

partitioned into Sitifensis, Cesariensis, and Tingitania328.

The most outstanding feature in the portrayal of Africa as displayed by these 

two works is, however, the noticeable amount of geographical and pseudo- 

geographical details that the maps show south of the Mediterranean fringe. So far, the 

Albi map was happy to observe the Roman division in North Africa ignoring any 

further details beyond one of the two branches of the Nile running latitudinally from 

East to West. The Cotton Aglo-Saxon map does not have many details inscribed in this 

region either, though its author stresses the difference between the fertility 

Mediterranean Africa and the desert lands behind, as is attested by a legend next to 

Carthage in the region of 'Zugis'. The text of this legend, largely drawn from Isidore, 

reads like this: 'this is the precise site of the Zugis region, and Africa is indeed fertile 

there, but further on it is full of beasts and serpents.’329 *

These words were graphically translated on to the Orosian-Isidorian 

mappamundi and in the Henry of Mainz world map with two different strategies. O ne 

can clearly see depicted on the former a thick curved-like stroke which encloses the 

northern Mediterranean fringe and keeps it separate from the rest of Africa. The sam e 

conclusion is drawn by the Henry of Mainz map, but using a succession of mountains 

running West-East for that purpose: ‘Mons Athlas', 'Mons Catabathmori, and ’M ontes 

Ethiopie*. It is obvious from a simple examination of the contents at both sides of this 

border that its function was to separate the coast and the Roman provinces from the
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328 This division is in agreement with the Orosian text See. Historiarum ad versus paganos libri septem. L 2.93-94.

329 Zugis regio ipsa est et Affrica est enim fertilis sed ulterior bestiis et serpentibus plena’ (loc. cit.). Cf. Isidore of
Seville, Etymologiae, XIV. 5.8.



different geographical nature of the deserts underneath. Place-names and captions 

written therein on the Henry of Mainz map, such as 'Templus Jovis*, 'Monasteria Sci. 

Antonii', 'Trogodite (Troglodytes), or the depiction of a bird-like creature named 

'Basiliscus1 (the basilisk)330, is evidence that we have moved on to the legendary 

horizon.
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1.2. Legendary horizons.

The gradual stratification of the African space depicted by maps based on 

Orosius reached a climax in the 13th century. Simultaneous to the comprehensive 

encyclopaedias of the time, maps showed a rich variety of details where every creature 

in the Great Chain of Being had a specific place in cartographic works. The until now  

rather intuitive boundaries of the nature of space were now sharpened and made m ore 

explicit.

As far as the geography of Africa is concerned, the existence of various 

hierarchical levels of interpretation has already been noted. In the first, stretching 

along the Mediterranean coast, thirteenth-century mappaemundi did not really add 

much fresh material to the canon of knowledge. Certainly, the bulk of information 

displayed in North Africa by a late thirteenth-century work like the Hereford 

mappamundi (c.1290)331 is quite impressive if we compare it with that of the Albi map. 

But in the end, the geography shown is still that of the Roman world332, enlarged by the

33tt The basilisk as a bird-like creature is an imaginary transformation of the medieval bestiaries from the original beast 
bearing that name in classical literarure. Thus the basilisk is described by Pliny (VHI.33,78) as a strange serpent poisonous 
to all nature, whereas in later bestiaries of the Middle Ages it appeared as a half-bird and half-serpent creature. See 
examples of this latter case in Bestiario Medieval, an anthology edited by L Malaxecheverria (1993, pp. 159-164).

311 It now seems to be an agreement among historians of cartography that the Hereford map was produced during the last 
ten years of the 13ih century, but in the past the dating of the map has been largely debated. For a discussion on this 
matter, see G.R. Crone (1954).

332 The Hereford map expressses this debt in some of its inscriptions. In the bottom left-hand comer, a drawing shows 
Caesar Augustus crowned with a papal tiara issuing his mandate to surveyors with the following words: 'Ite in orbem 
universum et de omni ejus continentia referte ad senatum, et ad istam confirmandam huic scripto sigillum meum apposui* 
(loc. cit.). Above is the text of St. Luke: *Hxiit edictum ab Augusto Cesare ut describeretur hunt versus orbis' (loc. cit.). And 
finally, at the bottom, we are given the names of the three commissioners: 'A Julio Cesare orbis terrarum metiri cepit. A 
Nicodoxo omnis oriens dimensus est. A Teodoto septentrion et occidens dimensus esc A Policlito meridiana pars 
dimensus est' (loc. cit.). Despite the internal contradictions, it is generally assumed that these are references to the world 
map supervised by Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa (63-12 B.C.). However, the boundaries of the African provinces displayed 
in the Hereford map roughly correspond to the revision carried out by the Emperor Diocletian (284-305 A.D.). See G.R. 
Crone (1965, p.449).



conquests of Alexander the Great and made more detailed in North Africa by the 

ample use of the Antonine Itineraia (c.280-290 A.C.)3j\  On the other hand, thirteenth- 

century mappaemundi continued with the tendency to a sinuous composition of the 

Mediterranean coast, but the results shown in this regard still meant little progress. 

Despite the amount of time passed since the earliest Orosian maps, thirteenth-century 

mappaemundi continued to exhibit a fairly conventional outline for the southern 

shores of the Mediterranean. This fact is well illustrated by the depiction of the African 

Syrtes. Only two thirteenth-century mappaemundi signpost these place-names on the 

vellum in order to delimit the province of Tripolitana: the Ebstorf map (c.1235)”4, and 

the Hereford map (c.l290). The latter work actually details in two inscriptions 

borrowed from Pliny the distance between the Greater and the Lesser Syrtis on the one 

hand, and on the other the distance of the latter from Carthage333 334 335. Nevertheless, the 

mentioned geographical features are still much misplaced on the map, and there is no 

apparent attempt to render the celebrated gulf recognisably divided into two bays.

To sum up, it is at the level of the geographical horizons that the major 

contribution of thirteenth-century cartography was to be seen. If at all, this consisted of 

a noticeable development concerning the two remaining levels in which Ham's 

territory was unfolded: the legendary horizons find the mythical horizons (see fig.l). I 

shall introduce the former with a brief discussion on the different strategies used by 

late medieval cartographers to appraise the border dividing the fertile Mediterranean 

coast from the arid lands of Central Africa.
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333 This fact was noticed a Jong time ago by MA. Bcvan and M.A. Phillot (1873. p.95 ff.). For the use of other 
Itineraries in the compilation of the Hereford map. see G.R. Crone (1965).

334 The dating of this map. now disappeared, has been one of the most controversial subjects among historians of 
cartography. In fact, there is still no complete consensus on the matter. Recently, A Wolf (in M. Pelletier ed.. 1989. pp.51 - 
68) and R. Liendcman (in M. Pelletier ed., 1989. pp.45-49) have proposed, in the same Congress, two different dates: 
1239 and 1213 respectively. There is a good reproduction of the map in W. Rosien (1952, between pp.85-86), and the 
legends are transcribed by K. Miller (1895-98, vol.V).

335 The inscriptions read, respectively: ’Sines maiorcs. Ab hinc usque ad minores Sines CCL passuum.' Cf. Pliny 
(V.4.27); 'Sirtes minores. Hinc usque ad Cartaginem CCC sunt passuum.' Cf. Pliny (V.4.26).
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Fig.l Geographical stratification of Africa in the thirteenth-century cartography.

Some vague notion of the Sahara desert was already present on the Beatus 

maps through the heading 'Deserta et arinosa' found in North-West Africa. However, 

there is no clear attempt to demarcate the fertile coast from the arid hinterlands at this 

early stage. An explicit linear border for these two distinct regions was already show n 

on the Orosian-Isidorian mappamundi, but the full consequences of this division are 

best seen in the so-called Psalter mappamundi, produced in the third quarter of the 

13th century (pl.12)336. Its anonymous author drew a double geometrical arc encircling 

North-West Africa.with the following inscription on the perimeter: sandy and sterile 

land’*7. The same feature was replicated on the Alsake world map, made during the 

second half of the 14th century338. In this instance, the legend associated with the 'dry 

arc’ is still more eloquent in relation with the nature of the outbound space, for it reads: 

’major dry arcs, the land is sandy and without water and is therefore sterile, 

intolerably dry and full of serpents.’339 *

s'
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HORIZONS
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LEGENDARY Aride Desert
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s'
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(monsters)

3V> The map is contained in a 13th-century Psalterium preserved in the British Library, London (Add. Ms. 28681, foL9).

337 ’terra arenosa et sterilis’ (loc. cit).

338 Only a fragment of the map has survived, which served as the loose parchment binding for the rental of the estates of 
one Waller Alsake in Ringstead. North-West Norfolk. It is now preserved in the British Library, London (Add. Ms. 63841 
C). For the problem of its dating and a full discussion of the contents of this map, see P.M. Barber and M.P. Brown
(1992).

339 'Areas maiores arephinorum terra hec arenosa ac sine aqua el propter sterilatem nimiam in habitata serpemtibus
plenus’ (loc. cit.). Cf. P.M. Barber and M.P. Brown (1992, p.36).
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The rest of late medieval cartographers used other graphical means in order 

to indicate the above-mentioned watershed. The unknown author of the so-called 

Vercelli map (c.1191-1218)340, for example, seems at first glance to have eluded setting 

down a definite border. It might however be noted that his map shows the highest 

concentration of cities in Africa (a total amount of 17) in northern Mauritania, and that 

a legend written there bears witness to its fertility and sizeable population341. By 

contrast, human habitation stops suddenly at a certain point to the south of the 

province. Cities are substituted here for some animals, including a camel. And most 

importantly, the map reveals shortly beyond this point the depiction of a ring formed 

by a sequence of wavy lines. Capello interprets this feature as a representation of 

desert dunes342. 1 entirely agree with him and I suggest that this may be taken as just 

another graphic way of rendering the 'dry arc’ shown in the Psalter and Alsake maps.

The Ebstorf and the Hereford maps also make the distinction between the 

sandy wastes of Central Africa and the cultivable region on the coast clear. In both 

works, the landmark which delimits one from the other is, like in the Henry of Mainz 

map, a mountain belt which rises near the Atlantic and stretches eastward to the 

neighbourhood of the Lesser Syrtis. In the case of the Ebstorf map this geographical 

feature is shown as a continuous range, whereas in the Hereford map the effect is 

created by a succession of distinct mountain chains. At the very West, next to the 

ocean, the most important ones are the 'Mons Authlans' and the 'Mons Hesperus'. 

Somewhat to the East, the 'Mons Astrixis' is depicted. And then, a little further along, 

there is a long range named 'Montes Euzaree'. It is evident at a glance that this 

ensemble of mountains signpost a natural boundary. And beyond visual impression, 

the text of a legend appended to the 'Mons Astrixis' confirms that this geographical 

feature is indeed intended to be a representation of the 'dry arc': 'Mount Astrixis

The map is preserved in the Archivio Capitolare, Vercelli. For the problem of the authorship and dating see C.F. 
Capello ( 1976).

Wl 'haec regio feriilis ultra modum et bonis repleta humanis* (loc. cit). SeeC.F. Capello (1976. p.UO). o ' ---- °
S

342 C.F. Capello ( 1976, pp.96 and 103). ~
</>



separates the fertile soil from the sands that stretch as far as the ocean, where the 

Gangines Ethiopes roam.’343

Despite the apparently severe distinction announced in the text of the legend , 

the two spaces separated by this natural frontier were by no means topologically 

closed. There existed a few communication routes between the fertile and the a r id  

regions. This is best illustrated in the Ebstorf map, where two of these pathways a r e  

mentioned: one in the neighbourhood of the Greater Syrtis, and another further w e s t  

next to the ’Sala’ river344. On the other hand, it is well known from Herodotus and o th e r  

authors that there had been several attempts to cross the African deserts in overland 

journeys since classical Antiquity345. Thus there can be no doubt that the mountain b e lt  

was thought to be a frontier of porous nature. Unlike other mental and physical 

barriers of the time, the limits between the fertile and the arid domains cou ld  

eventually be transgressed. Saint Anthony, for example, is said to have retired into th e  

desert in the third century, where he was reputed to fight with demons in form o f  

beasts346. His monastery, depicted with two churches, is placed by the Hereford map in  

Nubia together with the image of a satyr symbolising the beasts which troubled him347 *.

Turning now to the contents, the first indication one gets of the nature ascribed 

to the realm of legendary horizons is to be found in a written entry in Numidia on th e  

Hereford map: 'inner Africa, as attested by Solinus, is full of various beasts, notably the  

lions’344. One of these lions is indeed depicted nearby, as is the figure of a leopard.

9 8

343 'Mons Astrixis dividit ninam [vivam] terrain et arenas iacentes usque ad oceanum.' in quibus oberrant Gangines 
Ethiopes' (loc. ciL). This legend is taken from Orosius (1,2.31), and the idea is also present in Isidore of Seville,
Erymologiae, XIV,5,11.

344 The legends which evidence the existence of these two paths read, respectively: Via Deserti que tendit ad Sinhim 
maiorem, diversis fens ac serpentibus plena' (loc. cil.), and 'Ab hac per Untulos via est in solitudines ad Athlanticos' (loc. 
ciL).

545 I shall just put forward two outstanding examples: that of the Persian King Cambyses as reported by Herodotus 
(History, HL 17), and the expedition sent by Neron as reponed by Seneca (Naturales Quaestiones, VI.8,3) and Pliny 
(Naturalis historia, VL 35, 184).

346 Cf. Saint Jerome, Vitas Patrum, ed.1495,1, foI.32-43.

347 The design of the satyr and its relationship with Saint Anthony correspond with the description given by Isidore of 
Seville. See Erymologiae* XI,3,21.

341 Interna Affrice, ut Solinus testatur, plurime quidem bestie. set principaliter leones tenent' (loc. ciL).



Other animals which used to appear in this region in contemporary maps include 

camels, elephants, panthers, hyenas, salamanders, crocodiles, rhinoceros, and several 

kinds of serpents and birds”". Besides, one may also find some strange creatures like 

the unicorn, the basilisk, the phoenix, dragons, gold-digging ants, etc* 350.

On the other hand, the accepted tenets of late medieval cartography still 

allowed for further expansion in the array of information liable to be conveyed from 

central Africa. The commonplace depiction of the celebrated Templum Ammonis’ or 

'Oraculum Jovis', settled by Bacchus in the desert, would be but just an example of 

other place-names taken from the legendary geography of Antiquity351. The reputed 

preachings of some of the apostles are also occasionally included. This is the case of 

Saint Matthew in 'nadaber civitate1 (Nabata), as shown for instance on the Vercelli and 

the Alsake world maps. Finally, we shall see in what follows that the legendary 

horizons offer as great an interest from the anthropological point of view.

The variety of nations dwelling in the arid deserts of Africa reflect accurately 

the intermediate nature of this space, placed between the known Mediterranean lands 

in the north and the unknown mythical edge underneath. If, as concerning the former, 

thirteenth-century maps were able to show the birth-place of illustrious personages 

like Saint Augustine in Hippo or the death-place of Cato in Utica, the same 

cartographers were content to convey southwards the geography of inferior men 

sometimes conceived at the limits of humanity. The most famous of all were the 

Troglodytes, pictorically represented in the Hereford map as cave-dwellers eating 

serpents and catching wild animals by jumping on their backs352. The already 

mentioned Satyrs and Garamantes routinely formed part of the arid landscape as well. 

Even the Psylli, who were credited to test the fidelity of their wives by submitting their
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^  For a more detailed discussion on animals in African maps and literature, see J.B. Lloyd (1971). In more general 
terms, see also W. George (1969).

350 Most of these creatures appeared in medieval bestiaries. See Bestiario Medieval: Antologia. (ed. 1993).

351 The Hereford map gives the distance of the Templus from Cyrene: 'Oracuium Jovis vel Templum Ammonis distal a 
Cirene CCC passuum' (loc. cit.). This might be a misreading from Pliny. See Naturalis historia, V, 5,31.

352 The appended legend reads: Troglodite mire sceleres, specu accolunt, serpemes edum, feras saltibus apprehendunt* 
(loc. cit.). It is to be noted that, thought there is much legendary in this description, the existence of a Troglodyte 
population in the interior of Africa was a well-ascertained fact since Herodotus (IV, 183) and Pliny (V, 8,45).



offspring to the embrace of a serpent, can occasionally be found in the sandy 

wastes of Central Africa, as occurs in the Alsake world map353.

All these nations were different from the Christian societies on account of th e ir  

customs rather than their human essence. But besides these barbarious m en , 

thirteenth-century cartographers also depicted within the legendary horizons o th er 

creatures with still more radical divergences in race and physical appearance. T he 

Fauni, for instance, are shown on the Hereford map as half-horse men (centaurs)354. 

Likewise, the sphinx is designed in the same work as a bird with feet of a serpent a n d  

the face of a young woman355. Finally, the map also includes far to the south of th e  

same region a depiction of two other curious figures: the first is a creature shading  

itself from the sun with its lip356; the second is a one-eyed king of a race of Ethiopians 

named Agriophagi357, who lived on the flesh of panthers and lions. It is thus clear th a t 

we have come down to the lower stages in the Great Chain of Being which foreshadow 

the mythical horizons.

1.3. Mythical horizons.

In addition to the mountain belt or the 'dry arcs', thirteenth-century m aps 

showed another major border in the south serving to separate the desert lands o f 

Central Africa from a still third fringe underneath. This new boundary was at once a 

physical and mental barrier: formally, it was a watershed drawn along the western 

course of the Nile; psychologically, the great African river acted at that time as a sort o f 

unsurmountable obstacle enclosing various monstrous races which were thought to

1 0 0

333 Cf. P.M. Barber and M.P. Brown (1992, p.38). However, the Psylli were normally placed in the southern fringe, as 
occurs in the Vercelli. Hereford and Ebstorf maps. With regard to the customs of this nation, see Pliny (VIL 2, 14).

3W The appended legend reads: Tauni semicaballi homines' (loc. cit.). Originally, the term faun was thought to be half
goat (cf. Liber monstrorum de diversis generibus, L 5, ed. C. Bologna, 1977, pp.42-43).

353 The appended legend reads: 'Spinx avis est penna, sepens pede, fronte puella* (loc. cit.). Cf. Ausonius, Griphus
temarii numeric 40, ed. E.H. Warmington. 1968, pp.362-363.

356 The appended legend reads: 'Gens labro prominent! unde sibi faciem obumbrans ad solem' (loc. cit.). Cf. Isidore of
Seville. Etymologiae, XL 3,18.

357 The appended legend reads: ’Agriophagi Ethiopes solas panteramm et leonum carries edunt, habentes regem, cuius in 
fronte [oculus] unus est’ (loc. cit.). Cf. Solinus, Polyhistor, ch.XXXI, ed. M.A. Agnant, 1847, p.231-232.



§dwell within the ecumene. Each of these dimensions was reflected on maps wfih
ct

own, if interrelated logic. Thus I shall first consider the former aspect by discus: 

prevalent theories concerning the headwaters and subsequent course of the Nile 

during the Middle Ages.

The hypothesis that the Nile rises far south in Ethiopia, as thought by 

Eratosthenes and Ptolemy, met scarcely any recognition before the early Renaissance. 

Relying on the authority of the Scripture, most medieval authors preferred to accept 

the interpretation that the Nile was the same as the Gihon, one of the four rivers 

flowing from Paradise558. As this Holy site was normally thought to be located 

somewhere in the Far East, it was logically concluded that this was also the place 

where the sources of the Nile lay. It was believed that at a certain point the great 

African river disappeared in the Ocean only to spring up once again from the ground 

near Mossylon Emporium on the shores of the Red Sea. Thence it flowed westward for 

some distance and turned finally north to enter Egypt. This is at least what emerges 

from the text of Orosius, later copied by Gervase of Tilbury and graphically reflected 

in the Albi map* 359 * 361 362.

Besides, Orosius also echoed the existence of another theory according to which 

the Nile rises not far from Mount Atlas and soon disappears in the sands, from which, 

after a short interval, it flows out into a vast lake and then glides eastward through the 

Ethiopian desert toward the Ocean, turning finally left to flow down into Egypt3“. This 

idea of a western course of the Nile was indeed present in early authors of Antiquity. 

Herodotus was probably the first to hint at it381, followed in more detail by Pliny, 

Solinus, and Pomponius Mela3“, from whom Orosius might have taken the reference.

35* Gn.2, 10-14. Note that the theme of the eartem Nile was also present in Antiquity: when Alexander the Great first 
came to the Indus, he was convinced that he had reached the sources of the Nile. See Strabo, Geography, XV, 1,25.

359 See Orosius, Historiamm adversus paganos libri septem, l  2, 28; Gervasius Tilberiensis, Otia imperialia, I, XI. ed. 
G.W. Leibnitz, 1707, p.893 ff.

3,0 Historiamm adversus paganos libri septem, L 2,29-30.

361 History, 11.31.

362 See respectively, Naturalis historia, V, 10, 51-54; Polyhistor, XXXHL ed. M.A. AgnanU 1847, p.245; De
chorographia, m, 9,96-98, ed. C. Guzman Arias, p.100.



Isidore of Seville also adhered to the west African origin of the Nile563, as did most 

of the ensuing authors under his influence363 364. This explains the commonplace 

conception throughout the Middle Ages of the Gihon-Nile as a twofold river with a n  

eastern and a western branch, which became a single stream in Egypt.

Maps agreed on the essential with the written texts and gave to the above- 

mentioned belief a graphical expression. This is already to be seen in the family o f  

Tabara Beatus maps, and it is still more faithfully noted in early Orosian derivatives 

like the Cotton Anglo-Saxon or the Henry of Mainz maps. As for thirteenth-century 

cartography, the example of the Hereford map (pl.13) would well serve to illustrate 

the paradigm followed by the rest of contemporary works. This map includes, o f  

course, a depiction of the Terrestrial Paradise, drawn at the easternmost (upper) p o in t 

as an island walled with flames. Within, we find the four rivers flowing into th e  

Ocean, including the Gion. The next trace of the river Nile is to be found close to th e  

shores of the Red Sea in the foothills of 'Mons ardens', placed by Pliny at four d ay s’ 

voyage from the western hom of Africa365. The precise site from which this stream  

gushes forth is designated in the map 'Fialus fons Nili'366. There is a puzzling 

inscription below saying that 'this place is named Moyse, that is, the source of water'367. 

The author seems here to have confused the famous episode of Moses in the Exodus 

with the ongoing Orosian tradition labelling that place 'Mossylon emporium'368.

Be that as it may, the important thing is that from this source the eastern N ile 

flows west across the Nubian mountains ('Montes Nibie) and then through regions 

associated with the desert Fathers towards Meroe, leaving alongside the monastery of 

Saint Anthony, Thebaida regio', and 'Ptholomayda civitas’. Once in Meroe the river

363 Etymologiae, Xm, 21,7.

364 One of the few exceptions would be Roger Bacon. Cf. Opus maps, IV, ed. R. Belle Burke, p.338.

365 Cf. Plinius, Naturalis historia, VI, 35, 197.

366 Named Phiala' by Pliny. Cf. Naturalis historia, V, 10.55.

367 'Hie locus dicitur Moyse id est aque onus' (loc. ciL). The Ebstorf map repeats almost the same words: 'locus qui 
dicitur Moyse id est aque onus...' (loc. cit.).

368 Orosius, Historiarum adversus paganos libri septem, I, 2, 28. For the episode of Moses in the desert making the 
water gush out for the people of Israel, see Ex. 17,5-7.
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divides to form an island with a crocodile ridden by a man3*. At that point, the 

Astapus and the Astaboras join the Nile on its left bank, though it was well known 

since Antiquity that they do so on the opposite bank. In any case, the river continues to 

flow down and not far from Meroe it forms another island with a city thereon, which is 

intended to be a representation of Cairo. Further down, the Nile turns left, forms its 

delta, and flows into the Mediterranean. The author of the map set many towns in that 

region370. Among them, it is worth mentioning Alexandria with a figure of the 

celebrated Pharos.

On the other hand, there is also the depiction of the western Nile, denoted on 

the Hereford map with a broad blue stroke running parallel to the Southern Ocean. 

According to Pliny and Orosius, this stream was supposed to rise in a mountain of 

lower Mauritania not far from the Ocean, then it was said to disappear for some time 

on a subterranean course, and finally to flow out again into a stagnant lake called 

Nilides371. Orosius adds that the headwaters of this river are also known to the natives 

as 'Nuhul' and 'Dara'372. These two names are marked in the Hereford map in the 

foothills of the Atlas as independent streams. The former flows directly into the 

Atlantic Ocean after a short course. The Dara, on the other hand, runs for a while in the 

same direction as the Nile and then suddenly disappears as if to indicate the 

submerged course373. There is not explicit mention in the Hereford map to the lake 

Nilides as it occurs for instance on the Henry of Mainz map, but the lake is drawn in 

anyway. From this point, the Nile flows eastward steadily towards Nubia right across 

the southern part of the world. The only remarkable feature here is that the great

103

m  This feature is also shown in the Ebslorf map with the following legend: 'Meroen insula. Huius gens est pusille 
stature, sed multum vivax; cocodrillos vivos domat domitosque per medios fiuctus inequitat* (toe. cit.). Cf. Pliny, Namralis 
historia, Vm, 38,92.

37,1 According to Pliny (V, 10, 59) the delta of the Nile contained 250 towns. This figure is recalled in one of the 
inscriptions of the map saying: In hoc triangulo id est Delta inferioris Egipti CCL civitates esse Artim ysidoms attestante* 
(loc. cit.).

371 Cf. Plinius, Naturalis historia, V, 10,51; Orosius, Historiarum adversus paganos libri septem, l  2, 29-30.

372 Historiarum adversus paganos libri septem, 1 2. 31.

373 In the Cotton Anglo-Saxon map and in the Ebstorf mappamundi, this submergence of the Nile is noted with eloquent 
rubrics which read, respectively: *Hic arenis inmergitur' (loc. cit.) and 'Hie terTa sorbeturi (loc. cit.).



African river receives a tributary named Triton from the north in its mid-course. It 

is worth noting in this regard that certain authors used the name Triton to d e s ig n a te  

the western stream of the Nile, and as such appears in some cartographic works l ik e  

the Henry of Mainz map374 *.

In any case, the important point to grasp in the context of the present w o rk  is  

that, as Pliny suggested, the western Nile forms the boundary line between Africa a n d  

what the Ebstorf map calls 'Ethyopia occidentalism i.e., African Ethiopia. Furtherm ore, 

he goes on to say that the riverside is not immediately inhabited except for w ild  

beasts373. Likewise, Orosius observes that this stream truly begets all the m onsters o f  

the Nile376. The same idea had already been aired in the Liber monstrorum377, and o n e  

shall realise to what extent it is also present in maps of the late Middle Ages if w e  

examine the contents of the third southernmost fringe of Africa which stretched a lo n g  

thé right bank of the western Nile.

Some insights as to the nature of the space reserved for African Ethiopia can  

already be gained from looking at the legends written on the Cotton Anglo-Saxon m a p  

in this third fringe south of the western Nile, which include 'Cinocephales' and o th e r  

'Barbari Getuli'. Similarly, the author of the eleventh-century Orosian-Isidorian 

mappamundi preserved in Munich seems to have taken into account the above- 

mentioned precepts of Pliny and concentrates all the wild beasts and strange creatures 

figured on the map in the neighbourhood of the great African river. However, all th is  

is scarcely comparable with the remarkable visual impression of the mythical horizons 

demonstrated in thirteenth-century maps.

A most outstanding example illustrating the consequences of stratified space in  

the late Middle Ages is provided by the Psalter map (pl-12). At the southern extremity 

of the ecumene, just below the Nile, the m ap offers a pictorial representation of fourteen 

monstrous races clustered in a narrow band. None of these odd creatures is nam ed.

1 0 4

574 Cf. Plinius, Naturalis historia, V, 10.54.

575 Cf. Plinius. Naturalis historia, V, 10.53.

376 Historiarían adversus paganos libri septem, L 2,31.

377 Liber monstrorum de diversis generibus. H, 22, ed. C. Bologna, 1977, pp.l 14-115.
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but one can easily recognise the Cynomolgi with a figure eating a leg, the 

Anthropophagi with a figure eating food, the Himantopodes with a figure climbing, 

the Troglodytes with a figure leaping upon an animal, the Blemmyae with a figure that 

has his face on his chest, etc378. Symmetrically opposite them, the map shows in the far 

north the tribes of Gog and Magog enclosed by the Caucasus and the gate of 

Alexander the Great. These mountains prevent these wild people from approaching 

Jerusalem and the centres of Christianity in the same way as the western Nile confines 

the monstrous races. It is thus time to consider the western branch of the great African 

river not only as a physical border but also as a psychological barrier in the medieval 

imagery.

The first conclusion which can be drawn from the geographical and 

ethnographical arrangement just seen in the Psalter map is that the Middle Ages 

allowed for the existence of monstrous races not only beyond the known world in an 

alter orbis but also within the ecumene itself. At a time when Nature was considered the 

will of God, monstrous races contributed with their differences to the diversity of 

Creation. Hence they reinforced the magnificence of the Universe in general and the 

beauty of this world in particular. In other words, monstrous races expressed the 

omnipotent sovereignty of God379.

The variety of Nature did not mean, however, that God left a part of His 

creation to anarchy. As was noted by Saint Augustine with reference to the 

monstrosity of certain peoples, 'God is the creator of all things, and he himself knows 

at what place and time a given creature should be created, or have been created, 

selecting in his wisdom the various elements from whose likenesses and diversities he 

contrives the beautiful fabric of the universe’380. It was thus necessary to submit the 

monstrous nature to a few ruling principles which might ideally reflect the divine 

order. In this regard, it has already been shown in a previous chapter that zonal maps
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m These depictions owe a great dea! to Solinus, Polyhisor, XXXL ed. M.A. Agnant, 1847, pp.231-235. For other 
sources regarding the African monstrous races, see chapter R.2 of the present study.

379 Cf. Saint Augustine, De civitate Dei, XVL 8.

380 Saint Augustine. De civitate Dei, XVL 8, ed. G.E. McCracken, 1965, voLV, p.45.



expressed explicitly the relationship between place, climate, character and physical 

appearance of each creature in the Great Chain of Being. The reasons for the location of 

monstrous races on tripartite-ecumenical maps, on the contrary, always remained 

implicit. This does not mean, however, that the underlying principles cannot be 

guessed from direct observation of the maps themselves.

To begin with, one may immediately note that the eccentric location of the 

monstrous races with respect to the central areas as seen on the Psalter map is also 

shared by most contemporary works. This is the case, for example, with the Ebstorf 

and Hereford maps. The striking similarity of these to a fragment of the so-called 

Duchy of Cornwall mappamundi (c.1260-85) portraying south-west Africa (pl.ll)“ 1, 

allows us to infer that a similar geographical arrangement existed for this work as 

well. In all these maps, the monstrous races are constrained to dwell in a narrow 

stretch of land between the western Nile and the Southern Ocean at the outermost 

edges of the known world. This limited space which is allotted to them coincides, 

symptomatically, with a general overestimation of the Holy Places in the central 

regions of these maps. Hence one has the impression that monstrous races are being 

pushed towards the ring of the Ocean. Furthermore, it would seem as if the western 

branch of the Nile constituted an unsurmountable obstacle which kept these creatures 

beyond the focus of civilisation. Thus, if monstrous races take their place in the beauty 

of this world and' confirm the all-powerful excellence of God as creator, they are 

nevertheless banished to the periphery of maps, where two impassable barriers, the 

Nile and the Ocean, guarantee the preservation of the divine order.

The Ebstorf map illustrates similar conclusions from a still more explicit 

perspective. In this work, the figure of Christ is not placed at the eastern (upper) edge 

of the circle as in the Psalter or the Hereford maps but is integrated into the very 

structure of the representation as if embracing His creation. -Emphasising the idea that 

this world is a microcosm, the Ebstorf map shows His head emerging from the East at 

the top, His wounded hands arising from the North and the South, and His feet 

protruding from the West at the bottom. By this means, the African monsters are again 381

381 On the dating, origin, and cartological information of this recently discovered fragment, see G. Haslam in M. 
Pelletier ed. (1989, pp.33-44).
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significantly marginalised, for they are embraced by the left hand of the Redeemer.

In the Hereford map, it is precisely from the left of the figure of our Saviour at the Day 

of Judgement that an angel with a trumpet pronounces doom to the lost: 'Rise and 

depart to hell-fire prepared'3*2. From this same eschatological perspective, it might be 

well to recall that monstrous races were often associated with Cain's sin and H am s 

curse. Hence it makes sense on the whole that medieval cartographers depicted them 

within this world but as far as possible from the heart of Christ and Jerusalem, as well 

as confined to the lowest stages of humanity.

On the other hand, the curious geographical nature that cartographers 

endowed these mythical horizons has much to do with their ignorance regarding the 

southern extremity of Africa at that time. Myths are, after all, a subtle manoeuvre of 

the human intellect intended to apprehend whatever is beyond the threshold of our 

knowledge. And this is precisely what cartographers of the late Middle Ages did for 

filling up the vacuum in the southern edge of their maps when no other geographical or 

legendary information was available. Note that in the third fringe of African Ethiopia, 

beyond the western branch of the Nile, thirteenth-century maps do not display a single 

place-name, nor a city, nor any other geographical feature. All the contents therein 

concern the world of the monstrous races. I shall offer a few examples, taken from the 

Ebstorf and the Hereford maps, in order to illustrate more precisely what this world of 

monstrous races was. Among others, the Hereford map (pl.13) shows in the narrow 

southernmost band the Blemmyae, described as men with their mouth and eyes on 

their chests382 383; the Maritime Ethiopians, with such a keen sight that they are depicted 

with four eyes384 385; and the Hermaphrodites, who are naturally bom with both sexes3*5. 

In its turn, the wealth of monstrous races that the Ebstorf m ap exhibits in the same
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382 'Lebez si allez in fu de enfer estable’ (loe. cit.). Engl. trans. by W.L Bevan and H.W. Phillott (1873, p.17).

383 'Blemee os «  oculos habent in peciore' (loe. cit.). Cf. Plinius, Naturalis historia, V, 8, 46; Isidore of Se vi He, 
Etymologiae, XL 3,17.

384 ’Marmini [maritimi] Ethiopes quatemos oculos habent' (loe. cit.). Cf. Ptiny, Naturalis historia, VI, 35, 194.

385 Gens uterque sexus innaturales multimodis modis' (loe. cit.). Cf. Plinius, Naturalis historia. VIL 3, 34; Isidore of 
Seville, Etymologiae, XL 3, 11.



region includes the Anthropophagi, who eat human flesh3®6; the Cynocephali, or 

dog-headed men* 387; and the Sorbete Ethiopes, who are said to be twelve feet high3“.

The list could be enlarged with other examples, all more or less of the sam e 

kind. This quick overview is however illustrative enough to impress the fact that som e 

time would be needed for these mythical horizons to come to share the geographical 

and pseudo-geographical nature of the two other major African regions. In particular, 

one had to wait until the Orosian-Isidorian maps shared from the spirit of other 

cartographic traditions of the late Middle Ages which are going to be analysed below. 

From the outcome of the process seen so far, it still seems appropriate to conclude w ith  

Plutarch’s remarks to his friend Sodus Senedo:
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’Just as geographers crowd on to the outer edges of their maps the parts of the 
earth which elude their knowledge, with explanatory notes that 'What lies 
beyond is sandy desert without w ater and full of wild beasts’, or ’blind m arsh’, 
or ’Scythian cold', or ’frozen sea’, so in the writing of my Parallel Lives, now that I 
have traversed those periods of time which are accessible to probable reasoning 
and which afford basis for a history dealing with facts, I might well say of the 
earlier periods: ’What lies beyond is full of marvels and unreality, a land of 
poets and fabulists, of doubt and obscurity".389

>,

m  ‘Gens ista humanas carnes habet in usu* (ioc. cil.). Cf. Plinius, Naturalis historia, VI, 35, 195.

387 'Cynocefali canina habent capita et ora prominentia* (Ioc. ciL). Cf. Plinius, Naturalis historia, VI, 35, 195; Isidore of 
Seville, Etymologiae, XL 3,15.

388 'Hie sunt Sorbete Ethyopes qui longi sunt ad pedes XIT (loc. ciL). Cf Plinius, Naturalis historia, VI, 35, 190.

389 Live of Theseus, 1,1.



2. WORLD COSMOGRAPHIC CHARTS: INNOVATION WITHIN TRADITION.

'Lo cardenal parti lo mon en dotze provicies e féu dotze missatges que anassen per 
lo mon per sa ber Testament del mon. Esdevenc-se que un missatge del cardenal anà 
a migjom, e atrobà en una càfila sis milia camells carregats de sal qui partien d’una 
vila qui ha nom Tibalbert, e anaven a la terra on ix lo flum de Damiata... Aquell 
missatge anà per aquelles terres a encercar les costumes de les gents e aesmar la 
gran cantitat d aquelles gens; e meravella gran se donaven les gens, daquell 
missatge, com era home blanc e cor era crestià, cor anc null temps no oïren dir que 
crestià fos en aquella terra. ̂

RAMON LLULL

The autumn of the Middle Ages hung around for a long time, extending a 

multiplicity of nuances into all domains*1. As far as the sphere of cartography is 

concerned, one can still find an outlived scion of the Orosian family of mappaemundi 

as late as the 17th century392. But much before the final decline of the Middle Ages, 

roughly at the time when the Hereford mappamundi was composed, a new distinct 

way of mapmaking came to light with documentary evidence in southern Europe: the 

portolan charts. Their mysterious origin has been the subject of much debate and has 

arisen a number of conflicting theories among historians of cartography. This fact, 

however, does not need to detain us here*3. Whether they were composed in ancient 

times or invented in the medieval period is not a question of primary importance for 

the aim of the present study. Rather my interest will be focused on analysing the 

extent to which the documented appearance of the portolan charts, probably at the 

very end of the 13th century, acted as a catalyst towards a more realistic portray of the 

world -not only the Mediterranean- compared to the ongoing tradition of

m  The Cardinal divided the world into twelve provinces, and sent forth twelve messengers who should go through the 
whole world to team the estate thereof. It came to pass that one of the messengers of the Cardinal journeyed southwards, 
and found a caravan of six thousand camels, laden with salt, leaving a town by name Tibalbert, and going to that country 
wherein is the source of the river Damiata... The messenger went through these countries to enquire concerning the 
customs of the people, and to estimate the number thereof. And the people marvelled greatly at the messenger, because he 
was a white man and a Christian; for never before had they heard of any Christian coming to that land.'

Wl Cf.J. Huizinga (1989).

m  See L Bagrow (1954).

m  For a summary of the different hypotheses regarding the origin of the portolan charts and their respective champions, 
see Tony Campbell in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, pp.371-463), esp.380-84.



no
mappaemundí. As in the previous chapters, particular attention will be given in this 

regard to the depiction of Africa.

2.1. Mapping a chart.

The first thing which draws the attention of the observer of a portolan chart 

from the earliest extant copies is the amazingly accurate outline given to the 

Mediterranean basin. Suffice it to compare the so-called Carte Pisarte (late 13th 

century)*4 with any of the contemporary mappaemundi to realise at glance the 

different vision of the territory offered by both kinds of representations. In contrast 

with the global and symbolical image of medieval mappaemundi, where time and 

space were encapsulated from the act of Creation to the Last Judgement, and where 

everything was caught up and held, from the past to the present and from the near to 

the far, portolan charts from the beginning showed in detail with precocious precision, 

remarkable realism and a striking wealth of place-names, a depiction of only the best 

known lands in Southern Europe at the time: the outline of the Mediterranean and the 

Black Sea.

It might be stated from the beginning that many of the differences which 

separated the mappaemundi from the portolan charts are due to the fact that each of 

them obeyed specific purposes within particular contexts, making both them barely 

comparable. Medievál mappaemundi were generally the outcome of an erudite 

tradition upheld by thinking landsmen with a essentially ’terrestrial' conception of the 

world. Portolan charts, on the contrary, are usually understood to have issued from 

the practical experience of Mediterranean sailors. This sharp contrast tends however to 

be diminished by some recent studies*5. In absence of more detailed inquiries on the 

matter, it would perhaps be most convenient to suspend judgement in this regard. But 

beyond the broad generalisations, it still seems to me clear that in certain cases some 

kind of approach between both cartographic traditions might be done without

m  Bibliothèque Nationale. Paris (Rés. Ge.B.1118). The precise date of this chart still remains rather uncertain. Most of 
scholars made it range from c.1275 to c.1300, but other dates have also been suggested. Cf. T. Campbell in J.B. Harley 
and D. Woodward eds. (1987, p.404, n.253).

3vi See for example P. Gautier Dalché in Società Ligure di Storia Patria ed. (1992, pp.283-312).



betraying their essentially specific idiosyncrasies. With all necessary cautiousness, a 

more dynamic assessment of interplay between scholarly culture and technical circles 

might be conceived for the practice of cartography in the late Middle Ages. This is at 

least, in part, the line of argumentation which is going to be followed on the next 

pages.

To begin with, it should be recalled that not all the artifacts which constituted 

the rather homogeneous set of portolan charts are entirely of the same nature. As Rey 

Pastor and García Camarero suggested, they can be distinguished into purely nautical 

charts (nàutico puro) and geographic-nautical charts (nàutico-geogràficof*. The former 

category would essentially be characterised by austerity, limiting the depiction to the 

outline of the sea coasts, its most significant place-names, and the mouths of some 

important rivers. In their turn, the geographic-nautical charts would add to this matrix 

further details concerning the interior landmass, embellishing the representation with 

flags, vignettes, legends, and any other particulars which may have helped to 

apprehend the territories lying beyond the more or less known coast. One can find 

examples of these two types of portolan charts from the first extant copies. Thus the 

already mentioned Carte Pisane and the work of Carignano (first third of 14th 

century)597 would be, respectively, the earliest representatives of these two distinct 

branches of chartmaking.

These latter examples were produced in Italy but, interestingly enough, the 

austere appearance of the purely nautical charts would roughly match what is 

commonly known as the Italian style of chartmaking, whereas the embellished 

counterparts tend to fit into the so-called Catalan style. Needless to say, there is not a 

complete equivalence between the external appearance of a chart and its place of 

origin. The case of the Carignano map would be but one example of mutual 

overlapping in this regard. Other works like that of the Venetian Pizigani brothers 396 397

396 J. Rey Pastor and E. García Camarero ( 1960. p. 16,23ff„ and 30ff. ). Their analysis was applied to the study of the so- 
called ‘escuela mallorquína’, but the distinction suggested could well be extended to the whole set of portolan charts.

397 CN 2, Archivio di Stato. Firenze (destroyed in 1943 during the World War II but approachable through 
reproductions). A variety of dates have been proposed for this map. ranging from 1291 to 1400, More recently, T. 
Campbell has discussed this problem and fixed the date to the closing stages of its author's life, which ended in 1329 or 
1330. See T. Campbell in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward (1987, pp.371-463), esp.404-406.
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(1367) in Catalan style**, or that of the Majorcan Guillem Soler (1385) in Italian s ty le d  

bear further witness to a certain degree of versatility between chartmakers operating 

in the Kingdom of Aragon and those with a workshop in the republics of Genoa or 

Venice. Moreover, there also existed an intermediate stage, as occurs for instance in the 

1447 Vallseca chart400. But all in all, it still makes sense to draw a primary division 

between the work of Catalans and Italians. Free interchange of information am ong 

them was noticeable during the first half of the 14th century, as the analysis of the 

respective toponymy used attests, but from that period onwards regional 

differentiation grew steadily and was notably consolidated by the time the so-called 

Catalan Atlas (c.1375) was composed401.

Taking into account the characteristics of both ’schools’ of chartmaking, it is 

fairly obvious that the leading interest for the purposes of the present study lies in the 

evolution of the geographic-nautical charts, mostly drawn in the Kingdom of Aragon. 

If comparable at all, it is their depiction of Africa that should be approached in relation 

to the portrayal exhibited by medieval mappaemundi, as shall be discussed in due 

course. For the time being, let me first note that in the same way as one can point to a 

process of continual toponymic revitalisation in the portolan charts, the depicted area 

they covered did not remain static either. In addition to the outline of the 

Mediterranean and the Black seas, portolan charts showed from the 14th century 

onwards an expanding representation of adjacent regions, which included Western 

Europe with the Baltic and the North seas, some insights on the inland of North Africa, 

and the mapping of the Azof, the Caspian, and the Red seas. Some attempts to display 

the Atlantic coast up to Cape Bojador and beyond will be the object of particular 

attention here.

3911 Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, Parm. 1612. 

m  Rrenze, Archivio di Siato, CN 3.

41X1 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Rés, Ge. C 4607.

401 The Catalan Atlas is now preserved at the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris (Ms. Esp. 30). On the problem of toponymy 
as a guide to the interrelations of charts, see T. Campbell in J.B, Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, pp.371-463), 
esp,424-25.



Leaving aside the still obscure problem concerning the charts' place of origin**, 

what can be said with certainty is that the works of Dalorto (c.1325-30)402 403, Dulcert 

(1339) (pl.14)404, and the anonymous chart in the British Library (c.1339)40:> form the 

nucleus, by then already mature, of the flourishing cartographic family of Catalan- 

style charts. Extant copies run into the second half of the 17th century, Majorca being 

its principal focus of production during the late Middle Ages and the early 

Renaissance. The privileged strategic location of the Balearics within the 

Mediterranean World and the legacy of a multi-ethnic culture in the island played a 

major role in this consolidation of Majorca as one of the most important cartographic 

centres. Gonzalo de Reparaz Jr. has summarised the different kind of sources available 

to Majorcan chartmakers in the 13th century under five principal headings: traditional 

Iberian science and culture, interchanges with Genoese and the Venetian cartography, 

information taken from merchants and mariners of the Kingdom of Aragon, the 

knowledge of Jewish scholars and traders settled in Majorca, and access to reports of 

Aragonese embassies to Asia as well as direct contact with slaves on the island*06. In 

this regard, an analysis of the way these chartmakers depicted Africa would well serve 

to verify and concretize the extent to which they actually used these and other possible 

sources in their works.

Unlike the rather homogeneous depiction shown by the Italian counterparts, 

the Catalan-style charts devote particular attention to Africa. Perhaps with the sole 

exception of the Catalan Atlas, no other region of the world exhibits a comparable 

wealth of motifs. Whether of geographic, ethnographic, political, zoological, religious, 

or economic nature, it is clear that Africa had a special interest for fourteenth-century

402 This is another conflicting and long debated issue concerning portolan chans. The main arguments have been 
summarised byT. Campbell in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, pp.371-463), esp.388-90.

403 Firenze, Biblioteca Principe Corsini (reprod. by A.R. Hinks, 1929, and by Y. Kamal, 1926-51, vol.IV, pt.H fol.l 197- 
98).

404 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Rés. Ce. B 696.

403 London, British Library, Add. Ms. 25691. The dating of this work is still rather uncertain. It used to be dated between 
1320 and 1350. More recently, T. Campbell has fixed it around 1339 on the ground of significant place-name additions. 
SeeT. Campbell in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987,371-463), esp.418.

*“  See G. de Reparaz (1947).
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chartmakers. This fact actually reflects a growing curiosity of the South E u ro p ean  

society for these regions. It is worth remembering in this regard that since the a d v e n t  

of the Ming dynasty to power in 1368 and the bloody domination of the Turks in  t h e  

Mongol Empire, the land routes which had linked Europe and the Far East during t h e  

interlude of pax mongólica seriously deteriorated. The misfortunes of Jo h a n n  

Schiltberger in Central Asia at the turn of the 14th century and the fact that in 1404 t h e  

embassy of Enrique III of Castille to Tamerlane was not able to pass b e y o n d  

Samarkand bear evidence to the new phase of difficulties in the relations b e tw e e n  

these two longitudinal extremities of the world407.

Almost simultaneously, since at least the last quarter of the 13th c en tu ry , 

another important step in the process of European expansion had been accomplished: 

the passage of a fleet sailing out from the closed Mediterranean sea into the o p e n  

Atlantic ocean. The Genoese galleys seem to have been the first to inaugurate th is  

trading route to the West through the Straits of Gibraltar heading for Flanders a n d  

England408, though they were closely followed by Catalans and Venetians. The rec o rd s  

from Bruges show that during the 14th century this new channel of comm unication 

was largely exploited by the three leading sea-powers409. This permits one to think th a t ,  

if not completely mastered, Mediterranean mariners could cope rather easily with th e  

new sailing conditions of the ocean. Hence it is not surprising that sooner or la te r  

Europe also turned her eyes towards Atlantic Africa. In particular, it should be b o rn e  

in mind that while trading in North Africa, the terminus of the caravan ro u tes , 

European merchants heard rumours concerning the gold from Sudan precisely a t  a  

time of ever-increasing need for money metal in the economy of their respective 

countries410. In order reach gold and other precious commodities without A ra b  

interference, the only alternative was to sail southwards into the Atlantic. * ***

44,7 On the Castilian embassy, see Ruy González de Clavijo. Relación de la embajada de Enrique III al Gran Tamorlan 
(ed. 1952); on Johann Schiltberger, see his Bondage and Travels (ed. IS79).

4<m R. Doehaerd (1938).

*** F. Braudel (1979, voUII, pp.80-82).

4,0 Cf. EJ. Hamilton (1975). On the gold from Sudan and the caravan routes, see EF. Gautier (1935). V. Magalháes 
Godinho (1982-87, voU, pp.65-138), and E.G.R. Taylor (1928).
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An early attempt to unveil the secrets of the Sea of Darkness was the ill-fated 

Genoese expedition commanded by Ugolino and Vadino Vivaldi. The two brothers set 

out from the Ligurian port in a couple of galleys, called the Allegranza and the 

Sant'Antonio, in May 1291. According to Giacomo D'Oria, cousin of one promoter of 

the expedition, the aim of the voyage was to go ad partes Indiae per mare oceanum411 *. In 

the same document it is said that they reached a place named 'Gozora’<!:, but nothing is 

known with certainty of what happened after that point. In any case, whatever their 

fortune might have been, the importance of this expedition lay in the fact that the 

Vivaldi brothers were the precursors of European exploration along the north-west 

coast of Africa. Indeed, other journeys followed in the same direction during the 14th 

century, if not necessarily Genoese and with less ambitious aims.

The surviving records of Majorcan undertakings towards the west coast of 

Africa go back to the first half of the 14th century413. At least four voyages from Palma 

to the Canaries were licensed in the 1340s. By the second half of the century, an 

apparent shift of emphasis in the expeditions from commerce and conquest to 

evangelical conversion seems to indicate that the Atlantic archipelago was already 

fairly familiar to Majorcans414. In fact, the Canary Islands had never been utterly 

unknown. There are numerous references to their existence in classical literature, if 

only those of Pliny are convincing415. Nevertheless, the least one can say in this regard 

is that the Canaries had been long unvisited until their first documented rediscovery 

around 1336 by the Genoese seaman Lanzarotto Malocello416. Interestingly, news of
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411 This and other documents concerning the expedition are transcribed by R. Caddeo (1929. appendix A. pp. 111-113; 
see also pp. 13-47). For a list of further documentary sources and bibliography, see Ch. de la Roncière (1924-27. vol. L, 
p.51, note 2).

411 Based on the evidence of maps like those of Giovanni Carignano (first third 14th century). Dulcert (1339) and 
Pizzigani (1367), A. Conesâo ( 1969-71, vol.L p.298) identifies this place-name with Cape Non.

415 G. de Reparaz (1930, pp.228-32). F. Pérez Embid (1948, pp.81-94), F. Sevillano Colom (1972).

414 This is well illustrated, among other missionary expeditions that followed, by the voyage of Joan Doria and Jaume 
Segaría of 1351. See A. Rumeu de Armas

415 Cf. Historia naturalis, VL 37, 202-205. Earlier references would include Homer, Odyssey, IV, 561-668; Hesiod. 
Works and Days, 167-173; Pindar, Olympian Odes, II, 68-74.

4,6 Cf. A. Conesâo (1969-71. vol.n, pp.68-73).



this event came straight away to the Balearic Islands. Only a few years after the e a r l ie s t  

authenticated visit, the Majorcan cartographer Angelino Dulcert named one o f th e  

traditional Fortunate Islands on his chart of 1339 'Irlsula de lanzarotus m arocelus ', 

drawing moreover the cross of Genoa on it.

This first record of the island of Lanzarote is contained within the Catalan A tla s  

(c.1375), where the identity of the whole archipelago offers scarcely a doubt (see p l.15 ). 

In contrast, the study and identification of the Madeira islands and the A z o re s  

becomes a more controversial issue, for early charts have often been used by m o d e m  

scholars as evidence of pre-Columbian navigations heading for as far as to the N e w  

World417. The only thing which can be stated with relative certainty is that the s h a p e  

and orientation of the three archipelagoes of the central Atlantic are not c le a rly  

recognisable as corresponding to reality until at least the chart of Gabriel V allseca 

(1439V*1*. So once again it was a Majorcan chartmaker who put forward a dep ic tion  

close to reality of the first steps of European expansion into the Atlantic. If the le a d in g  

role played by Majorca in the discoveries cannot be assessed with certainty, it  is  

beyond any doubt that it was in the Balearics where the earliest oceanic findings w e re  

charted with accuracy.

Obviously, Atlantic exploration was not confined to the offshore islands. T h e  

strategic position of the Canaries made of them an important stepping-stone fo r  

further voyages to the African coast, thus creating in the 14th century a zone o f  

navigation linked by the Atlantic wind-system, which P. Chaunu named the ’A tlantic  

Mediterranean’419. One of the most celebrated expeditions southwards was Jaum e 

Ferrer’s voyage to the ’riu de lor' on 10 August 1346. Whether he actually reached th e  

latitude of the Senegal river or not it is difficult to say. He probably did but, like th e  * 41

417 It would be impossible to summarise in the context of the present work the large amount of contradictory arguments 
regarding the presumed cartographic evidence of pre-Columbian navigations in the Atlantic in connection with some 
apparently imaginary islands. A recent critical overview of this issue can be seen in F.F.R. Femindez-Armesto (1986).

41 * Now preserved in Barcelona. Museu Maritim, inv.3236.

4lst P. Chaunu (1979, p. 105). This zone of navigation would roughly be bounded by an approximate isosceles triangle 
with the Azores. Madeira, and the Canaries as the base, the African coast in the right side, and the Iberian Peninsula as a 
vertex in the north. Let it be noted, on the other hand, that the role of the Canaries as a stepping-stone for later voyages to 
the African coast is well attested, for instance, by the expeditionary agenda of Jean de Bethencourt. See be Canarien, ed. 
R.H. Major, 1872, p.102.
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Vivaldi brothers, the Majorcan seaman never returned to tell his story. Despite this, his 

adventure was recorded thirty years later in the Catalan Atlas of Abraham Cresques430. 

No toponymic mention is there made to the 'river of gold1, but cavo de buyetder’, 

intended for Cape Bojador albeit somewhat misplaced, is explicitly registered for the 

first time on a chart. Again, it is difficult to assess at the present state of research if 

Cresques got this latter place-name directly from a successful Majorcan expedition of 

which no record in the archives has survived, or indirectly from information 

exchanged at the terminals .of the caravan routes. In general, it should be borne in 

mind that the appearance of new lands on early charts did not necessarily mean new 

discoveries. Particular caution is thus needed in approaching ’cavo de buyetder’, for as 

shall be seen in due course, its documented discovery came almost half a century later.

Be this as it may, what is clearly evidenced from the depiction recorded in the 

Catalan Atlas and other charts of the period is that ’cavo de buyetder’ represented the 

southernmost limit of fourteenth-century coastal knowledge. Indeed, the charts where 

the outline proceeds down beyond that point exhibit an ill-defined southerly direction 

instead of the genuine southwesterly trend. Besides, the few place-names recorded 

along this stretch of coast, like for instance Gozola or Finisterra, are too vague and 

carry little conviction. In contrast, most charts show a steadily increasing wealth of 

place-names north of Cape Bojador431. Moreover, the sandy landscape of the Western 

Sahara coast did not passed unnoticed to Majorcan cartographers, and ascriptions in 

that region like ’plages arenoses’ became rather stereotyped in their charts. Finally, it is 

also worth noting that since Dulcert (1339) there are frequent mentions to the fishing 

activities in this part of the coast433.

Other than details from littoral, a still greater contribution of fourteenth-century 

Catalan-style charts is the rich variety of information they displayed of the inland 

Sahara regions. The most noteworthy geographical feature in this regard is perhaps * 422
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iai A well-known legend of this work reads: Panich Tuxer den Jacme Ferrer per anar al riu del or al gom de sen Lorens 
es a X de agost qui fo en l’any MCCCXLVT (loc. cit.).

4:i Cf. Y. Kama! (1926-38. vol.XIV. tlV. fasc. IV, fol.1468).

422 Dulcerts rubric reads: ‘lota esta riperia mans est desert nisi a piscatoris’ (loc. cit). For similar legends in other charts 
and further discussion on the matter, see Y.K. Fall (1982, pp. 158*160).



the characteristic design of the Atlas mountains. Their general appearance has b e e n  

evoked by modem scholars as similar to a cock's-foot or to a palm tree*23. C h a rts  

actually show this mountain range beginning at the very west of North Africa, close to  

the Atlantic ocean at the latitude of the Canaries, and elongating eastward parallel to  

the Mediterranean coast until Cyrenaica ('desert d'Egipte')*24, where it normally w a s  

divided into three branches (two in Dalorto's chart). In most cases, a curved n o rth ern  

prong in the central area, enclosing the city of ’Calamati’ or 'Caliman', south of A lgiers, 

was also routinely depicted (this would be the ‘cock's-spur).

The first attribute shown by the Catalan-style charts in the depiction of th e  

Atlas is therefore the enormous and somewhat fanciful extent conveyed for th is  

mountain range*25. The second would be a pretty stereotyped design which rem ained 

almost invariable over time. From Dulcert (1339) to late cartographers at the d iaspora  

like Jacobus Russus (1563)*26, one can easily recognise the way the Atlas was rendered  

on charts as a single model repeatedly copied with hardly any modifications. T he  

colour used for its design may eventually have changed, some shrubs and o th e r  

modest embellishment might have been added, but the original shape and position o f 

the Atlas lasted essentially unaltered for centuries.

A third most important characteristic of the Atlas displayed in Catalan-style 

charts is that, like in previous mappaemundi, it was not considered to be a closed 

unsurmountable frontier. All these charts show at a certain point south of m o d em  

Marrakesh a discontinuity in the range which indicates a pass called the Dra valley, 

also known by contemporary authors as Sus valley*27. A legend in the Catalan Atlas 424 425 426 427 * *

1 1 8

j:ï J. Rey Pastor and E. Garcia Camarero ( 1960, pp.24-25).

424 Accordingly to the depiction shown, a legend on the chart of Joan de Viladestes (1428), now preserved in the 
Topkapi Sarayi library, Istambul (n.1826), reads: 'Aquesta muntanya [Allas] te de les faldes de mar roch fins al desert de 
egipte' (loe. ciL). Cf. R Winter (1954).

425 The contemporary Libro del conosçimiento (c. 1350-60). composed by an anonymous Spanish Franciscan, 
determinded that the Atlas mountains 'are 1265 miles in length, which makes 891 leagues and two thirds' (ed. C. 
Markham, 1912, p.27).

426 Ms.896, Biblioteca General i Histórica. Univeristat de València, València.

427 A legend in the Catalan-style chan of Mecià Viladestes (1413). now preserved in the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris
(Rés. Ge. AA. 566), reads: 'Aquest loch es apelat val de dara. en altra manera val de sux* (ioc. ciL). Similarly, the
anonymous chan at the Bibloteca Nazionale Centrale, Firenze (port 16). says: 'Aquest pas es apellat val dara quai es sus' 
(loe. cit.).



written thereon reads: 'through this pass travel the merchants who go to the land of 

Negroes from Guinea’428. More specifically, the anonymous chart from the first half of 

the 15th century at Florence states that the precise destination of the merchandises was 

the King of Melli429. On the other hand, some Majorcan mapmakers reflected in their 

works the existence of another pass at the eastern end of the Atlas used by Islamic 

pilgrims in their way to Mecca430. It is thus fairly obvious that chartmakers with a 

workshop in the Balearics were fully aware of the established routes connecting North 

Africa with the Sahara.

Some early reliable details concerning trans-Saharan journeys were already 

contained in Carignano's map (first third of 14th century), who explicitly 

acknowledged an unnamed Genoese merchant settled in Sigilmessa as his source of 

information431. By that time, however, the Kingdom of Aragon had also excellent 

commercial relations with the Maghrib, and Catalan merchants were present in 

numbers at the most important markets of North-Africa432 433. This allowed the Majorcan 

cartographers to have at their disposal a considerable amount of details regarding the 

routes of caravan trade. Thus they were in a privileged position in order to improve on 

the previously known geography of the Sahara. In fact, an inquiry into the contents of 

their works tends to show that this was indeed the case. In the chart of Dulcert (1339) 

the Saharan nomenclature is already quite developed. Sigilmessa, the 'gateway to the 

desert' after crossing the Atlas, and drawn on the vellum with its characteristic
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°  Ter aquest loch pasen los mercaders que entren en la terra del nègres de Gineva' (loc. cit.).

42v 'e aquest pas pasan les marcadaries qui van al rey melli’ (loc.cit.). This Catalan-style chart is now preserved at the 
Biblioteca Nazionalc, Florence (port. 16).

43(1 A legend in the Catalan-style chart of Guillem Soler (late 14th c.), for example, reads: Per estes faldes desta 
muntanya van alscuns serayns en pelrgrinaige a mecha, losquals dien pus han vista ten priciossa cosa que no son dichnes 
de pus ver et eqetz aytal son dirigiz per sanies persones e devotes e fan los gran honor entrets' (loc. cit).

431 This information as well as the source is included in the following legend of the map: 'Ita defemnt coopertum os
omni tempore. Sunt liberi nec solvunt pedagia Saracenis, eo quod reputantur justiores aliis. Sunt legales mercalores. 
Accipiunt mercimonia el maxime argentum de Sigermesa et defferunt cum camelis ad Eulezem et Gunniam. Ponunt 
quadraginta dies ad cundum Eulezem per desertum arenosum. Defferunt aquam infra istas duas ci vitales. Quandoque 
submerguntur inter arenas subtiles si ventus validus cos invenit Quadoque mingunt sanguinem per calorem, quando sol 
est super suum zenit Hoc audivi a fide digno mercatore Januensi qui aliquando morabatur in SigeJmesa et habebat 
societatem cum eis’ (loc. cit.). Cf. Ch. de la Roncière (1924-27. voU, p. 113). who offers a French translation of this texL

433 Cf. G. de Reparaz (1947),



encircling river/is emphasized as the principal nerve-centre of further travels. The 

chart prominently echoes the route running from Tafilelt towards Mali and Ghana, 

signposting 'Buda' and 'Huletem' as the first stages.

The wealth of place-names stemming from the caravan trade is notably 

increased in the Catalan Atlas, including ’tembuch' (Timbuktu), 'geugeu (Gao) and  

’mayma’ (Niamey), from among the most significant. It is worth noting in this regard 

that the two latter settlements, just like 'buda', Tjajda’, ’sudam’ and others, are depicted 

by the Majorcan cartographer as a fortress on the top of a hill, whereas other villages, 

surely considered less important, are drawn in at ground level. Further differentiations 

can also be observed on account of the fortress itself, for this could be represented w ith  

a simgle or with various towers. Hence the author of the Catalan Atlas endowed the  

Saharan region with a rigorous stratification of the urban space. The use of these codes, 

however, was not necessary followed by ensuing cartographers. Gabriel Vallseca 

(1439), for example, seems on the whole to ignore this procedure.

The process of incorporing new additions as far as Saharan place-names are 

concerned still continued in other works like that of Mecia Viladestes (1413)°\ But 

apart from the desert settlements which sprung along the caravan routes, Catalan-style 

charts offer a wide rage of other motifs in the depiction of that region. Sometimes, the 

legends written on the charts give us a brief but vivid description of the Berber 

merchants, their customs, craftsmanship, means of transport, and general conditions of 

life414. Flags and coats of arms obviously emphasized the political status of a given 

region, and the design of animals and vegetation reflected to a certain extent the 

natural environment. Even the ’silence’ or absence of information on a map could carry 

great significance in certain circumstances* 435, as shall be seen below. In some cases, the 

hidden denotation of certain elements is only made evident from a close examination
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Settlements like ’legalist’ or rivers like 'flumen engelica', for example, are not seen in any o f the previous chans.

4)4 Abraham Cresques, for example writes in the Catalan Atlas: T ota aquesta pertida tenen gens que son embossats, que 
nols veu hom sino los uyls; e ran en tendes. e fan caralcades ab camels; e ay bisties qui han nom lemp e daquel cuyr fan les 
bones dargues' (loc. cil.). Viladestes gives a similar description, and some of the elements were already present in 
Carignano’s map (see above note 39).

435 J.B. Harley (1988).



of the chart. In this regard, it is curious to note for instance how the author of the 

Catalan Atlas attempts a picture of the religious distribution in North Africa: whereas 

the Christian villages of Nubia, subjected to Prester John, are depicted on the chart 

with a belfry crowned by a cross, the rest of African settlements south of the Atlas - 

except Timbuktu- are portrayed with a dome on account of their presumed Moslem 

status436.

The complete agenda as to the semiotic significance of Catalan-style charts is far 

from being exhausted with these cursory insights. There would be, for instance, much 

to say about the African sovereigns, the representation of whom changed with time in 

various respects: number, gesture, attire, external attributes, colour of the skin, and so 

on and so forth. Some of these issues will be taken up again later on; others, like that 

concerning Prester John, have already been hinted at previously. Though it would 

probably require a special study of its own to deal with these problems in detail, what 

has been said so far is enough for pointing out the interest of Catalan-style charts not 

only as a record of the first European expansion into the Atlantic but also as the 

earliest reliable insight as to various features of the inner landmass of Saharan Africa. 

Certainly, most of this information still came from the hearsay of merchants in the 

European colonies of North-Africa, but if compared with the erudite mappaemundi 

based on classical authority, portolan charts meant a great leap forward towards a 

more positive geography of Africa. A considerable portion of what has been 

previously named 'legendary horizons' was now turning out to be more 'geographical'.

As has already been suggested, maps tell us a great deal about the people who 

made them, the society or the social milieu to whom they were addressed, the 

conditions in which they were composed, and the purpose for which they were 

conceived. The answer to these questions would tend in advance to separate the 

tradition of mappaemundi from the family of portolan charts. The Majorcan artifacts, 

in particular, were mostly created by Jewish cartographers of North-African origin in 

the context of, essentially, a merchant and maritime society. Nevertheless, Catalan- 

style charts occupy a singular place in the total view of cartographic development. It

1 2 1

4)6 This fact has been pointed out by J.K. Fall (1982, p.206).
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would be misleading to think that they fully participate from the practical sense of 

their Italian counterparts. Nor can it be ignored that some of the geographical features 

contained in the Majorcan charts, like for example the course of the Nile, still came 

from the same erudite tradition of armchair scholars who produced the Hereford 

mappamundi. Finally, if one looks at the six sheets of parchment which form the 

Catalan Atlas, it can scarcely be said that this was a 'maritime' image of the world.

A major difference which still remains between the general logic applied to 

mappaemundi and early portolan charts is the absence of speculation about the 

geography of central and southern Africa in the latter works. However, a fifteenth- 

century development of Catalan-style charts largely ignored by modem scholars 

would complicate things somewhat.

2.2. Charting a world map.

Portolan charts and mappaemundi are in fact cartographic traditions less 

stranger to one another than modem historians have tended to admit. Certainly, one 

can easily find fourteenth-century codices containing world maps where the 

achievements of portolan charts are completely ignored. The most outstanding 

example in this regard would perhaps be the series of maps illustrating Ranulf 

Higden's Polychronicon (c.1390), which might have been a very popular work, for more 

than 120 copies have survived437. On the other hand, the widely praised 'turning point' 

of portolan charts, and more particularly their amazingly accurate depiction of the 

Mediterranean, is barely comparable with any of the visibles figurationes introduced by 

the Orosian mappaemundi we have previously looked at. Nevertheless, Gautier 

Dalché has recently stressed rather convincingly the intersections in the cultural 

domain which allowed the emergence of both traditions438. Marino Sanudo’s Liber 

secretorum fidelium crucis (1321) would provide in this respect an early example of their 

symbiosis. Vesconte's mappamundi included in this work clearly shows the influence

437C f.P. Barber (1995).

4,8 See P. Gautier Dalché, in Società Ligure di Storia Patria ed. (1992, pp.283-312).



of portolan charts in the depiction of the Mediterranean a circumstance which can also 

be observed in other ensuing world maps, even in England43’.

All these are nevertheless well known facts widely acknowledged and beyond 

discussion, as it is the means whereby Catalan-style charts assimilated a certain 

amount of motifs from the erudite tradition. But there is much less consensus in 

assessing the extent to which a segment of charts could have turned into the logic of 

mappaemudi. This is indeed a major qualitative leap which has passed largely 

unnoticed by most modem historians, probably due to the scarcity of evidence 

confirming such development. In what follows, I shall try to bring together the 

surviving material in order to enquire in depth how far the above-mentioned 

hypothesis can be carried. If from the premiss of a dynamic interplay between 

portolan charts and mappaemundi it has been argued in the previous subsection that 

Catalan-style charts were somehow ‘mapped’ in the fashion of erudite mappaemudi, it 

is now time to examine the opposite, that is the 'charting of world maps’.

Portolan charts were artifacts particularly suitable for the representation of the 

Mediterranean basin. Among various technical reasons which may well help to 

understand this fact, I shall stress here the correspondence between the size of the 

vellum which supported the representation and the scale allowing the desired area to 

be covered legibly. On the basis of charts drawn on a single skin of parchment, the 

European expansion into the Atlantic, and more particularly their progression along 

the west coast of Africa, seriously imperilled this equilibrium between size and scale. 

If a meaningful correlation of portolan charts with trading activity is accepted* 440, it is 

fairly obvious that a fifteenth-century draughtsman would be unlikely to incorporate 

the steadily growing African coastline into his work if this meant reducing the scale of 

the Mediterranean, the traditional centre of commercial exchange, unless the 

purchaser asked him to do so for a particular purpose.
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4W This would for instance be the case of the so-called Alsake world map. though the influence of portolan charts on this 
work is still very relative (the Bay of Sine for example is completely ignored). On the Alsake world map, see P.M. Barber 
and M.P. Brown (1992).

440 See T. Campbell, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, pp.444-45).



In the face of this problem/ several solutions could be envisaged. The first and  

most immediate one was just to ignore the newly discovered lands along the African 

coast. Though this might seem an easy way of avoiding the real difficulty, it was a  

strategy largely followed by fifteenth-century chartmakers. It is perhaps w orth  

recalling in this regard that when the west African coast began to be really attractive 

for trade, the Portuguese imposed their monopoly on it. In any case, the important 

point to grasp from the position adopted by most chartmakers is that their w orks 

cannot be assessed from a evolutionary perspective. Mediterranean-centred charts 

continued to be drawn long after the 15th century. Therefore, portolan charts depicting 

a larger extent of lands did not necessary mean a more recent date of composition. W e 

shall have the opportunity to see some outstanding examples of this when examining 

the Portuguese record of the African discoveries.

A second and perhaps more convenient way of bringing the new Atlantic 

findings together with the Mediterranean matrix whilst preserving the scale was to  

plot them in the form of atlases. These were roughly the equivalent of a loose chart 

spread over several vellum sheets to be handled like a book with a typical binding. 

One of the sheets would normally contain a representation of the Mediterranean, 

another might display Western Africa, and so on and so forth. On the whole, this 

convention was largely adhered to by Italian chartmakers from the early 14th century. 

However, the Majorcan counterparts which have survived did not come to light until 

late in the 16th century. It seems that in this lapse of time Catalan draughtsmen 

preferred to give an account of the wider world though a third distinct method of 

compiling, which consisted in assembling various sections of vellum and sticking them 

together in order to offer a larger surface for the representation. It is this latter strategy 

that eventually overlap with the logic of mappemundi. Particular attention will thus 

devoted to it over the next few pages.

Some early attempts to extend the range of the 'normal portolan' are already 

noticeable since the first Catalan-style charts441. The work of Dulcert (1339), for
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441 'normal portolan* is a term used by A.E. Nordenskiold (1897. p.16) to illustrate his theory of a prototype chart 
covering the Mediterranean and Black seas from which the actual chans were issued.



example, was drawn on two joined sheets of parchment, thus allowing the 

draughtsman to expand the territories represented. In addition, Gonzalo de Reparaz 

has argued that this work might originally have had a further section devoted to the 

East442. His hypothesis was taken up by Armando Cortesao, who stated more precisely 

that the vanished sheets were two443. Though there is no conclusive agreement on the 

matter, the fact that some geographical details at the eastern extremity of the chart 

appear to be hacked about seems to be an indication in favour of the thesis proposed 

by the Spanish historian.

A similar conjecture has been made regarding the anonymous Catalan-style 

chart from the first half of the 15th century preserved in Florence444, but in this case the 

geographical evidence at the right-hand margin of the map do not really permit one to 

presume the existence of further sections of parchment beyond the two extant ones. 

The only surviving chart-like representation which, beyond all doubt, shows the Asian 

provinces in detail on the basis of contemporary knowledge is the Catalan Atlas. This 

fact tends to distinguish the work of Cresques from other Catalan-style charts of the 

period. So much so that even its generally accepted alignment within the family of 

portolan charts can somehow be cast in doubt.

Abraham Cresques is not described in contemporary documents as a 

chartmaker but as a ’master of mappaemundi and compasses'445. Similarly, his work is 

referred to as ’mapamundi', ’mapamundum', or 'figura mundi’446. It is fairly obvious 

that these allusions alone cannot be taken by any means as conclusive evidence for the 

interpretation of the Catalan Atlas as a mappamundi, for since the earliest mentions to 

a portolan chart there is a manifest problem of terminology. In the first agreed 

documented reference to a sea chart, dating from 1270, the term mappa mundi’ is

442 See G. de Reparaz (1930. pp.80-82). (1440. p.300), and (1947, p.436).

444 A. Cortesao (1969-71, vol.II. pp.40-42).

444 Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Firenze, Port. 16. On the supposed further section to the east of this map, see A.R. 
Hinks (1929, p.9).

445 A. Rubio i Lluch (1908-21, vol.L. doc.CCCXXII, p.295, note 2).

446 The fust of these three epithets is written in Catalan, the other two in Latin. See respectively A. Rubi6 i Lluch (1908- 
21, vol.L doc. CCCXXH p.295; v o U  doc.CCCXXL p.294; voI.H doc. CCLX, p.253).
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used*47. This fact would nevertheless be significantly offset by the preference for the 

word carta' in Ramon Hull's Arbre de Sciencia (1295-96)***. There is thus a formal 

ambiguity of language regarding the framing of portolan charts within the established 

cartographic scene. The works produced in the Kingdom of Aragon, in particular, 

smack most of this ambivalence. Contemporary documents of the Catalan-speaking 

area reveal a rather indistinctive use of the terms 'mapamundi', ’carta de navegar' and 

'taules de navegar', when denoting the cartographic production**9. Nothing can thus be 

accorded with certainty on the sole basis of contemporary usage and terminology at 

this stage.

The title of the Catalan Atlas give us fresh clues as to the real nature of this work 

and the spirit which guided its execution: 'Mappamundi, that is to say, image of the 

world and of the regions which are on the earth and of the various peoples who 

inhabit it'*50. Let it be noted that there is a complete absence herein of keywords so akin 

to other nautical works of the period like 'sea routes’ or 'sailing directions'. Instead, the 

title stresses a ’terrestrial’ compromise within an encyclopedic mentality. It somehow 

recalls the standpoint of the fashionable compendia and summae of contemporary 

knowledge in the late Middle Ages. Like the Hereford or the Ebstorf maps, the Catalan 

Atlas can still be conceived in various respects as an illustrated encyclopedia of its 

time.

The affinity of Cresques' work with the erudite tradition of late medieval 

mappaemundi is reinforced if one observes attentively the way in which the Far East is 

depicted. We know in exceptional detail that the Majorcan cartographer was 

encouraged to draw this part of the world with special heed. Charles V of France, to 

whom the work was addressed, made known to Joan I of Aragon his keen interest in 447 448 449

447 Guillaume de Nangis, Gesta Sanctae Memoriae Ludovici, ed.1840. p.444 (quoted by T. Campbell, in J.B. Harley and 
D. Woodward eds. (1987, p.439).

448 'cana* was after translated as 'chartam' in the latin edition. See the quotations o f the significant passages of both texts 
in A. Cortesao (1969-71, voU, p.206).

449 See respectively A. Rubid i Lluch (1908-21, voLX, doc.CCLXV, p.251; vol.1. doc.CCCCDC p.364). Cf. also E.G.R. 
Taylor (1956,115-17) and T. Campbell in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (1987, p.375).

430 'Mapa mondi vol dir aytant con ymage del m6n e de les diverses etats del m6n e de les regions que s6n sus la terra de 
diverses maneras de gens qui en ela habiten* (loc. ciL).
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obtaining a mappamundi representing all that could be shown of the eastern and 

western parts of the world* 451. The cartographer certainly did his best to satisfy that 

requirement and worked in that direction from the available sources in Majorca. The 

final result is on the whole quite remarkable. It is the finest delineation of the East ever 

seen up to that time. There is a considerable wealth of details drawn from 

contemporary narratives of travellers in Asia. Hence some geographical features, such 

as the Indian peninsula, assume for the first time a recognisable form. These modem 

additions to knowledge are however inscribed within a much older framework. The 

very north-eastern extremity of Asia, in particular, is designed rather conventionally 

with the endurance of medieval conventions such as the tribes of Gog and Magog. 

Most importantly, the curved-like coastline in that margin of the map strongly recalls 

the circular shape of mappaemundi (see pl.15).

With this in mind, Gerald R. Crone has suggested that the Catalan Atlas might 

have originally been a circular world map, thereafter cut out into an east-west 

rectangle in order to satisfy the sponsor's demands452. If this proves to be true, the same 

assumption could eventually be presumed for the two 'lost' sheets of Dulcert's 

representation. The problem is that none of these hypotheses can actually be 

demonstrated from the surviving documentation at the present state of research. 

Though there are numerous references in the Catalan archives to lost ’mapamundis’ 

produced in the Kingdom of Aragon453, all the evidence so far is still purely 

circumstantial.

A series of contracts for 'mappamondi' agreed in Barcelona by Simone 

d'Andrea Bellandi on behalf of Baldassare degli Ubriachi in 1399-1400 may perhaps 

serve to dissolve, with further evidence, part of this uncertainty 45\  First of all, it must 

be strongly emphasized that this documentation tends to elucidate the ever recurrent
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451 Cf. A. Rubió i Uuch (1908-21. vol.L doc.CCCXXL p.294; voLL doc.CCLXV, p.251).

451 G.R. Crone (1978, p.20).

451 Cf. A. Rubió i Uuch (1908-21). J. Rey Pastor and E. García Camarero (1960, pp.51 -87) record in their 'elenco' a
dozen o f references to lost Majorcan 'mapamundis' during the 14th and 15th centuries.

4M See R.A. Skelton (1968).
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problem of language, for in one of the contracts, that of June 1339, a sharp distinction is 

made between cartas navigandi' and 'mapamundos. It thus seems to me quite clear 

that the commissioned works might have been world maps or mappaemundi and no t 

nautical charts. On the other hand, the stated dimensions of the works given in the 

contracts are also significant. They imply two maps of 310 x 150 cm each, and tw o 

other maps of 368 x 368 cm each, to be made from a model 329 x 329 cm. 

Unfortunately, the shape of the maps is not given, but if one takes into account that 

charts drawn on single skins of parchment range in size from 90 x 45 cm to 140 x 75 

cm455, it is obvious that the works contracted by Ubriachi were not of this latter kind. 

Not even the overall mounted panels of the Catalan Atlas are comparable in size. The 

only work which could be put in parallel as far as the dimensions are concerned w ould 

be the now disappeared Ebstorf mappamundi45*. Finally, there is also the evidence of 

the embellishment added to one the commissioned maps: 165 figures and animals, 25 

ships and galleys, 100 fishes, 340 flags, 140 trees, etc. On the whole that made a total of 

770 pictures, which is an amount that largely oversteps the framework of the portolan 

charts.

Yet the most convincing evidence in favour of the actual existence of 

mappaemundi-like representations in the Catalan style is given by the fact that tw o 

samples have survived. The first is a faded fragment of a circular map (c.1380) now  

preserved at the Topkapi Sarayi library in Istanbul457. Marcel Destombes has reckoned 

that this fragment only represents an eighth of the original depiction, that covering 

north-east Europe and part of Siberia458. It is thus impossible to study the idea of Africa 

from the extant piece of the map. Nevertheless, the fragment is big enough to infer 

from it beyond all doubt the circular shape of the original as well as its alignment 

within the cartographic practice developed in the Kingdom of Aragon. And most

4” G.R. Crone (1978. p. 12).

*** According to W. Rosien (1952. p. 13) the Ebstorf map measured 358 x 356 cm.

457 H 1828 (3), Topkapi Sarayi, Istambul. Reprod. by M. Destombes (1955) and (1964, pi.XXVII). See also Th.D. 
Goodrich (1993, p. 130).

458 M. Destombes (1964, pp.203-205).



importantly, it is decisive proof that Catalan-style charts did occasionally blend into 

mappaemundi.

This fact is bolstered by the existence of a still more important piece of 

evidence: the so-called Mappamondo Catalano Estense (c.1450-60) (pl.16)4*. The major 

significance of this work is that it confirms once and for all, as a complete and well 

preserved copy, the existence of at least one mappamundi-like representation in 

Catalan style. No less valuable and certainly more interesting is still to note that, in 

light of this map, the above-quoted references to 'mapamundis* found in the Catalan 

archives acquire a new dimension. For in view of the evidence gathered so far, it seems 

to me rather unlikely that none of the numerous lost 'mapamundis' were in fact an 

actual mappamundi or alike. If one takes into account moreover that some of these 

references made precise the character of the vanished depictions as a ’forma mundi en 

figura extensa’460, 1 am ready to venture that there might have existed not only a single 

copy but a tradition of Catalan-style mappaemundi. Certainly, this might not have 

been a very prolific cartographic genre, but contrary to George H. Kimble461, neither do 

I think that the Estense world map was a unique, exceptional creation. If future 

research proves the thesis of an extant tradition to be correct, I propose to name it 

'World Cosmographie Charts’. The reasons for this choice can be grasped from the 

study of the only extant copy.

2.3. The Catalan-Estense World Cosmographie Chart.

From the overall depiction of the Catalan-Estense world cosmographie chart, 

Africa stands out for its painstaking design and vast proportions. Contrary to the 

dominant tradition in medieval mappaemundi, Africa becomes in this work the 

largest part of the world, acquiring approximately the same size as Europe and Asia * ****
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C.G.A.1, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, Modena. The recent work of E. Milano (1996) provides an excellent 
reproduction from the original.

**** Cf. M. Fernández de Navarrete (1851, vol.D. p. 11).

«1Cf.G.H. Kimble (1934, p.7).



together462 *. As far as its details are concerned, it is obvious at a glance that the 

embellishment added to Africa is richer than that shown on any other section of the 

map. Furthermore, the comments and legends are very detailed, and the information 

they contain the most up to date. All this is particularly noteworthy in the African 

territories belonging to the northern hemisphere, for on the whole two distinct parts 

are clearly discernible: the upper half of Africa north of the equator, with a depiction 

much along the lines of previous Catalan-style charts; and the rest of lands 

underneath, purely hypothetical and almost devoided of decoration. I shall first 

analyse the former region beginning with an overview of the representation of the 

Atlantic coast.

The west outline of Africa is shown in detail beyond Cape Vert up to 'c. groso’, 

just placed at the same latitude where the line of the equator is drawn. The stretch of 

coast extending south of Cape Bojador up to that point stands out with more than 

thirty place-names. These and the general trend of the outline bear a marked similarity 

with the chart of Andrea Bianco (1448)*", though the direct connection between the 

two works is difficult to assess. Both are, in any case, the earliest cartographic record of 

the lands first glimpsed by Dinis Dias and Alvaro Fernandes.

Various details in the Estense map coincide to indicate that Cape Roxo 

(12°20'N) was indeed the southernmost limit of coastal knowledge in the 

draughtsman's mind. This is denoted by the text of a legend written nearby saying that 

’this cape [groso] is the end of the western parts of Africa’464. Secondly, there is the 

depiction of two offshore islands at same latitude which are clearly meant to stand for 

the Pillars of Hercules465. As is well known, it was a customary convention in medieval 

cartography to signify the outermost confines of current navigation in the Atlantic.

462 Africa was normally reduced to a quarter of the ecumene in the tripartite mappaemundi of the Isidorian type, 
although in a few cases it was considered to be the largest (see chapter 1 of part U). If one assumes that Egypt forms pan of 
Africa, one observes an increasing space conceded to this part of the world in the Orosian maps, which is quite noticeable 
for instance in the Hereford mappamundi. In no case, however, was it to be of a similar extent as is the case of the work we 
are now analysing.

4AJ F.260, inf (1), Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milano.

464 'Aquest cap es la fi de la terra del ponent de la part de Africa aquesla linea es an la equinocsialt...' (loc. cit).

44,5 A caption written below them reads: Hla de cades, asi posa ercules dues colones' (loc. cit.).
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Finally, albeit no less importantly, there is also the evidence of a change in the colour 

used for the delineation of the coast. If north of Cape Roxo the draughtsman drew the 

outline red, from that point southwards the pigment is green. According to Wilcomb 

E, Washburn4“, this seems to have been one of the standard strategies among 

cartographers of the time to distinguish the known lands from the purely conjectural.

Nevertheless, the coastline continues to proceed with a steady south-easterly 

trend. A huge gulf is thus formed in West Africa, the features of which seem to pre

announce the actual Gulf of Guinea. Interestingly, some of the geographical details 

depicted in this section of the Estense map bear a notable affinity with the description 

of an alleged journey made by an anonymous Spanish Franciscan through various 

parts of the world. As regards the prominent gulf in West Africa, the Castilian friar 

says in his Libro del conosgimiento (c.1350-60) that it 'enters for fifteen days journey from 

the [Atlantic] ocean'466 467. He also mentions, just like the map, another noteworthy feature 

depicted at the entrance of the gulf: the Mountains of the Moon. From them five rivers 

flow north and the fall into a great lake, which according to the Spanish friar is ’twenty 

days journey in length and ten in width'468. At that point, the map shows two other 

streams issuing from the lake: one flowing west towards the ocean which is named 'riu 

de lor'469, the other flowing east until it joins the Nile, after a short subterranean course, 

near 'Soan (Syene, present-day Aswan). From here the river turns north through 

Egypt and finally flows into the Mediterranean.

One can thus see here displayed, in essence, the twofold Nile of medieval 

tradition as shown in the Orosian maps. There are however a few nuances introduced 

by the Estense map which are important to stress. In the first place, there is no

131

466 W.E Washburn (1969).

467 Libro del conosfimiemo, ed. C. Markham, 1912, p.34

*** Libro del consfimiento, ed. C. Markham. 1912, p.34. For an attempt to modem identifications with the geography of 
the Spanish friar in that region, see J. Pavjot, in J. Aubindir. (1990, pp.141-157), esp.147.

464 The label 'riu dc lor' does not appear in any place-name of the map but its identity is inferred from a legend next to 
the Mounains of the Moon, which reads: ’Aquesta montay dien los sarysis mont gibe! catnar qui vol dir en nostra lingua 
mons de la luna, la qual montay es sobre la linja equinocsiall e as tant alia que del plus alt loch vauriem horn ab dues les 
tramuntanes; de aquesta montay venan rios per los quals fa un lach en la qualla safusia lor aqual es appellat riu de lor1 (loc.
cit.).



apparent connection in this work between the western branch of the Nile and the Atlas 

mountains region, as was suggested by Orosius and graphically translated into the 

m aps derived from him470. Instead, this role is played by the Mountains of the Moon 

which, owing more to the Arab tradition than the direct influence of Ptolemy, are 

placed along the west coast south of the equator. On the other hand, the eastern Nile in 

the Estense map flows, as in the Orosian tradition, from Paradise. But contrary to 

generalised belief, the author of the Catalan-style mappamundi places this Holy Site in 

Africa. As a consequence, we can notice in the Nile system displayed in the Estense 

map a somehow unforeseeable arrangement of given elements taken from previous 

traditions.

It is difficult to assess with certainty to what extent the author of the Estense 

m ap was original in laying out the hydrography of Africa as he did, for in previous 

Catalan-style charts the interrupted rectangular frame of the depiction does not allow 

one to appreciate this particular in detail. The riu de Vor (Senegal river) and the great 

lake in Western Africa, named 'lacq nilT in the Catalan Atlas and 'Palolus' in other 

maps, are routinely shown since Cresques in a noticeable amount of Catalan-style 

charts. The draughtsmen of these works, however, used to cut Africa off just a little 

below this geographical feature. We are thus unable to discern from these depictions 

whether the five feeders of the great lake -when shown- had their headwaters in the 

western Mountains of the Moon or somewhere else. The only exception would be the 

Catalan-style chart in Florence (port.16), where Africa is delineated up to the entrance 

of the gulf, hence including the high mountains and the five streams flowing into the 

lake. Unfortunately, these mountains go unnamed in the chart, but there are indirect 

indications to presume that they really represent the Mountains of the Moon. In the 

chart of Mecià Viladestes (1413), for example, the promontory is not shown but an 

enigmatic rubric label the lake reads 'montâmes del lor’. We know from the Libro del 

conosçimiento that there was a complete equivalence between the terms Mountains of 

Gold and Mountains of the Moon471. Therefore, the identification of the prominent
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47(1 Historiarum adversus paganos libri septena 1,2, 29. Cf. chapter I of section III in the present work.

471 Libro del conosçimiento, ed. C. Markham, 1912, p. 34.



elevations drawn in West Africa on the Catalan-style chart in Florence can scarcely 

offer any doubt. As in the Estense map, they must represent the Mountains of the 

Moon. Furthermore, I think it can also be presumed that if any of the lost Catalan 

’mapamundis’ were an actual mappamundi, or if as suggested by Charles de la 

Roncière472, Eva G.R. Taylor473, Marcel Destombes4'4, and Gerald G. Crone475, there 

existed an early extended prototype from which most Catalan-style charts were partly 

issued, it might have also included a design of the Mountains of the Moon/Gold in 

central West Africa.

On the other hand, the eastern arm of the Nile is named ’Gion’ and was said to 

have come from Paradise since the earliest Catalan-style charts47*. The same applies for 

later works of this kind, although in some cases such as the anonymous Catalan-style 

chart preserved in Naples (late 14th century)477 * *, the term 'Gion* is substituted by 

'Chales' (Cairo)473. In any case, the important thing to stress is that none of these works 

makes precise the place where Paradise is to be located. If in the mind of Majorcan 

cartographers this were to be found in the Far East, it ought to have appeared in the 

Catalan Atlas, which includes other medieval reminiscences touching that region such 

as the tribes of Gog and Magog. However, this work keeps silent in this regard. 

Simultaneously, Catalan-style charts used to exhibit Prester John in Nubia, south of the 

confluence of the two Niles. And as shown in a previous chapter, part of the kingdom 

of this fabulous sovereign was often linked to Paradise. Furthermore, the proximity of 

both is also emphasised by the Libro del conosçimiento*n. There is thus a reasonable basis
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473 Ch. de la Roncière (1924-27, voti, p. 118). 

m  E.G.R. Taylor < 1928, pp. 129-44), esp. 134.

474 M. Destombes. dir. (1964, pp.219-20).

475 G.R. Crone(1978, p.24).

476 In this regard, Dalorto writes in his chart: 'Fluvis Gion qui descendit de paradiso terreno' (loc. cit.). Similarly, a 
legend in Dulcert's chart reads: Pluvius Gion qui descendit de montibus paradisi' (loc. cit.).

477 Ms.8.2, Biblioteca Nazionale Vittorio Emanuele IO, Napoli.

471 On thè etymologica! identity of 'Chales' or similar terms to  Cairo, see H. Winter (1954, pp. 1-12). esp.3, fn.8

47v Cf. Libro del conosfimiento, ed. C. Markham, 1912, pp.35-37.
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for hinting at the possibility that, like in the Estense map, the Terrestrial Paradise and 

the sources of the Nile located in Africa formed part of the Catalan-style tradition of 

'mapamundi'.

As demonstrated by the Estense map, Paradise was conceived as a delectable 

place harbouring the image of Adam and Eve, the tree of life in between, and just 

below the latter the fountain which divides afterwards into four rivers that go forth 

and water the world. One of these streams, as already noted, is meant for the 

Gion/Nile. There is also the depiction of other nine trees denoting the leafy garden of 

Eden. Finally, it is worth noting that around the northern border of this Holy Site six 

mounts are depicted. From a caption next to them we leam that these are named 

'monts de diamants’, said to be the guardians of the Terrestrial Paradise480. From the 

image depicted it appears they acted as a ring of fire which flares up to heaven. 

Perhaps with the exception of the location of Paradise, the whole portrayal is much in 

line with Isidore of Seville, who is explicitly quoted in a long legend explaining the 

overall picture of Eden481.

The presence of the Monts de Diamants encircling the forbidden garden may 

perhaps equally well be interpreted as a sign that Paradise was not intended in the 

Estense map as a shady meadow but rather as a delightful summit of very high 

mountains482. Various reasons would support this idea. The first is that belief in a 

Paradise placed at the summit of very high elevations provided an easy, convincing 

explanation why the waters of the Flood failed to penetrate therein. Besides, one must 

take into account that Paradise was thought to be unattinable by man and closer to 

Heaven that any other place on earth. Finally, there is an argument particularly 

suitable to the Estense map, for Paradise is there depicted just on the line of the 

equator. If one takes into account that at that time it was commonly agreed that this

480 ‘Monts de diamants los quais son an guardia de paradis teranall' (loc. cit.).

481 Cf. Isidore of Seville, Etymotogiae* XIV, 3,2-3. The legend on the Estense map referred to reads: ‘Aquesta regio es 
paradis teranall Jo quall es molt delitable loch en lo quai paradis as murât tôt le foch los quais puien trofins alceil en k> 
quall es larbre de vida... del dit paradis hix una ffont la quai separatix en quai parts la hu eufrates lartra triges laltra trageon 
lalrra fnxon,.. de aquest lac parla ysodoms dient que paradis teranall es miga de laquinocsial! lo quai es molt delitable loch 
sens comparacio an lo quall es paradis teranall' (loc. cit.).

482 On the different natures of Paradise in the Middle Ages, see A. Graf (1964, vol.l pp.1-238).



was precisely the latitude with the hottest climate on earth, it was unthinkable that an 

ideal garden, temperate and embellished with flowers of many sorts, watered by 

murmuring streams, could be placed there. Only'by virtue of the fact that increasing 

altitude inverted the average temperatures at this latitude was there a solution to this 

seeming contradiction. This is thus the only way of conceiving the location of Paradise 

on the equinoctial as shown in the Estense map.

Another noteworthy feature included in the Estense map is the so-called Reif 

Benicaleb, designed with a vignette on the shores of the gulf of Guinea east of the 

Mountains of the Moon. Whereas the iconography of the other five sovereigns 

represented on the map (rey melli1, Tey dorgana', 'rey de nubia’, 'presta iohan', and 

'solda babilonia') had been progressively settled with the evolution of Catalan-style 

charts from Dulcert to the anonymous chart in Florence (port.16)“3, the black king 

Benicalep makes his first appearance here within this cartographic tradition4*1. A 

legend nearby comments on the image in the following terms: 'this people are named 

by the Saracens benicalep, which in our language means dog or son of dog, for they 

look like them. They communicate with each other by barking... They have no law and 

fight against other Saracens who are subordinate to the emperor Prester John.'4*5

This equally is the first time that a monstrous race like the Cynocephali is 

mentioned in a map of the Catalan-style type. The particular choice for the figure of 

dog-headed people in relation to the Saracens is also quite a symptomatic one, for this 

was a fairly widespread association during the Middle Ages in both East and West* 484 485 486. 

The relative remoteness of the Moslems and their religious heresy from the Christian 

perspective might somehow be related to this reputed monstrosity. Besides, news of 

African aborigines using the mask of a beast for their religious practices and warfare

481 Cf. Y.K. Fall (1982. pp. 183-191).

484 This feature can, however, be approached through a few more contemporary maps of Italian origin which shall be 
analysed in the next chapter. Cf. K. Kretschmer (1897, p.102).

485 'Aquesta generacio de ges apellan los sarains beni calep vol dir en nostra lenga ca fill de cha com lur cara es semblant 
a qual qui galpexin entra els sentenen per aquelles altres gens e  noan lig neia ho nanguna ans guaragin ab altres sarains los 
cuals son sotsmezos al anperador presta iohan' (loc. cit. >.

486 Cf. J.B. Friedman (1981, pp.67-69). On the problem of Cynocephali in more general terms, see also H. Cordier 
(1890).
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or, similarly, the fact that many Egyptian deities were figured with an human b ody  

and with an animal head, might also have eventually had some influence487. In any  

case, the reference to a monstrous race in the Estense map is quite unique. Its first 

sporadic appearance was in fact the only one within the Majorcan cartographic 

tradition. No other Catalan-style chart assumes in its imagery a parallel impetus from  

the lore of monsters. The only occasional acquiescence allowed in this regard, to be  

found in the early charts of Dalorto and Dulcert, is barely comparable to the fantasies 

of the Orosian mappaemundi. Both Majorcan works coincide to describe the deserts o f 

upper Egypt as being full of 'animalia monstruosa', but this was limited to the  

leopards, tigers, basilisks, serpents, and elephants488. A century later, Joan d e  

Viladestes agreed to label these animals in an analogous legend of his 1428 chart, th is 

time written in Catalan, as ‘bistias salvatges'489. On the whole, it is safe to conclude that 

the Catalan-style cartographic tradition turned the 'mythical horizons' into a m ore 

'legendary' character in the same way as it this latter ones had progressively became 

more 'geographical'.

Leaving aside other geographical details of the northern half of Africa depicted 

by the Estense map on similar fashion to the ongoing tradition of Catalan-style charts, 

we turn now to the study of the southern extent. As already noted, both parts (upper 

and lower) are clearly recognisable by a narrow bottleneck in the landmass south of 

the equator, constituting on the western side a long gulf from the Atlantic mentioned 

above, and opposite, an analogous inlet from the Indian Ocean south of Paradise in 

Abyssinia. After the strangling thus created, the landmass widens out again and ends * ***
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4X7 Cf. Ch.J.S. Thompson (1930, p .l 19); J. Baltrusailis (ed.1983, p.27).

*** The legends of Dalorto and Dulcert. curiously written in Latin, read respectively: 'Habet autem dcserta multa Egyptus 
superior in quibus sunt molta animalia monstruosa. Ibi pardis. ligrides, basilischi, aspides, serpentes oribiles, ellefanti et 
alia multa que modo non describing (loc. cit.) and ’Nota quod Egiptus habet deserta mala in quibus sunt multa animalia 
monstruosa. Ibi pardi, tigrides, basilischi. aspides et serpentes oribiles et defames' (loc. cit.). All these animals were 
routinely included in the medieval bestiaries. Cf. Bestiario Medieval, an anthology edited by L Malaxecheverria (1993). 
The most surprising is the inclusion of the elephant, for in Dulcert's chart it appears in the typical theme of 'elephant and 
castle', which might seem to indicate a certain familiarity with this animal. On the elephant in medieval legend and an, see 
the scholarly work of G.C. Dmce (1919).

4X9 Deserts egipte on ha moltes bistias salvatges e tuques de diverses linatges on null horn pet habitar’ (loc. cit.).



at the southernmost extremity by a great arc parallel to the surrounding ocean, which 

conforms the circular frame of the map.

Stressing the natural division between the two parts, a waterway links the 

eastern and the western gulfs along the bottleneck. Therefore, the first and most 

immediate problem that this laying out of lands poses is to know if, in the 

cartographer's mind, this southern land was somehow connected to the northern half 

or, on the contrary, it was thought to be a detached section of terra australis in the line 

of the Cratesian theory490. At a glance, the depiction would seem to confirm this latter 

thesis. Firstly, because the river crossing the mainland south of the equator from east 

to west literally segregates the lower half landmass as an independent territory from 

the rest of the world. Second, its distinct nature is emphasized by the fact that, contrary 

to the way in which the rest of emerged lands are depicted, the southern extremity 

lacks any embellishment or geographical features. The only noticeable detail is a 

solitary legend which reads: 'Africa begins at the river Nile in the land of Egypt and 

ends at Gutzola towards the West; it encompasses all Barbary and the land of the 

South:491

It is precisely the text of this legend that provides the counter-argument to the 

one just entertained. Indeed the place in which the caption is written and the 

expression used to end it seems to indicate that the author of the Estense map intended 

the southern extremity to form part of Africa. This assumption would moreover be 

supported by the fact that, contrary to the theory of Crates, the water body which 

divides Africa into two parts does not seem to be an impassable obstacle but simply 

the course of a river or of a narrow waterway. If one looks closely at the depiction, it 

will immediately be realised that there is a city depicted on its northern bank, the 

name of which ('emolec'?) is written on the other side. Hence the cartographer did not 

mean the watercourse to be but a single stream crossing the village. Otherwise he
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490 Cf. section IL chapter 2, of the present work.

491 ’Africha comensa al flum de nilles en les parts degipta e fenex en Gutzola vert ponent circuit iota la barbaria e la part 
de mig jom ’ (loc. cit.).



might had surely signposted the place-name of the city somewhere close its depiction 

on the northern bank.

It is thus difficult to assess with certainty what the real intention of the 

draughtsman was when depicting the extention of the southern landmass. Most likely, 

he was the victim of an ill-defined ambiguity stemming from his attempt at bringing 

together a mixture of the two mentioned lines of argumentation. In other words, he 

recorded the most recent Portuguese discoveries in West Africa removing any other 

detail for which he had no positive evidence but, simultaneously, he advanced a 

reasonable framework on account of tradition in which it would be later possible to 

insert the ever growing information obtained from new expeditions. He seems to have 

drawn a Catalan-style chart within the outline of a traditional mappamundi 

transforming the ’mythical horizons' of the latter into blank space.

However plausible this might be, the general problem concerning the way in 

which the Estense map was composed is still far from being resolved. It would be 

necessary to determine, if possible, the ultimate source of information which served as 

the author’s model in establishing the shape of the southern landmass in his work. In 

this regard, the vast majority of scholars who have approached the Estense map have 

unanimously agreed on an Arab origin, often forgetting that both the western gulf and 

the southern landward expanse of unknown territories had been hinted at by 

Ptolemy492 493. As it is well known, Greek culture was preserved in Byzantium during the 

early Middle Ages and then taken over by the scholars of Islam, who translated the 

major works into Arabic from Syriac versions493. In the case of Ptolemy's Geography the 

complete translation was concluded in the 9th century494. His work was thus available 

by the time the earliest surviving set of maps from the corpus of Islamic cartography 

was composed, these belonging to the so-called 'Balkhi school of geographers'495. It was 

precisely one of its members, Ibn Hawqal (d.c.367/977), who first reflected a

492 Cf. Geography. IU  J5; VH5.5.

493 R. Walzer (1945).

4vJ G.R. Tibbets, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward, eds. (vol.II, bk.L 1992, p.99).

495 Cf. G.R. Tibbets. in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward, eds. (vol.II bk.1, 1992, pp. 108-136).
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I knowledge of Ptolemy in his works, if only through translation into Arabic. This is

J particularly noticeable in his version of maps known as Ibn Hawqal III, which includes

j • a world map of unmistakable resemblance with the outline of Africa exhibited in the

i Estense map**1. In both works, Africa is strangled south of the equator by two gulfs
i
, reaching in from the east and the west. Furthermore, both depictions show a rather

undefined southern extension of Africa which, ultimately, is liable of being traced back

to Ptolemy.

, Nevertheles, Ibn Hawqal has never been explicitly pointed out as a possible

J source for the depiction of the Estense map, possibly because of the difficulty in

1 demonstrating how a Majorcan cartographer could have had material access to this

I work. The author most frequently quoted with regard to the possible Arab influence

on Catalan-style cartography since Konrad Miller first hinted at this hypothesis is al- 

l Idrisi (493/1100-560/1165)w. Indeed, the world map contained in his Nuzhat al-
i
I mushtâq fi'khtirâq al-dfdq (548/1154)**, also known as the Book of Roger, was on the

whole more influential within the sphere of Islam than any other work of the same 

I kind. Much like the Ptolemaic tradition in Europe, al-Idrisi's authority was held in
i
I esteem among his co-religionists long after his maps ceased to serve any useful

1 purpose until the 17th century**. However, it cannot be ascertained convincingly at the

i present stage of research that there was any influence of al-Idrisi on early Renaissance

t Europe. It is worth recalling in this regard that the first abridgment of his work, in

1 Arabic, appeared in Rome as late as 1592. Eight years later it was translated into Italian

i
i
i
i

4W> For the maps of the Batkhi school I follow the classification system proposed by G.R, Tibbets in J.B. Harley and W,

1 Woodward, eds. (vol.H bk.I, 1992, pp.l 12-14 and fig.5.3). An example of the world map in the version Ibn Hawqal in  is
now preserved in Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale (Ms. Arabe 2214, fois.52v-53), reprod. by K. Miller (1926-31, vol.IH, 
pl.24).

41,7 Cf. K. Miller (1926-31, vol.L bk.3, p.51). For a recent approach to the cartographic work of al-Idr_s_, see S.M. 
Ahmad, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward, eds. (vol.Il, bk.I, 1992, pp.l56*174).

4Vlt Six manuscripts of this work containing the world map have survived. See references and reproductions by S.M. 
Ahmad, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward, eds. (vol.H bk.L 1992, figs.7.1 to 7.5, pi. 11, and appendix 7 .1 ).

4W Cf. S. Soucek, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward, eds. (vol.IL bk.1, 1992, p.285).



but not published. Finally, a complete Latin version was issued in 1619 under the title 

Geographia nubiensisw.

Before this time, the influence of al-Idrisi in western Europe -if any- was surely 

indirect. The work of Ibn Khaldun, which included a world map nearly identical to 

that of al-Idrisi501, might possibly have been more accessible to Majorcan scholars than 

the original Book of Roger. But again, there is still much to learn about the precise 

material means whereby the commercial activities of the Kingdom of Aragon in North 

Africa fostered the circulation of Arab geographical knowledge in the Balearics before 

these and other questions stressed in this chapter can be properly answered. 

Nevertheless, if we pull the main threads of evidence developed in this section 

together, I think there is enough basis at the present state of research to presume that, 

contrary to the Italian tradition of atlases, Catalan-style charts did occasionally blend 

into a particular kind of mappaemundi during the 14th and the 15th centuries5“. If 

only a single complete example of this cartographic family has survived, it is possible 

to conclude from its twofold nature that the here named world cosmographic charts 

were somehow the lesser scientific charts of the time and, simultaneously, the most 

accurate world maps.
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*KI On the publications and translations of the Nuzhat al-mushtaq, see S,M. Ahmad, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward, 

eds. (vol.IL bk.L 1992, p.158).

301 Cf. F. Rosenthal's edition o f the Muqaddimah (1980. voLL pp.l09*16 and note 43).

502 This hypothesis is also pointed out by Tony Campbell but without developing the argument. Cf. T. Campbell, in J.B. 
Harley and D. Woodward, eds. (vol.L 1987, p.394).



3. FROM THE MIRROR OF THE OCEAN: AFFRICA WITHIN A 'WORLD- 
ISLAND'.

’A nd I laugh to  sec h o w  m a n y  have ere now  d ra w n  m aps of the w orld , n o  o n e  of 
them  show ing  the m a tte r  reasonably; fo r they d ra w  the w orld  as ro u n d  as if 
fashioned by  com passes, encircled by the  river o f O cean.’

HERODOTUS

The view of the ecumene as a 'world-island' was not new in the late Middle 

Ages. It was already present in Strabo”5, and was taken up again thereafter by 

Christian cosmography owing to a synthesis of the four Aristotelian elements 

together with belief in the providential congregation of waters. In a previous 

chapter, we have looked at the graphic reflection of this concept on the Isidorian and 

Sallust maps. It has also been shown that cartographers influenced by Orosius made 

a considerable effort to portray the ecumene in less diagrammatic form, but their 

works still exhibited the emerged lands enclosed by a narrow encircling 'river' 

somewhat undefined. Only the draughtsmen of portolan charts conceded a distinct 

entity to the ocean, but when blended into mappaemundi this type of work still 

retained a great deal of the crude geometrical features shown by their predecessors, 

particularly when depicting the southern edge of the world.

On the whole, our analysis of medieval mappaemundi so far has largely 

privileged a terrestrial perspective'. It was however the Ocean which first shaped 

the world, including the southernmost fringe of Africa. The rim of water exhibited in 

medieval cartography not only girdled the known lands on all sides but also 

betrayed a historically specific world view. When the outer frame of mappaemundi 

began to be discussed as a consequence of the re-discovery of Ptolemy at the 

beginning of the 15th century, much more than the shape of a map was being 

brought into question. It is thus worth studying the late developments of medieval 

cartography using the metaphor of the ocean as a speculum geographicae. 503

503 Strabo. Geography, 1,1,8. Note, however, that this work was not translated into Latin until 1458.
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3.1. Encircling waters.

The ocean was depicted in m ost medieval m aps as a narrow undefined b an d  

encircling the emerged lands in harm ony with the Homeric ’Oceanus river'*”. T his 

schematic feature should not however by any means be taken as an indication of th e  

full extent of the water element in the imagery of the Middle Ages. Quite th e  

reverse, the ocean was generally thought at that time to be an inmensus pelagus 

loaded of unfathomable mysteries. Its narrow river-like aspect in m edieval 

mappaemundi simply arose from the absence of any motivation for extending its 

width at that early stage. For, unlike the Christian ecumene, the surrounding sea w a s  

the huge realm of non-humanity. It w as an alter orbis opposed to the orbis terrarum on  

which human life takes place. It is thus no t surprising that medieval encyclopedias 

did not devote much space to the them e of the ocean* 505.

The purely geometrical depiction of the ocean in the early Isidorian 

mappaemundi appear somewhat m ore nuanced in the cartographic w orks 

belonging to the Orosian family. Four prom inent gulfs penetrating from the o u te r 

edge inland were then routinely shown: the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, the Persian 

Gulf and the Caspian Sea, which on account of Orosius was also held to be an arm of 

the ocean506. In some instances, like the Hereford m appam undi, the encircling rim  

exhibits a fairly sinuous outline, particularly  noticeable on the shores of the northern 

hemisphere. The Bay of Biscay ('Sinus Aquitanicus') and  the Baltic Sea (’Sinus 

Germanicus') shown in this work, for example, are somehow recognisable. On the 

southern half, on the contrary, only the Arabian Sea with its two customary gulfs, 

the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, are delineated with a distinctive form.

This process of 'geometrical entropy ' was accentuated in world maps of the 

14th century507. The two extant m appaem undi by Paolino Minorita (c.1320) and the 

series of circular world maps by Pietro Vesconte (c.1321) contained in Sanudo's Liber

w  Cf. Homer, The Iliad, X VIU, 606-607.

505 Cf. D. Lecoq, in Society Ligure di Storia Patria ed. ( 1992, pp.255-281).

506 Cf. Historarum adversus paganos libri septem, I, 2, 48.

507 The term 'geometrical entropy* is taken from C. Jacob  (1992, p.175).



Secretorum Fidelim Crucis illustrate in this regard the first stages of a wide-ranging 

tendency*08. Paolino’s main achievement lies in the precocious use of portolan charts 

for an accurate depiction of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea within the context 

of a circular world map. Apart from the area of the normal portolan’, the 

representation of the encircling ocean is also noticeably improved if compared with 

the Hereford mappamundi. In the northern hemisphere, the most remarkable 

feature is that the Caspian Sea is no longer a gulf of the ocean but a closed water 

body in the mainland. For this detail, Paolino had most likely made use of the 

information available in the pontifical court at Avignon, notably Rubruc's 

Itinerarium3**. On the other hand, the outline sketched by the ocean in the southern 

part of the world is perhaps less sinuous than the northern half, but one still cannot 

fail to notice therein two outstanding features: to the west, a prominent entrance of 

the sea which, long before the Catalan-Estense world cosmographic chart, might 

prefigure the Gulf of Guinea; to the east, a widened Arabian Sea which seems to 

foreshadow the depiction of the Indian Ocean. As a result, Africa is better shaped in 

Paolinos world map than in any other previous cartographic work.

Vesconte's world map was largely drawn from Paolino's mappamundi. Both 

works bear a great resemblance, but Vesconte’s experience as a chartmaker -the first 

we actually know in his name- does not pass unnoticed in several details of his 

representation. He drew in a network of rhumb lines, even running across wide 

expanses of land where they could be of little use. The outline of the Mediterranean 

is improved and the Baltic Sea, with the characteristic Scandinavian peninsula, are 

now clearly recognisable. The British Isles are also rendered more realistically, and * 500
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508 The two copies of Paolino's work are preserved in Rome (Biblioteca Apostolca Vaticana. Vat. Lat. I960. 
fol.264v) and Paris (Bibliothèque Nationale. Ms. Lat. 4939, fol.9). As for Vesconte's world map, copies of it are 
found in Brussels, Florence, London, Oxford, and Rome. I have used for the present study one of the extant copies in 
London (The British Library, Add. Ms. 27376, fols. 187v-188).

500 Guillelmus de Rubruc was the first to draw the correct geography of the Caspian as a closed sea through 

experience (Cf. Itinerarium, XVIII, ed. C. Kappler and R. Kappler, 1985, p. 127.), albeit this feature had already been 
hinted at by Herodotus (Cf. History, 1.203) and Aristotle (Cf. Metereoiogica, II.I, 354a), Rubruc's findings were soon 
echoed by Roger Bacon (Cf. Opus majus, IV, ed. Belle Burke, 1928, pp.372-73; 382) and then by a number of other 

authors.



the Caspian maintains the correct delineation as a closed sea. There is however little 

improvement as far as the waters of the ocean surrounding Africa are concerned.

A century later, there was not much more progress in the depiction revealed 

by the two copper plates which riveted together form the so-called Borgian world 

map (first half 15th century)510. Its general appearance recalls the Hereford 

mappamundi more than the works of Paolino and Vesconte. Contrary to these 

Italian cartographers, the anonymous author of the Borgian map completely ignores 

the developments of the portolan charts in Southern Europe with respect to the 

depiction of the Mediterranean, although in other regions he might have made some 

use of Catalan prototypes5'1. Well known lands like the Iberian peninsula and Italy 

are drawn on the m ap as a square and rectangle-like respectively. The outer rim of 

the ocean is narrower than in its Italian counterparts, and the traditional gulfs giving 

shape to the landmass are less accentuated. In the delineation of the African coast 

(the top in the map) there is still no apparent acquaintance of the author with the 

contemporary Portuguese navigations. And yet, he drew in a number of different 

ships around the world, including Africa. This fact does not allow to presume, as 

suggested by A.E. Nordenskiold, that the Borgian map was the outcome of a 

traveller512. It nevertheless raises the problem of assessing to what extent the author 

meant with this feature contemporary belief in the possible circumnavigation of the 

ocean or if, similarly to the Isidorian semiological artifice of naming the unknown513,
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510 Borgiano XVI, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (now exhibited in the galleries of the Vatican Museum). 
There are extant engraved copies of this work in various European libraries, namely in the Bibliothèque Nationale, 
Paris (Rés. Ge. C. 4875).

s"  This latter fact is particularly noticeable in the geographical information concerning the region o f the Atlas 

mountains. A discontinuity in this range denoting the Sus valley, for example, is labelled with the traditional 
heading: 'transitus in terra nigrorum' (ioc. cit.). Despite this, the general ignorance of poitolan charts in the depiction 
of the Mediterranean, together with the Gothic writing on the map, has led M. Destombes (1964, p.329) to presume 
that the anonymous author o f the Borgian map was o f transalpine origin, perhaps from Bavaria.

5,2 A.E. Nordenskiold (1891).

513 Isidore of Seville may be ranked among those authorities who believed in a limitless ocean which was 
impossible to cross (Cf. De natura rerum. XL, 3). This notwithstanding, he tried to apprehend this vast space by 
partitioning it into different seas, the names for which came from the known world adjacent. Thus he divided the 
ocean into mare Gallicus, Germanicus, Scythicus, etc. (Cf. Erymologiae, XIII, 15,2).



he simply tried to dispel with this technique the eventual dangers and the 

conceptual difficulty posed by an undefined expanse of water.

The design of vessels on the rim of a medieval m ap could certainly denote a 

zone of regular shipping, a navigation of particular relevance, or at least the 

cartographer’s belief that such events really took place in the past. Alternatively, a 

vessel depicted in the outer ocean of a mappamundi might just have played the role 

of familiarising an unknown space, of bringing the non-human geography of the 

ocean within the sphere of men’s horizon without the need of actual experience. 

Such were the graphic powers of a map. Hence, only an overview of the prevalent 

ideas in the Middle Ages regarding the possibility of sailing around the world will 

allow us to decide if the ships drawn on the ocean of the Borgian map were of literal 

or symbolical significance.

The issue of possible oceanic navigations around the world during the 

Middle Ages has been the object of some misunderstanding. Two of the most 

celebrated and influential authorities of the time, Saint Augustine and Isidore of 

Seville, were absolutely against this prospect. From a theological standpoint, the 

bishop of Hippo reminded to his readers that ’the idea is too absurd to mention that 

some men might have sailed from our part of the earth to the other and have arrived 

there by crossing the boundless tracts of ocean'514 515. In his turn, the Spanish 

encyclopedist concluded categorically in his De natura rerum (612-15) by saying that 

'the ocean was impassable for men’315. Among the presumed dangers which might 

eventually have to be faced in order to accomplish an exploit of that magnitude 

there was the mare concretum in the northern seas and the boiling waters in the 

south516, not to speak of the risk of finding sea-monsters or the abyssus at any of the 

edges of the world517.

314 De civitate Dei, XVI, 9, ed. E. Matthews Sandford and W, McAllen Green, vol.V, p.51.

515 De natura rerum, XL, 3, ed. J. Fonaine, 1960, pp.306-308.

516 The first person which seems to have visit the frozen sea or 'mare concretum' was Pytheas of Marseilles. 

According to Pliny (Histaria naturalis, IV, 16, 104), this is to be found at one day’s sail from the mythical Thule. As 
for the boiling sea in the torrid zone, see for example Honorius Augustodinensis. Imago mundi. I. 32-

5,7 From the many authors who deal with sea-monsters, I shall just put forward the example o f the Liber 
monstruorum de diversis generibus, II, 1, where it is said that the races of monsters living in the ocean are without
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Albertus Magnus (1193-1280) reveals in his De natura locorum that he was 

fully aware of these and other difficulties which would involve a circumnavigation 

around the world-island. This notwithstanding, he ¿oncluded in a famous passage 

of this treatise that, allowing for all the presumed obstacles which one may find, it 

was certainly 'difficult but not impossible’ to cross the ocean from north to south 

through the torrid zone318. It would therefore be misleading to think that the 

reluctance of the Church Fathers to adm it the possibility of oceanic navigations was 

consensual in medieval thought. Contrary to what could be expected after the 

objections of Saint Augustine and Isidore of Seville, belief in a seaworthy ocean 

never completely collapsed. As a m atter of fact, a stream of thought in that direction 

had always existed since antiquity, and it remained alive throughout the Middle 

Ages. A brief review of the principal milestones in this tradition, paying particular 

attention to the possibility of a southern passage around Africa, would surely make 

some of the features depicted on medieval maps more understandable.

If we are to believe Herodotus, the southern shores of Africa were known to 

the Mediterranean world as early as 600 B.C. At that time, during the reign of Necho 

II of Egypt, a Phoenician-manned ship seems to have successfully circumnavigated 

Libya (Africa)519. Other attempts followed, but they appear to have failed in 

achieving the final objective520. During the Roman period, there was also a 

considerable num ber of oceanic navigations, both towards the northern and the 

southern latitudes. Most of these material was ultimately compiled by Pliny the 

Elder and Pomponius Mela in the first century of our era. If we take into account 

that the geographical description of these authors was made according to the

any doubt infinite in number. As far as the concept o f ’abyssus’ is concerned, see Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae. 

XIII, 20, 1.

5,8 'Legi ego quaereda cum cujus philosophiciis: quare no sit transitus a quarta aquilonari per torridam ad quartam 
mcridianam... Quondam vidi homines qui causa quaerere non transire dicat esse in accessibiles monies reuptos et 
desenos. Sed mire videt se undique sunt tales inaccessibiles ut nunquam possint transire. Unde in omnibus credo his 
veriis esse eodem difficilis sit transitus et non impossibilis.' Albertus Magnus, De natura locorum, VII, ed.1518, 

fol.96. Author’s italics.

519 Cf. Herodotus, History, IV, 42.

520 For a detailed analysis on the navigations along the African coasts in Antiquity, see J. Desanges (1978, pp.3* 
173).



popular formula of the periplus or coastal survey, it is not surprising that both 

stated as a necessary premise of their narrative the actual circumnavigation of the 

ecumene in general and that of Africa in particular“ '. The same applies for the 

Neoplatonist Marianus Capella, who kept alive the ongoing tradition during early 

medieval times. His De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii evinces an ample use of Pliny's 

material in order to stress the idea that the ocean was navigable right around the 

known world. More specifically, he argues that the possibility of sailing the northern 

seas was proven by the voyage of the fleet under the patronage of Augustus. As far 

as the eastern waters are concerned, he puts forward the example of the 

Macedonians fleets across the Indian Ocean and the Caspian Sea under the reigns of 

Seleucus and Antiochus. Finally, he confirms the complete circumnavigation from 

the south and west on account of the explorations carried out by the ships of 

Alexander the Great, by wrecks reported during the reign of Caligula, by the 

voyages of Hanno and Eudoxus, and lastly by a reference to certain Indians who 

had been carried off their course by storms to Germany“2.

This wealth of detail displayed in the works of Pliny and Capella would 

never be found again during the central Middle Ages. In that period, the notion of a 

girding ocean was generally taken for granted but, under the influence of the 

Church Fathers, most authors were rather reluctant to commit themselves to the 

possibility of an actual circumnavigation. Nevertheless, the Navigatto Sancti Brcndani 

illustrates that some oceanic voyages were thought to have taken place. Although 

many of Saint Brendans episodes are most likely to have been of fanciful nature, 

they enhance the existence of a noticeable seafaring tradition. It is also worth noting 

that the exploits of Saint Brendan had a considerable repercussion on medieval 

geography from the ninth century onwards and a remarkable reflection in maps 

from the 13th to the 17th centuries* 323. From a more academic point of view, the
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521 Cf. PI ini us. Historia naturaiis. O, 67. 167-170; Pomponius Mela, De chorographta, HI. 9. 89-91. ed. C. 
Guzman Arias, 1989, p.99.

522 Martianus Capella, De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii, VI. 617-621. Compare Capella's repon with Plinius. 
Historia naturaiis, II, 67, 167-170.

323 Cf. A. ConesSo (1969-71, vol.I. pp.246-249).



continuity of descriptive surveys of the ocean around the world in the central 

Middle Ages was assured by the eighth-century Comographia often ascribed to 

Aethicus of Istria, but now generally believed to be composed by Virgil of 

Salzburg524. The author largely used the authoritative experience of Alexander the 

Great to affirm the circumnavegability of the ocean, bu t in several instances he even 

claimed to have sailed most of it personally525. So once again, it cannot be said that 

the entirety of geographical thought flowed through the patristic period without 

heed of the oceanic reality. What has been just set above gives us reasons enough to 

presume that the view of Saint Augustine and Isidore of Seville was not 

unanimously shared by all the scholars of the time.

Apart from Latin Christianity, the notion of a world-island encircled by a rim 

of water was also present in Islamic geography and cartography from the earliest 

extant corpus: the so-called Balkhi School. Al-Mas'udi had already noted in the 10th 

century that all the seas were linked though the ocean526. His contemporary al- 

Istakhri attempted to measure the w idth of this encircling ocean from northwestern 

Africa to China, concluding that it was 400 days’ journey527. It cannot however be 

necessarily assumed from these facts that the Balkhi School of geographers firmly 

held the theory of an entirely navigable ocean. The influence of Ptolemy was very 

present in their works, and even if contrary to the Alexandrine the Indian Ocean is 

never shown in the maps as completely landlocked, the southernmost fringes of the 

world, including a possible maritime passage to the Atlantic, were generally 

considered as 'terra incognita' where judgement should be suspended. The only

524 See the introduction to the facsimile of the Leiden Ms. by T.A.M. Bishop (1966).

525 The following passage would be quite representative of the general attitude of the author 'Nos vero nec 
reprehendimus sed miramur, quia philosophorum argumenta nonnulla legimus, sed nec tanta dixisse, nec lantum 
mundi circuitum et mare oceanum aliquem peregisse arte navale ad insolas inaccessibiles reperimus sicut islum cum 
ille Historiam se exortum fuisse scribat, et de aquilonale parte vicinas insolas Meoparotas, et Bizas, Orcadas et alias 
quam plurimas et nauticos earum gnarus in sequente volumine narrat.', Cosmographia, 1. 22, ed. H. Wuttke. 1991, 

P 13-

526 Quoted by W.G.L. Randles (1959, p.8 n.32).

527 Quoted by G.R. Tibbetts, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds (vol.H, bk.I, 1992, pp. 121 -22). See also Ch. 

Issawi (1952, p.120).



Islamic tradition completely at variance with Ptolemaic precepts, and thus 

theoretically able to foster the idea of a possible oceanic circumnavigation, were the 

maps based on al-Birùnl (d. after 442/1050). More than any other author, he indeed 

explicitly envisaged a connection of the Indian Ocean with the Atlantic through 

narrow channels along the south coast of Africa. There is real proof of this link -he 

said- although nobody can verify it personally as a eyewitness'528 529. His sketch map 

showing the distribution of land and sea illustrates this idea by rejecting the eastern 

bulge of southern Africa towards Asia so common in contemporary Islamic 

cartography329.

This notion of 'narrow channels' linking the Indian Ocean to the Atlantic is 

somehow similar to the above-mentioned 'difficult but not impossible' passages of 

Albertus Magnus, who wrote his works just after the influx of new knowledge 

which came into western Europe from the first translations of Greek and Arabic 

classics. It would, however, seem to me very hazardous at the present state of 

research to establish a direct linkage between al-Bïrünî and the German scholar. His 

contemporary Roger Bacon (c. 1214-94) also took advantage of the intellectual 

picture drawn from the early recovery of the classical legacy preserved in Islam. 

When discussing in his Opus majus the extent of the habitable world, Bacon criticises 

the abstract calculations of mathematicians and invokes the nautical reports 

gathered by Pliny in order to state that the Indian Ocean does join the Atlantic along 

the south coasts of Africa530. Another thirteenth-century scholar who argued on the 

matter in the same direction from Southern Europe was Riccobaldo da Ferrara. 

More explicitly than the English Franciscan, he not only considered Africa as 

bounded by the ocean but, in compliance with Martianus Capella, his De locis orbis 

put forward various examples to show that the sea route officially inaugurated 

thereafter by Vasco da Gama was already practised in both ways since Antiquity531.

528 Quotation taken from Abu al-Fidâ's Taqwïm al-buldûn, where he echoes al-Binini’s ideas. See Géographie 

d ’Aboulféda, traduite de l'arabe en français, ed. J.T. Rainaud (1848-83, vol.II, pp.15-16).

529 Y. Kamal (1926-51, l.IU, fasc.III, fol.7I(M 5) gives four versions of this map.

530 Roger Bacon, Opus majust IV, ed. R. Belle Burke, 1928, pp.329-330.

531 See De locis orbis. II, IV, 8, 1-2.

149



Not long before the actual circumnavigation of Africa by the Portuguese, the 

use of classical authorities to warrant this possibility was still rather generalised. 

This is attested, for instance, by Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, elected Pope Pius II in 

1458). Based on the evidence of Pliny, he clearly supported the idea of oceanic 

sailing around Africa in his unfinished Historia rerum ubique gestarum (1477)53:. It 

should however be noted that despite the progressive recovery of Greek and Roman 

classics from the 12th century onwards, the overall legacy of Antiquity available to 

thirteenth and fourteenth-century cosmographers was still rather limited. Some of 

the former authors encouraging the view of an utterly seaworthy ocean around the 

ecumene, such as Pomponius Mela, were largely unknown through the Middle Ages 

until the very end of the period533. It was not therefore on account of his De 

chorographia that the outline of the emerged lands exhibited in medieval 

mappaemundi was drawn534. As we have seen in the tradition of written sources, it 

was mainly on the basis of other popular works like those of Capella and Pliny that 

the notion of possible circumnavigation endured in m aps along the stretch of time 

heretofore considered. In this regard, it is for instance quite clear that the author of 

the Hereford mappamundi (c.1290) might have likely had at hand the text of the 

Historia naturalis when, in the rubric of an island depicted in the southern part of the 

encircling ocean named 'Malichu', he not only assumed that the whole tract from 

India to Gades was navigable but also attempted to offer the distance of this route 

with figures that roughly correspond to those of Pliny535.

Turning now back to the Borgian map, it has just been shown that there were 

sufficient geographical and cartographical grounds alive in the early 15th century 

for a mapmaker to depict a series of ships around the world. Whether by these

53_ Cf. Historia rerum ubique gestarum, II, ed. F. Socas, 1992, pp.6-7.

533 On the medieval circulation of Pomponius Mela, see C.M. Gormley, M.A. Rouse and R.H. Rouse (1984).

534 One of the few examples in which this occurs is the small map contained in copy of the De chorographia 
dating from 1417 and now preserved in Reims, Bibliothèque de la Ville, Ms. 1321, fot.I3. It is reproduced in 

Santarem's Atlas (ed.1989. fig.25).

535 The legend on the Hereford map reads: 'Malichu insula Ethiopie a Drepano promunctorio quindecies C 
passuum distal. Hinc ad Seenam insulam CCCCXL passuum, Inde constat totum litus navigabite hie esse quod ita 
poluit mensurari* (loc. cit.). Compare this information with Pliny, Historia naturalis, VI, 34,175.
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means the cartographer intended to transmit to the map viewer a literal message 

regarding circumnavigation or if he was just making an iconographical 

appropriation of the unknown oceanic space, it is difficult to decide with certainty. 

Most likely, he was personally convinced that men could sail around the world as 

had already been done in ancient times. In that sense, the Borgian map would just be 

the reflection of a presumed past event, hence carrying on the periplus world-view’ 

tradition popularized by the Greek geographers. The Borgian map was drawn, 

however, at a time when the Portuguese Crown began to explore systematically the 

sea route to India, a fact which seems to have been completely ignored in the 

depiction. In light of, the ships designed on the Borgian map must necessarily 

acquire a symbolical dimension. Suffice it to compare in this regard the Borgian map 

with the contemporary mappamundi by Andrea Bianco (1436) in order to realise 

how different the strategy could be even if both used analogous graphical means**.

As with the Borgian map, Andrea Bianco emphasized the navigability of the 

ocean using the figure of the ship (see pl.17). But unlike the former representation, 

the Venetian cartographer only depicted one vessel. As if focusing the attention of 

the map's spectator towards the most interesting explorations of the moment, the 

ship designed by Bianco plies through waters of the south-west Atlantic. It is 

certainly placed far beyond the actual discoveries, but by 1436 Gil Eanes had 

already successfully rounded the mythical Cape Bojador*’7, thus encouraging the 

Portuguese dynamic of continuous voyages southwards. This fact may perhaps have 

led Andrea Bianco to presume a rapid exploration of the west African coast in the 

near future. Still, he never took it for granted, as did the author of the Borgian map, 

that there was an easy passage towards India. The world map of Andrea Bianco 

shows Africa bounded by the ocean but, not far beyond the depiction of the ship, 

just in front of the southernmost shores of the ecumene, the Venetian cartographer 

notes the existence of a ‘nidus animation'. Here he drew in a couple of winged sea- 536 537
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536 The circular map by Andrea Bianco (1436) is contained in an atlas of ten leaves now preserved at the 
Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana. Venice (Cod. ìl Z.76).

537 On the cosmographic significance of rounding Cape Bojador. see W.G.L Randles (1961).



dragons, a hanged person, suggestive perhaps of the realm of death, and finally an 

odd monstrous creature which I have been unable to identify.

Taken together, Bianco's depiction of the southern edge of the world can be 

summarised as follows. Africa is shown to be completely bounded by the ocean in 

line with the world-island concept and on the basis of the evidence put forward by 

classical authors like Pliny and Capella. Part of this sea route to India was known to 

have been explored in his days by the Portuguese, and given that a major difficulty 

like Cape Bojador had been surmounted, Bianco might have thought that it w as fair 

to presume that voyages were still to proceed southwards along the west coast of 

Africa for some time. The ship depicted in these latitudes would then signpost the 

furthermost limit which m odem  experience and heresay from the Mediterranean 

trade with the Muslims could sanction. From that point on, the representation 

evinces his conviction that medieval fears and dangers were not completely absent 

in the remaining tract of ocean. This is precisely the point which distinguishes the 

cartographic logic applied to the Borgian map from the work of Andrea Bianco. 

Whereas the ships on the former depiction denote an oceanic view anchored in the 

evidence of Antiquity, the vessel designed by the Venetian mapmaker signifies the 

ambivalent amalgam of certainties and beliefs characteristic of the late Middle Ages.

Apart from the graphic device of drawing ships on the ocean, whether factual 

or symbolical, a different way of approaching the problem of the African 

circumnavigation at that time is illustrated by two other outstanding works: the 

mappamundi by Albertin de Virga (1411 or 1415)538 and the world map included in 

the so-called Atlante Mediceo or Medici atlas (first half 15th century) (pl.l8)S39. A most 

remarkable feature on these depictions is that, contrary to previous mappaemundi,
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538 The mappamundi has been missing since an auction in 1932, and recent notice by A. Durst (1996) does not 
provide any further news on the present whereabouts. It has been reproduced in its original size by Y. Kamal (1926- 
51, t, IV, fasc. III. fol. 1377). On the two possible dates o f the mappamundi, see F.R. von Wieser (1912, reprinted

1976).

539 Ms. Gaddi 9, fol.2v-3., Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Firenze. It should be noted that despite the name 
given to this work, the atlas never belonged to the M edici but to the Gaddi family, also from Florence (see S. Gentile 
ed., 1992, p.37). The dating of the world map has been the subject o f much discussion among modem scholars, with 
some supporting the calendar’s date of 1351 and others convinced of later retouching into the early 16th century (M. 
Destombes dir.. 1964, p.207). For a more recent assessment, taking not only the world map into account but also the 
other sheets of the atlas, seeT . Campbell, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (vol.I, 1987, p.448).



they do not show the southern fringes of the ecumene running parallel to a narrow 

encircling ocean, which in turn conforms to the circular frame of the map. Quite the 

reverse, Albertin de Virga and the anonymous author of the world map contained in 

the Medici atlas depicted a wide expanse of water rather autonomous from the 

outline of emerged lands. The Atlantic and the Indian oceans shown in their works 

do not appear as undefined sections of an outer band concentric to the orbis terrarum, 

but as two interlinked expanses of water with a fairly distinct entity. As a result, the 

'Mari Oziano Magno' drawn by Albertin de Virga does not just involve the emerged 

lands like the rim of a wheel but, combining dissimilar expanses of water, it really 

shapes the known world with a new distinctive outline. This is moreover 

particularly noticeable in the way Africa is rendered.

In the works of Paolino and Vesconte, and also in the Borgian map, the part of 

the ecumene drawn in greater detail was always the northern half. In the 

mappamundi of Albertin de Virga and in the world m ap of the Medici atlas, the 

tendency is inverted in favour of the southern half. Most importantly, the 

furthermost extremities of Africa do not conform to the circular frame of the map. 

Unlike any other previous map in the West, they both exhibited the characteristic 

triangular form of Africa ending with its distinctive tip. The world map of the 

Medici atlas, in particular, prefigures the broad features of the coast discovered by 

the Portuguese at the very end of the century with astonishing resemblance.

Despite this precocious delineation of the African outline, closer to reality and 

at variance with the previous tradition, it should not be concluded that there was a 

late medieval circumnavigation before Dias or Vasco da Gama providing new 

acquaintance with the southern fringes of the world. The Terrestrial Paradise 

designed by Albertin de Virga at the southernmost tip of Africa shows that this 

stretch of coast was not drawn on account of first-hand experience. On the other 

hand, it would also be misleading to think that the portrayal of Africa displayed in 

the Medici atlas was just the product of pure fantasy*0. As early as 1320, the Chinese 

geographer Chu Ssu-pen produced a large map where Africa is clearly shown as a 540

540 On the various and often contradictory opinions which the portrayal of Africa in the Medici atlas has aroused 
among historians of cartography, see H.T. Kimble (1974).
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narrow peninsula, triangular in shape, and with the characteristic southern tip541. 

These features were almost exactly repeated in the m ap composed in 1402 by the 

Ming cartographer Ch'uan Chin*42. If we take into account that the Arab settlements 

in southern China can be traced back to the 8th century onwards, it is not 

unthinkable that this geographical knowledge might have been transmitted into 

southern Europe in the late Middle Ages through Islamic mediaton543 544. Otherwise, 

the depiction of Africa shown in the Medici atlas would remain an enigma.

The three extant mappaemundi executed by Giovanni Leardo (1442. 1448, 

1452-3)S4J are also somewhat puzzling, particularly in their portrayal of southern 

Africa. All the copies show a similar outline of the ecumene encircled by a continuous 

ocean. As with the previous work of Andrea Bianco, Albertin de Virga and the 

world map of the Medici atlas, Leardo emphasized the tendency towards a 

progressive distinction of the different oceans which, joined together, formed the 

outer rim of water. One can thus see in his works the Atlantic labelled 'Mar di 

Spagna’ and the Indian Ocean named 'Mare Indicho’. Both delimit respectively the 

west and east coast of Africa, which are shown with considerable detail, at least in 

the upper half. The southern extremity is also designed with an unexpected sinuous 

outline, a fact which distinguishes the maps of Leardo from other contemporary 

works. However, the exceptional achievement of Albertin the Virga and the world 

map of the Medici atlas rendering Africa triangular-like with a tip end is completely 

ignored in the mappaemundi of Leardus, who designed the southernmost extremity 

even more widely than the Mediterranean coast. It is thus fairly obvious that the 

rhythmic succession of headlands and bays shown in the southern fringes of the
i

world are purely conventional. The lands coloured in red at this latitude and a 

legend nearby saying that this is 'Deserto disabitado per caldo’ bring us back to the

541 Reproduced by Kuei-sheng Chang (1970, fig .l).

542 Reproduced by Kuei-sheng Chang (1970, fig.2). See also Fuchs (1953).

543 On ihe relations between China and Africa through the Middle Ages, see T . Filesi (1962).

544 Preserved respectively in the Biblioteca Comunale, Verona; Biblioteca Civica Bertoliana, Vicenza; and the 
University o f  Wisconsin. Milwaukee. According to M. Destombes (1964, p.208), there is documentary evidence 
regarding a fourth mappamundi by the same author executed in 1447,
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notion of the 'torrid zone’ and reinforces the suspicion that the circumnavigability of 

the ocean in Leardo’s mappaemundi was not stated on account of contemporary 

experience.

Other examples which illustrate how the idea of world-island endured 

through the first half of the 15th century are the so-called Genfer Sallust map*4*, the 

mappamundi included in a Calendarium antiguum romanum (c.1455)*4*, and one of the 

small circular m aps designed on the margins of a manuscript version of Dati’s La 

Sphera*1. They all showed an encircling ocean, presumably seaworthy, on the eve of 

the Great Discoveries. But on the other hand, the hydrographical system of Africa 

displayed on the mappamundi contained in Dati’s poem evinces as well the 

influence of another theoretical framework which came to light after the recent 

recovery of Ptolemy's Geography. It is important to note that the cartographical 

authority of the Alexandrine was not just confined to the design of the interior of 

Africa. He had also a noteworthy impact on the ideas regarding the extent and 

distribution of land and water on the globe, and thus in the shaping of the ecumene.

3.2. Tangential lands.

Claudius Ptolemy (c.90-168 A.D.) enjoyed a considerable prestige among 

Latin astronomers since the twelfth-century translation of his Mathematiké syntaxis, 

also known as Megalé syntaxis and Megiste syntaxis, or simply as the Almagest. When 

a manuscript of his Geographikè uphegesis (Guide to Geography) reached Italy at the 

very end of the 14th century, probably through the Byzantine scholar Manuel 

Chrysoloras, and was completed its translation into Latin by Jacopo d ’Angelo da 

Scarperia around 1410, Ptolemy spread his authority into the cartographical field as 

well. Among other major contributions to the geographical science of the time, this 

treatise in eight books offered contemporary mapmakers the coordinates for more 545 546 547
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545 Ms. Lai. 54. fol.43v. Bibliothèque Publique et Universitaire. Genève. Cf. K. Miller (1895-98. vol.Dl. pp. 141- 
143).

546 Ms. Ashb. 967. fol. 11, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana. Firenze.

547 Ms. Med. Pal. 88. foL14v, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana. Firenze.
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than eight thousand places and the instructions for representing the sphere in maps 

through three different geometrical projections*48. None of these mathematical 

techniques had ever been seen in Western cartography during the Middle Ages. 

Hence Ptolemy's subsequent reputation among mapmakers.

The study of Ptolemy's geographical work was initially conducted in 

Florence. It was the chancellor of th is . city, Coluccio Salutati, who invited 

Chrysoloras to come to Italy to teach Greek in the Florentine Studium. It was one of 

his pupils, Jacopo d’Angelo, who completed the first translation of Ptolemy into 

Latin under the title Cosmographia, although it would eventualy become known 

under its more correct name of Geography*49. Jacopo d'Angelo's manuscript did not 

include the cartographical apparatus, but a few years later, also in Florence, 

Francesco di Lapacino and Domenico di Buoninsegni translated the 27 maps of the 

so-called A-recension into Latin*50. W ith or without the cartographical illustrations, 

the fact is that from then on Ptolemy's Geography began to be copied in numerous 

manuscripts of the 15th century. In Florence, this task involved the workshops of 

distinguished artists and cosmographers like Pietro del Massaio, Nicolaus 

Germanus, and Henricus Martellus. Similarly, it aroused the interest of celebrated 

humanists like Palla Strozzi, Ambrogio Traversari, Niccolò Niccoli, and Paolo dal 

Pozzo Toscanelli. Moreover, the mathematical contents of the Alexandrine could not 

pass unnoticed by architects like Leon Battista Alberti or Filippo Brunelleschi548 549 550 551. 

Outside Tuscany, Ptolemy's Geography awoke ever greater interest across the rest of 

Italy552. And most importantly, there was a noticeable amount of codices produced 

beyond the Alps, as shall be seen in due course.

548 See O.A.W. Dilke, in J.B. Harley and D. W oodward eds. (vol.I, 1987, pp. 177-200).

549
The term 'Geography' did not exist at that time, so it might have seemed a superfluous neologism in Jacopo 

d'Angelo's mind. On the difference between 'geography' and 'cosmography', see Ptolemy’s Geography, I. 1.

550 On the differences between the manuscripts that Fischer named A and B 'redaction', see O.A.W, Dilke, in J.B. 
Harley and D. Woodward eds. (vol.I, 1987, pp.269-71 ).

551 Cf. S.Y. Edgerton (1974).

552 On the circulation of Ptolemy's Geography in Florence and the rest o f Italy during the 15th and 16th centuries, 
see M. Milanesi, in L. Lago (1992. pp.93-104).



Ptolemy provided a new theoretical framework from which the ecumene was 

conceived and a new method for representing the known territories into a map, all 

of which initially clashed with the traditional world picture of the Middle Ages. 

Portolan charts had noticeably altered but did not transform, in the short-term, the 

image inherited from medieval mappaemundi. They allowed for a more precise 

depiction of the central areas of the ecumene without modifying the circular frame 

when blended into mappaemundi. Although both cartographic families were fairly 

divergent in their scope, it was still possible to reconcile them into a single world 

picture, named by David Woodward maps of transitional type and 'carte di sintesi' 

by Marica Milanesi533. Ptolemy’s method of apprehending the world, on the 

contrary, was in direct opposition with the tenets of Christian geography. According 

to the Alexandrine, there was no privileged region of the ecumene whose 

geographical features could be overestimated, like for instance Southern Europe or 

the Holy Land, but a single scale which must respect the proportions of the entire 

area represented. Every point in the map should be fixed through its precise 

coordinates in longitude and latitude, not by an approximate location of lands 

determined through subjective hierarchical principles of religious and ethnocentric 

nature. The shape of the map is never determined a priori but given must issue from 

the projection used for better rendering the sphere into a planar representation. It is 

thus evident that the Ptolemaic matrix could not be superimposed in one go on to 

the framework of medieval mappaemundi.

This structural discrepancy 'in the large did not hinder, however, a seminal 

effort of adjustment 'in the small', like for instance the delineation of a particular 

stretch of coast or the design of a river. It has already been noted in this regard that 

some of the mappaemundi contained in Dati's cosmographical poem showed a 

Ptolemaic course of the Nile whilst preserving the traditional circular frame and the 

modem outline of the Mediterranean basin on account of portolan charts. On the 

other hand, there was a parallel process of emendation within Ptolemy's inner logic 

from the time that Claudius Clavus first added a ‘tabula nova' to the original maps,

533 See respectively. D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (vol.I, 1987, pp.296-99. 357*58|: M. 
Milanesi, in Institut CanogrMic de Catalunya ed. (1993, p.2I).



though this is in the end a development which does not directly concern us here for 

the moment. A more significant evidence of the fragile but growing compromise 

between the Ptolemaic and the Christian-nautical traditions is illustrated by the 

cartographical activities carried out at the University of Vienna and in the 

neighbouring Augustinian monastery of Klostemeuburg in the second quarter of the 

15th century* 554. Although only coordinate tables survive for the earliest versions of 

the circular world maps produced by this cartographic school, some other later 

derivatives have been preserved. It will be thus interesting to examine in w hat 

follows how the reception of Ptolemy in these circular maps eventually affected the 

depiction of the encircling ocean, and therefore the shaping of Africa seen so far.

Let it first be recalled that one of the most important Ptolemaic principles for 

the present discussion is that he conceived a terrestrial continuum between Africa 

and Asia which rendered the Indian Ocean a land-enclosed sea. Both the portrayal 

upon Ptolemy's world map and the text of the Geography support this idea (see 

pl.26)55S. Some doubts have been arisen, however, with regard to the authorship of 

Ptolemy's maps. Indeed, the difficulty of reconstructing in detail the transmission of 

Ptolemy's work through the early Middle Ages allows to consider the possibility 

that the Geography, in its extant forms, was not directly the product of Ptolemy’s 

original work but more likely the compilation of a Byzantine scholar of the fifth o r 

sixth century named Agathodaimon556. In any case, the problem of how m uch 

Ptolemy actually contributed to the surviving versions of the Geography is not of ou r 

direct concern here. It is only really important to know whether Renaissance 

cosmographers attributed this work to him or not, and in this regard there is no 

room for doubts: all Renaissance scholars firmly believed that Ptolemy's own hand 

was responsible for the whole cartographic edifice contained in the Geography, and it
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554 Cf. D.B. Durand (1952).

5ii See Ptolemaeus, Geography, II, 1 ,5  and VO. 5 ,5 .

554 On the dispute concerning the origin of Ptolemy's Geography. see L. Bagrow (1945) and E. Polaschek (1970).
In the same direction, but focused on Ptolemy's conception of the Indian Ocean, see W.E. Washburn (1985). Finally,
on the Agathodaimon enigma see O.A.W. Dilke, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds. (vol.I, 1987, pp.271-72).



was under his authority that we shall see the idea of a closed Indian Ocean reappear 

in fifteenth-century mappaemundi.

It should also be noted that this concept of a land bridge connecting the last 

known points of eastern Africa with southern Asia shattering belief in 

circumambient ocean was not single-handedly introduced by Ptolemy. Long before 

the Alexandrian geographer, Hipparchus (c.190 to post 126 B.C.) had already argued 

against the notion of a world-island, setting forth in its place the hypothesis of land- 

endosed oceans557 558 559 560. Aristotle also tended to approve this idea. Those who imagine - 

he said- that the region around the Pillars of Heracles joins on to the regions of 

India... are not suggesting anything utterly incredible.'“1 The fact that elephants are 

a species to be found at the extremities of both lands would support, according to 

the Stagirite, this theory of terrestrial linkage. Even Herodotus, who had reported 

the successful Phoenician circumnavigation of Africa, felt himself in the obligation 

to add at the very end of the account, rather sceptically, that this is what they said. 

Some may believe it, he concluded, 'though I do not'w.

From a more mythical point of view, the origins of the idea that there might 

be obstacles in the sea preventing the African circumnavigation also had much to do 

with the legend of Atlantis. This was introduced by Plato (c.429-347 B.C.) in two of 

his Socratic dialogues, the Critias and the Timaeus. In the latter work, we are told that 

one day violent earthquakes and floods occurred in Atlantis, an island of the 

Atlantic ocean which was larger than Libya (Africa) and Asia together. As a 

consequence, the tale goes on to say that the island was swallowed up by the sea 

and suddenly disappeared. Hence, added the Athenian Critias concluding the 

account, 'the ocean at that spot has now become impassable and unsearchable, being 

blocked up by the shoal mud which the island created as it settled down.*540
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557 Cf. Strabo. Geography, 1 ,1.9. Sec also A.J. Letronne (1831).

558 Aristotle. De caelo, II, 14. 298a, ed. W.K.C. Guthrie, 1971. p.253. It should however be noted that the same 
author seems to have held the opposite opinion in another work (cf. Metereolofica. II. 5 .362b).

559 Herodotus, History, IV, 42, ed. A.D. Godley. vol.IL 1975. p.24|.

560 Plato, Timaeus, 24-25. ed. R.G. Bury, 1975, pp.40-43.



Some reminiscence of the Atlantis episode together with Carthaginian 

propaganda stressing an unfriendly ocean in order to preserve their seaborne 

interests and trade monopoly may surely have been the responsible for all the 

obstacles in the Atlantic related in the Periplus compiled by Scylax of Caryanda 

(written in the 4th century B.C.). Reefs and mud banks are therein reported to have 

extended across the Atlantic from the outermost point of Africa to Europe, thus 

restricting the navigation in that area561 562. A similar pessimistic view concerning the 

navigability of the Atlantic is suggested in the pseudo-Aristotelian work De 

mirabilins auscultationibus, which reported that when the Phoenicians sailed beyond 

the Pillars of Hercules under an easterly wind for four days, they arrived at certain 

desolate places full of rushes and seaweed which were not covered with water362. 

The same theme was subsequently upheld during Roman times through works like 

the Ora maritima of Rufius Festus Avienius (4th century A.D.)563.

During the Middle Ages, the purported obstacles to navigation in the south 

Atlantic were not accounted to the sinking of Atlantis or any other phenomena akin 

but rather as a result of the intense beating of the sun upon the equatorial regions. 

The previously cited image of the ocean in the torrid zone suggested by Honorius 

Augustodinesis, according to whom the sea in these latitudes became agitated and 

boiled like a cauldron, was shared by other contemporary works derived from it 

such as the Semeianga del mundo (c.1223)564. That this activity of the sun involved a 

process of evaporation and thus augmented the saltness of the water was also 

largely acknowledged, as it is attested for example by Abelard of Bath565. Some 

authors like Gervase of Tilbury carried this idea so far as to accept that it would be

160

561 Cf. Scylax, Periplus, 112, quod, by V.H. Cassidy (1968, p.30).

562 Cf. Aristotle (pseudo). De mirabilius auscultationibus, 136, ed. W.S. Hett, 1963, p.309.

563 See in particular. Ora maritima, 113-29, ed. J. Gavala. 1992, p.VUI.

564 See Semeiartfa del mundo, 128, ed. W,E. Bull and H.F. Williams, 1959, p.93.

565 Cf. Quaestiones naturale s, 51, quod, by D. Lecoq, in Società Ligure di Storia Patria ed.(1992, p.261). See also 
J.K. Wright (1925. pp. 189-90).



impossible to circumnavigate the encircling ocean in a southerly direction, since the 

equatorial sea there would be too thickened into solid salt to sail through566 567.

It is thus evident from what has been set down so far that besides belief in a 

circumnavigable ocean there was also a long parallel tradition grounded upon the 

contrary assumption. This latter ’terrestrial hypothesis' was expressed in a wide 

variety of forms, ranging from the conception of graves and corpulentae equatorial 

waters to solid and emerged terrae incogrtitae that turned the Indian Ocean into a 

land-enclosed sea. Claudius Ptolemy was not by any means the first to formulate 

this hypothesis. As previously noted, he simply echoed what a number of other 

authors had formerly hinted at. It was however owing to his authority in the wake 

of the re-discovery of his Geography that this premise was finally reflected in 

fifteenth-century maps.

An early example displaying the Ptolemaic influence, particularly as far as 

the notion of a closed Indian Ocean is concerned, is the world map included in a 

manuscript version of Pomponius Mela’s De chorographia written for Cardinal 

Giordano Orsini by Pirrus de Noha about 1414s67. It is however in the few extant 

circular world maps based on the cartographical activities of the so-called Vienna- 

Klostemeuburg school that the reception of Ptolemy in medieval mappaemundi can 

be best appreciated568. The map drawn in 1448 at Constance by Andreas Walsperger 

(pl.19)569, a Benedictine monk from Salzburg, would be in this regard the first 

surviving original enabling us to assess the effort of conciliation between Christian 

tenets and nautical chartmaking with some of the Ptolemaic principles for the 

depiction of the world. Walsperger announced in a long inscription at the lower 

margin of the parchment that this was indeed the idea which guided the execution 

of his work: in this figure -he writes- is contained a mappamundi or geometrical
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566 See Olia impcrialia, HI, 40, ed. G.W. Leibnitz, 1707, p.974ff,

567 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (Archivo di San Pietro H 31, fol. 8).

568 On the cartographic activities of Vienna-Klostemeuburg. see D.B. Durand ( 1952).

569 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (Pal. Lat. 1362b). The map has been studied and reproduced by K. 
Kretschmer (1891).
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description of the world, made out of Ptolemy's Cosmographia proportionately to the 

latitudes, longitudes and the divisions by climates, and with the true and complete 

chart for the navigation of the seas.’570

Despite this promising statement, he did not always do his best to reflect his 

initial intentions on the actual depiction. The only explicit reference which he makes 

to Ptolemy, for example, is not entirely true571. On the other hand, the claimed use of 

portolan charts seems to have been rather limited. The extent of the Mediterranean 

is certainly reduced with respect to that of Ptolemy, but the outline of this sea is still 

far from the precise coastal delineation to be found in contemporary charts. In any 

case, our main concern here is with Walsperger's depiction of the outer ocean in 

relation with the shaping of Africa, and in this regard there are indeed some traces 

in his mappamundi which recall Ptolemy's influence.

It is first important to stress that the emerged lands in Walsperger's map are 

drawn eccentrically with respect to the outer series of nine concentric rings 

representing the spheres of air and fire as well as the celestial bodies of the 

Empyrean, i.e. the traditional Ptolemaic cosmos. As a result, Jerusalem is displaced 

from the centre of the coordinate system indicated by the inner degree circle of the 

frame. Most importantly, the eccentric conception of the ecumene places the 'Polus 

Antarticus' (at the top of the map) tangential to the above-mentioned circular frame 

of graduation, thus rendering African circumnavigation impossible. A legend 

written there reads: 'the Antartic pole is said to be located almost against the Arctic. 

And there the land is uninhabitable. And around this pole are found the most 

marvellous monsters not only among animals but also among men.’572

570 ’Item in hac presenti figura continetur mappa mundi sive descriptio orbis geometrica, facta ex cosmographya 
ptholomey proportionabiliter secundum longitudines et latitudines et divisiones climatum. El cum vera et integra 

cartha navigationis marium...' (loc. cit.).

571 Walsperger says that ’Pholemeus ponit 180 gradus tenrae habitabilis ab austro in aquìlonem’ (loc. cit.), whereas 

in reality (Geography, 1,10,1; VH.5,12) he said this was only 80 degrees. Walsperger clearly confused the longitude 

and latitude.

572 ‘Polus antarticus dicitur quasi contra articum polum positus. Et ibi terra est inhabitabilis. Et circa hunc polum 
sunt mirabilissima monstra non solum in feris, sed etiam in hominibus* (loc. cit.).



As an illustration of this statement, Walsperger locates in the southernmost 

latitudes of the world a fairly large group of monstrous races. His catalogue 

includes men with great lips and others with foxes* tails, Apple-Smellers, Monoculi, 

Blemmyae, Sciopods, and Troglodytes with three faces573. It is thus evident that the 

depiction of the southern extremity of Africa denying the linkage between Atlantic 

and Indian oceans was not made from first-hand experience. It appears to have been 

the consequence of the eccentric setting of a Christian ecumene reinforced by 

Ptolemaic influence.

There are at least two other works closely related to Walsperger’s portrayal of 

the world. The first is the anonymous fragment of a mappamundi dated by Marcel 

Destombes to about 1450 and now belonging to the James Ford Bell Collection in 

Minneapolis574. Only the area approximately covering the south-west quarter of the 

ecumene has been preserved. It is hence impossible to assess the overall distribution 

of lands and seas of the original depiction. However, the geographical details which 

can be seen from the extant fragment and the strong similarity of the legends written 

therein with those contained in Walsperger's representation allow one to presume 

that the author of the map in the Bell Collection did not believe, like Ptolemy, that 

the Indian Ocean could be attained by ship from the Atlantic.

The continuity of this tradition north of the Alps can best be appreciated in 

the so-called Zeitz map (c.l470)S7S, whose original is perfectly preserved in its 

entirety. Though this map is formally included in a Ptolemy's manuscript as the 

fourth tabula nova, it is of circular shape like medieval mappaemundi. Dana Bennett 

Durand has convincingly stressed the German origin of this work and its alignment 

within the Vienna-Klostemeubug map corpus. According to her, the Zeitz map 

would represent a slightly later stage of development in the cartographic activities * 374 375

16.*

573 These monstrous races are respectively noted down in the map as: ’Hy hahent tabu maxim»'; 'hy hahent caudas 
wulpium'; 'Hy vivunt de odoribus pomoram'; Hy unum tantum oculum habent'; hy hahent vuttum in peciore'; 'Hy 
homines monopedes sunt velocissitni cursus'; ‘triglodite tres habent facies' (loc. a t.)

374 M. Destombes. dir (1964, pp.214—17; pl.32). See also J. Parker (1965).

375 Ms. Lat. Hist., fol.497, Zeitz Stiftsbibliothek, Zeitz. It has been reproduced hy E. Klemp (1968. pi 6)



of this monastic school576. If compared with W alsperger's mappamundi, the Zeitz 

map differs in few details of outline, nomenclature, and the phrasing of legends. The 

latter are normally fuller than the brief notes of Walsperger, and 18 new rubrics 

have been added on the overall depiction577 578. Though this new material would tend 

to evince a noticeable process of revision, in fact no real improvement was 

engineered and the general correspondence between the two works still prevails 

overwhelmingly.

There is however a small but important detail in which the Walsperger and 

the Zeitz maps differ. Contrary to the former work, the setting of the emerged lands 

shown in the Zeitz map was not draw n eccentrically to the circular frame. The 

terrestrial expanse of Africa southwards is however prolonged, like in Walsperger's 

map, until the very outermost edge of the world, thus upholding the idea that there 

was no through sea-route between the Atlantic and the Indian oceans. This fact 

demonstrates that the distribution of seas and lands previously shown in 

Walsperger's map rendering impossible the African circumnavigation did not 

depend so much on the eccentric plotting of the ecumene in his map as on the 

Ptolemaic principle that the Indian Ocean was a closed sea. For, as just noted, in the 

perfectly centred Zeitz map an analogous irruption of lands into the encircling 

ocean can also be seen. Even the monstrous races which inhabit the southern half of 

Africa beyond the Mountains of the Moon are fairly similar in the two works571, a 

fact which confirms the absence of first-hand experience in determining the outer 

ocean as an ensemble of independent land-locked seas rather than a continuous ring 

of water.

Apart from the German sphere of influence, the notion of land-enclosed seas 

during the 15th century is illustrated in Italy by the small circular map contained in 

a 1466 manuscript version of Strabo's geographical treatise preserved in Florence579.

576 D.B. Durand (1952, pp.213-15).

577 An English translation of the legends in the Zeitz map can be seen in H. Winter (1953).

578 Compare the monstrous races in Walsperger’s map reported above with the legends in Africa on the Zeitz map 
transcribed by H. W inter (1953, pp.l6*17).

579 Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut.30,7. fol.l.
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The importance of this map is that, contrary to the works linked to the Vienna- 

Klostemeuburg cartographical corpus, the encircling ocean shown is not just 

interrupted by the southern extremity of Africa, but there is like in Ptolemy a 

continuous land bridge between Asia and Africa which renders the Indian Ocean an 

entirely land-enclosed sea. It also illustrates the fact that south of the Alps there was 

no effort towards a real syncretism between the Ptolemaic and the Christian 

cartographical frameworks. In Italy, most fifteenth century maps showed either a 

complete circumnavigable ocean, as seen before, or an unconditional conformity to 

Ptolemaic precepts. The small mappamundi included in Strabo’s manuscript would 

clearly form part of the latter group. At a glance, only its circular frame would 

distinguish the world picture presented from Ptolemy's distribution of lands and 

seas.

A remarkable exception which illustrates the compromise between Christian 

and the Ptolemaic cartography is the circular world map engraved on copper at 

Venice around 1485 (pl.20)s®°. Its anonymous author adhered to Ptolemy's viewpoint 

as regards the land connection of South Africa and East Asia but, on the other hand, 

he still preserved the idea of an encircling ocean beyond. In other words, the 

Ptolemaic terra incognita linking Africa and Asia is not here an undefined extension 

of land that coincides with the outer edge of the world. Quite the reverse, the land 

bridge is limited southwards by the traditional ring of water depicted in medieval 

mappaemundi. As a result, the Indian Ocean is a land-enclosed sea and Africa is not 

circumnavigable, but one could still theoretically sail around the ecumene through 

the circumambient ocean which constitutes the overall frame.

The fact that this was a printed map would suggest a considerable influence 

on ensuing works, but it was not so. One of the reasons which explains this lack of 

continuity is that during the second half of the 15th century the progress of the 

Portuguese discoveries along the west coast of Africa aggravated the structural 

discrepancies among the different cartographical approaches studied in this section. 

As a result, the medieval world picture finally came to an end. The next pages are

580 Reproduced and studied by H. Woldan (1954).r



thus devoted to the study of the final developments in this process before the 

conclusive break.

3.3. Plenitude and failure of the medieval frame.

Medieval mappaemundi appear to have been compiled with the assumption 

that there was a finite amount of information to be fitted into the prevailing circular 

frame. Without paying much attention to internal contradictions, they progressively 

incorporated within the medieval matrix news of the Portuguese discoveries and 

reports of travellers to the Far East, as well as innovations from the portolan charts 

and second-hand preconceptions of Islamic geography. Since the early 15th century, 

we have just seen that a new theoretical framework was still to be added: the 

Ptolemaic mesh of parallels and meridians. His general world view, and that of 

Africa in particular, may have presumably clashed with the Christian tenets 

represented in the frame of mappaemundi, but as already noticed, it was not so. 

During the first half of the 15th century, the logic of medieval mappaemundi was 

still able to incorporate in different syncretisms some of the Ptolemaic premises 

without completely betraying the circular support. In the second half of the century, 

this effort of bringing together an heterogeneous sample of tendencies into a single 

frame was not only continued, but it was pushed forward at the limits of the logical 

space defined by medieval mappaemundi.

This fact is exemplary illustrated by the famous world map drawn in the 

monastery of San Michele at Murano (Venice) by the Camaldulian monk Fra Mauro 

between 1457 and 1459 (pl.21). The original work, which was commissioned by King 

Alfonso V of Portugal at the request of the Infante Dom Henrique, suddenly 

disappeared after its arrival in the Lusitanian monastery of Alcobaga and all traces 

of it were then lost381. The extant depiction is thus a copy made from the original 

under the auspices of the Venetian Signoria before it was sent to Portugal581 582. Both
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581 On the disappearance of the original map, see A. Cortesâo (1935, vol.I, pp. 122-25).

582 Now in exhibition at the Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana. Venice. Reproduced in 48 plates by T, Gasparrini 

Leporace (1956).



works were completed almost contemporarily in 1459 with the assistance of the 

chart-maker Andrea Bianco and the illuminator Francesco de Cherso.

The large dimensions in which the map Was conceived allowed Fra Mauro 

and his collaborators to encompass a very comprehensive picture of the world, 

thereafter displayed in a multiplicity of geographical details, legends, and figures. 

The varied information enclosed in the circular frame embraces without seeming 

inconsistency the Christian and the secular traditions, old beliefs and modem 

experience, geographical data and pure fantasy, the past and the present, known 

facts and unheard secrets of nature, etc. As suggested in one legend of the map 

pointed out by Juergen Schulz, Fra Mauro's work was somehow a cartographical 

reflection of the age-old notion that there is no vacant step in the endless scale of 

things, that is, the idea of the great chain of being5".

Among other theoretical antagonisms gathered together in Fra Mauro’s map, 

our main interest here is to stress how in the third quarter of the 15th century the 

influence of Ptolemy's authority within the frame of mappaemundi did not always 

lead, as we have seen in the maps linked to the Vicnna-Klosterneuburg corpus, to 

the abandonment of the concept of world-island with a navigable encircling ocean. 

In this regard, let it first be noted that Fra Mauro was fully aware of the great 

deference still paid to the cosmographical conceptions of the Alexandrine, as it is 

attested in various legends of his map. In one occasion he even felt obliged to 

apologize for not having observed in his work Ptolemy's precepts concerning the net 

of parallels and meridians: T do not think it derogatory to Ptolemy -he said- if I do 

not follow his Cosmographia, because to have observed his meridians or parallels or 

degrees, it would be necessary in respect to the setting out of the known parts of this 

circumference to leave out many provinces not mentioned by Ptolemy. But 585
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585 The above-mentioned legend in Fra Mauro's map reads: 'Sei pareti ad alguno incredibile de qualche inaudita 
cossa io ho notato qui suso, non conferisca quela cutn el suo indegno ma tnbuisca a hi secreti de la natura, la qual 
adopera cosse ¡numerabile de le qual quele che savemo son la minor parte de quele che ignoremo. e quelc che 
savemo per el suo continuo uso non sono extimade. edam essendo admirabile. e quele che nc pareno tnusitade non ti 
dem o fede e questo advien perchè la natura exciede lmiellecto c quell che non larvo su le vado noi pu6 accomodar 
non tanto a le cosse insolite ma etiam a quele che assiduamente se pratica, e perhò quell che voi intender prima creda 
azù le intenda' (toc. cit.). There is an English translation of this text by J. SchuU, in D. Wood»ard ed ( 19S7. p .l M> 
On thè idea of thè great chain of being. see A.O. Lovejoy ( 1978).



principally in latitude, that is from south to north, he has much terra incognita 

because in his time it was unknown.'5*“

For, on the whole, Fra Mauro generally preferred to take a stand in favour of 

modem experience and the fuller knowledge gained w ith the passage of time rather 

than accept uncritically the inherited tradition. He therefore sought to verify old 

beliefs by the testimony of eyewitnesses. This guiding principle can be summarised 

in the following excerpt of a legend: 'In my time I have striven to verify the writings 

by experience, through many, years of investigation and intercourse with persons 

worthy of credence, who have seen w ith their own eyes what is faithfully set out 

above.'584 585

This procedure is carried out throughout the map, but its application 

concerning the ocean and the shaping of Africa deserves closer examination. It 

should first be kept in mind that Fra M auro’s map was commissioned by the King of 

Portugal, surely with the purpose of getting more information about the possibility 

of reaching India by a sea route. The Camaldulian monk was therefore very m uch 

concerned with this problem and did not fail to comply with the requests of the 

Lusitanian Crown, both in graphic and written terms. He thus showed the ecumene 

as a world-island encircled by w ater and then reinforced in the text of various 

legends his conviction that Africa w as circumnavigable. In a long legend written on 

to the west coast of Ethiopia, for example, he says: ’Many opinions and writings are 

found according to which the sea does not encompass our habitable and temperate 

zone on the south, but there is much evidence to the contrary, above all those whom 

His Majesty of Portugal sent in his caravels to find out and see with their eyes; and it 

is said that they went round the western coasts about 2,000 miles beyond the Straits 

of Gibraltar... And the said [navigators] have made new charts and given new
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584 ’Io non credo derogar a Tolomeo se io non seguito la sua cosmographia, perchè se havesse voluto observar i sui 

meridiani over paralleli over gradi era necessario quanto a  la demostration de le parte note de questa circumferentia 
lassar molte provincie de le qual Tolomeo non ne fa mention, ma per tuto maxime in latitudine £oè tra ostro e 
tramontana dice terra incognita, e questo perchè al suo tempo non li era nota* (loc. cit.). Engl. trans, by G.R. Crone.

585 ’Io nel tempo mio ho solicitado verificar la scriptum cum la experientia, investigando per molti anni e 
praticando cum persone degne de fede, le qual hano veduto ad ochio quelo che qui suso fedelmente demostró' (loc. 
cit.). Engl. trans, by G.R. Crone.



names to the rivers, bays, capes, and ports, of which I have got copies. Therefore, if 

anyone desires to contradict those who have seen with their eyes, still less will he 

accept or believe what has been left in writing by those who have written but did 

not see, and thought that it was thus.'1*

Fra Mauro puts forward other recent examples to demonstrate this case, 

citing Indian junks that had circumnavigated Africa the other way round, that is 

from the Indian Ocean to the Atlantic. This is bolstered by recurrence to classical 

authorities like Solinus or Pomponius Mela. Finally, he concludes categorically that 

'it can therefore be asserted, without any doubt whatever, that this austral and 

south-western part is navigable, and that the Indian Sea is an ocean, not a lake.'517

This way of re-establishing what Fra Mauro considered to be the truth 

strongly recalls the scholastic logic of reasoning used by Saint Thomas Aquinas in 

his Summa theologica. One more example from Fra Mauro's map can cast light, if very 

schematically, on the three main phases of his syllogistic approach refuting 

Ptolemy’s design of the Indian Ocean: ’Some authors -says Fra Mauro- state of the 

Sea of India that it is enclosed like a lake, and that the ocean sea does not enter it. 

But Solinus holds that it is the ocean, and that its southern and south-western parts 

are navigable. And I affirm that some ships have sailed and returned by this 

route.'”8

These statements of Fra Mauro and his depiction of the ecumene must surely 

have encouraged the expectations of the Portuguese Crown. At the present state of 

research it cannot be assumed, as a legend on the map seems to suggest, that the
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586 'Molte opinion e leture se trova che in le pane meridional l'aqua non circunda questo nostro habitabile c 
| temperado fona, ma aldando molte testimoniante in contrario e maxime queli i qual la maiesti del Re de ponogallo ì
[ mandato cum le suo caravele a ferchar e veder ad ochio, i qual dice haver circuito le spiale de garbín più de 2000
| mia olirà el streto de fibelter... E i diti hano fato nuove carte de quel navegar e hano posto nomi nuovi a fiumere,
| colsi, cavi, porti, di qual he ho habuto copia. Unde se'l se vorà contradir a questi i qual hano visto ad ochio.
| maformente se porà non assentir nè creder a queli che hano lassato in scrìpùs quelo hi non vete mai ad ochio. ma
| cusí hano opinado esser' (loc. cit.). Engl. trans, by A. Cortesáo.

I
| 387 'Adoncha senfa alguna dubitación se può affermar che questa parte austral e de garbín sta navigabile e che el
| mar indiano sia occeano e non stagnon' (loc. cit.). Engl. trans, by A. Concsio.

I
I 586 * 588 ’Alguni autori scrive del mar d'india che'l sia serado come un stagnon e che'l mar occean non entri, ma Solin
 ̂ voi che'l sia occean e che quela pane austral e del garbin sia navigabile, et io affermo che algune nave afira e  volta
| quel camin1 (loc. cit.).

i
i
I



Lusitanian ships had by then almost reached the southernmost tip of Africa,8\  But if 

compared with previous depictions of the world, Fra Mauro's map still stands out as 

a remarkable work closer in some respects to the renaissance mentality than to the 

medieval. Unlike preceding cartographers of the 15th century, Fra Mauro was firmly 

committed to the thesis of African circumnavigability and he explicitly displayed his 

conviction on the map. He not only drew  an encircling ocean, with or without ships, 

but for the first time he also left clear in written form what his opinion was. In this 

regard, he was not satisfied w ith a graphic reflection of the age-old tradition of 

peripli, but in addition he tried to reinforce his premise with the aid of m odem  

experience as far as he could. These are, on the whole, the major contributions of Fra 

Mauro's map.

Nevertheless, it is also a fact from today’s perspective that Fra Mauro pushed 

his geographical inferences forward much further than the available information 

allowed him to conclude, and this brings the depiction back to medieval convention. 

A quick review of the way in which the shorelines of Africa are shaped would m ake 

this evident in a moment. To begin with, the outline of the Mediterranean and the 

Black seas are drawn with considerable accuracy under the influence of portolan 

charts. In the Atlantic, none of the islands of the Azores are represented, and 

Madeira and the Canaries are incomplete. The west coast of Africa is reasonably 

well depicted according to contemporary knowledge up to ’cavo rosso’. It is 

however to be noted that in the stretch of coast from that point up to ’cavo boiedor 

there is one third less of place-names than in Bianco’s chart of 1448 (pl.22), and the 

common ones are somehow different in spelling. It is thus clear that although the 589
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589 A mysterious passage of the long legend in west Ethiopia says that the Portuguese navigators had sailed round 
the western coast for more than two thousand miles beyond the Straits of Gibraltar, passing the meridian of Tunis, 
and almost reaching that o f Alexandria. In the own words of Fra Mauro, the passage reads: 'la maiestà del Re de 
Portogallo à mandato cum le suo caravele a ferchar e veder ad ochio, i qual dice haver circuito le spiale de garbin 
più de 2000 mia Dltra e streto de f ibelter. in tanto che a voler seguir quel camin hano convenuto dar la proda quarta 
d'ostro inver sircho e per suo fudisio hano passato l ' indromo de tunisto e quasi son fonti a quel d'alexandria...' (loc. 
cit.). If taken literally, this would mean that the Portuguese discoveries in the mid-15th century reached much further 
down than any contemporary record and that their ships had already passed the Cape of Good Hope. For a discussion 
of this extraordinary passage, including the various solutions given by modem historians for a more reasonable 
interpretation, see A. Cortesào (1969-71, vol.II, pp. 177-80).



Venetian chartmaker participated in the making of Fra Mauro's map, his accurate 

chart of 1448 was not taken as a prototype.

Immediately beyond Cape Roxo there is a great gulf named ’Sinus 

Ethyopicus’, the coastline of which does not show much correspondence with 

reality. Although there is a ship designed at this latitude, the prominent entrance of 

the sea might rather be a reminiscence of Ptolemy's ‘Sinus Hesperius’. Further south 

there is a mysterious 'Isola di Dragoni’, and then the coastal toponymy is suddenly 

interrupted. This fact tends to suggest that beyond Cape Roxo Fra Mauro did not 

draw the outline coast in pace with the new charts sent by the Portuguese, as we 

have seen he claimed to. Nevertheless, it is possible that Fra Mauro possessed 

through other means some kind of information concerning unrecorded navigations 

southwards, for the general orientation of the remaining west coast of Africa in his 

map is fairly correct.

In front of the southernmost tip there is an island named 'Diab‘, the 

identification of which has been the object of much debate. Some historians have 

argued that this geographical feature might be a representation of Cape 

Guardafui590, others saw on it the depiction of the Cape of Good Hope591, but it seems 

more reasonable to conclude that perhaps the great island of Madagascar is meant592. 

Be this as it may, the important thing to stress here is that the depiction at these 

latitudes and along the south-east coast of Africa are ultimately based on Arab 

sources. This is at least the most likely origin from which the contents of a long 

legend next to Diab were taken593. Most importantly, the etymological lineage of a
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590 Ch. de la Roncifcre (1924-27, vol.11, p.133); G.H.T. Kimble (1938, pp.l 17-9).

591 A. von Humboldt (1836-39. vol.I, p.334).

592 G.R. Crone (1978. p.32).

593 The legend reads: 'Circa hi ani del Signor 1420 una nave over poncho de india discorse per una traversa per el 
mar de india a la via de le isole de hi homini e de le done de fuora del cavo de diab e tra le isole verde e le oscuridade 
a la via de ponente e de garbin per 40 nomade non trovando mai altro che aiere e aqua, e per suo arbitrio iscorse 
2000 mia e declinata la fortuna i fece suo retomo in (orni 70 fina al supradito cavo de diab. E acostandose la nave a 
le rive per suo bisogno, i marinari vedeno uno ovo de uno oselo nominato chrocho, el qual ovo era de la grande^a de 
una bota d’anfora, e la grande?a del oselo era tanta che da uno pi;o de l'ala a l'altro se dice esser 60 passa, e con gran 
facillità lieva uno elefante e ogni altro grande animai e fa gran dano a li habitanti del paexe et è velocissimo nel suo 
volar' (Joc. cil.).



number of place names along the African shores of the Indian Ocean like 'Soffala', 

'Xegiba' (Zanzibar) and ’Maabase’ (Monbasa), leave scarcely no doubts in this 

respect.

Taken as a whole, Fra Mauro shows in his map a combination of sceptical 

criticism with regard to the traditions handed dow n by ancient authorities together 

with a search of modem experience, eyewitnesses if possible, which could allow him 

to confirm or refute the inherited old beliefs. And on the other hand, he also sought 

to fulfil a very comprehensive world picture in form of geographical plenum, a fact 

which, on account of the still rather limited knowledge available, led him to fall as 

well into the same kind of errors which he elsewhere criticises. As far as the problem 

of African circumnavigation is concerned, the cartographical conclusions of Fra 

Mauro were similar to those of other earlier mappaemundi, but it is worth stressing 

that they were obtained on account of rather different criteria which were made 

explicit for the first time. Fra Mauro's m ap is, in sum, an insight into the Renaissance 

fashion of mapmaking subsumed within medieval cartographical logic.

Another work which is also to be placed in this same intermediate position is 

the so-called Genoese world map (1457)594. Like Fra Mauro, the anonymous author 

of this cartographic work also made an effort to bring ancient and the medieval 

geographical ideas into harmony with those of his own day. This attitude can 

already be grasped from the title of the map, which written in golden letters within 

a red cartouche in the western extremity of the depiction reads: 'This is the true 

description of the world of the cosmographers, accommodated to the marine [chart], 

from which frivolous tales have been removed.'595

The actual depiction of the Genoese map indeed presents several features 

characteristic of the portolan charts. Compass lines, for instance, are numerous and 

cover the whole representation. The delineation of the Mediterranean and the Black 

seas, as well as that of the British islands, is in agreement with the outline shown in
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594 P o rt 1, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale. Florence.

595 ’Haec est vera cosmographonsm cum marino accordata descrìptio quotidie frivolis narratìonibus injectis* (loc. 
c it) . On the various misreadings and translations o f this legend, see A. CortesSo (1969-71, vol.II, pp. 157-58).



maps of nautical origin. Besides, there are some reminiscences of medieval 

mappemundi. The various references to Alexander the Great in central Asia and to 

the tribes of Gog and Magog would be but two examples in this regard. The 

presence of classical authorities is also widely acknowledged. Mela, Pliny and 

Ptolemy are explicitly referred to in several instances. Finally, the author also 

exhibits a noteworthy acquaintance with more recent travels and discoveries. This 

latter fact is particularly noticeable in some geographical details of the Hast, where 

the author shows his debt to the narratives of Marco Polo and Niccolo de Conti*96.

There are however several particulars in which the work of Fra Mauro and 

the Genoese map differ. A most obvious one is the almond-shaped or versica piscis 

within which the ecumene shown in the latter work is confined. This was quite an 

unusual shape within the context of fifteenth-century mappaemundi, but it had been 

previously used in some of Higden's maps. According to David Woodward, the 

almond shape in these works must be interpreted as a religious symbol denoting the 

entire world as a domain of Christ*97. It has also been argued that oval maps in 

general derived from the practice of drawing the world in the supposed shape of 

Noah's ark*98. This may perhaps have been the case with Higden's maps, but the 

symbolic denotations of religious origin do not very well match with the sharp 

sceptical criticism which distinguishes the author of the Genoese map on several 

occasions, as shall be seen in due course. It rather seems to me that he chose the 

almond shape simply because, under the influence of Polo and Conti, he considered 

that this was the most suitable frame for a contemporary image of the world 

enlarged along its longitudinal axis*99. 596 597 * 599

596 For a general study on the Genoese map, see E.L. Stevenson (1912).

597 D. Woodward, in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward eds.(1987, vol.I, p.335).

*98 D. Lecoq, in M. Pelletier ed. (1989, pp.9-31).

599 The idea that the world was greater in length than in breath had already been held by various scholars of 
antiquity (cf. G. Aujac, 1993, p.306; 341). Aristotle, in particular, wrote: T h e  way in which present maps of the 
world are drawn is therefore absurd. For they represent the inhabited earth as circular, which is impossible both on 
factual and theoretical grounds. For theoretical calculation shows that it is limited in breath but could, as far as 
climate is concerned, extend round the earth in a continuous belt... And the facts known to us from journeys by sea 
and land also confirm the conclusion that its length is much greater than its breath* (Metereologica, n , S, 362b, ed. 
G.P. Goold, 1978, pp. 181-83).
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The author of the Genoese world map and Fra Mauro approched their 

respective depiction somewhat differently. The very comprehensive plenum of the 

Camaldulian monk, for instance, is not perceived by the author of the Genoese map 

as a primary goal the cartographic representation. His world view was thus less 

pretentious, and this is clearly reflected in various details of his work. The different 

location of the Earthly Paradise would be an outstanding example in this regard. As 

it is well known, this was normally placed by medieval cosmographers somewhere 

in the Far East, though other sites like Africa where not uncommon either. Fra 

Mauro had avoided an explicit commitment here, but beyond the circular depiction 

he still echoed the prevalent ideas on the matter through a long legend and an image 

of Eden at the bottom right-hand com er of the outer frame. The author of the 

Genoese map, on the contrary, approached the problem in a very different manner. 

Relying his own rational capabilities, in a legend written at the southeastern 

extremity of Africa he concluded: 'In this region certain ones have depicted the 

paradise of delights. Others, indeed, have said that it is beyond the Indies to the 

east. But since that is a representation of cosmographers who have given no 

description of it, therefore an account of it is here omitted.'600

With reference to the ocean, however, the author of the Genoese map never 

showed a similar independence with respect to the dominant tradition in Italy. From 

a geometrical perspective, it is fairly obvious that the unusual almond shape did not 

particularly favour the maintenance in his work of a girding rim of waters. On the 

contrary, it clearly restricted available room for depiction along the latitudinal axis, 

even favouring an abrupt interruption of the encircling ocean. But all the same, the 

author of the Genoese map invariably upheld the theory of a world-island. We see 

this principle succinctly formulated in a legend written on the Atlantic: ’This sea -it
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600 'In hac regione depinxerunt quidem paradisum deliciarum. Alii vero ultra Indias ad orientem eum esse dixerunL 
Sed quoniam hec est cosmographorum descriptio qui nullam de eo fecerunt mentionem, ideo omititur hie de eo 
narrano’ (loe. d i.). Engl, trans, by E.L. Stevenson.
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says- is called the ocean, which according to cosmographers streches out infinitely in 

every direction and covers the earth except for about a fourth part here laid down.'601

Like Fra Mauro, the author of the Genoese map shows in his work a close 

acquaintance with Ptolemy's geographical treatise. He often quotes his authority for 

the drawing of numerous geographical features. Many of the details consigned to 

the interior of Africa, for example, are taken from the Alexandrine. Nevertheless, the 

general outline of this part of the world was delineated on account of other sources. 

The Mediterranean and the Atlantic coast as far as Cape Bojador seem to have been 

draw n from portolan charts. Beyond that point, the general trend of the outline 

dow n to Cape Roxo still recalls Bianco’s chart of 1448, albeit far from correct in the 

details. Shortly beyond this latitude, the Genoese map shows a gulf which is similar 

to the Ptolemaic 'Sinus Hesperus', but the author makes clear in a legend that he did 

not draw this feature from him: This is a gulf -he says- not drawn on account of the 

Ptolemaic tradition but according to Pomponius, who speaks of it with its islands.'602 603

The remaining southern coast of Africa in the Genoese map exhibits a still 

m ore sharpened independence with regard to Ptolemaic precepts. In discarding the 

idea of a land-enclosed Indian Ocean, the author committed himself to the thesis of a 

circumnavigable Africa. As usual, he explained the reasons for this choice in a 

legend: 'Beyond this equinoctial line -he wrote- Ptolemy records an unknown land, 

b u t Pomponius, and in addition many others, raising a doubt whether a voyage is 

possible from this place to India, say that many have passed through these parts 

from India to the Spains.'601 It is therefore clear that, unlike Fra Mauro, the author of 

the Genoese map never claimed to have drawn the maritime linkage between the 

Atlantic and the Indian oceans on account of modem experience. This fact is 

moreover attested by the reminiscence of mirabilia in some tracts of the proposed
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601 'Hoc mare dicitur oceanus qui a cosmographis infinitus descrìptus undique terram praeter eius partem fere 

quartetti hic configuratam cooperi t* (loc. cil.).

602 ’Preter tolemei tradicionem hic est guffus sed pomponius eum tradii cum eius insula' (loc. cit.).

603 'Ultra hanc equinoctialem lineam tradii ptolemeus terram incognitam sed pomponius atque plures tolentes 
dubium  an sit possibilis nautarum transitus ab hoc loco ad indos narrant multos per has partes ab india in ispanias' 
(loc. cit.). Engl. trans. E.L. Stevenson.



sea-route to India. Just in the open ocean facing the southernmost tip of Africa, for 

example, a mermaid and a fish with a swine’s head are represented. The legend 

there written reads: 'This animal, called the sea hog, gathers its food with its snout 

like the land hog.,6W

We thus see reflected in the Genoese map that the tension created by the 

effort to reconcilíate two opposing streams of thought, the Ptolemaic and the 

Christian, increased as the 15th century progressed. As in Fra Mauro’s work, there 

appears to have been constant need in the Genoese map to justify why the outline of 

Africa was drawn according to one theory and not the other. These two works also 

serve to confirm that the theory of the world-island generally prevailed over the 

contrary hypothesis in fifteenth-century mappaemundi, particularly in Southern 

Europe. The so-called Wilczek-Brown codex illustrates that even in some Ptolemaic 

maps Africa was occasionally redrawn as circumnavigable* 605. It should however be 

noted that even when the depiction of the world was arranged according to the 

principle that an encircling ocean girded the emerged lands, the influence of 

Ptolemaic precepts was still able to introduce into these works some severe 

adjustments in the representation of the insular ecumene. Most importantly, these 

transformations based on Ptolemy may in fact be regarded as an additional step in 

the process of renewal which had afflicted the schematic mappaemundi of the 

Isidorian type since other similar depictions based on Sallust introduced the earliest 

variations on the original matrix.

It has thus been here shown in successive chapters that the crude symbolic 

approach of the initial world picture was first altered by the less diagrammatic 

works of the Orosian family. It then came about, under the influence of portolan 

charts, that a precise outline in the depiction of the Mediterranean basin was 

introduced to the mappaemundi. Finally, an effort was made in order to reconcilíate 

this ongoing tradition with the new cartographical axioms postulated by Ptolemy.
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^  'Hie porcus dictus marinus sicut lerrestris in luto rostro propio colligit escas' (loc. cit.). Engl, trans. EL. 

Stevenson.

605 Z Codex 1, John Carter Brown Library, Providence, R.I. This map has been reproduced by L. Bagrow (1955). 
See also the study of O.A.W. Dilke and M.S. Dilke (1988), and the note of S. Danforth (1988).



At every stage, further nuances were introduced to the original layout, and each of 

them partially redefined the intrinsic nature of the so-called transitional 

mappemundi. This interplay of similarities and differences within the medieval 

pattern of mappaemundi had however now come to an end w'ith the work of Fra 

Mauro and the Genoese map. Both authors encompassed in their depictions the 

outermost limits of variation which characterises the medieval logic of mapmaking. 

In some respects, they even foreshadowed the cartographic practice of the 

Renaissance.

Besides the internal developments in cartographic science, one must also take 

into account the influence of other external factors which definitively contributed to 

the failure of the medieval frame. The enlargement of the early medieval ecumene up 

to Cathay in the east and to the Atlantic islands in the west, seriously deteriorated 

the patristic axiom of placing Jerusalem in the centre of the known world. Many of 

the fifteenth-century mappaemundi had already abandoned this convention, either 

under the direct influence of Ptolemy or on account of traveller's reports describing 

the great extent of Asia. Fra Mauro still made a last effort in order to reconcile the 

seeming contradictions between the newly discovered reality and the Christian 

tenets. His ingenious argument for preserving the idea of a Jerusalem-centred world 

runs as follows: 'Jerusalem -he said- is indeed the centre of the inhabited world 

latitudinally, though longitudinally it is somewhat to the west, but since the western 

portion is more thickly populated by reason of Europe, therefore Jerusalem is also 

the centre longitudinally if we regard not the span of space but the amount of 

population.'606

A new world, one that existed predominantly along the latitudinal axis, was 

however being contemporarily discovered by the Portuguese. This rendered any 

further development of the subtle scholastic reasonings put forward by Fra Mauro 

futile. Jerusalem could no longer be regarded literally as the centre of the known 

world, and thus, the arguments supporting a circular frame lost much of their force.
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606 'Hierusalen è in mezo de la tena habitabile secondo la latitudine de la terra habitabile, benché secondo la 
longetudine la sia più Occidental, ma perchè la pane ch'è e piu Occidental è più habitada per l'europa perchò l’è in 
mezo ancora secondo la longitudine, non considerando el spatio de la iena ma la moltitudine di habitanti* (toc. cit.).



Accordingly, the Catalan Atlas and the Genoese map exhibited the ecumene in a 

different shape. But the far-reaching consequences of the Portuguese discoveries 

south of the equator could not be enclosed in these or other similar 'squarings of the 

circle' either. The tension created by the increasing real disorder within the rigid 

ideal order could not be accommodated any more into an orbis conclusus. Quite the 

reverse, it compelled the conception of an open, euclidian space.
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III. SHAPING EUCLIDEAN SPACE: THE
CARTOGRAPHY OF THE GREAT DISCOVERIES.

'L'occhio, che se dice finestra dell'anima, è la principale via donde il comune senso 
può più copiosamente e magnificamente considerare le infinite opere di natura, e 
l'orecchio è il secondo, il quale si fa nobile per le cose racconte, le quali ha veduto 
rocchio. Se voi istoriografì, o poeti, o altri matematici, non aveste con l'occhio visto 
le cose, male le potreste voi riferire per le scritture.’'"

LEONARDO DA VINCI

The caravels and carracks which carried the Portuguese around the tip of Africa 

and beyond into the Indian Ocean did not play out a single act of discovery. According 

to Vitorino Magalhàes Godinho40®, these voyages meant the second of two successive 

revolutions. The first, affected at the time of the Crusades, consisted in elongating the 

small Christian ecumene along its longitudinal axis from Atlantic Europe to China 

following the overland caravan routes. The second, which directly concerns us here, 

saw the known world enlarged anew, but this time in the latitudinal sense and 

through seamanship. As a result, the narrow band which enclosed the known 

territories of the late Middle Ages became, from the second half of the 15th century 

onwards, an open space whose outer limits were still to be grasped.

The advance of the Portuguese caravels was closely connected to a certain 

cosmographic progress in the mental domain and vice versa. The legacy of the general 

transformations initiated in the 13th century allowed mankind to locate itself in the 

space of visual perception, within time and measures of dates, to orient itself by means 

of numerals, and make these things objects of verification. We pass from the mentality 

of the crusades to the spirit of trade, and from the symbolic to euclidian space, 

founded on the basis of measurement of distances, reference to positions,

WT The eye. which is called the window of the soul, is the principal way through which the mind can most copiously 
and magnificently consider the infine works of nature, and the ear is the second to it. becoming noble through hearing 
about things that the eye has beheld. If you historians, poets, or mathematicians had not seen these things with the eye, you 
would hardly be able to report them in writing’ (loc. cil.).

NMi V. Magalh3es Godinho, in J.A  Franca, dir. (1984, pp.347-375).



determination of real forms, and configurations taking into account correct 

proportions409.

Nevertheless, these developments did not come suddenly. At each new step, 

the endurance of the classical and medieval legacy had invariably to be faced. I shall 

thus try in what follows to study the interplay between perceptual knowledge and 

erudite authority in the period of the Great Discoveries, taking as a subject their 

graphic reflection as expressed on maps. In more specific terms, this section proposes 

to examine the depiction of the outline coast of Africa during the second half of the 

15th century, paying particular attention to the relationship between the process of 

acquiring knowledge through travel and exploration and its representation within a 

discourse that also included previously-acquired cosmographical elements.
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Cf. V. Magalhàes Godinho (1983), (1982-87. vol.1 pp.14-64), (1990. pp.57-152). and (1990).
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1. BEYOND THE PILLARS OF HERCULES: CHARTING NEW AUSTRAL 
SHORES.

'Once upon  a tim e, setting out from  the Pillars o f Hercules and  head ing  for the 
western ocean w ith  a fair w ind, I w en t a-voyaging. The m otive and  p u rpose  of my 
journey lay in m y intellectual activity and desire  for adventure, and  in m y  w ish to 
find out w h at the end  of the ocean w as, an d  w h o  the people w ere  that lived on the 
other side. On th is account 1 put aboard  a good  store of provisions, stow ed  w ater 
enough, enlisted in the venture fifty of m y acquaintances w h o  w ere like-m inded 
with myself, got together also a g rea t quan tity  o f arm s, shipped the best sailing- 
master to be had a t a big inducem ent, and  p u t m y  boat -she w as  a pinnace- in trim 
for a long and  difficult voyage.'

LUCIAN

Similar to the terrible tribes of Gog and Magog, enclosed behind the Caspian 

Gates by Alexander the Great, the Pillars of Hercules were thought since Greek 

antiquity to be the outermost landmark in the west signifying the finis terrae. Pindar 

(c.511-443 B.C.), the great lyrical poet, used to warn his audience that neither the wise 

nor the unwise should sail westwards of Gades (Cádiz), where the Pillars of Hercules 

were commonly agreed to be situated610. For beyond that point, the region of the 

setting sun began, and this was often connected in some mythologies with the end of 

life611. The Roman senator Rufus Festus Avienius wrote in his Ora marítima (c.380-400 

A.D.) that the ocean to the west was a sea of continual fog and darkness filled with 

monsters612. This tradition was then largely upheld during the Middle Ages, mainly by 

the fathers of the church but not exclusively615. It can thus be affirmed that when the 

Portuguese set out along the west coast of Africa, they had first to face the problem of 

shrinking the chaos and clearing up the mists of the inherited mare oceanum tenebrosum.

It is worth stressing that early European voyages towards the Canaries and 

other islands of the Atlantic did not immediately put an end to the myth of the Pillars

Pindar. Olympian odes. QL 43-45 and Nemean odes, IV, 69-70.

M1 The Greeks, in particular, placed their Islands of the Blessed in the western ocean. See Homer, Odyssey, IV, 561-65.

hi: Avienius. Ora maritima, 380-89,406-13, ed. J. Cavala, 1992, pp.XXIV, XXVL

M1 Cf. A  Rainaud (1893, 364-65). See also W.G.L. Randles in Société des Historiens Médievaüsles de l’Enseignement 
Supérieur ed. (1988, pp.211-16).



of Hercules. This proved to be a versatile mental barrier which moved down along the 

west coast of Africa as the Portuguese vessels advanced. A first shift of the legend 

from its original setting in the Straits of Gibraltar is attested by Diogo Gomes who, 

reporting the voyage of D. Fernando de Castro to the Canaries in 1425, said: 'in Cape 

Non, Hercules set up columns with the following inscription: who sails beyond Cape 

Non, will return or not.’614

Later on, as exploration progressed along the coast, the outermost landmark 

denoting the limits of the safely known world moved to Cape Bojador. The 

cosmographic significance of this toponym and the contradictory emotions which it 

inspired in contemporary mariners were promptly recorded by the Portuguese 

chronicler Gomes Eanes de Zurara (c.1415-74) who, echoing the general opinion of the 

time, wrote: ’How are we, men said, to pass the bounds that our fathers set up, or what 

profit can result to the Infant from the perdition of our souls as well as our bodies... 

For, said the mariners, this is much clear, that beyond this Cape [Bojador] there is no 

race of men or place of inhabitants: nor is the land less sandy than the deserts of Lybia, 

where there is no water, no tree, no green herb; and the sea so shallow that the whole 

league from land it is only a fathom deep, while the currents are so terrible that no 

ship having once passed the Cape, will ever be able to return.'615

It is thus clear that Cape Bojador was not perceived by fifteenth-century 

cosmographers as just another geographical feature among others. Quite the reverse, 

Eanes de Zurara stresses the fact that the general imagery of the period loaded it with 

both a geographical and a symbolic significance not exempt of religious connotations. 

Once Cape Bojador was finally overcome by Gil Eannes in 1434, after twelve years of 

repeatedly failed attempts616, much more than a single seafaring exploit was carried * 6
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614 D. Gomes. De prima inventione Guineae, ed- G. Pereira - V. Magalhaes Godinho, 1943, p.70. It should be noted that 
the obstacles hindering the Discoveries along the African coast not only consisted in the advance into the unknown, but 
also in being able to return to the port of origin. Because of unfavourable currents at a certain latitude, the Portuguese 
pilots had to learn that the easiest way of coming back was to sail in a wide circle or volta. keeping the trade wind to 
starboard until they reached the current flowing east towards Lisbon. Cf. D. Peres (I960, pp.227-38).

6li Gomes Eanes de Zurara. Crónica dos feitos de Guiné, ch.VHL ed. C.R, Beazley and E. Prestage, 1896-99, vol.L p.31.

6,(1 Gomes Eanes de Zurara, Crónica dos feitos de Guiné, ch-VIH, ed  C.R. Beazley and R Prestage, 1896-99, vol.L p-32
and ch.IX, p.33.



out. For contrary to what was expected, Gil Eannes reported that he found the waters 

of the ocean beyond Cape Bojador calm and suitable for navigation617 * *. Thus, the picture 

of the world from that moment onwards stopped being an orbis conclusus marked out 

by different unsurmountable barriers. Instead, a new space open to knowledge was 

drawn on the horizon of the Portuguese pilots6“.

The representation of the Pillars of Hercules still endured for a while in some 

fifteenth-century maps6“, but instead of denoting a physical or mental restraint, they 

became a simple place-name like many others. A legend in Fra Mauro's world map 

written at the latitude of Cape Vert, for example, reads: '1 have several times heard say 

of many people that there is here one column with a hand showing an inscription 

which prevents from going any further. But I would like the Portuguese who sail this 

sea to say if what I heard is true, for I do not dare to affirm it.’620 Elsewhere, he bolsters 

this process of demythologising by saying: ’Note that the Columns of Hercules mean 

nothing else than a break in the mountains which, as the fable says, enclosed the Straits 

of Gibraltar.'621

Nevertheless, the legacy of early authorities was still far from being fully 

overtaken. At the same time as the Lusitanian vessels started to ply the seas south of 

Cape Bojador, fathoming what was unknown to any preceding generation, the first 

Latin translations of Ptolemy's Geography began to circulate not only in Italy but also in 

other European countries, thus steadily increasing his authority among cosmographers 

of various nations. The exploration along the African coast during the second half of 

the 15th century as reflected on maps hence becomes a privileged subject in which two 

contemporary processes of far-reaching consequences but of very different nature, the
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M7 Cf. Comes Eanes de Zurara, Crònica dosfeìtos de Guiné, ch.DC.

6I* On thè cosmographic significance attached to thè passage of Cape Bojador, see W.G.L. Randles (1961 ).

Cf. W.G.L. Randles (1989).

610 lo  ho più volte aldito de molti che qui è una cotona cum una man che dimostra cum scriptura che qui non se uadi più 
avanti. Ma qui voglio che portogalesi che navegano questo mar dicano se l'è vero quel che ho audito perchè io non ardiso 
affermarlo.’ (loc. ciL).

621 l'Iota che le coione de Hercules non significa altro che division di monti, i qual come dice la fabula scravano el streto 
di Zibeltena’ (loc. cit.).



Portuguese nautical experience on the one hand and the revival of the classical 

authorities on the other, summarise the broader Renaissance debate between Ancients 

and Modems6".

At the beginning, the desolate desert-like shores sighted by the Portuguese 

seamen sailing immediately south of Capes Non and Bojador seemed to confirm the 

age-old geographical prejudice of the 'torrid zone'“3. But when in 1444 Dinis Dias 

reached Cape Verde and realised that life there was not only possible but luxuriant, 

something much more important than the landscape was changing in Western culture. 

In this regard, the choice for the toponym itself seems to me highly significant, for 

contrary to prior belief in sandy deserts or any other kind of inhospitable lands at these 

latitudes, the Portuguese reaffirmed their perceptual experience and confirmed the 

existence of a vigorous vegetation in that area by christening that place cabo verdea\  

Almost simultaneously, Nuno Tristao discovered south of the Senegal river the so- 

called Terra dos negros (thereafter named Guinea), thus revealing black populations in 

their own native environment to European culture“5. It can therefore be said that a new 

world previously unvisited, that of the rain-forest and the Tropics, thickly populated 

with human beings, was just being unveiled. The Venetian Alvise da Ca’da Mosto, 

who witnessed this same reality under the patronage of the Portuguese Crown in 1456, 

was fully aware of the great novelty it represented: 'indeed -he wrote- if compared 

with that of ours, the places which I have seen and known, another world could well 

be said.'636 * 624 625 *
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C f.J.A  Maravall (1966).

ft2,Cf.J. DeCrozals(1885).

624 According to Zurara. even the idea of Terrestrial Paradise adjoining the green areas of Guinea was common among 
some Portuguese mariners that took pan in exploration, as is attested for instance by the comments of Alvaro de Freitas 
(Cf. Crónica dos fe itos de Guiñé, ch.LJX. ed. Agéncia Geral das Colónias, 1949, p.254). As an example of how the 
exuberance of the tropical world was perceived and recorded, see Zurara's description of a tree named 'baobad' (ibid., 
ch.LXHI, ed. Agéncia Geral das Colónias. 1949, p.285).

625 Most chronicles and descriptions of Africa, inside and outside of Portugal, took the Senegal river for a long time as 
the frontier separating the white and the black worlds. In Portugal, see for example Duarte Pacheco Pereira. Esmeralda de 
situ orbis, bk.I, ch.27. ed. D. Peres, 1954, pp.95-99. Outside Portugal, see Luis del Mármol Carvajal. De la Descripción 
General de Affrica, 1573-99, vol.L bk.I, ch.27, fol. 16.

6' h Le Navegazioni Atlantiche di Alvise da C ada M osto, ed. R. Caddeo, 1929, p. 159.



These facts might have encouraged Portuguese expansion, because numerous 

expeditions were sent in the ensuing years617. In 1460 Pero de Sintra discovered Serra 

Leoa, the southernmost point reached by Portuguese vessels during the life of Prince 

Henry the Navigator. A short period of uncertainty followed his death in that year, but 

this was finally solved by a contract signed between the Portuguese Crown and the 

rich merchant of Lisbon Femao Gomes in 1469. According to this agreement, the King 

gave to Gomes the privilege of a trading monopoly in Guinea. In return, the merchant 

of Lisbon committed himself to advance exploration along the African coast at a rate of 

one hundred leagues per year for five years (afterwards prolonged to six)“*. The result 

of all this was a substantial fortune for Femao Gomes and spectacular progress in 

exploration down to Cape St. Catherine (1°55'S).

It was then under Gomes' concession that experienced pilots like Joao de 

Santarem and Pero Escobar overcame the equator and, as predicted by Dante 

Alighieri, they saw new heavens where the pole star did not shine“4*. Thus, after 

centuries of cosmographical debates about the material possibility of reaching the 

antipodes, the Portuguese seafarers had finally accomplished through experience what 

only few scholars like Albertus Magnus had previously conceived as feasible on 

theoretical grounds: to cross the equatorial line and sail beyond. This event was of 

course widely praised among modem cosmographers, particularly because it tended 

to demonstrate the superiority of recent navigations if compared with the exploits of 

antiquity. Seen with the benefit of hindsight, the geographer and mathematician Pedro 

Nunes (1502-78) stressed the unprecedented enterprise of his fellow countrymen in the 

following terms: "The Portuguese dared to set out the great ocean sea and they entered 627

185

627 It is not the purpose here to cover the Portuguse expansion in detail. Other books have specifically been written in 
this respect. The work of D. Peres (1960), for instance is very useful. It must however be complemented with more up to 
date studies, such as that of B.W. Diffie and G.D. Winius (1977). which contains a good appendix detailing the 
chronology of the Portuguese expansion. The most recent work on this subject are the five volumes edited by K.N. 
Chaudhuri and F. Bcthencourt (1998, forthcoming).

éî* Cf. L  de Albuquerque and M.E. Madeira Santos eds. (1993, doc.85, pp. 193-94). For more details on the contract, 
see Jo5o de Banos, Da Asia de loüo de B anos , Dec.L bk.2, ch.2.

Cf. Dante Alighieri. Divina Comedia. Purg.L 19-30.



it without fear. They discovered new islands, new lands, new seas, new people and, 

what is more, new heavens and new stars.'630 631

This new world apprehended on the basis of direct observation demanded 

equally a new cartographic approach suitable for the modem conception of space. In 

this regard, the world view of traditional mappaemundi had necessarily to be 

dismissed. Even if the so-called transitional mappaemundi were able to encompass the 

initial stages of the Portuguese expansion within their frame, the latitudes recently 

reached clearly trascended a closed, hierarchical notion of space bounded by symbolic 

preconceptions. Again, Zurara illustrates in his Crónica dos feitos de Guiñé how the 

Portuguese leaders perceived the structural inconsistency of mappaemundi as a guide 

to contemporary navigations: 'what was shown on the mappa mundi with respect to 

this coast [beyond Cape Bojador] was not true -he explains- for they only depicted it at 

hazard; but this which is now placed on the charts was a matter witnessed by the 

eye.

Ptolemy’s mathematical approach to mapmaking would perhaps seem more 

adequate than traditional mappaemundi for a rigorous drawing of the new discovered 

lands. However, his original depiction of the southernmost parts of the world was 

based either on second-hand information or on pure conjecture, as occurs for instance 

in the case of the land-bridge between Africa and Asia. On the other hand, the up to 

date tabulae novae which had began to appear since the compilation of Claudius 

Clavus’ map of the Baltic countries (1424), were still confined to the revised depiction 

of a few European territories. In addition, one must also take into account that there is 

little evidence allowing one to assess whether the Ptolemaic revival had reached 

Portugal by the time of Prince Henry the Navigator632. All in all, it is fairly obvious that 

the Alexandrines terrestrial system of mapmaking was not ready yet for the 

cartography of the oceanic world just discovered by the Portuguese.
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630 Pedro Nunes. Tratado da sphera (1537), fol. B.

631 Crónica dos fe itos de Guiñé, ch. LXXVm, ed. C.R. Beazley and E. Presiage. 1896-99, p. 237.

631 See in this regard the contrary opinions of Duarte Leite (1941, p.205, n.204) and W.G.L Randles (1960, p.22).



As announced by Zurara, only the logic of portolan charts fitted reasonably 

well with the recognition of an open homogeneous space, stretched out infinitely or at 

least with no predefined limits. As with the Portuguese approach to the new lands, 

commanded by direct visual experience, chartmakers were able to express in 

Euclidean terms a consistent correspondence between the physical reality and the 

cartographic image. In this regard, it has already been shown that chartmakers from 

the Kingdom of Aragon and from the republics of Venice and Genoa generally 

succeeded in plotting an accurate depiction of the Mediterranean. It has also been 

noticed that there existed a tendency in Catalan style charts to extend the depiction 

beyond the area of the so-called ’normal portolan'. In fact, the first reliable 

representation of the three archipelagoes of the Central Atlantic (Canaries, Madeira, 

and Azores), both as concerning their real shape and orientation, was due to the 

Majorcan chartmaker Gabriel Vallseca (1439)*". However, when Catalan style charts 

extended their depiction beyond Cape buyetder* and blended into mappaemudi, they 

retained a great deal of the symbolic imagery of the latter. The following pages will 

thus show that the graphic reflection of the Portuguese discoveries beyond Cape 

Bojador was primarily exhibited in purely nautical charts of Italian style.

Unfortunately, no Portuguese charts have been preserved from the very initial 

period of African exploration, although they might have existed if we take the 

references of Fra Mauro, Zurara, and others into account**. The earliest cartographic 

record of Portuguese origin where the African coast is represented beyond Cape 

Bojador is the anonymous Chart of Modena (c.1471-1485)*w. It was however the * * *
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Inv. 3236, Museu Maritim, Barcelona. Note lhai the legend for the Azores reads: 'Aqüestes illcs loom  trobades per
diego dc si Ives pelot del rey de portogall an lay MCCCCXXVIT (loc. cit.).

Cf. C. Verlindén (1979). The origins of Portuguese cartography has been the object of much debate. The major 
arguments which this controversial problem has aroused among modem historians have been summarised by M.F, AJrgna. 
in Instituí Cartográfic de Catalunya ed. (1991, pp.231-35).

M5 C.G.A.5c, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria. Modena. The chart »-as initially dated to c.l 471 by A  Fomoura da 
Costa (1940, pp.55-56). Later on, A. CortesJo. in A  Cortesáo and A  Teixeira da Moca (I960. vol.L p.4). suggested that it 
was made in the last three decades of the 15th century. More recently. A  Pmhciro Marques (1989, pp 87-90) considers 
that this chart was most probably composed prior to 1482. He bases his argument on the fact that there ts no indication in 
the chart to the Castelo de Sao Jorge da Mina, which began to be built in 1482. However, the settlement did not obtain the 
status of a town until 1486. It thus seems reasonable to think that a few years following the initial date of construction were 
needed until cartographers considered this toponym worth mentioning in their chans. Hence the date of c. 1485 as terminus 
ad quern.



Venetian chartmaker Andrea Bianco who advanced in almost three decades the first 

cartographical reflection of the shores sighted by Afonso Gonçalves Baldaia, Nuno 

Tristâo, Dinis Dias, and Alvaro Fernandes. Indeed, his chart of 1448 (pl.22) displays 

the Atlantic coast from the North Sea to Cape Roxo (ll^O 'N )636 637 *. Thirty-five place 

names are registered beyond Cape Bojador down to the southernmost point recorded 

in the chart, a number which is barely comparable with the toponymy displayed by 

any of the most detailed mappaemundi of the time for the same stretch of coast. The 

nomenclature used by Bianco is without any doubt of Portuguese origin, if some place- 

names like spiaza basa' were italianised. How and where he obtained the information 

is nevertheless impossible to say with certainty at the present state of research. Most 

likely, Bianco called at Lisbon on his way to London, where the chart was ultimately 

finished. Whether he acquired one of the Portuguese charts referred to by Zurara 

there617, or simply obtained the information through other written or oral means, is not 

known. Be this as it may, Bianco's chart stands as the most complete extant record of 

the Portuguese discoveries composed in the first half of the 15th century. The 

promptness and accuracy of the Venetian cartographer to include in his chart 

geographical details known in Portugal about only three years previously is also most 

remarkable.

The work of Andrea Bianco was continued by another prolific Italian 

chartmaker native from Ancona: Grazioso Benincasa“8. This is particularly manifest in 

his works up to 1468, where Benincasa shows a noticeable influence of the Venetian 

cartographer. The African coast drawn by Benincasa in this period reaches at most the 

'Cavo Rosso* foreshadowed by Andrea Bianco, as it occurs for instance in the atlas of 

five charts signed in Rome in 1467 and now preserved in Paris639. From that year
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616 The chart is now preserved in Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, F.260, inf.(l ).

637 Precisely when he assesses the results of the advance along the African coast up to 1446, the Fortuguse chronicler 
writes: 'And these caravels passed beyond the Cape [Bojador] four hundred and fifty leagues. And it is found that all that 
coast goeth to the south with many promontories, according to what this our Prince had added to the navigating chart' 
íCrónica dos fritos de Guiñé, ch. LXXVID, ed. C.R. Beazley and E. Prestage, 1896-99, p. 136).

6ÎN Cf. M. Emiüani (1936).

Rés. Ge. DD. 1988, Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.



onwards, however, Benincasa distanced himself from the influence of Andrea Bianco 

and his works denote a closer acquaintance with original Portuguese sources of 

information. In 1468, he produced in Genoa an atlas of six charts640, the last of which 

shows for the first time eight of the Cape Verde islands sighted by Diogo Gomes and 

Antonio da Noli in 1460. Furthermore, the mainland coast southwards is plotted as far 

as 'cavo mesurado' (6°20 N), reached by Pero da Sintra in 1461. Only one year later, in 

1469, Benincasa made another atlas of six charts in Venice where the African outline is 

extended beyond Cape Mesurado up  to 'cavo de sancta maria' (6°06'N f, in present 

Liberia but then belonging to what Sintra named Serra Leoa. These would therefore be, 

grosso tnodo, the earliest cartographic works now extant reflecting the overall 

Portuguese discoveries along the west coast of Africa during the lifetime of Prince 

Henry the Navigator (1394-1460).

Benincasa’s close knowledge of the Portuguese information as exhibited in his 

work after 1468 might well be related with the return of Ca’da Mosto from Lisbon to 

Venice in 1465 after he had sailed along the coast of Guinea for the Portuguese Crown. 

Benincasa was used to sojourn very often in the Serenissima since 1462w:. He was 

certainly there in 1465 and 1466, for in these years we know he composed two 

consecutive atlases of five charts in Venice643. It is thus perfectly possible that he 

obtained the precious information directly from Ca'da Mosto sometime in the period 

that both coincided in Venice. Armando Cortesao has expediently pointed out that if 

one looks to the narrative accounts of Ca'da Mosto and Pero da Sintra as included in 

the first volume of Ramusio's Delle Navigationi et Viaggi (Venice 1550)6*4, it will be 

realised that beyond 'ryo grande’ (Geba river, 11°40'N) only nineteen place-names are 

indicated, whereas Benincasa recorded twenty additional toponyms. This led the * 643 644
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64,1 Now preserved in London, British Library, Add. Ms. 6390.

Ml This atlas in now preserved in London. British Library, Add. Ms. 31315. 

m: Cf. M. Emiliani {1936. p.486).

643 Now respectively preserved in Vicenza (Bibtioteca Civica Bertoliana. 598b) and Paris (Bibliothèque Nationale, Rés. 
Ge.DD.2779).

644 See the modem edition o f M. Milanesi {1978-88, voLL pp.461-541 ).



modem Portuguese historian to conclude that the Ca’da Mosto supplied Benincasa 

with a Portuguese chart where the complete discoveries had been recorded6*5. It should 

not be forgotten, however, that the data contained in a detailed roteiro was suitable 

enough, and surely easier to obtain, with view to recording the most accurate 

depictions64". By what means Benincasa obtained the Portuguese information is thus 

difficult to say, but it is fairly obvious from observing his charts that it fell promptly 

into his hands.

It would however be misleading to think that Benincasa’s acquaintance with the 

progress of the Portuguese navigations meant a strict synchronic correlation between 

one and the other. Quite the reverse, the chronology and hydrographic development 

in Benincasas numerous charts and atlases did not necessarily correspond to the order 

of advance made by the Lusitanian pilots. If in 1469, as already noted, Benincasa 

depicted the African coast as far south as 'cavo de sancta maria’, in later works like the 

1473 atlas of six charts now preserved in Bologna647, the outline drawn only reached up 

to 'rio de palmerj’, at almost one degree further north. This omission can be explained 

in this particular case by the escutcheon depicted over the Iberian Peninsula and 

various other ornamental motives shown in the atlas. For these seem to provide 

evidence that Benincasa took the interests of the purchaser to whom the work was 

addressed into account rather than the complete record of the new lands revealed by 

the Portuguese648. But even with these apparent shortcomings, the fact still prevails 

that Benincasa s depiction of the west African coast was generally austere and pretty 

accurate, following the best Italian style tradition of chartmaking in this respect. His
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A. Cortesio ( 1969-71 .vol.II, pp. 192-93).

This notwithstanding, there is no documentary evidence of Portuguese roteiros until the anonymous Este tivro é de 
rotear...' (c.1485), included in the so-called O Manuscrito Valentina Fernandes (ed. Academia Portuguesa da Historia, 
1940, pp.209-240).

w7 Ms. 280, Biblioteca Universitaria. Bologna.

A similar decoration is shown in the 1482 chan preserved in Bologna (Biblioteca Universitaria, Rot.3). In this case, 
M. Emiliani (1936, p.501) has demonstrated that the chan was made for Cardinal Raffaello Riario (1451-1521), whose 
arms are depicted near the Canaries. Note, on the other hand, that this and the rest of Benincasa’s separate charts stopped 
the depiction at 'cavo de bu£edor'(Bqjador), but here the limitations imposed by the size of a single skin must also be taken 
into account.



atlases are by all means the earliest and most faithful image covering the Henrician 

discoveries.

So not until Femao Gomes assumed the responsibility of proceeding with the 

advance along the west African coast was the first Portuguese cartographical record to 

appear: the already mentioned Chart of Modena (c.1471-85) (pl23). Its anonymous 

author registered the voyage of Joao de Santarem and Pero Escobar up to no do lago' 

(Lagos river), already in the Gulf of Guinea. The fact that this chart records among 

others the place-name no de santarem’ (5°09’N), not mentioned by later works, 

suggests that the chartmaker had access to the most reliable original sources. Fontoura 

da Costa thinks that this chart is a copy of the Padrao Real64’. His hypothesis still 

cannot be verified with certainty, but all chart’s evidence seems to indicate that this 

may indeed be the case. It should for instance be noted that, contrary to the rest of 

works in that period, the Chart of Modena does not account for any of the mythical 

islands of the Atlantic650.

As a general rule, Portuguese cartography excels from the outset for its 

pragmatic orientation and for a fairly rigorous depiction of the world. It was the living 

experience of pilots and seamen rather than age-old beliefs which served for the 

composition of their maps. So, contrary to the presumed existence in the southern 

latitudes of scorched landscapes from excessive heat or odd monstrous creatures, the 

anonymous author of the Chart of Modena, like other Italian maps based on 

Portuguese sources, only reflects first-hand knowledge gained through the voyages of 

his fellow countrymen. The widespread and reiterative use of place-names such as 

'arvoredos' or 'ryo das palmas' in the neighbourhood of Gulf of Guinea is by no means 

the product of casualty. They reflect the physical reality they denote as well as the 

spirit which guided the compilation of the Chart.

Beyond the geographical area covered by the Chart of Modena, it was again a 

Venetian cartographer, Cristoforo Soligo, who first represented the African coast south 

of the equator. At least four of the thirty-seven charts contained in the so-called
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A. Fontoura da Costa (1940, p.46).

6?0
There is a considerable amount of literature on this subject since the early work of W.H. Babcock (1922).



Comoro Atlas (c.1489) are generally attributed to him*1. On the charts numbered 30 and 

31, he depicted the west African outline as far south as the Gold Coast, sharing a great 

deal with the representations of Bianco and Benincasa. The chart numbered 32, on the 

contrary, shows the African seaboard still beyond, from capo roixo’ to capo de 

caterina' (1°55'S), including the islands of Sao Tomé, Príncipe and Femando Póo as 

well. This is thus the first time that a chart extends its depiction to the southern 

hemisphere. A short but significant legend written in front of the Niger mouths, 

named on the chart 'rio dos escravos’ and ’rio dos forcados', stresses the fact that 

Portuguese pilots saw new heavens at this latitudes with the following words: ’here 

the pole [star] does not appear.’652 On the whole, this chart would be the earliest 

cartographic reflection of the Portuguese discoveries along the African coast under 

Gomes’ concession.

Chart 33 of the Comoro Atlas (see pl.24) is a continuation of the previous map. It 

shows the African seaboard in the austral hemisphere until just after 'capo do lobo’ 

(Cape Sta. Maria, 13°25'S). Soligo designs the padrao of Santo Agostinho there, which 

had been erected by Diogo Cao in August 1483. After this, the Portuguese navigator 

returned to Lisbon, where he arrived in the spring of 1484655. Thus, charts 30 to 33 of 

the Comoro Atlas do not only encompass the area previously depicted by Bianco, 

Benincasa and the Chart of Modena, but are also the earliest cartographic reflections of 

Diogo Cáo’s first voyage (1482-84). Once again, it is worth stressing the rapidity with 

which information concerning the Portuguese discoveries reached Italy.
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6,1 The Comaro Atlas, so named after the Venetian family to whom it first belonged, is now preserved in London, 
British Library. Eg. Ms. 73. For a discussion on the date of this codex, see A. Cortesao (1969-71, vol.H 198-200).

'hie non appar polus’ (loc. cit.).

M3 Diogo C5o is one of the most mysterious personages of the Portuguese discoveries. There are numerous documentary 
references to him, but all are fragmentary and often contradictory. Besides some archival material recently gathered by 
Joao Martins da Silva Marques (1988. vol.m, doc. 142. 180. 181), some few archaeological information examined by L  
Cordeiro (1936), and the evidence of certain maps which shall be analysed below, Diogo Cao is mentioned by Eustache de 
La Fosse and a number of Portuguese chroniclers, including Rui de Pina, Garcia de Resende, Duarte Pacheco Pereira, Joao 
de Banos, Antonio Galvao, and others. From this material. D. Peres (1960, pp.253-86) reconstructed the voyages of Diogo 
Cao in a form which has been almost unanimously accepted by modem historians: a first voyage from 1482 to 1484, and a 
second one from 1485 to 1486. His theory has recently been challenged with notable erudition by C.M. Radulet (1990). 
who proposes that the voyages were three instead of two. However, some inconsistencies have also been detected in this 
latter interpretation, as pointed out for instance by J. Ferreira do Amaral (1995, pp.74-77). 1 therefore feel no need to 
abandon the conventional reconstruction of Cao's voyages until new evidence and later research definitively resolves the 
problem.



Shortly after the copies of Soligo's charts were concluded, evidence is found of 

the earliest portolan charts explicitly signed by Portuguese authors: the chart of Jorge 

de Aguiar (1492)654 * 656, and the work of Pedro Reinel (c. 1492-1504) (pl.25)‘*\ From an 

evolutionary point of view, one might perhaps expect from these works a coverage of 

further sourthem latitudes, but it is not so. Both works show a stretch of coast which is 

further north than that exhibited by Chart 33 of the Comaro Atlas. The chart of Jorge 

Aguiar, in particular, depicts the west African coast only up to serra lioa\ which is just 

at the edge of the parchment, and then proceeds on the mainland down to ‘A mina’, 

written in larger letters over a design of the castle. With a similar technique, that is to 

say with a part of the outline drawn on the interior of Africa, the southernmost point 

registered in Reinel’s chart is no do padrom' (Zaire), where he marked a cross 

indicating the padrao of Sao Jorge erected by Diogo C3o in April 1483. Both works are 

thus clearly anachronistic with respect to the contemporary advance of Portuguese 

vessels.

The most repeated argument used to explain why fifteenth-century Portuguese 

cartography is out of phase if compared with other contemporary works in Italy has 

been the recurrence to the so-called politico do s i g i l o This theory propounds the 

existence of a policy of presumed secrecy by the Portuguese Crown as regards the 

latest Atlantic discoveries, which is purported to have become distinctively effective 

from the reign of Dom Joao II (1481-95) onwards and would particularly have affected 

the production of signed charts. Indeed, nothing can drive back the idea of a certain
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Now preserved in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Yale University. New Haven. Recently studied 
and reproduced by L Guerreiro (1992). Note (hat this map remained unknown until it was presented at the First 
International Meeting o f Nautical History (Coimbra. 1968) from the initiative of O Victor. Cf. 0. Victor (1970).

6,5 IIZ  1582 bis. Archives D6paitamenta)cs de la Gironde, Bordeaux. The chan is explicitly signed hut undated In (his 
regard, A. Cortesao initially advanced a date of c.1485 (Cf. A  Cortesio and A  Tcixcira da Mota. I960. voLV, pp.3-4) 
Later on. the same author suggested that it was made in 1483 (Cf. A  Cortesio. 1969-71, vol C. pp 207-1!) More recently. 
A. Pinheiro Marques (1989, pp.90-93) proposed a wider span of time: 1484 to 1492. Finally, i. Ferreira do Amaral (1995. 
pp. 173-84) has convincingly argued that Reinel composed his chan in two phases from c. 1492 to 1504.

656 The genesis of this theory of official secrecy in Portugal can be traced back to early nineteenth-century historians (Cf. 
A. Coites5o, 1973, pp.34-35; F. Contente Domingues, 1990, pp. 105* 107). but it was mosily Jaime Cortesio who fully 
developed this thesis in various works since 1924 (Cf. J. Conesio. ed.l9H4-85. vol ID. pp.780818; see also F. Contente 
Domingues, 1990, pp.107-110). As an explanatory device this hypothesis enjoyed, and still enjoys with some nuances, a 
considerable success among historians. Even so, there also have been convinced opponents since the beginning, namely D. 
Leite (1941, pp. 191-241), B.W. Diffie (1969), and L  de Albuquerque (1990-91. vol.L pp.57-65).



confidentiality in the overseas policy of a state, so common on the other hand to 

different contexts and periods from the one here analysed. In some circumstances, this 

hypothesis helps to explain a number of problems that maps of the period pose, like 

for instance the different extent of African coast shown by signed and unsigned 

Portuguese charts. And yet, it is difficult to understand how these presumed secrets of 

state regarding the latest explorations could be easily transmitted outside Portugal 

with rapidity and precision not only as regards one particular author, but repeatedly 

in various cartographers through the 15th century. If indeed a systematic ’policy of 

silence’ ever existed, it was anything but effective.

The fact that the two signed Portuguese charts of the 15th century do not reflect 

the real knowledge available in their country regarding the African expeditions does 

not mean, however, that they were less perfect or worse informed. Quite the reverse, a 

comparison of the chart numbered 33 in the Comaro Atlas and the work of Reinel 

evinces that in reality it was not so. Let us take for example the common stretch of 

coast that both maps show between Cape Catherine (1°55’S), the southernmost point 

reached by Portugal before Cao’s navigations, and the mouths of the Zaire river 

(6°05’S), the southernmost extremity represented in Reinel's chart. If we put them side 

by side, the comparison immediately reveals a greater toponymic richness in the 

Portuguese depiction. Whereas Reinel’s chart records in the area considered nineteen 

place-names, Soligo only registers eleven. That means almost twice the toponymic 

detail in one than the other. Furthermore, the density of place-names shown in Reinel’s 

chart along that tract of coast is also greater than that exhibited in later works such as 

the depictions of Martellus, Behaim, Juan de la Cosa, and even the celebrated Cantino 

planisphere657. On the other hand, some of the toponyms registered by Soligo denote a 

merely descriptive and rather primitive nomenclature, whereas Reinel fixes a precise 

toponomy of proper names that was thereafter repeated in ensuing works. For 

example, in the place where Soligo simply records 'aguada, Reinel writes 'cabo 

segumdo'; and where the Venetian cartographer announces ‘angra’, the Portuguese
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657 See the comparative table in J. Femeira do Amaral (1995. pp.202-203).



chartmaker specifies 'angra do judeo’, a place-name thereafter echoed by Martellus, 

Behaim, and other authors.

In sum, Pedro Reinel did not display the full amplitude of Diogo Cao’s voyages 

in his chart, but he was certainly aware of them. Portuguese maps of the 15th century 

did not reveal the whole range of the discoveries they were contemporaneously 

carrying out, but whatever they finally released was generally more precise and 

complete than in the rest of Europe. So, in line with a previously stressed principle 

according to which the appearance of new lands on maps did not necessarily signify 

new discoveries, fifteenth-century Portuguese cartography illustrates that the contrary 

proposition must also be taken into account: the non-appearance of new discovered 

lands on a map does not always mean that the cartographer ignored their existence.

Two other major conclusions can be grasped from the analysis carried out so 

far. The first is that fifteenth-century chartmakers faithfully reflected the direct visual 

experience of the Portuguese navigators in their works, abandoning most of the 

geographical prejudices inherited from classical tradition which were partially 

considered in contemporary mappaemundi. The second issue worth highlighting is a 

fairly obvious statement: if an official policy of silence was operative in Portugal 

throughout the 15th century, this did not seem to have caused any significant delay in 

the cartographic reflection of the current discoveries along the west coast of Africa 

outside Portugal. In this regard, Bianco, Benincasa and Soligo were not just a few 

exceptions. The transference of knowledge from Portugal to the rest of Europe 

continued equally during the last decades of the century with regard to works 

belonging to a different cartographic family from the portolan charts seen so far. This 

also entailed a differing interplay between modem perceptual knowledge and erudite 

authority, the exact nature of which is going to be analysed next.
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2. FROM MARE CLAUSUM TO MARE LIBERUM.

neq u iq u am  deus abscidit- 
p ru d e n s  Oceano dissociabili 
te rras , si tam en im piae 
no n  tagenda rates transiliun t vada.*5*

Q UINTUS HORATIUS FLACCUS

In 1486, a fine woodcut edition of Ptolemy’s Geography was issued in Ulm by 

Johannes Reger. It was the second edition of this work printed outside Italy and the sixth 

overall since Hermannus Levilapis first sent Ptolemy's geographical treatise to the printing 

press in Vicenza about a decade earlier659. Almost simultaneously, King Joao II of Portugal 

dispatched an embassy to Rome as a token of his obedience to the newly elected Pope 

Innocent VIII. Vasco Fernandes de Lucena, the orator who proclaimed in elegant Latin the 

official declaration of obedience on December 9,1485, availed of this occasion to inform the 

Holy Father and the world about the momentous achievements of the Portuguese, including 

the results of Cao’s first voyage. Underlining the deeds of his sovereign, Fernandes de 

Lucena began by mentioning the undertakings accomplished in North Africa, against the 

Turks, and in the Gulf of Guinea. He then moved on to conclude: 'Lastly, to all these things 

may be added the by no means uncertain hope of exploring the Barbarian Gulf [Ptolemy's 

'Sinus Barbaricus', i.e. South-East Africa], where kingdoms and nations of Asiatics, barely 

known among us and then only by the most meager of information, practice very devoutly 

the most holy faith of the Saviour. The farthest limit of Lusitanian maritime exploration is 

at present only a few days distant from them, if the most competent geographers are but 

telling the truth. As a matter of fact, by far the greatest part of the circuit of Africa being by 

then already completed, our men last year reached almost the Prassum Promontorium, 

where the Barbarian Gulf begins.’660 ***

*** 'Vain was the purpose of Cod in severing the lands by the estranging main, if in spite of him our impious ships dash 
across the depths he meant should not be touched.'

65,1 On the primed editions of Ptolemy’s Geography, see J, Winsor {1884), A. Codazzi (1950). W.H. Stahl (1953). C. Sanz 
(1959), and M. Milanesi, in L. Lago (1992, vol.I, pp.93-I04).

Vasco Fernandes de Lucena. Oratio de obedieruia ad Innocennum VIII, ed. F.M. Rogers (1958, pp.47-48). Note that an 
edition of this text appeared in Rome soon after the obedience was delivered and that a second edition was issued also in Rome 
c.1492.
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This extraordinary disclosure and its concomitance with a growing knowledge of 

Ptolemy's geographical work among cosmographers was in no way sheer coincidence. Both 

events represented the culmination of two parallel and far-reaching processes of essentially 

contradictory nature as far as their respective image of the African outline is concerned. 1 

shall thus try to study in the following pages how these punctuating episodes are best 

enlightened when analysed within the wider recurrent debate concerning the antagonistic 

role played by ancient authority and modem experience in the drawing of the world. Then 

I shall examine the precise cartographic terms in which this controversy finally came to a 

climax in the last decades of the 15th century.

One might begin taking into account that since the former manuscript copies, and 

now through the successive printed editions, Ptolemy's mathematical apparatus had always 

been the object of close examination during the 15th century, particularly in northern 

Europe. Several of his cartographic projections had by then been experimented within 

modem editions, some of his geographical coordinates had been recently rectified, and new 

revised tabulae novae of several countries had been added to the original manuscript. In 

short, Ptolemy's Geography had become a fairly renowned work by at the end of the 15th 

century.

This increasing popularity of Ptolemy among late fifteenth-century cosmographers 

is well illustrated by Francesco Berlinghieri’s Le septe giornate della geographia (c.1482). 

Although this .work is normally recorded as the fourth printed edition of Ptolemy's 

Geography, the first and the only one carried out in Florence, in reality it is much more than 

that. Besides translating Ptolemy's text and maps into a vernacular language, Berlinghieri 

made a free adaptation of it into tercet metrics. Most of the Alexandrine's original ideas were 

just paraphrased, sometimes amplifying them with modem details of geographical or 

historical nature, others reducing the genuine passages to poetical abridgment. Somehow 

in line with Fazio degli Uberti's didactic poem with regard to Solinus, Berlinghieri rendered 

homage to Ptolemy through a lyrical recreation of the original text.

Certainly, there was also contemporary criticism towards certain details conveyed 

by Ptolemy. The four tabulae novae added in Berlinghieri's version to the 27 traditional maps 

clearly reflect that besides deference towards Ptolemy's contribution to geographical science,
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there also existed a seminal conviction that part of his work needed some adjustment. But 

beyond this urgency for emendations in the detail, the validity of Ptolemy’s cartographical 

techniques remained by large generally undisputed. Most importantly, no eyewitness 

evidence gained during the first three quarters of the 15th century was able to 

fundamentally contradict the outline of Ptolemy's world map showing a terrestrial '

continuum linking Africa and Asia that made of the Indian Ocean a land-locked sea. As i
i

already noted, a few months after the speech of Fernandes de Lucena a printed version of j 

Ptolemy's Geography was issued at Ulm. Another edition by Petrus de Turre followed ( 

shortly afterwards in Rome, the same city were the oration of obedience took place, as if 

nothing had happened.

Seen from the circles of the Portuguese Crown, the perspective was rather different.

The knowledge of the world there was primarily gained from the direct experience of their 

navigators. So had it been since at least the conquest of Ceuta (1415) and so it continued to 

be for the rest of the century. While the first Latin manuscripts of Ptolemy’s Geography began 

to circulate in Europe, the Portuguese pilots were charting the unknown Tropics and sailing 

beneath new heavens. In the same year as Lienhart Hole printed the first non-Italian edition 

of the Alexandrine’s geographical treatise, the Portuguese began the construction of Sào 

Jorge da Mina in West Africa as a permanent settlement. Finally, the preparation of the 

following edition of Ptolemy's work coincided with the hydrographical survey and 

astronomical observations of Master José Vizinho in Guinea, which led to the determination 

of latitude by the sun, and thus allowed scientific navigation in the waters of the Southern 

Hemisphere661.

In these terms, it is obvious that what the Portuguese claimed to have discovered 

about the African outline had necessarily to clash, sooner or later, with Ptolemy’s ideas 

about the Indian Ocean. Contrary to the continuous terra incognita conjectured by the latter 

in the southern parts of the ecumene, Fernandes de Lucena had announced in a public forum 

that there was a sea route allowing one to reach the Indies after rounding South Africa. It 

was not however on the basis of the first voyage of Diogo Cào, the latest maritime exploit 

officially recorded in 1485, that this prediction was to be finally concretised. In the autumn

f,M Cf. L. de Albuquerque, in A. Conesâo (1969-71, vol.II, pp.22i-358).
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of this same year, King Joao II consigned once more to Cao the direction of another 

expedition to Africa. The Portuguese navigator surpassed on this occasion his achievements 

of previous voyages and arrived as far south as the land he christened Sena Parda (Sierra 

Bay, 22810'S) in 1486. But even there, close to the Tropic of Capricorn, Cao could not find 

the proclaimed passage to the Indian Ocean that the Portuguese Crown had so much longed 

for. This honour would fall to his successor Bartolomeu Dias.

The three caravels commanded by Dias left the Tagus in August 1487662. Once they 

arrived at the southernmost point reached by Diogo Cao, they continued south to what they 

called Angra das Voltas (Liideritz Bay, 26°40’S), where part of the crew remained with the 

supporting ship. The rest proceeded to the south, and on 6 January, 1488 Dias descried a 

mountain which he named Sena dos Reis (Cardow Berg). Just after this point, it seems that 

a stormy wind obliged him to move away from the coast and take a south-westerly 

direction for several days. Estimating that by then he might have passed the tip of Africa, 

he decided to change the course to the east. As no land appeared, he changed direction 

again, this time to the north. Following this direction, they finally reached the coast at a 

point they called Bata dos Vaqueiros (Mossel Bay or Fish Bay)663. This means that, without 

hardly realising it, they had bordered the southern tip of Africa and were now at the 

entrance of the so long searched for Indian Ocean. In fact, the reduced fleet still continued 

to sail a bit more up to a river mouth named Rio do Infante (Great Fish River, 33829'S, 

27°8'E)664. Bartolomeu Dias was even ready to proceed beyond with the voyage, but the 

scarcity of victuals and the displeasure of the crew after so many difficulties obliged him to 

take the decision of coming back. On the return they followed the coastline, spotting the cabo 

tonnentoso they had not been able to make out on the outward journey. Nevertheless, when 

the fleet arrived at Lisbon in December 1488 King Joao II changed this name to Cape of

M2The principal archival material concerning Bartolomeu Dias has been recently gathered by L. de Albuquerque. dir.(1988). 
As for the chroniclers, the most detailed account is given by Joao de Banos. Da Asia de loao de Barros, dec.I, bk.III, ch.4. See 
also L.A. de Fonseca (1987).

M1 On these two possible identifications, see the divergent opinions of A. Fontoura da Costa (1933. p.356) and E. Axelson 
(1940, p. 17).

M It would seem that the person who effectively discovered Rio do Infante was Joao Infante, one o f the captains o f the fleet. 
Hence the name given to the toponym: E  porque Joam Infante capiti do navio Sam Pataleam, foy o primeiro que sayo em terra: 
ouve o no o nome que ora tern do Infante* (Da Asia de Iodo de Barros. dec.I. bk.III, ch.4, ed. A. Baiao, 1932. p.87). Note, on 
the other hand, that the Great Fish River is the most generalised identification with that place, but not an absolutely certain 
one (Cf. E. Axelson, 1940, pp. 1969-71).
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Good Hope for the very promising prospect that it opened.

Seemingly as part of the same planned strategy of the Portuguese Crown that sought 

to verify the existence of a maritime route to the Indies as soon as possible, King Joao II had 

meanwhile dispatched two experienced travellers, Afonso de Paiva and Pero da Covilha, 

on an overland journey to the Orient. According to Father Francisco Alvares, the primary 

aim of their mission was 'to discover and learn about Prester John, and where the cinnamon 

is to be found, and the other spices which from those parts went to Venice through the 

countries of the Moors.’665 From the Portuguese perspective, this also entailed the problem 

of African circumnavigability. Covilha was surely expected to adduce some indirect 

evidence in this regard, or at least, to get first-hand information about the sailing conditions 

which Portuguese navigators should face if they entered the Indian Ocean.

The expedition departed from Santarem on 7 May, 1487, a few months before the first 

voyage of Dias set off. Still according to Alvares, the two travellers went to Aden, via 

Barcelona, Naples, Rhodes, Alexandria, Cairo, Tor, and Suakin. Then they separated, 

Afonso de Pavia seting out for the country of Ethiopia and Covilha for India, agreeing that 

at a certain time they should both meet in Cairo to give the King an account of what they 

had found. Paiva died soon after without being able to accomplish his mission, but Covilha 

had no major problems in coming first to Cananor and thence to Calicut. After a short 

sojourn there, he returned by way of Goa and the Malibar coast. Late in 1489 he was on the 

East African shore, travelling as far south as Sofala (Nova Sofala, 20°9’S)666. About a year 

later, Covilha was finally back in Cairo, where he met two Portuguese Jews sent by King 

Joao II: Josef of Lamego and Rabbi Abraham of Beja. On behalf of the Crown, the two 

emissaries asked Covilha to write down a brief account of what he had seen and learnt on 

his travels and then to accomplish Paiva’s pending mission in Ethiopia. So was it done: * **

w>5 Ho Preste Joam das indias. Verdadera ¡nformagam das terras do Preste Joam, ch.CIII, ed. S. of Alderley, 1881, p.266. 
Francisco Alvares is the main source for the voyages of Pero da Covilha, to be complemented by the study of the Conde de 
Ficalho (1898. reprinted 1988).

**This detail is ignored in the Portuguese version o f  Francisco Alvares' account (Cf. Ho Preste Joam das indias. Verdadera 
informagam das terras do Preste Joam, ch.CIII, ed. S. o f Alderley, 1881, p.268). The fact that Covilha went to Sofala is 
however attested in the Italian version of Alvares' work (Cf. G.B. Ramusio, Navigazioni e viaggi, ed. M. Milanesi, 1978-88. 
vol.ll. p.28l). Likewise. Joáo de Banos says that Covilhá set out for Sofala (Cf. Da Asia de loao de Barros, dec.I, bk.Hl, ch.5). 
And finally, Antonio Galváo (Cf. Tradado dos Descobrimentos amigos e modernos feitos até á era de 1550, ed. Bethune, 
1862, p.78) and Femáo Lopes de Castanheda (Cf. Historia do Descobrimento e conquista da India pelos Portugueses, bkj, 
ch.l) slate that he indeed visited that place. It is thus most likely to think that Covilha effectively reached Sofala (Cf. W.G.L. 
Randles (1959. pp.28-29).
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Covilha wrote the requested letters, which were to be immediately delivered to Portugal by 

Josef of Lamego, and then, accompanied by Rabbi Abraham as far as Ormuz, he finally 

turned towards Abyssinia in quest of Prester John.

No trace of Covilha s original account has been preserved, but we can gain a glimpse 

of its contents through the narrative of Francisco Alvares, who found Covilha a prisoner in 

Ethiopia about thirty years later. According to the Portuguese edition of Alvares' work, 

Covilha had informed the King about the spices in Calicut, as well as suggesting that the 

Portuguese vessels 'could navigate by their coast [of Malibar] and the seas of Guinea, 

coming to make the coast of Sofala, which he had also gone.'667 The Italian version of 

Alvares' narrative edited by Ramusio in 1563, which is more complete in many details, gives 

us a clearer record this point: 'if his [the Portuguese King] caravels, which were accustomed 

to sail to Guinea, went on navigating along the coast and asked for the coast of that island 

[of the Moon] and of Sofala, from there they could easily penetrate to those eastern seas and 

reach the coast of Calicut, for it was sea all the way, as he had learned.'668

This information, together with the news brought by Dias, might have supplied the 

Portuguese Crown with substantial evidence in favour of the existence of a sea route to 

India long before its demostrative proof by Vasco de Gama. Even if it is not altogether 

certain that Covilha s account effectively reached the King, there is enough circumstantial 

evidence to presume that it really did66’ In this reagard, it might be illustrative to turn to a 

brief investigation of ideas concerning the possibility of circumnavigating Africa as reflected 

in contemporary maps.

The various versions of Henricus Martellus* world map (c.l489-92), Martin Behaim’s 

globe (1492) and Francesco Rosselli’s cleanly-engraved copperplate (c.1492), are the earliest 

works extant acknowledging the information brought back by Dias670. So once again it was 

outside Portugal that the Lusitanian discoveries were primarily exhibited. One must also 

take into account the different nature of these representations when compared with the

Ho Preste Joam das indias. Verdadera informagam das terras do Preste Joam, ch.CIll, ed. S. of Aldcrky, 1881, p.269.
G.B. Ramusio. Navigazioni e viaggi, ed. M. Milanesi. 1978-88, vol.Il, p.282.
Cf. Conde de Ficalho (1898. pp.l 19-22). W.G.L. Randles (1959, 30-31). A. Cortesào (1973. pp.93-98), C.F. Beckingham 

(1983. IX. p.15).
67,1 The so-called Laon Globe (end 15th century), now disappeared, showed similar features to the above-mentioned works. 

It has been studied by M. Destombes (1964, p.236), A.E. Nordenskiold (1973, p.74). and C. Sanz (1970, p.57).
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portolan charts reflecting the initial period of Portuguese oceanic navigations. Contrary to 

the restricted view of the latter, the cartographic works of Martellus, Behaim and Rosselli, 

aimed to offer a picture of the entire world. This makes these documents particularly 

interesting, for as shall be seen below, through them the debate between modem experience 

and ancient authority can be best appreciated.

Two of the three extant codices of Martellus’ Insularium IUustratum (c.1489) contain 

a world map671. Another copy was added to Cristoforo Buondelmonti’s Liber insularium 

(c.1490)672. And finally, a much larger separate version made around 1492, now kept in Yale, 

has more recently been discovered in Austria673. All four manuscript copies of Martellus' 

map and Rosselli's copperplate exhibit a similar portrayal of the known world, albeit not 

quite identical. I thus propose to examine Martellus' view of Africa focusing the analysis on 

the world map included in the London codex (pl.27). Only when relevant geographical 

disagreements would appear, will reference to other copies be made.

Underlying Martellus' maps lies the fact that, for the first time, the legacy of erudite 

cosmographical ideas and knowledge gained through the direct experience of mariners 

clashed over the depiction of Africa. Prior to Martellus, the works of Soligo and Benincasa 

had certainly undermined some of the Ptolemaic assumptions. Nevertheless, both had still 

left one of the major unsound premises of the Alexandrine intact: the uncircumnavigability 

of Africa. Only Fra Mauro had explicitly denounced the falsity of this hypothesis, but in his 

time it was impossible in the West to validate his conviction with a navigational experience 

dc visu. Martellus and the ensuing cartographers, on the contrary, show in their maps that 

they were fully aware of Dias’ voyage. If we add to this the ever growing influence of 

Ptolemy's Geography, of which Martellus himself prepared a manuscript version674, one can 

well conclude that two different and often contradictory sources for the design of maps

671 London, the British Library, Add. Ms. 15760, fol. 68v-69; Leyden. Bibliothek der Rîjksiversiteil, Vossianus lat., fol.23. 
The other copy, preserved in Chantilly (Musée Condé, Ms. 698), does not contain the world map. The world map in the London 
codex was first reproduced in the Atlas of Santarem (ed.1985, fig.51). Since then it has often been studied and reproduced. 
See for example A.E. Nordenskiold (1897, pp. 122-23), R. Almagia (1940), E. KJemp (1968, pp.18-19).

472 Firenze, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenciana, Plut. 29.25, fol.66v-67. The whole codex has been summarily described by 
S. Gentile, ed. (1992, pp.237-40).

477 New Haven, Yale University Library. The map was first made known in a brief note by A.O. Vietor (1963). Since then 
it has been often been studied and reproduced, particularly in relation with the cosmographical ideas of Columbus. See for 
example R.A. Skelton, in M. Destombes (1964, pp.229-34), C. Sanz (1966), l.L. Caraci (1978).

474 Incun. Magliabechiano XIII 16. Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Firenze.
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were available to late fifteenth-century cartographers: on the one hand, what the classics had 

authoritatively said; on the other, what contemporary mariners declared to have seen. How 

both came to play an important role in Renaissance cartography is first illustrated in 

Martellus* depiction of Africa.

At glance, the first thing which attracts one's attention on Martellus' world map is the 

disproportionate dimensions of Africa along the latitudinal axis. This was caused in part by 

the use of a pseudo-cordiform projection, which in turn was based on the second of 

Ptolemy's methods for rendering the sphere into a flat representation675. Besides, one should 

not dismiss another possibility which might have also eventually contributed to the 

exaggerated length Martellus ascribed to Africa. This alternative explanation would be 

linked to a chart presumably made by Dias after his first voyage. We know of it from a 

famous scholium written by Columbus on his copy of d ’Ailly's Imago Mundib7b, where he 

claims to have been present when Dias showed King Joao II a chart with the new discovered 

lands. According to Columbus, Dias argued to have sailed as far south as 45° below the 

equator677, which if measured alongside the Cape of Good Hope amounts to an exaggeration 

of about 10° of latitude. It is then possible, albeit in pure conjecture, that Columbus 

transmitted this misunderstanding to Italy678, or as has also been argued, that he made 

known what in reality was an intentional error conveyed to him in agreement with the 

'policy of secrecy'679. In any case, if such information indeed reached Italy not later than 

1489, Martellus could have used it for his world map, where Cape of Good Hope is shown 

at well over 40°S.

Be this as it may, Martellus drew Africa in great detail. Unlike Europe, better known 

in that period but hardly sketched by the German cartographer, Africa stands out for the 

particular care given to its design. Martellus certainly focused his attention on the depiction 

of this part of the world, trying to show how recent explorations had removed ancient 

beliefs. This is at least the way in which I interpret one of the two legends written in the

675 Cf. J.P. Snyder i 1993. p.30).
6,6 Pierre d’Ailly, Imago Mundi, $ch. 23b. ed. A. Ramirez de Verger, 1992, p.43.
477 This fact is also slated in Columbus’ copy of Aeneas Sitvius Piccolomini s Historia rerum ubique gestarum, sch. 6. ed- 

F. Socas. 1992, pp.6-7.
47* D. Peres (1960, pp.301-303) thinks that the 45° does not refer to the Cape of Good Hope but to the southernmost latitude 

reached by Dias after he left the southwest coast o f Africa because of the storm on the outward journey.
67v Cf. J. Cortesao (ed. 1984-85, vol.II!, pp.869-72).
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Atlantic Ocean, which reads: This is the modem true shape of Africa according to 

Portuguese descriptions between the Mediterranean Sea and the southern ocean.*680

The detailed depiction of Africa particularly applies to the delineation of the west 

coast. Along this seaboard, the toponymy records the second voyage of Diogo Cao and that 

of Bartolomeu Dias, who had returned to Lisbon only a year before the world map was 

completed. Beyond Cape Sta. Maria (13025’S), roughly the southernmost limit shown on 

Chart 33 of the Comaro Atlas, Martellus registers thirty new place-names up to 'ilha de fonti' 

(Fountain Rocks), seen by Dias just before the farthest point he finally reached. Nearby, 

there is a legend with the following text: 'up to here, next to ilha de fonti, arrived the last 

Portuguese expedition in the year of the Lord 1489.'681

In sharp contrast, the outline of the east coast of Africa is rather conventional. The 

design does not seem to reflect any acquaintance with the account sent to Portugal by Pêro 

da Covilha. Quite the reverse, the few place-names recorded there, such as 'raptu 

promontorim* or 'prassum promontorium', are mostly of Ptolemaic origin. Only Rosselli’s 

printed map added some particulars to this recalling the medieval legacy. On the shores of 

the 'Mare Prassodum', for example, he noted in capital letters the existence of a monstrous 

race named ’Atropophagi Ethiopes*. Besides, the Italian cartographer depicted the islands 

of Zanzibar and Madagascar, owing their location in this instance to a misinterpretation of 

Marco Polo682. This recurrence to classical and medieval sources is reinforced as one moves 

to the African interior. From the source of the Nile in the 'Montes Lune' to the record of 

geographical names like elefas mons', 'bartiti mons' or 'garbata mons\ the few details 

common to all versions of Martellus' world map denote the prevalence of Ptolemy’s 

influence. * 6

M0 ’hec cst vera forma modema affrice secundum descriptione Portugalensium inter mare M editerranean et oceanum 
meridionalem* (loc. cit.).

6,1 true usque ad ilha de fonti pervenit ultima navigatio Potugalcnsium anno domini 1489' (loc. cit.). Note that this date 
refers to the year in which the map was drawn rather than to the date Dias reached this point. A similar inscription, without 
the date, is written in the Martel lus-Yale version: 'hue usq columpnam et ilha de fonti sive penedo pervenit cl ass is Johannis 
secundi’ (loc. cit). The legend is missing in M artel lus' world maps preserved in Leyden and Florence. In Rosselli's copperplate, 
the legend reads: hue usque ad ultimam columpnam pervenerunt nautes lusitani 1498' (loc. cit.). In this instance there is still 
a greater difference in the date because of a mistake in the order of the two last figures (it might be read 1489).

6*: Cf. Marco Polo, i t  Milione, ed. E. Camesasca, bk.HI, ch.39 and 41. These islands are missing in the world maps of the 
Insularim Illustration, but Madagascar is present in the Yale-Martellus map and on the copy contained in Buondelmonti's Liber 
insularium.



205

Still, the relevance of Martellus' world map does not simply lie in the unbalanced 

level of accuracy exhibited in the delineation of the Atlantic and Indian Ocean seaboards, 

nor in the different nature of the sources used for their respective depiction. Given the 

particular context in which the map was composed, this was somehow predictable. Rather, 

the principal interest of Martellus' work consists in assessing the way in which the author 

harmonized Ptolemy's ideas with the recent expeditions with respect to the shaping of the 

southern extremity of Africa. In this regard, it has been shown that Martellus knew of the 

Portuguese arrival at the entrance of the Indian Ocean. On the other hand, it seems unlikely 

from his depiction of the east coast of Africa that he was aware of Covilha’s account. Thus, 

the geographical features of Dias' 'furthest' might have appeared uncertain in his mind. At 

a time of Ptolemy's ever growing authority, it was then still theoretically possible for 

Martellus to draw a terrestrial continuum linking Africa and Asia beyond the Rio do Infante. 

In fact, something similar had just been done by the anonymous author of a circular copper- 

engraved world map (c.1485) (pl.20)683. But Martellus did not. Taking a stance in favour of 

thè Portuguese Crown’s conviction announced by Fernandes de Lucena, he depicted Africa 

as circumnavigable. And yet, we shall now see that an attentive analysis of how Martellus 

depicted the sea route to India is still able to reveal the endurance of Ptolemy's ideas.

In all versions of Martellus' world map, the southern half of Africa exhibits an 

inclination to the east. This trait is particularly glaring from ’monte negro' southwards on 

the Atlantic coast, and from 'prassum promontorium’ on the eastern shore. If one focuses 

then one’s the attention on the other side of the Indian Ocean, it will be realised that, 

symmetrically opposite like an inverted mirror image, there is a prominent 'sinus magnus' 

with the salient peninsula of 'cattigara regnum' pointing at Africa from South-East Asia. 

These two particular features combined, i.e. Africa projected towards Asia and vice versa, 

create as a result an effect of continuity which immediately recalls Ptolemy's terra incognita 

linking Africa and Asia6**. It can thus be concluded that this singular depiction of the Indian

MJ See the study and reproduction of this map by E. Woldan (1954).
w  This effect of continuity is particularly accentuated in the world map contained in Bundelmonti's Liber insutarium and 

in the Yale-Martellus map for two reasons: firstly because of a certain amount of islands plotted in the stretch of water 
separating the two landmass extremes; secondly because the general inclination of Africa is made exceptionally abrupt in these 
two copies at the latitude of 'serra parda'. As a result, both maps exhibit the southern extremity of Africa as a huge horizontal 
base instead of its characteristic sharply-pointing form preserved in the copies of the insularim illusiratum.
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Ocean in Martellus' world map illustrates, in a sense, the wide range of difficulties brought 

about in the substitution of erudite authority by perceptual knowledge. The latter had so 

far won an important battle, but it was still far from obtaining undisputed victory as far as 

this issue was concerned.

To trace in precise terms the influence of manuscript maps like those of Martellus is 

a rather difficult task. The similarity of his depiction of Africa with that shown by Martin 

Behaim in his globe (1492) (pl.28) is remarkable at glance. There is however little evidence 

which directly links the work of the one cartographer to the other. Interestingly, A.O. Vietor 

pointed out that the Yale-Martellus map is basically a printed map painted over with 

colours in tempera so that the printed outline is concealed685. On the other hand, we know 

from the accounts of expenses on Behaim's globe that he used a printed map in the 

construction of this work686. If one also takes into account that the Yale-Martellus map, 

together with the Laurentian version, is the copy of Martellus' work which best fits with 

Behaim's world view, it seems reasonable to conjecture that the latter cartographer used for 

his globe a printed version of Martellus' world map, most likely engraved by Rosselli687.

Alternatively, the resemblance between the works of Behaim and Martellus might 

simply be explained by the use of analogous sources (not necessarily maps) thereafter 

applied with similar criteria in the depictions. This hypothesis would be supported by the 

fact that both knew of Ptolemy's work and both might easily have had at hand recent 

Portuguese information. In the case of Behaim, this is fairly obvious, because he spent part 

of his life in Lisbon and had direct access to Portuguese explorers688. For Martellus, this 

would not have been very difficult either, for as already noticed there were no particular 

problems in the transmission of Portuguese knowledge to Italy. Whatever the means, the 

similarity of both works at the most general level still remains a positive fact except for an 

important detail: the format used for plotting the depiction.

Indeed, one of the most interesting attributes in Behaim's representation is that the

MS A.O. Victor (1963).
The existence of this printed world map is mentioned twice in the expenditure on the globe. Cf. E G . Ravenstein (1908.

p.112).
M7 The existence of various world maps noted in the inventory of Rosselli’s workshop taken after his son’s death in 1527 

would tend to confirm this hypothesis. Cf. R. Almagiä (1951), M. Destombcs, dir. {1964. pp.229-34).
For a biography of Martin Behaim, see E G . Ravenstein (1908, pp.5-56).
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world’s landmasses are displayed on a sphere689. This illustrates that the sphericity of the 

earth was a triumphant idea long before its empirical demonstration through the maritime 

voyages of Magellan-Elcano690. Besides, fitting the territories into a globe obliged the author 

to consider the oceanic distance between western Europe and East Asia, which on the eve 

of Columbus' voyage was a subject of increasing debate. But all the same, the concept of 

space as far as Africa is concerned did not essentially change. As with Martellus, we shall 

now see that Behaim portrayed in the two faces of Renaissance maps and map-making in 

a single profile: predominance of perceptual knowledge for the depiction of territories 

reached by modem voyages, and recourse to erudite authority rendered in the form of 

conventional depiction where no other evidence was available. This twofold nature of 

sources and the criterion used for their application in the actual depiction is in fact made 

explicit on the globe in a long legend which reads:

'Be it known that on this form of an apple [the globe] here present is laid out the 
whole world according to its length and breadth in accordance with the art of 
geometry, namely, the one part as described by Ptolemy in his book entitled 
Cosmographia Ptolemai, and the remainder from what the Knight Marco Polo of 
Venice caused to be written down in 1250. The worthy Doctor and Knight Johann de 
Mandeville likewise left a book in 1322 which brought to the light of day the 
countries of the East, unknown to Ptolemy, whence we receive spices, pearls and 
precious stones, but the Serene King John of Portugal has caused to be visited in his 
vessels that part of the south not yet known to Ptolemy in the year 1485, whereby I, 
according to these indications this Apple has made, was present.'691

Martin Behaim himself affirmed on several occasions that he was sent to Guinea by

Although there are numerous references to terrestrial and celeslial globcs since Antiquity. Behaim’s globe is in fact (he 
earliest artifact of his kind now preserved (Germanisches National Museum. Nuremberg). For a general discussion of this 
matter, see E L . Stevenson (1921).

69,1 Behaim reinforced this idea in one of the legends of his globe by saying: ‘alles dass die weit mit sambt dem wasser von 
rondler fromb von Got geschafen ist’ (loc. e it). For the German Iranscription 1 have followed the facsimile edition of EG. 
Ravenstein (1908).

Ml 'es ist zu wissen, dass in dieser gegenwaärtigen figur des apffels ist ausgemessen die ganze weit nach der läng und nach 
der braite nach kunst geometria als uns ptolameu in seinen buch genant cosmographia ptolmeaei geschrieben had das ain thail 
und darnach das übrige der from ritter marco polo 1250 vo Venedig der in orientgereist hat a. 1250 ausgeschriben hat gelassen 
auch so hat der würdige doctor und ritter Johann de Mandavilla a. 1322 auch ein buch gelassen das nemblich die unbekande 
land ptolemaej in Orient liege mit samt den insein daselbsien an tag gebracht haben von danen uns die especereyen perlein und 
die edelgestein zugeführt werden aber der durchleuchtig konik don Johann von Portugal hat das übrig thail dass ptotomaeo 
noch nit kundig gewessen ist gegen mittag lassen mit seinen schiffen besuchen ano dni. 1485. darebay Ich der diesen apffel 
angegeben hat gewesen bin' (loc. ciL).
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King Joao II of Portugal between 1484-85692. Some scholars have tried to show that this 

voyage really took place, whereas others have raised serious doubts as to this possibility693. 

Regardless of whether Behaim travelled to Africa or not, it is fairly obvious that his 

depiction is by no means the cartographic reflection of a seaman. The formal manufacture 

of the globe and the beauty of the iconographic motifs displayed thereon, reflect the skills 

of Glockengiesser and Glockenthon as craftsman and miniaturist respectively. However, the 

purely geographical features conveyed on the sphere under Behaim's supervision do not 

show him to be an expert cartographer. Compared with Martellus, the wealth of 

information added by Behaim to the depiction of the world is not necessarily correlated to 

a real progress of geographical knowledge.

As far as the delineation of the west coast of Africa is concerned, the rich toponymy 

immediately gives the impression of great accuracy. Behaim reflected there not only the 

Portuguese navigations but also what would seem to be his own experience. Some place- 

names recorded in the Gulf of Guinea, such as 'rio behemo' or 'tiera da peneto', are not 

mentioned in any other document. However, a detailed examination also betrays some 

unexpected errors. Next to River Zaire ('rio poderoso'), for example, Behaim depicted a 

Portuguese flag denoting the padrdo of Sao Jorge set up by Diogo Cao in 1483. All 

chroniclers agree to say that this landmark was effectively erected on the south side of the 

river mouth in a place thereafter named ponta do padraom, and as such appears, for instance, 

in Chart 33 of the Comoro Atlas. But contrary to this well known fact, both inside and 

outside Portugal, Behaim makes fly the standard on the northern bank of the river.

Still more remarkable is the w ay in which Behaim represented the Atlantic islands. 

His account of the Azores, for example, is rather unsatisfactory. If it is borne in mind that 

he temporarily resided in one of these islands, his statement that the sugar of Portugal grew

6,2 Among other accidental refercnces, Behaim relates ihe story of his voyage in a long inscription written below Souihem 
Africa: 'als man zehlt nach cristi unsere hem gepurt 1484 Jar liese zunisten der durchleuchtig konink Johan II in Ponugal zwey 
schiff caraveli gemant gevictualhirt u. gewapnet versehen auf 3 jar dem volck... also gerust seyndt fuhren wir ans der porthen 
der stadt ulisipona von portugal und segelten zu der insei madera da dess Portugals zucker wächst und durch die insein 
fortunalas und die insein der wilden canarier funden mohren könike denen wir schenckung thäten die uns auch wider kahmen 
in das land in die könikreich gambia geloff da die paradis kömer wachsen ist von portugal 800 teutsche meiln darnach in konik 
furfureland ist 1200 leuge oder meilen daselbst pfeffer wächst den man nent portogals pfeffer auch fern von danen ist ein land 
da wir zimetrinden funden wachsen as wir nun bey 2300 meilen oder leugen gesegelt waren von portugal kehrten wir wider 
und am 19 monath kamen wir wider zu unsem konik1 (loc. cit.).

W1 See, respectively, E.G. Ravenstein (1908. pp.20>29) and B.W. Diffie (1977, pp. 157).
6V4 See. for instance, Joäo de Barros, Da Asia de Joäo de Barros, dec.I, bk.III, ch.3.
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there is all the more surprising695. At the same time, Behaim admitted the existence of some 

mythical islands, such as 'Insula de sant bandan and 'Insula antilia-septe ritade’. His 

reference to the columns of Hercules next to Cape Verde Islands was surely a rhetorical 

device which helped him to emphasize the exploits of the Portuguese696, but a merman and 

a mermaid are also designed in the vicinity. If we finally consider the other sea-monsters 

depicted on all sides, it is dear that Behaim’s portrayal of the Atlantic seaboard and offshore 

islands was not drawn exclusively from the Portuguese experience. Rather, it seems that he 

compiled the varied information which happened to fall into his hands with little 

discrimination. Behaim was most likely concerned in pleasing the members of the 

Nuremberg Council, to whom the globe was ultimately addressed, rather than in reflecting 

the recent discoveries in a really accurate depiction.

If we now move to the southernmost extremity of Africa, it will be realised that this 

is not shown on the globe with its characteristic sharply-pointed form. Like in the Yale- 

Martellus map and the Laurenziana Library version, Behaim shaped the tip of Africa on a 

wide horizontal base which stretches out, from west to east, between monte nigro’ and cabo 

ledo'. At this latter point, a Portuguese flag is depicted. Next to it, at the entrance of the 

Indian Ocean, two Lusitanian caravels lie with the following legend: 'The Portuguese ships 

came as far as this place and set up their column, and nineteenth months later they were 

once more back in their country,'697 This would seem to be a reference to the voyage of 

Bartolomeu Dias, the flag thus denoting the padrao of Sao Gregdrio by him erected in False 

Island. However, the toponymy at this latitude does not provide any positive evidence in 

this regard. The Cape of Good Hope, for instance, is not explicitly mentioned. Likewise, the 

imprecision in the chronology also raises some uncertainty69*. Only two vague indications 

tend to confirm that Behaim was indeed here reflecting the voyage of Dias: firstly, the fact

m  As is well known, the principal island where Portugal produced sugar at that time was Madeira. Cf. V. Magalhäes 
Godinho (1982-87. vol.IV, pp.73-99.

6V* The legend next to Cape Verde Islands reads: 'es ist zu wissen daz merr genant occanus alhier zwischen den inseln cabo 
verde und diesem landt fast gerad under sich gegen mittag schnelliglich widcrlauflt als herculess mit seinem schiffen hieher 
gerunnen wass and alhier den abfahl dess möers sah kert er wider und setzt die seul welche durch schriffi beweist, dass man 
merck dass herculess nit ferrer sey körnen dann der dieses gescriben hat wun von konik won ponugal ferner geschikhi, Anno, 
1485' (loc. cit.).

T>is an das ort sindt die portugalische schiff kommen und habe jr  seul aufgericht und in 19 monaten sindt sie wieder in 
ir land heim kommen' (loc. cit.).

6V* Dias departed in August 1487 and was back in Lisbon in December 1488. That makes 16 months and not 19. as the 
legend says. It might be the case that the two numbers (6 and 9) were simply confused.
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that beyond cabo ledo’ the seaboard toponymy is suddenly interrupted; secondly, the 

existence of an inscription nearby where is written 'oceanus maris asperi meridionalis*, 

which perhaps denotes the navigational experience of Dias in these waters. In any case, the 

obscure depiction of southern Africa provides further evidence of Behaim’s failure to 

portray the results of contemporary discoveries. Although he was surely aware of them, his 

globe is not always their most faithfully reflection.

Beyond the coast charted by Dias, Behaim's imperfect but still predominant appeal 

to Portuguese information turns abruptly into a reliance on other miscellaneous sources. 

With regard, for instance, to the depiction of the Indian Ocean, the absence of first-hand 

knowledge and consequent change of authorities can already be grasped from the following 

legend: 'Here [in the 'mare indicus'] are found sea-monsters, such as Sirens and other fish. 

If anyone desires to know more about these curious people, and peculiar fish in the sea or 

animals upon the land, let him read the books of Pliny, Isidore, Aristotle, Strabo, the Specula 

of Vincent and many others'699. Aristotle and Strabo can only have been of little help, for 

they did not believe in these monstrous beings. Indeed, an overview of other geographical 

details of the Indian Ocean would immediately retrieve that Behaim's depiction of this part 

of the world was most indebted to the medieval tradition. Marco Polo's account, in 

particular, is explicitly cited in the description of the following islands: 'Sedan' (Ceylon), 

'Java Minor' (Sumatra), 'Pentan* (?), 'Neueuocari (Nikobar), 'Angaman' (Andaman), ’Cadyn 

(?), 'Cipangu' (Japan), Zanzibar, Madagascar, and 'Scoria' (Socotra)700.

Like in Martellus' world maps, the outline of East Africa on the globe is essentially 

drawn from Ptolemy. But contrary to the former cartographer, Behaim added to the 

depiction a number of details taken anew from the multi-faceted legacy of the Middle Ages. 

Aden, for example, has been placed on the African side of the Red Sea owing to a 

misinterpretation of Marco Polo. Following the seaboard southwards, 'Saba' is described as

*hic sindt man vil mccr wundtler von Serenen und ander fisschen. Und ob jemandt von diesen wunderlichen vockh und 
selzamen vischen im möer thieren auf dem erdreich begert zu wissen der lefs die bücher ptini isidori aristotolcss strabonis und 
specula vincenzi vil anderer lehrer m ef (loc. eit).

1'<’ According to E.G. Ravenstein (1908, p.63), Behaim used the Latin version of Marco Polo published at Antwerp in 1485. 
which in tum was based in the translation of Friar Francisco Pipino of Bologna (1320). John of Mandeville is also occasionally 
quoted. On the influence of this author on the globe, see C.W.R.D. Moseley (1981).
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the kingdom of one of the Three Holy Kings701. Since the Chronica of Otto von Freisingen 

(1145), Prester John was said to have been of the same lineage as the Magi and to rule over 

the same peoples as they did702. It is not thus surprising that Behaim also depicted this 

mythical personage on the globe not far from there703. The same applies for St. Matthew, 

shown seated on a throne further south on account of his presumed preaching in Ethiopia ̂  

The few place-names recorded along the rest of the south-eastern coast of Africa, on the 

contrary, are again of Ptolemaic origin.

The influence of the Alexandrine on the globe is also noticeable in the depiction of 

the African interior. The sources and ensuing course of the River Nile, for example, bear 

great resemblance to the arrangement divulged in the Ulm editions of Ptolemy's Geography 

(1482 and 1486). But here also Behaim embellished the depiction and filled up the vacuum 

of perceptual knowledge with all kind of information which happened to fall into his hands. 

Just below the Mountains of the Moon, the design of two symmetrical sciapods at both sides 

of the Abyssinian place-name 'adra' recall the mirabilia mundi. The portrayal of King 

Mormelli (ruler of Mali) and King Organ is made in inner Guinea in the tradition of Catalan- 

style charts, albeit somewhat misplaced on the globe705. Finally, it is also worth noting that, 

similarly to a number of other cartographers, Behaim extended the toponymy of Abyssinia 

to the southern hemisphere. In the face of the unknown territories of central and southern 

Africa, any information no matter what its nature would be used rather than leaving blank 

spaces on a map.

One might perhaps infer from this latter principle that late medieval cartography and

7m Next to a royal tent, the following legend is written: ’das konikreich der heilige drei konik eincr von saba’ floe. cit.). The 
other two Holy Kings are placed in inner Asia, next to ’tarsis’. and in India respectively. Note that the place-name ’saba is 
repeated on the other side of the Red Sea. a fact which is perhaps related to a confusion between the Kings of Saba and Sheba. 
Cf. Psalm 72. 10.

70’ Cf. Chronica sh e  hisioria de duabus civitatibus. VII, 33. ed. A. Hofmeister, 1912, pp.365-67.
7,1' Prester John appears in East Africa on the globe in both a miniature and a legend. The first shows him seated on a throne 

with a monk kneeling in front of him. The second, written along the coast, reads: ’In diser gegendt von afrika regirt der kaiser 
von abassia Oder abissinia sein volk sind cristen und treiben grosz handel mit gold und helsenbein* floe. cit.). Note, however, 
that the globe makes also numerous references to Prester John in Asia. Behaim was one of the few authors who preserved the 
two principal traditions concerning the location of Prester John simultaneously. Cf. chapter 1.3 of the present work.

?ia A short legend there reads: ’dis landt ist bekert von sam matheus’ (loc. cit.).
Toi Both kings are depicted with a royal tent. In the case of Mormclly, a legend nearby informs us of the gold trade in the 

following terms: ’konik Mornielli bei desse konik weehst das golt das der konik von portugal last holen’ (loc. cit.). Caravan 
routes in search of gold across the desert are mentioned in an adjacent legend, which reads: bis an dis land sind komen di 
moren von tunis jerlich mit jr  karavan um gold’ (loc. c it). As to the representation of these kings on Catalan-style charts, see 
Y.K. Fall (1982. pp.I83-191).



early Renaissance map-making was arbitrary in its design of the unknown. To some extent 

it certainly was, but I shall now stress that there existed some underlying rules equally. The 

generalised overestimation of Abyssinia or the depiction of the Nile system according to 

Ptolemy, for example, were firmly established patterns which were to be seen for several 

centuries to come706. The addition of further particular features depended on the personal 

circumstances of each cartographer: the geographical context, his education, the information 

to which he had access, the purpose of his work, etc. Others, on the contrary, were subject 

a to well defined bias common to all educated authors or even to the entire society in a 

particular time. In this regard, the fact that in Behaim's globe, like in Martellus' world maps, 

the southern third of Africa points at Asia and vice versa, thus recalling the Ptolemaic 

terrestrial continuum, cannot be assessed as sheer coincidence.

Even if only a part of the total configuration of Africa was present when Behaim and 

Martellus produced their works, the tendency towards the completion of the full shape in 

the mental domain, thereafter reflected in the cartographic works, is not surprising. The 

voyage of Bartolomeu Dias beyond the Cape of Good Hope was then well known. Indirect 

but fairly reliable information regarding the eastern shores of Africa down to Sofala was 

available from Ptolemy, from trade with the Islamic world, from missionary reports like that 

of Guillelmus Adae707, and perhaps from some rumour of Covilha's travels. Only the stretch 

of coast beyond Sofala down to the Rio do Infante was utterly unknown (Cf. fig.2). Taking 

this sources into account, it can be said that Behaim and contemporary cartographers 

collectively acted according to what Gestalt psychologists call the closure principle708. Hence 

the commonplace conception of a mare liberum before its actual verification. However, the 

most important thing to grasp is that this closure tendency was distorted by Ptolemaic 

influence. For instead of drawing a more or less straight line in the gap between Sofala and 

the Great Fish River, Behaim's globe and all contemporary works depict in South-East Africa 

a salient protuberance projected towards Asia which is particularly glaring along the stretch 

of coast mentioned.

706 Cf. F. Relano (1992).
707 Sec in particular his Directorium as passagium faciendum  (1332), I, ed.1906, p.384.
1W Sec K. Koffka (1935. pp.151,167-168).
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Fig.2: Africa as known from materials available in 1492. 
Source: E.G. Ravenstein (1908)
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To sum up, maps of the very late 15th century did not explicitly acknowledge 

Ptolemy's authority in their depiction of the Indian Ocean. Contrary to the Ptolemaic w orld  

picture, all cartographers of the period conceived Africa as circumnavigable. This m ight 

seem somewhat surprising when one considers that only a part of the whole contour w a s  

known from the various sources available, but a closure principle allowed for completion o f 

the African contour and the depiction of the Indian Ocean as a mare liberum. However, a n  

attentive analysis of the shape given to south-eastern Africa, which was precisely the m ost 

critical and uncertain part of the coastal circuit at the time, reveals that the Ptolemaic 

terrestrial continuum was still an active subconscious principle in the drawing of the  

African outline.

From a wider perspective, it is thus safe to conclude that the voyage of Bartolomeu 

Dias caused a noticeable withdrawal of erudite authority in favour of modem experience 

in the general depiction of Africa. Even in places not directly sighted by the Portuguese 

navigator, namely south-east Africa, a notable shift in the interplay between one and the  

other is observable. And yet, it is also worth stressing that, in one form or another, 

Ptolemy’s influence is still recognisable in the depiction of all space where direct experience 

de visit was not available. For in the domain of geographical conjecture, modem reasoned 

inferences never meant the complete substitution of old-age established beliefs. It only 

remains to be seen whether Ptolemy's authority was still somehow able to manifest itself 

in the depiction of the African outline once the Portuguese had sailed right around it.

o



3. TOWARDS THE INDIAN OCEAN AND THE RED SEA: THE PERFECTION OF 
THE SEABOARD CONTOUR.

'Agora vedes bem que, cometendo 
O dubidoso mar, num lenho leve,
Por vías nunca usadas, nâo temendo 
De Africo e Noto a força, a mais se atreve: 
Que, havendo tanto ja que as partes vendo 
Onde o dia é comprido e donde breve, 
Inclina m seu propósito e perfia 
A ver os berços onde nasce o dia.'”*

LUIS DE CAMÓES

Vasco da Gama was not the first person to circumnavigate Africa, but he 

contributed more than any other previous navigator to the final solution of this 

problem. In his voyage from Lisbon to Calicut by way of the Cape of Good Hope, he 

charted the last utterly unknown stretch of coast between the Rio do Infante and Sofala. 

I shall thus seek to see in what follows whether the cartographic reflection of this and 

other succeeding navigations which concretised African circumnavigation meant a 

radical change in the interplay of modem experience and erudite authority in the 

shaping of the continent.

The appointment of Vasco da Gama as commander-in-chief of four vessels 

encharged with reaching the Indies was in fact one of the first concerns following the 

accession to the throne of King Manuel (1495-1521). The fleet left Restelo (Lisbon) on 

July 8, 1997709 710. Five and a half months later, they had exceeded the furthermost point 

achieved by Bartolomeu Dias (Great Fish River) and started to sail into the Indian 

Ocean sighting shores never contemplated before by any known European 

expedition711. Vasco da Gama named this new coastline Terra do Natal, for it was at

709 'And now ambitious to extend their way / Beyond their conquests on the southmost bay / Of Afric's swarthy coast, on 
floating wood / They brave the terrors of the dreary flood. /  Where only black-wing'd mists have hover’d o’er, /  Or driving 
clouds have sail'd the wave before; /  Beneath new skies they hold their dreadful way /  To reach the cradle of the new-born 
day.'

710 The main source for the first voyage of Vasco da Gama is a journal written by Alvaro Velho. a member of the 
expedition sailing on board of the 5. Gabriel. I shall follow the edition of D. Peres, A. BaiSo and A. de Magalhàes Basto. 
Diàrio da viagcm de Vasco da Gama (1945).

711 A. Cortesào (1973) has argued that there might have existed other secret voyages which prepared Vasco da Gama’s 
expedition, one of which was commanded by him personally. However, all the evidence put forward is purely



Christmas that it came to their knowledge. The New Year seemed also to start with the 

best premonitions. This is at least what the ensuing place-names given reflect: Terra da 

Boa Gente, Rio do Cobre, and Rio dos Bons Sinais. At this last place, however, they were 

obliged to rest for a month due to an attack of scurvy. Setting out again on the March 

2, 1498, they proceeded northwards up to Mozambique. There, Vasco da Gama and 

his crew experienced first contact with the Moslem world on the east coast of Africa. 

The second would be in Mombasa, but they had to leave immediately for the strong 

hostility they found there. Still sailing northwards, the fleet finally arrived at Melinde 

on April Nth. Here, the atmosphere they found was completely different. The local 

sultan welcomed them with amicable enthusiasm and supplied Vasco da Gama with a 

pilot712. With his help, the Portuguese would be able to sail across the Indian Ocean. 

Departing from Melinde on April 24, they finally anchored in Calicut on May 20,1498.

The news of Da Gama's arrival in India was first received in Portugal through 

Nicolau Coelho, who reached Lisbon on board the Berrio on July 10,1499. The event 

was joyfully celebrated, and when Vasco da Gama returned one month later, he was 

appointed Admiral of the Indies713. Indeed, there were good reasons for satisfaction. 

After almost a century of continuous search for a maritime route to India, the voyage 

of Vasco da Gama finally fulfilled through direct experience the ambitions of the 

Portuguese Crown. But for the purpose of the present work, the importance of Vasco 

da Gama’s voyage does not lie in his proof of a maritime link between Portugal and 

the areas of spice production as much as in the turning-point that it engendered for the 

shaping of Africa.

Traditionally, the eastern coastline of Africa had since Antiquity been better 

mapped than the western. The indirect information received chiefly through the
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circumstantial. Based on Arabic sources, this hypothesis was already held by J. Vemet (1953), who traces back the 
existence of an African circumnavigation before Bartolomeu Dias.

712 This Arab pilot appears in the Portuguese chronicles with different names: ’Malemo cana' (Banos, Asia, dec.L, bk.IV, 
ch.VI), 'Malemo canaqua' (Goes, Chronica do felicissimo Rei dom Emanuel, bk.L ch.38), or simply 'Canaqua' 
(Castanheda, Hìstória do Descobrimento e conquista da India, bk.1, ch.12). Former historians like Gabriel Fernand 
identified this personage with Ahmad Ibn Majid and like this has been believed for a long time (Cf. D. Peres, 1960. 

pp.393*94). More recently, this hypothesis has been challenged L  de Albuquerque (1972).

713 Cf. J. Martins da  Silva Marques, cd. (1988, vol.QL doc.350, pp.558-62).



Islamic world allowed this zone to be known with greater precision than its western 

counterpart. Only the Portuguese navigations during the 15th century enabled the 

reversal of this tendency, as we can appreciate from Martellus' or Behaim's accurate 

depiction of the Atlantic shores. In this context, we shall now see that the major 

contribution of maps embracing the expeditions brought about under King Manuel 

was to adjust in a balanced way the form of Africa, both as far as the eastern and 

western parts are concerned. Equally, it will be interesting to examine whether these 

depictions took into account only the available information stemming from modem 

experience or if, as had been previously the case, traces of erudite authority are still to 

be found in the delineation of the seaboard contour of Africa.

No printed map reflected Vasco da Gama's voyage until 1506™. It was on 

manuscript maps that this event was first shown, and initially in Juan de la Cosa’s 

planisphere (1500) (pl.29)714 715. In line with previous cartographic standards, he drew 

accurately the west coast of Africa as far as the furthermost point reached by 

Bartolomeu Dias. In this place, he records the experience of the Portuguese captain 

with the following inscription: 'up to here was discovered by the exalted King John of 

Portugal.’716 Another legend in Asia next to the 'rio yndo' denotes that Juan de la Cosa 

was also aware Vasco da Gama’s first voyage, for according to it this was a 'land 

discovered by King Manuel of Portugal.'717 Moreover, a series of vessels designed 

around Africa emphasise iconographically means the inagual maritime route practiced 

for reaching the Indies. Nevertheless, it remains to be seen if this seeming 

acquaintance with the most recent navigations was fully conveyed thereafter in the 

actual depiction of Africa.

714 This is ihe date on which the world map designed by Giovanni Matteo Contarini and engraved by Francesco Rosselli 
was issued. The only extant copy is now preserved in London, British Library, C.2.cc.4.

715 The map is in permanent exhibition at the Museo Naval, Madrid. Its date has been the object of much debate. In this 
regard, G .E  Nunn (1934) pointed out that the latest details were introduced to the map so late as 1508. More recently, 
radiological tests made in 1987 by the Gabinete de Documentación Técnica o f the Museo del Prado (Madrid) have proved 
that Juan de la Cosa’s map was made in 1300 without any latter touching-up (see R. Cerezo, in M. Pelletier ed., 1989, 
pp. 149-162). In other words, the map was made on the date shown in one of the inscriptions written on the parchment, 
which reads: 'Juan de la Cosa la fizo en el pueito de S M en anno de 1500’ (loc. cit.).

716 'fasta aquy descubrio el escelente Rey don Juan Rey de poitugal' (loc. cit.).

717 ‘tierra descubierta por el Rey don manuel Rey de Portugal' (loc. ciL).
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Taken as a whole, a most outstanding achievement in Juan de la Cosa's 

depiction of Africa was to set the continent upright. For, contrary to Martellus, Behaim 

and Rosselli, the Spanish cartographer straightened the entire landmass into a well 

defined north-south direction. In this way Juan de la Cosa transcended the Ptolemaic 

influence. Likewise, he diverged from the Alexandrine in the depiction of the 

equatorial line, which is now correctly placed for the first time on a map. This 

notwithstanding, the Cape of Good Hope is shown in Juan de la Cosa's planisphere at 

about six degrees north of its real latitude71“, thus distorting the shape of the continent 

in an opposite sense to Martellus. If the Africa drawn by this latter cartographer was 

characterised by its oblong form and by the excessive latitudinal extent, the depiction 

of the continent by Juan de la Cosa is affected by a disproportionate width in the sense 

of the geographical parallels at the latitude of the Gulf of Guinea and by a relative 

short distance between the equator and 'C. de boa esperan^a'. As a result, Africa 

appears somewhat round-shaped.

Even if most Ptolemaic reminiscences have been removed from the shaping of 

Africa, Juan de la Cosa still shows a noticeable contrast between the outline of the west 

and east coasts. The relatively accurate delineation of the Atlantic shores, with 

numerous place-names written in Spanish, suddenly changes of nature after T. do 

ynfante (Great Fish River). The toponomy recorded there becomes difficult to identify. 

Some of it is of Portuguese origin, other place-names are perhaps derived from local 

native languages, but the rest is most likely invented or purely conventional. 

Significant Ptolemaic features such as ‘raptu promontorium' or ’prassum 

promontorium' have been removed, but there is no trace either of any landfall of Vasco 

da Gama in South-East Africa. Further north, a conventional seaboard proceeds 

erratically up to the Red Sea, the characteristic hom-shaped tip of Cape Guardafui 

(Somalia) not even being recognisable. On the other hand, the islands of Zanzibar and 

Madagascar are misplaced in the middle of the Indian Ocean, far away from their real 

location. It can therefore be concluded that Juan de la Cosa had some knowledge of the 

most recent navigations but he did not reflect them thoroughly in the outline of Africa.
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711 On the latitudes in Juan de la Cosa's map, see R. Cerezo (1994, pp.105-106).



In spite of the ample but somewhat fanciful nomenclature recorded along the east 

coast of the continent, his depiction did not yet embody in detail the results of Vasco 

da Gama's first voyage to India.

Most of these remaining deficiencies in the depiction of the African outline 

were adjusted by the anonymous author of the so-called Cantino planisphere (1502) 

(pl.30)7,\  Nothing is known with certainty about the identity of this map-maker, but 

from the study of his work it is safe to conclude that he had a deep knowledge of the 

official Lusitanian sources. Only a cartographer with easy access to the documents 

kept at the Armazem da Guine e das Indias could have reflected the most recent 

navigations in a map as he did. Portuguese standards and crosses representing padroes 

mark out the successive furthermost places reached in the voyages of Diogo Cao, 

Bartolomeu Dias, Vasco da Gama and Pedro Alvares Cabral. Moreover, a short legend 

at the entry of the Red Sea where is said 'up to here was discovered by the King of 

Portugal’720, proves that the author was also aware of the misfortunes of Diogo Dias 

who, once he lost touch with the fleet of Alvares Cabral, sailed along the east African 

coast up to the Gulf of Aden721. These and other extremely recent details registered on 

the planisphere tend to reveal that the world map brought to Italy by Cantino was, at 

least to a certain extent, a copy of the Padrao Oficial.

As far as the African outline is concerned, the Cantino planisphere could indeed 

be considered the first modem depiction of the continent. Its author not only 

delineated the Equator with precision, like Juan de la Cosa did, but also included for 

the first time an explicit representation of the circles of the two Tropics. With the aid of 

these geographical references, the anonymous map-maker displayed the toponymy

m  Now in permanent exhibition at the Sala Campon, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria. Modena. This anonymous 
work takes its name from Alberto Cantino. the agent o f Duke Ercole d*Este who secretly obtained the map from Lisbon in 
October 1502. For a complete account of this story as well as for an explanation o f the date of the map. see D. Leile (1923, 
pp.227-30). Among other various studies dealing with the Cantino planisphere, I shall stress here the contributions of A. 
Conesio and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960, vol.L pp.7-13), L  de Albuquerque (1966-67), A. Teixeira da Mota (1978), and 
E. Milano (1991, pp.87-156).

75,1 'fasta aqui he descoberto por el Rey de portugall' (loc. cit.).

731 D. Leile (1941, pp. 156-63) considered this feat to be the first African circumnavigation. The most complete account 
of Diogo Dias is by Gaspar Correia, Lendas da India, L 3., to be complemented with the commentaries of other chroniclers 
like Joao de Banos (Da Asia, L V, 9) and FemSo Lopes de Castanheda (Histdria do descobrimenio « conquista da India, 
1.42).
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the African seaboard more accurately with respect to latitude than ever before. This is  

particularly noticeable in the setting of the Atlantic coast, where the earliest 

astronomical observations had taken place. The offshore island of S. Tomé, fo r  

example, is located with remarkable precision as tangential to the equinoctial line. 

Likewise, the Cape of Good Hope, which was misplaced by Martellus and Juan de la  

Cosa respectively for excess and shortfall of latitude, is shown on the C atino 

planisphere at a pretty accurate location. It is also to be noted, on the other hand, th a t  

from the Zaire river down to the Cape of Good Hope, the Portuguese planisphere 

records 68 place-names, which is twice of those recorded by Martellus in the London 

codex and about twenty more than those shown in Juan de la Cosa’s planisphere.

Besides the rigorous toponymy, a number of legends written in the adjoining 

hinterland inform us with a considerable wealth of detail about the experience of th e  

Portuguese along the west coast of Africa. Next to the Kingdom of Congo, a  

summarized account is given of the process of evangelization following th e  

expeditions of Diogo Cao and Rui de Sousa (1491)723. In the area of S. Jorge da Mina, 

various other legend emphasize several aspects of the Portuguese trade in Guinea a s  

well as further miscellaneous details concerning the richness of these countries in  

minerals and precious stones, the nature of the lands, and the qualities of their 

inhabitants. Beyond simply representing the physical domain of Africa, the Cantino 

planisphere acquires here the character of a ’cartographic encyclopedia'.

As to the depiction of the east coast, the anonymous cartographer corrects the 

imprécisions committed by Juan de la Cosa with admirable accuracy. One can see fo r 

instance reappear on the Portuguese planisphere the prominent shape of Cape 

Guardafui, omitted by the Spanish cartographer. Up to six new padrôes axe shown on 

the Cantino planisphere along the African shores of the Indian Ocean, thus confirming 

the ample use made of Portuguese sources. The same applies for the nomenclature 

written there: 'Coffalla', 'Moçambique', 'Qjllua, ’Môbaça', 'Melinde', 'Mogadoxo' and

2 2 0

m  The legend reads: 'Aquj he o Rey de magnicongo o quaH Rey mando Rogar ao Rey don JuS que de Deus tem que 
mandasse la freires por que elle se quería tomar cristam e el Rey os mandou ceños frades da hordem dos predicadores e el 
Rey e la Reyna se tomaram xpaos e os muitos dos de seu Reyno daqui e este Rey trata có os da ilha de santo thome e dam 
escravos por cousas de pouco pre?o* (loe. cit.). Cf. F. Leite de Faria (1966. pp.233-49).



'Barbara', among others, faithfully signpost the voyages of Vasco da Gama, Alvares 

Cabral, and Diogo Dias. It would perhaps seem surprising that the 63 place-names 

recorded in the Cantino planisphere between the Cape of Good Hope and the Red Sea 

are about a third less than those registered by Juan de la Cosa along the same stretch of 

coast, but as already noted, most of these were invented or of uncertain origin, 

whereas Cantino's are mostly confined to direct Portuguese experience. This fact is 

ultimately confirmed by the legends written alongside. Next to Melinde, for example, 

the welcoming atmosphere and the pilot supplied by the local sultan to Vasco da 

Gama are briefly echoed in the Cantino planisphere with the following words: 

'Melinde, here is the King of Melinde, a great nobleman and friend of the King of 

Portugal.'713

Madagascar is still misplaced to the south and conventionally shaped, but only 

three place-names of Ptolemaic origin are found on the east side of Africa: 'mare 

prasodu', which laps the shores beyond the Cape of Good Hope first seen by Dias; 

’mare barbaricus', which expands northwards up to the entrance of the Red Sea; and 

prasso promontorio', which is no longer a simple cape but the place-name of a vast 

inland region which would roughly correspond to present-day Mozambique. To these 

may be added the 'Montes Lune', placed like Ptolemy in central Africa below the 

equator line. One may thus well observe that the few lingering toponymic details of 

Ptolemaic origin are displayed either in the ocean or deep inland. In neither case was it 

likely to interfere with a modem depiction of the outline based on Portuguese nautical 

experience.

All in all, Africa as shown on the Cantino planisphere stands out for the very 

precocious resemblance of its contour to reality. If Juan de la Cosa had the merit of 

restoring the continent to a correct north-south orientation, the anonymous author of 

the Cantino planisphere confirmed and improved this tendency with an accurate 

delineation of the seaboard perimeter from Alexandria to the Gulf of Aden. Most 

importantly, this new outline was to be echoed by succeeding cartographers. 723

723 'melinde aquij he el Rey de melinde muño nobre e amigo del Rey de portugall* (loe. cit.). Cf. Diàrio da viagem de 
Vasco da Gama, IV.6-12. ed. D. Peres, A. BaiSo. and A. de Maglah5es Basto, 1945, vol.I,pp.5l*56.



Subsequent manuscript works like the chart of Vesconte Maggiolo (1504)™ and th e  

planisphere of Nicolo Caveiro (c.1505)* 725, the scxalled King-Hamy (c.1504)72* a n d  

Kunstman II (c.1503-06)727 * *, or the anonymous planisphere preserved in Pesaro 

(c.1505)72̂, corroborated the design of the Cantino planisphere and sanctioned th e  

model to follow for the depiction of the African outline. This was mostly to be based 

on the direct experience of contemporary sailors rather than the prejudices of erud ite  

authority. For almost half a century, only small rectifications in detail, such as those 

introduced by Diogo Ribeiro (1525)739 with regard to the orientation of th e  

Mediterranean or the ameliorated shaping of Madagascar shown on the anonymous 

chart attributed to Jorge Reinel (1510)730, would be able to improve a contour firm ly 

established since the Cantino planisphere.

The sole region of the African seaboard which still continued to be d raw n  

rather conventionally was the Red Sea. Hither for its faulty orientation, like in the King- 

Hamy planisphere; for its inaccurate rounded end to the north, like in the anonymous 

chart attributed to Pedro Reinel (c.1522)731; because of the exaggerated distance given 

to the stretch between Suez and Port Said, like in the planisphere of Diogo Ribeiro 

(1529); or simply due to a combination of these elements, the fact is that the depiction 

of the Red Sea during the first half of the 16th century was far from in agreement w ith  

reality.

734 Biblioteca Federiciana. Fano. Reproduced in A. Giraldi, ed. (1955, fig. 15).

725 S.H. Archives n .l. Bibliothèque Nationale. Paris.

726 HM 45. The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Reproduced in A. Giraldi, ed. (1955, fig. 10).

737 Cod. icon. 140.81, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, München. Reproduced in A. Giraldi, ed. (1955, fig.l 1).

73(1 Biblioteca Comunale Oliveriana, Pesaro. Reprod. by R. Cerezo(1994, pp.l 14-15).

739 Planisphere entitled: 'Carta Universal En que Se contiene todo lo que del mundo Se ha descubierto fasta agora. 
Hizola Diego Ribeiro cosmographo de Su magestad: Ano de 1529 e Sevjlla. La Quai Se dévidé en dos partes conforme A la 
capitulaçion que Hizieron los catholicos Reyes de espafia & el Rey don Juan de portogual En Tordesillas: Ano de 1494'. It 
is now preserved in Rome, Biblioteca Vaticana, Borgiano IQ. On the orientation of the Mediterranean on (his map, see A . 
Cortesäo and A  Teixeira da Mota (1960, v o l t  pp.92-93).

730 Cod. Guelf. Aug., fol.98 (K4), Herzog August Bibliothek, Wolfenbüttel. Reproduced by A. Cortesäo and A  Teixeira 
da Mota (1960, vol.L pl-9).

731 Add. Ms. 9812, British Library. London.



The quest for Prester John in Abyssinia from the port of Mitsiwa allowed the 

Portuguese to gain some first-hand knowledge of the southern shores of the Red Sea 

from the first decades of the 16th century. But the general situation was not to change 

substantially until 1541. This was the year in which a expedition commanded by 

Estevao da Gama, second son of Vasco da Gama and at the time Governor of India, set 

out for the Red Sea towards Suez in order to verify in situ the existence of a mighty 

armada led by the sultan of Egypt. Among others, in this expedition took part Joao de 

Castro, who thoroughly recorded the advance of the Portuguese in his Roteiro do Mar 

Roxo (1541). It was precisely on account of this accurate survey that the depiction of the 

Red Sea was to be adjusted. This is first seen in the anonymous Portuguese 

planisphere of about 1545, now preserved in Vienna731. The Gulf of Suez is here shown 

with its characteristic sharp-pointed form, the general orientation of the Red Sea is 

improved, and the nomenclature displayed along the African shores denote the 

cartographer's acquaintance with the Roteiro. Only the distance of the isthmus of Suez 

is still rather long, but this particular would be corrected five years later by another 

anonymous planisphere of Portuguese origin preserved in Rome733. From then on, a 

new image of the Red Sea was gradually introduced to other European maps™.

One may well say that with this reasonably accurate depiction of the Red Sea, 

the African periplus came ultimately to an end. Two of the most decisive steps 

forward in this long-run process had been given by Bartolomeu Dias and by Vasco da 

Gama, but curiously enough, it was through the action of their respective descendants, 

Diogo Dias and Estevao da Gama, that the African circuit was finally completed. 

Another fact worth stressing is that only at the very end of the process did Portugal 

assert the primacy of its own cartography in the depiction of Africa. But when this 

came to happen, no trace of Ptolemy was any longer to be found in the drawing of the 

coastline. A big compass rose with the characteristic north-pointing fleur-de-lis shown * 734

73: Kaitensammlung FKB 272/11. Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Wien. Reproduced by A. Cortes5o and A. 
Teixeira da Mota (1960, vol.l pl.79).

7)1 Invent, gen. 103, Biblioteca Vallicelliana, Roma. Reproduced by A. CortesSo and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960. vol.L 
pl.80).

734
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Cf. A. Kammerer( 1947-49).



by the Cantino and the 1550 planisphere in the heart of the landmass seems perhaps to 

denote that it was the Portuguese rircumnavigation that first shaped Africa in  

continental terms. It is however no less significant to note that just below the two 

mentioned compass roses, a legend in each of the planispheres referred to reads, 

respectively: ’Terra de Preste Juam’ and 'Paludes Nili\ Erudite tradition had thus been 

removed from the drawing of the outline, bu t not from the depiction of the interior.

2 2 4



IV. FROM THE FORM TO THE CONTENTS: THE 
DESIGN OF THE UNKNOWN.

'et veismes ung  petit viellard bossé, contrefaict e t m onstruoux. O n le nom oit Ouyr-dire... 
A utour de luy je veiz nom bre incroyable de  hom m es et femm es escouttans et attentifz, et en 
recongneuz aulcuns p arm y  la trouppe faisans bon m ynois. Pour lors tenoit une m appem onde 
et la leur exposoit som m airem ent par petis aphorism es... Là je veiz, selon m on avis, 
H érodote, Pline, Solin, Beroze, Philostrate, Mela, S trabo et tant d 'au tres anticques, p lus Albert 
le Jacobin grand, Pierre Testemoing, Pape Pye second, Paulle Jovio le vaillant homm e, 
Cadacuist, Tevault, Jacques Cartier, H aïton A rm énien, Marc Paule Vénétien, Ludovic 
Rom ain, Pietre A lvarès et ne sçay combien d 'autres m odernes historiens cachés derrière une 
pièce de tapisserye, en tapinois escripvant de belles bensongnes, et tou t pour Ouyr-dire.

FRANÇOIS RABELAIS

A map reflects above all the public to whom it was addressed and the mentality 

of the period in which it was made. During the Middle Ages, bookish knowledge and 

first-hand experience were structurally integrated as part of the same reality. Modem 

science, on the contrary, tends to draw a sharp opposition between these two sources 

of knowledge. Somehow like an intermediate stage between one and the other, erudite 

authority and contemporary information gained through perceptual experience were 

seen by Renaissance cosmographers as two complementary devices.

The conception of an open Euclidean space and the Portuguese discoveries had 

catered for the removal of medieval mirabilia from the African seaboard in fifteenth- 

century maps. When the Portuguese navigations had completed the African perimeter, 

the outline of a continent emerged. But this was in itself a new closed space, the inner 

parts of which were still essentially unknown. Most importantly, the cosmographers of 

the period felt the necessity of filling up the vacuum thus created. From the 16th 

century onwards, this was not done so much by taking into account the wealth of 

medieval marvels, though they partly endured, as on the basis of the scanty modem 

knowledge available and the recourse to some recently re-discovered auctoritates of the 

classical culture. Among the latter, Ptolemy was by large the most important one. 735

735 'and there saw a little old man. hunchbacked, misshapen, and monstrous; his name was Hearsay... Around him I 
spotted some putting on a good face, among whom one was for the time holding a world map, and expounding it to them 
summarily in little aphorisms... There 1 saw, I believe. Herodotus, Pliny, Solinus, Berosus, Philostratus, Mela, Strabo and 
many other ancients, plus Albert the Great Jacobin, Peter Martyr, Pope Pius the Second, Volterrano, Paolo Giovio, that 
valiant man, Jacques Cartier, Hayton the Armenian, Marco Polo the Venetian, Lodovico the Roman, Pedro Alvarez, and I 
know not how many other modem historians, hiding behind a piece of tapestry and covertly writing fine works, and all by 
Hearsay.'
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1. PTOLEMY SHIFTED AND YET THE SAME.

T am a Y este rey de Portogal,
p o r quien velo, 
m e a  causado que del sue lo  
m is pregones tales fuessen 
que en  el abism o se oyessen 
y  en  le m ás sub ido  cielo.

P tholom eo Al menos, q u an d o  contares
d e  personas d e  valía 
p o r  tal vía
sus trium phos y  victorias, 
ya puedes dalles sus g lorias 
sin  quitarm e a  m í la m ía.
Y escucha, p o r cortesía: 
sea ansí
qu ' él ganasse hasta aqu í 
algo que no screví yo; 
sé que tam poco ganó 
todo quanto yo screví.'

BARTOLOME DE TORRES N AMARRO

In cartography, like in any other domain of western culture, the transition 

towards modernity was a gradual process. A varied conjunction of circumstances 

which involved an age-old past prepared the awakening of the Renaissance long 

before the 16th century. It is however fair to acknowledge that a most salient turning- 

point in this long-term process came about in the late 15th century with the advent of 

printing736. Among other major contributions, the printing press endowed the 

Petrarchan revival with an unprecedented range and scope. Other ’renaissances' have 

been noted for previous periods737, but within a scribal culture they were doomed to 

remain rather limited in geographical extent and transitory in effect. It should not be 

forgotten, on the other hand, that the printing press was a double-edged sword. If it 

contributed to the rise of modem science and promoted a new view of the world and 

of the universe, it also entailed first of all a revitalised return to the perspective of 

Antiquity. Hence, as a necessary premise for the study of the unknown heart of Africa

736 Cf. EL. Eisenstein (1979).

737 See for instance C.H. Haskins (1933); G. Paré, A. Brunet, P. Tremblay (1933).



from the 16th century onwards, I shall first try to portray on the following pages these 

two faces of the Renaissance as embodied in the field of cartography.

Before the age of incunabula, maps drawn in the scriptoria of a few selected 

monasteries and manuscript charts for private use carefully kept in the archives of 

Seville, Lisbon and the Vatican, or stored in the personal libraries of some kings and 

noblemen, could only be seen by a small number of persons. Even if one admits that 

certain works like the Hereford mappamundi might have been exhibited for some 

time as an altarpiece738, thus rendering it possible for local parishioners and occasional 

pilgrims to view the world picture conveyed, their overall influence on Renaissance 

cosmography was rather limited. It was precisely the advent of printing and its 

application to cartography what most noticeably altered this situation. Not only was it 

then possible to reduce scribal errors in reproducing original work but, more 

importantly, the printing press allowed the same map to be seen simultaneously by 

scholars scattered across Europe. This was the only way in which the influence of 

maps could be generalised to cosmographers of different countries.

The possibility of reproduction in greater quantities transformed the conditions 

under which texts and maps were produced, distributed and consumed, but did not 

necessarily change the cultural nature of the product itself. In fact, a survey of the first 

printed maps reveals that the introduction of the woodcut technique in cartography 

did not primarily serve to validate the modem outline of Africa as disclosed by the 

Portuguese, The earliest known map to be printed was an outmoded tripartite 

mappamundi included in the 1472 edition of Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, executed 

by Günther Zainer of Augsburg (pi.I)739 740. Three years later, a popular world history 

entitled Rudimentum novitiorum was published at Lübeck. This book included among 

other woodcut illustrations two double-page maps which reproduce again the 

medieval world view7". In this same year 1475, the editio princeps of Ptolemy’s
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731 W.L. Bevan and H.W. Phillott (1873. p.10).

739 Cf. R.W. Shirley (1984. p.1). On map priming and the various techniques used from the earliest times to the 19th 
centuiy, see D. Woodward, ed. (1975).

740 Cf. R.W. Shirley (1984, pp.1-2).



Geography appeared in Vicenza. This lacked the maps, but two years later a new 

edition issued at Bologna included 26 Ptolemaic m aps drawn in conical projection by 

Taddeo Crivelli. In spite of some noticeable shortcomings, the work was on the whole 

a remarkable achievement, particularly if one takes into account the magnitude of the 

task carried out in a still experimental stage of map engraving. Most importantly, this 

was just the first of a series of succeeding editions in which the Ptolemaic maps were 

reproduced741. Through them, the Alexandrine gained in reputation among 

cosmographers just at a moment when the Portuguese were about to prove the falsity 

of his world view. The mutual interplay of these two perspectives has been discussed 

so far basically within a context of manuscript maps. A brief look now at the reception 

of the Portuguese voyages in the light of Ptolemy's printed editions will give a more 

complete picture of Renaissance cosmography.

Early attempts to update Ptolemy’s world view, already undertaken during the 

manuscript period, continued with a growing emphasis on the printed editions of his 

geographical treatise. As already noted, Belinghieri's version of Ptolemy printed by 

Nicolo Tedescho at Florence in 1482 did not only noticeably alter the original text by 

including modem historical details of his time. In addition, he enlarged the 27 

traditional maps of the A-recension with four tabulae novae of Spain, France, Italy and 

Palestine. These regional appendices and an additional map of Scandinavia also 

formed part of the Ulm edition (1482). But this work is particularly significant because, 

for the first time in a printed version, the Ptolemaic world map itself was amended 

according to the new details known of northern Europe. Other adjustments followed 

thereafter, but none of the late fifteenth-century editions of Ptolemy’s Geography made 

zm explicit reference to the new outline of the world discovered by the Portuguese.

From the second to the third Rome editions of Ptolemy’s geographical work, 

issued respectively in 1490 and 1507, seventeen years passed without a single edition 

of the Alexandrine's text. This stretch of time coincided with the most critical period of 

oceanic expansion to the east and west, a fact which has led some modem historians to
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741 On the printed editions of Ptolemy's Geography, see J. Winsor (1884), A. Codazzi (1950), W.H. Stahl (1953). C. 
Sanz (1959), H.N. Stevens (1972), and M. Milanesi, in L  Lago(1992, pp.93-104).



presume that contemporary editors were waiting for the details of the new discoveries 

in order to update the ensuing versions with recent information712. If this was indeed 

the case, their hesitation was fully justified. Map printing, particularly from 

copperplates, was a complex and rather expensive business713. However, in most 

extant copies of the 1507 Rome edition of Ptolemy, the first to be issued after the 

printing gap, the Portuguese voyages are not embodied either742 743 744. Essentially, this 

edition was just a reprint of the copper plates used for the 1490 Rome edition to which 

six tabulae novae had been added, none of which concerned the newly discovered 

lands.

The first map regularly included in a printed version of Ptolemy's Geography 

which was to show the sea-route to India inaugurated by Vasco da Gama finally came 

to light with the next Rome edition of 1508. This was not a new 'modem map' of 

regional scope routinely added to the Ptolemaic originals but an 'universalior cogniti 

orbis tabula ex recentibus confecta observationibus', draw n by Johannes Ruysch in a 

fan-shaped conical projection715* The reliance of this cartographer on Portuguese 

experience rather than on Ptolemaic precepts can be grasped from two contrasting 

sentences of a legend which, in reference to Indian Ocean read: 'Ptolemy reported of its 

existence with the bays enclosed by land; in these times, the Portuguese navigations 

have reached this part of the ocean.'716 Ruysch was thus consistent with these words 

and drew the whole circuit of Africa. Even if this and other early printed maps cannot 

yet be compared with their far more precise manuscript counterparts, the outline of 

Africa exhibited in the Ruysch map is fairly accurate.
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742 See for instance G.R. Crone (1978. p.40).

741 Cf. C. Werner, in D. Woodward, ed. (1975, pp.51-76).

744 Some copies of the 1507 Rome edition included the Ruysch world map (to be discussed below) with the newly 
discovered lands. According to the census made by D .L McGuirk (1989). this occurs in 10 of the 64 extant copies. It is 
likely that the Ruysch map did not originally belong to the 1S07 edition but was inserted later, for it is not enumerated 
among the maps on the title page.

743 This map has been studied by B. Swan (1951).

744 Indicum hoc pelagus: quodo£ cu suis sinibus undi(que) claudi a terra Ptolemeus retulit: partem oceani tc  

Lusitanorum navigationes ostenderut hoc tempore* (loc. cit.).



At this point, reference should be made to a Ptolemaic map not included in 

Ptolemy's work. It is a world depiction contained in the Margarita Philosophica (pl.31), a 

popular handbook of moral and natural philosophy drafted by Gregor Reisch about 

1496 but first published in Freiburg in 1503747. The text of this work ignores the 

Portuguese deeds in the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean, but the earlier editions include 

a world map of great interest. It is a rather crudely-drawn woodcut where the 

conventional Ptolemaic outline of the world is displayed, including the strip of land 

joining Africa to Asia that made of the Indian Ocean a land-locked sea. However, a 

caption written across this traditionally presumed terra incognita reads now: Here is 

not land but sea, in which there are islands of remarkable size unknown to Ptolemy’74*. 

We thus see here the first acknowledgment of the Portuguese discoveries within the 

Ptolemaic matrix. Taking into account that this was done in one of the most widely- 

read books of the 16th century749, it is not surprising that other printed maps such as 

the already mentioned works of Contarini-Rosselli (1506) and Ruysch (1507) 

illustrated graphically the full implications of Reisch's caption. As shall be seen in 

what follows, even the Ptolemaic world maps of some of the succeeding editions of the 

Geography would be consistent with the arrival of Vasco da Gama to Calicut.

The 1511 edition of Ptolemy’s Geography, published at Venice by Bemardus 

Sylvanus meant a further break with tradition for several reasons. On this occasion, the 

Italian cartographer did not simply add a 'new' m ap of the world, which since the 1508 

Rome edition had became a commonplace in successive printings. Sylvanus attempted 

to modify the coordinates and the outline of the traditional Ptolemaic maps on account 

of modem knowledge as well. This was a bold step forward in the progressive 

departure of Renaissance cosmographers from the classical world view. If the original 

setting of the Alexandrine had been supplemented since 1427 with a growing number 

of tabulae novae and, more recently, with 'modem' maps of the world embracing the 

Iberian discoveries, this process of adjustment had hitherto left the Ptolemaic maps
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substantially intact. Thus Sylvan us' deliberate endeavour to accommodate the entire 

cartographic apparatus contained in the Alexandrine's work to contemporary 

experience was an unprecedented venture, even if in the end he met with only partial 

success. All maps of the 1511 Venice edition indeed show a modified outline on 

account of modem knowledge, but the inner parts still bear classical nomenclature. Let 

us take, for example, the traditional Ptolemaic world map amended by Sylvanus 

(pl.32). It shows the classical extent of the ecumene with Africa truncated at the latitude 

of prassum promontorium’, but its outline has been noticeably altered. Instead of the 

Ptolemaic 'sinus hesperius', the modem features of the Gulf of Guinea are drawn on to 

the west coast of Africa. As for the eastern shores, Sylvanus took into account Reisch’s 

remarks and removed the conventional land bridge linking Africa to Asia. However, 

the nomenclature exhibited in the inner landmass is almost the same as in the 

Ptolemaic prototype. It was difficult for Sylvanus to depart radically from a long

standing conception of central Africa without recent knowledge available for these 

regions.

Sylvanus' unorthodox method of updating Ptolemy remained an isolated 

example. The downfall of the age-old perspective of Antiquity did of course continue 

in subsequent editions, but this was not carried out so much through direct 

interference with the traditional Ptolemaic maps as through an ever growing addition 

of tabulae novae to the original setting. In this regard, the 1513 Strassburg edition 

deserves to be mentioned. And this, not only because of the revised Latin translation 

by Matthias Ringmann, but mostly on account of the twenty new regional maps 

drawn by Waldseemuller, which was a greater number of 'modem' maps included in 

the Ptolemaic text than ever before. Two of these tabulae novae concern the African 

continent for the first time: one is labelled 'tabula modema prime partis Africae' and 

embraces the northern half of the continent; the other bears the title 'tabula modema 

secunde porcionis Aphrice' and represents the southern tip of Africa (pl.33). In both 

cases, the numerous place-names recorded along the seaboard faithfully reflect the 

Portuguese expansion. The interior, on the contrary, is rather austere in geographical 

details. In the regional map of South Africa, in particular, only the Mountains of the 

Moon as sources of the Nile are depicted. The rest is left blank together with the
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following legend: 'this part of Africa remained unknown to the ancients’750. It should 

also be noted, on the other hand, that the reliance of the author on Portuguese 

experience is also denoted in the Ptolemaic world map. Although this depiction 

follows the Alexandrine’s outline, the strip of terra incognita linking Africa to Asia has 

again been removed.

It is thus clear that the ever growing addition of tabulae novae was not the only 

means through which Ptolemy was updated. The 1535 Lyon edition prepared and 

annotated by Miguel Servet (Michael Villanovanus) illustrates the existence of other 

parallel strategies. Although this edition of the Geography respects the original setting 

and the Ptolemaic outline of the world, the Spanish scholar attempted an identification 

of the ancient place-names, putting forward when possible the modem 

correspondence. Moreover, he complemented the original text with learned comments 

and remarks taken from contemporary experience751. In so doing, the work of the 

Alexandrine was being brought into a sort of comparative geography. If one takes into 

account that Sebastian Münster did the same in his famous Basel edition of 1540, it 

seems reasonable to infer that by the middle of the century, Renaissance cartographers 

were not simply ready to distinguish between the ancient and the recent contributions 

to geographical knowledge but also to weigh up both parts without any inferiority 

complex.

The projection of the modem circumstance on the Ptolemaic world view came 

to a climax in the Venice edition of 1548. It should first be noted that Ptolemy's text 

was here translated into Italian by Pietro Andrea Mattioli, thus stressing the dignity of 

vernacular languages in compliance with Dante and Petrarch. Likewise, it embraces 

the comments of Servet and Münster on the text, as well as their modem 

identifications of the Ptolemaic place-names. Significantly, the 1548 Venetian edition 

does not include the Ptolemaic map of the world. Instead, two modem world maps 

drawn by Giacomo Gastaldi are inserted: the first, labelled 'Universale Novo', is a
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picture of the world from a terrestrial perspective; the second, on the contrary, is a 

’Carta Marina Nova Tabula' presenting the world from a maritime viewpoint. Finally, 

it is worth highlighting that besides 24 Ptolemaic maps, this edition contains 34 tabulae 

novae, five of which are modem maps of Africa752. It was the very first time that an 

edition of the Alexandrine's geographical work included a greater amount of modem 

maps drawn from contemporary knowledge than those prescribed from the original 

prototype.

In the second half of the 16th century, not only were the modem regional maps 

added to the Geography new but also the spirit through which the work of the 

Alexandrine was regarded. After the initial stage of assimilation, followed by a process 

of emulation, which in turn involved preliminary critique and emendation, the general 

trend in Renaissance culture led contemporary cosmographers to view the 

cartographic legacy of Ptolemy with the distance of an archaeologist. By then, it was 

fairly clear that the outline of his world picture could not be taken any more to be an 

operative image of the real features of the globe. Rather, the Ptolemaic outline was 

seen as the vestige of a past civilization, eminent indeed, but largely surpassed by the 

breathtaking discoveries of contemporary navigators. The culmination of this process 

could well be epitomised in the publication of Abraham Ortelius' Theatrum Orbis 

Terrarum (Antwerp, 1570).

In the first edition, the Theatrum consisted of seventy maps, uniform in style and 

page size, which had been specifically designed for this publication after a critical 

selection of the best sources available. All authors consulted for each map were 

routinely listed in alphabetical order, distinguishing the ancients from the modems753. 

In line with this uniform criteria, the number of maps expanded in number over time 

as the editions continued. The primary aim of these additamenta was to bring the 

cartographic corpus up to date, but from the 1579 edition onwards a parallel 

development might also be highlighted. From this date, the Theatrum not only offered
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a comprehensive image of the m odem  world, but also a series of maps which 

recreated the ancient perspective. This fact is worth stressing, for it meant a reversal of 

the process discussed so far. Unlike former attempts to update Ptolemy’s Geography 

with tabulae novae in order to project an ancient treatise adapted to the recent image of 

the world, the 1579 edition of the Theatrum was a m odem  work anchored in the 

present which gave a backward insight to selected 'historical maps’. The reader of 

Ortelius’ work could thus discriminate more clearly between the world picture of the 

past and that of the present. Most importantly, the interplay between one and the 

other had substantially changed. All efforts to update Ptolemy’s treatise had finally led 

to a different kind of work: the m odem  atlas.

Despite the apparent downfall of Ptolemy's authority, interest in his Geography 

did not die out completely in the 16th century. Nor did, more importantly, the study of 

the cartographical techniques contained in it. We shall see in the next chapters that the 

geographical features the African interior continued to be widely drawn on Ptolemy 

for a long time. But even as far as the outline of the world is concerned, it will now be 

shown that the revival of Ptolemy’s geographical treatise was still able to influence 

some unexpected developments in the cartography of the first quarter of the century. 

It suffices to survey for a moment some of the many-sided consequences of the Iberian 

discoveries in the late 15th century from a wider perspective.

The voyage of Vasco da Gama, largely acknowledged in Europe since the first 

decade of the 16th century754, had demonstrated Ptolemy to be wrong with regard to 

the idea of a land-locked Indian Ocean. As already noted, the presumed strip of land 

joining Africa to Asia on account of the Alexandrine's text was then being removed 

even from the traditional Ptolemaic world map displayed in some modem editions of 

his Geography. No learned cosmographer or humanist doubted at that time that there 

was a seaway around Africa connecting the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean. On the 

other hand, it is now worth recalling for the present purpose that traces of what would 

soon be perceived as a new world were contemporaneously being disclosed

2 3 4

754 On the reception of the Portuguese discoveries across Europe, see M. dos Samos Lopes (1990), and the contributions 
of W.G.L. Randles, C-M. Radulet, K.A. Vogel. O. Kaspar, L Rakoczi and J. Kieniewicz, to J. Aubin ed.(1990).



westwards on the other side of the Atlantic. By the year 1500, only three fragments of 

this new reality had been recognised: Columbus' discovery of the Caribbean regions, 

Cabral’s landfall in Terra de Vera Cruz (Brasil)”5, and the Corte Real’s voyage to 

Newfoundland736. And yet, about a year later Pietro Pasqualigo precociously advanced 

the theory that these regions were joined by a continuous coastline757, the utter expanse 

of which was still unknown. It is precisely within this context of uncertainty that the 

Ptolemaic paradigm offered contemporary cosmographers a ready-made tool for 

capturing the new intriguing reality.

In 1519, Lopo Homem drew on a sheet of parchment a curious mappamundi 

which opens the so-called Atlas Miller (pl.34)75*. Being an official cartographer of the 

Portuguese Crown, Homem was obviously aware of the Lusitanian navigations which 

had verified the existence of a sea-route to India. It is thus not surprising that he 

delineated Africa as circumnavigable in his mappamundi, even if the outline shown is 

noticeably less accurate than that exhibited by other previous manuscript works. 

Nevertheless, nothing in the geographical atmosphere of the time impeded him from 

relocating the Ptolemaic terrestrial continuum southwards in the still unknown austral 

regions of the globe. This is precisely what he did. Taking the recently discovered 

lands in the west as a continuous landmass, he prolonged the outline at the southern 

extremity to the east to the point of blending it with a presumed austral continent 

south of the Cape of Good Hope into a single territorial unit759. This enormous 

ensemble of land is in turn linked to south-east Asia, and finally, the geographical 

unity so created is locked on to the 'Mundus Novus' in the west from the northernmost 

latitudes of the globe, thus completing a terrestrial perimeter around the whole world. * 739
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As a result, the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean appear in Homem's mappamundi as 

two connecting water bodies which together form a single basin encircled by a land 

continuum. In other words, the Homeric wheel of medieval mappaemundi showing a 

girdling mare oceanum around the known world had been reversed.

Lopo Homem’s depiction of the world fully agrees with the ideas stated by 

Duarte Pacheco Pereira in his Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis (c.1508). Although this latter 

work remained unpublished until the end of the 19th century760, both authors might 

have known each other in Lisbon. So, most likely, Lopo Homem took Pacheco Pereira 

as a model for the composition of his mappamundi. The plausibility of this hypothesis 

seems confirmed when comparing the geographical features depicted by the former 

author with the following words of the latter:

'Now since this land ['Mundus Novus’] that lies over there is so great and on 
this side we have Europe, Africa and Asia, it is obvious that the Ocean lies in 
the middle between these two landmasses and is ’mediterranean'. Hence we 
can say that the Ocean does not surround the earth, as the philosophers have 
declared, but rather the earth surrounds the sea, and that it lies in its hollow 
and centre. And from this I conclude that the Ocean is nothing other than an 
enormous lake in the hollow of the earth.'761

This interest for the form and distribution of the emerged lands and waters, as 

well as their respective proportion on the surface of the globe, was not original of 

Pacheco Pereira. As previously noted, the debate between adherents of an oceanic 

theory', which conceived of the ecumene as surrounded by water, and partisans of a 

'terrestrial theory’, whereby relatively small oceans are framed by land in enclosed 

basins, was already present in classical times. During the Middle Ages, the oceanic 

hypothesis enjoyed a wider acceptance among cosmographers than the opposite 

perspective, though their followers occasionally diverged in explaining this 

predominance of the water element762. Nevertheless, the Middle Ages was also the
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period when the apocryphal Book of Esdras exerted a high authority. According to this 

source, the reader could appreciate the existence of another outlook in relation to 

God's arrangement of the world, for it stated: 'Upon the third day thou didst command 

that the waters should be gathered in the seventh part of the earth: six parts hast thou 

dried up, and kept them, to the intent that of these some being planted of God and 

tilled might serve thee.'763

Roger Bacon, who bridged the Middle Ages and the Renaissance in many 

senses, used this text from Esdras in order to reinforce his conviction that the water 

surface in the world must be small in comparison with the expanse of land764 765. One and 

a half centuries later, Bacon’s arguments were echoed by Pierre d'Ailly in his 

celebrated Imago Mundi (c.1410)7W. Contrary to Bacon, d ’Ailly is not personally 

committed to the point of view he is putting forward, but his explicit reference to 

Esdras served at least to keep alive the 'terrestrial theory' on the eve of the Great 

Discoveries. Soon after, the Ptolemaic revival was to rush into Renaissance 

geographical thought. In the last quarter of the 15th century, a champion of the 

Alexandrine's world view in the Iberian Peninsula was Jacob Pérez de Valencia 

(c.1408-1490). He wrote a commentary on the Psalms where, in opposition to the 

Aristotelian scholastics, he took a stand in favour of Ptolemy’s arrangement of land 

and water. Interestingly, he reinforced his conviction by arguing for the conformity of 

the Alexandrine’s precepts not only with the Holy Scripture (Book of Esdras) but also 

w ith mariners' experience766. Most importantly, Jacob Pérez de Valencia is one of the 

authors explicitly quoted by Duarte Pacheco de Pereira767. It is thus very likely that he 

learned from him the Ptolemaic principles. Taking moreover into account the extent of 

new territories recently discovered, Pacheco Pereira was finally able to conceive of a
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land continuum along the outer margins of the world, which was represented in 

cartographical terms by Lopo Homem. Hence the endurance of Ptolemy’s age-old 

paradigm in a transfigured fashion.

A noteworthy consequence of these ideas is that they made any attempt to  

circumnavigate the globe by sea theoretically impossible. However, in the same year 

that Lopo Homem composed his mappamundi, a Spanish fleet of five vessels 

commanded by Ferdinand Magellan set out from Seville. After having passed through 

the straits which bear his name and three years of numerous other adventures, the 

Victoria, commanded by Juan Sebastian Elcano, finally anchored at San Lucar d e  

Barrameda on 6 September 1521. This voyage demonstrated that it was indeed 

possible to circumnavigate the world. Therefore, Lopo Homem’s image of a 

continuous coastline girdling the oceans in enclosed basins collapsed. So once again, it 

was the first-hand experience of mariners and pilots that adjusted the geographical 

prejudices of Antiquity to reality. Ptolemy’s picture of the world, in particular, was in 

this manner definitively dropped by Renaissance cartographers. This fact applies more 

specifically to the depiction of the outline of the world for, on the contrary, we shall 

now see that as regards the design of the unknown interior of Africa the recourse to 

Ptolemy's authority still endured for a long time.
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2. THE MOUNTAINS OF THE MOON.

’Destos peñascos ásperos pendientes, 
llam ados hoy el monte de la Luna, 
nacen del N ilo las famosas fuentes*7"*

ALFONSO DE ERCILLA

Myths are a subtle subterfuge of human psychology which serve to apprehend 

what is beyond the threshold of our knowledge. Hence, given that the interior of 

Africa remained essentially unknown to Europeans until the 19th century, it is not 

surprising that the issue concerning the sources of the Nile was veiled since Antiquity 

within a mist of legends. One of these related the headwaters of the Nile with a 

mysterious range of mountains normally placed south of Ethiopia which were finally 

named the Mountains of the.Moon7W.

Almost nothing is known with certainty about the origins of this myth. It 

should however be borne in mind that the Egyptians endowed the Nile with a sacred 

dimension, a fact which is fairly understandable if one takes into account that the 

floods of the river brought fertility and wealth to a whole empire for centuries. Still 

today it is a determining factor of development for the inhabitants of that region. On 

the other hand, it is abo easy to acknowledge that many of the Greeks’ cosmological 

ideas derived from the Egyptians, as is for instance illustrated in Plato's Timaeus and 

Critias77°. Soon after, we find traces of the Mountains of the Moon in other classical 

authors like Aristotle, who states that the Nile flows from the so-called Silver 

Mountains77'. Borrowing moreover some of the ideas present in Marinus of Tyre (fl.100 

A.D.), who in turn mentioned the first-hand experience of a Greek traveller named 

Diogenes* 769 770 771 772, it was finally Ptolemy's image of the Nile rising from a pair of twin lakes

76* from  these rough sharpened pinnacles, / now named the Mountain of the Moon, / flow the celebrated sources of the 
Nile'

769 This and other geographical myths to be developed next are based on a previous publication. See, F. Retaño (1993).

770 Cf. W.G.L Randles (1958, p. 130).

771 Aristotle. Metereologica, 1, 13,350b, 13, ed. C.P. Goold, 1978, p.99.

773 Cf. Ptolemaeus, Geography, 1,9,1 ff.



fed by the streams of the high snow-capped Mountains of the Moon that shaped the 

stereotyped version of the myth for later generations (see pl.35)773.

William Cooley suggested some time ago that Ptolemy’s passage about the 

Mountains of the Moon is surely a later interpolation774. His hypothesis was initially 

challenged by Edward Bunbury775, bu t most of later historians have taken up a stand in 

favour of the sound arguments advanced by the former scholar. Among them is 

Théophile Simar, who has dealt at some length with the problem. According to him, 

the first mention to the Mountains of the Moon occurs in Philostorgius' Historia 

ecclesiastica (end 4th c. A.D.). Simar also points out that in one of the anonymous 

marginal notes written on a version of Plato's Timaeus commented by Proclus in the 

5th century, the idea of a very high range named the Mountains of the Moon is 

explicitly attributed to Ptolemy776. It would thus seem reasonable to infer that the 

above-mentioned interpolation of the Alexandrine’s text -if it ever existed- might have 

been added sometime between the 4th and the 5th centuries of our era. This conclusion 

is in fact fairly consistent with current knowledge about how and when the m aps 

included in the Geography were compiled777 *. It should however be borne in mind that 

the earliest Greek manuscripts of Ptolemy's text now extant date from the 13th 

century77*. Hence the difficulty of reconstructing the Alexandrine's original work and 

its subsequent transmission through the early Middle Ages. Further research and new 

findings of early manuscripts are likely to clarify this problem in more precise terms. 

Otherwise, the origins of the myth concerning the Mountains of the Moon will still 

remain rather conjectural.
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Modem scholars have devoted a considerable amount of effort and erudition to 

the rather sterile task of identifying the geographical referent to which the Mountains 

of the Moon might likely allude to. From the position that an early knowledge of the 

Ruwenzori range in Central Africa is untenable, some scholars have adhered to the 

theory that the Ptolemaic Mountains of the Moon are in fact a misplaced conception of 

the Ethiopian mountains which give rise to the Blue Nile779. The confusing geography 

of Ethiopia before the 16th century, among other various reasons, would indeed 

support this hypothesis. But equally, there is no lack of arguments for those who are 

ready to uphold the traditional Ptolemaic view, whereby the Mountains of the Moon 

are said to be south of the Equator next to the unknown region of Agysimba. Ernest 

Ravenstein, for example, has pointed out that not far from Mts. Kenya (5199 m.) and 

Kilimanjaro (5895 m.) there existed an age-old land named after de moon, whose 

reputation might have first reached the coast and then spread out with trading 

activity780. At the beginning of the 17th century, the Dominican friar Joao dos Santos 

still drew attention to the fact that every year in the month of September, with the 

appearance of the new moon, the king of Quiteve (in present-day Mozambique) went 

up onto a very high mountain in order to perform ceremonies of ancestor worship781. 

This is again a rather speculative piece of evidence, as is the whole issue concerning 

the origins of the myth, but I have put them forward in order to illustrate that Ptolemy 

might also well have meant by the Mountains of the Moon what is literally written in 

his text and designed on the maps. In one form or another, he -or the eventual author 

of the interpolation- could have been perfectly aware through rumour or indirect 

information that there existed very high mountains south of the Equator from which 

the Nile flowed.

By any means, the fact remains that high mountains have always played a 

singular role in the cosmological view of various religions and cultures. William 

Randles has stressed their particular significance within the Greek, Arab and Chinese
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literature7*2. They also enjoyed a symbolic ascription among the Indians, Persians, and 

other ancient civilisations7*3. Likewise, it was present in the Christian tradition in 

relation with the site of Paradise. The Book of Genesis is not very explicit in this 

regard, but Prophet Ezekiel mentions the fact that this is indeed to be found on the top 

of a mountain7*4. Among medieval scholars, a weighty additional argument for 

locating the Terrestrial Paradise at the summit of a very high mountain was the 

commonplace belief that this was most likely the only place in the world where the 

waters of the Flood failed to penetrate. One might thus not be surprised to find authors 

in that period stating that the mountain where Paradise is located rises far up towards 

the heavens and the stars. Dante’s poetic view on this subject would perhaps be the 

most outstanding example7*5. In the same line of argumentation, but taking now the 

Aristotelian division of the cosmos as a paradigm, other scholars conceived of the 

mountain of Paradise as being so high that it reached up to the circle of the Moon. This 

is for instance the case of Alexander Neckam, Gervase of Tilbury, and Bartholomaeus 

Anglicus7*6. If we add to this the already mentioned idea that Paradise was sometimes 

located in Africa, it was rather easy to deduce that this might correspond with the 

Mountains of the Moon. In the fanciful Pilgerfahrt of Arnold von Harff, for example, 

the author claims to have climbed the Mountains of the Moon and that there he found 

the Terrestrial Paradise7*7. A similar identification occurs in Ariosto's Orlando Furioso 

and in the commentaries to the Psalms by Jacob Pérez de Valencia7**. Finally, one can 

see this idea graphically illustrated in the 1512 Atlas (chart 4) of Vesconte Maggiolo7*’. 782 783 784 * * * * *

782 W.G.L Randles (1958. pp.126-127).

783 Cf. A  Graf (1964, voU  pp.16-17).

784 Ez. 28.13*14.

713 Cf. Dante Alighieri. Divina Comedia, purg., XVDL

See respectively. De naturis iibri duo, H  49. ed. T. Wright. 1863, p.159: Otia imperialia, 1, 11, ed. G.W. Leibnitz. 
1707, voU  p.892; D epropietatibusrerum, XV. 111, ed.1494. fol. 190v.

717 Cf. Pilgerfahrt, ed. M. Letts, 1946, pp. 173-174.

7S* Orlando Furioso, XXXin, 110, ed. E Bigj, 1982, p. 1417. On Jacob Pérez de Valencia, see quotation in W.G.L 
Randles (1980, p.23).

719 Reproduced by A. Giraldi. ed. (1955, pi. 20).
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Whether the site of Paradise or not, the Mountains of the Moon have been 

depicted on maps in various regions of Africa. At times they were located at the 

entrance to the Gulf of Guinea, as occurs for instance in the so-called Mappamondo 

Catalano Estense; in other cases they were placed next to Lake Tana in Abyssinia, as 

can be seen in the large mappamundi of Fra Mauro; finally, they can also be found on 

the southern edges of the ecumene, as is illustrated by the mysterious mappamundi of 

Albertin de Virga. But whatever the site chosen by the different cartographers, they all 

coincided in depicting the Mountains of the Moon below the Equator. It is also 

interesting to note that the Mountains of the Moon were occasionally pushed down in 

the map as the discoveries progressed southwards, always being placed at the borders 

of the known world. At the beginning of the 16th century, Duarte Pacheco Pereira 

identified the Mountains of the Moon with 'the rough mountains of the Cape of Good 

Hope'”0. But once the circumnavigation of Africa was routinely practised by the 

Portuguese, the most commonplace attitude throughout the 16th century was to place 

the Mountains of the Moon somewhere in the still unknown interior, as Ptolemy did, 

and as can be seen in the maps of the most influential cartographer during the first half 

of the century: Martin Waldseemiiller (1470-1518).

The renown of Waldseemiiller stems from the publication of his large wall map 

of 1507, which was thought to accompany the first edition of the no less celebrated 

Cosmographiae Introductio. Just one copy of the map has survived, but contemporary 

records seem to demonstrate that it was a great success in its own day”1. Then came 

the already mentioned edition of Ptolemy’s Geography (1513), for which Waldseemiiller 

is believed to have incised many of the maps himself. Finally, Joannes Griininger 

printed in Strassburg another large world map of Waldseemiiller entitled Carta Marim 790 791
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790 Duane Pacheco Pereira, Esmeraldo de situ orbis, I, 4, cd. D. Peres, 1954, pp.23-24. See also bk.ni, ch.8, ed. D. 
Peres, 1954, p. 184.

791 The extant copy of the map is preserved in the library of the Princes of Waldburg zu Wolfegg-Waldsee, 
Württemberg. It bears the title: Universalis Cosmographia secundum Ptholomaei traditionem et Americi Vespucii 
Alioruque Lustrationes'. It has been reproduced in its original size by J. Fischer and F. von Wieser (1903), On the 

enthusiastic reception of the map. see Waldseemüller’s dedicatory letter to Ringmann of February 1508 in Introductio 
Architecture et Perspectivae, published in Margarita Philosophien Nova (1508), quoted by H.B. Johnson (1963, p.125).



(1516)79*. Unlike the Universalis Cosmographia of 1507, this new wall map did not 

initially exert much influence, but through subsequent reprints carried out by Laurent 

Fries in 1525,1527 and 1530, the Carta Marina and the adjoining guidebook known as 

Uslegung also became fairly popular in regions of the German linguistic sphere7”. In 

the last analysis, traces of Waldseemuller's depiction of the world can be recognized in 

the work of numerous succeeding cartographers, such as Johannes Stobnicza (1512), 

Louis Boulengier (c.1514), Peter Apian (1520), Johann Honter (1530), Joachim von 

Watte (1534), etc.

The portrayal of Africa exhibited in the two wall maps drawn by 

Waldseemiiller deserve particular attention. Let it first be noted that despite the fact 

that Waldseemiiller was essentially an armchair scholar, he always managed to obtain 

detailed information concerning the recent Portuguese discoveries. In his world maps 

of 1507 and 1516 he not only recorded a fairly dense toponomy along the African 

seaboard but, furthermore, he stressed through other graphical means the nature of 

the sources upon which he based his depiction. One can thus observe in the Universalis 

Cosmographia (1507) (pl.36) the presence of nine padroes signposting the major stages of 

the Lusitanian adventure and various Portuguese banners on the principal offshore 

islands. More interestingly, the Carta Marina (1516) shows south the Cape of Good 

Hope a figure of King Manuel riding triumphantly astride a large sea lion as if 

indicating the mastery of the southern seas by the Portuguese. On one occasion, 

Waldseemiiller lists in the text of a legend the sources accessible to him, but these do 

not include any Portuguese author or the use of portolan charts7” . And yet, it now * 791
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793 The complete title reads: ‘Cana marina navigatoria poitugallem navigationes atque tocius cogniti oibis teme marisque 
form an naturam situs et lerminos nostri temporibus recognitos et ab antiquorum traditione differentes edam  quotum 
vetusti non memineiunt autores, hec generali ter indicai'. As in the case of the 1507 map, there is only one extant copy, now 
preserved at the Library of the Princes of Waldburg zu Wolfegg-Waldsee, Wiimemberg. Reproduced by J. Fischer and F. 
von Wieserf 1903).

793 Cf. H.B. Johnson (1963) and M. Petrzilka (1970).

791 This occurs in a lengthy panel written at the lower left-hand comer of the C ana Marina, which lists the sources in 
the following terms: 'itinerarios particulares tabulas choropraphias & quorundam recensiorum lustrttorum relationes 
plerunque imitati fratis videlicet Ascelini, qui sub Innocentio pontifico maximo in humanis rebus non pauca perlustravi!, 
fratis Odorici de foro Julii de parca Leonis, Petri de Alicaco. Fratris Joannis de Plano Carpio. Maffìi et Marci civium 
venetonim, Casparis iudei indici, cuius itinerarii liber regi Portugallie mandatus est atque descriptus, Francisd de 
Albiecheta. Josephi de India, Aloysi de Cadamosto, Petri aliaris, Cristophori Columbi Juanuensis, Ludoiri Vatomanni 
Boniensis. Quorum omnium lustrationes. experientias et terreni situs orbis descriptiones a plerisque huius rei fautoribus et



seems quite clear after numerous studies that Waldseemiiller had at hand Portuguese 

maps of the Cantino or Caveiro type when he delineated the African seaboard795.

In sharp contrast, Waldseemuller’s depiction of inner Africa is largely based on 

Ptolemy. So much is this the case that the name of the Alexandrine is explicitly 

mentioned in the title of the Universalis Cosmographia7*‘. At the head of this same map, 

one can even see a portrayal of Ptolemy standing next to a reduced representation of 

the Old World. It is however in the Carta Marina that Waldseemiiller's ideas regarding 

Central Africa can best be appreciated. For in spite of the title, Waldseemiiller filled up 

the African landmass of the Carta Marina with a higher amount of detail than the 

world map of 1507. The design of numerous local rulers seated on their thrones, 

animals of various types -including the first pictorial representation of a rhinoceros, 

woods of trees, little vignettes of cities that look rather European, and a considerable 

number of place-names, rivers and mountain ranges scattered all around, leave 

scarcely no blank space across the African territories. In the southern extremity of the 

continent, the hinterland is symptomatically labelled ’new known parts of Africa'797. 

But turning now to the representation of the Mountains of the Moon, we shall see that 

this alleged 'new knowledge' of the African interior did not come from first-hand 

experience.

The headwaters of the Nile designed by Waldseemiiller look entirely Ptolemaic 

at first glance. Both the 1507 and the 1516 world maps coincide to show the great 

African river rising from the Mountains of the Moon, which are always located south 

of the Equator. From these mountains, several streams flow north to one or the other of 

a pair of lakes symmetrically placed at the same latitude. These lakes, in turn, are the 

sources of two bigger streams which continue independently northward until, once 

having crossed the Equator, they converge to form the main course of the Nile which

amatoribus nobis comunicatas, in hanc quan cemis, marine chaitae formam redegimus' floe. cit.). On the sources of 
Waldseemiiller’s maps, see J. Fischer and F.R. Wieser, eds. (1903, pp.24-35).

795 See. for example, A. Cortesao (1969-71, vol.l p. 133).

796 See above note 23.

797 'Nove cogngnite Africe partis extensio' (loc. cit.). Note that in the second tabula nova of the 1513 edition of the 
Geography. Waldseemiiller had annotated in this same place: Tiec pars Aphrice amiquioribus mansit incognita' (loc. cit.)
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finally disburses into the Mediterranean. This is, in other words, the very same layout 

of the Nile which can be seen in the traditional versions of Ptolemy's Geography (see 

pl.35). But beyond this general correspondence, a close examination of the maps 

reveals some degree of variance as well. It is for instance worth noting that 

Waldseemiiller recorded in his maps a considerable amount of place-names around 

the headwaters of the Nile. Despite the fact that these place-names are mostly of 

Abyssinian origin, we find them in the Carta Marina so far south as to be beyond the 

Mountains of the Moon. It thus seems quite clear that once the Ptolemaic equinoctial 

was relocated southwards to the correct latitude79 * * 798 799, Renaissance cartographers tended 

to lower correspondingly the sources of the Nile in their maps and, in this occasion, 

they stretched the Abyssinian place-names southwards as well in order to fill up the 

vacuum. Hence Waldseemiiller's illusion that the inner regions of the southern 

extremity of the continent were lands recently gained to knowledge.

Another remarkable feature in Waldseemiiller's depiction of Central Africa is a 

third lake containing an island which has been added to the Ptolemaic pair of lakes. In 

the 1507 world map it is labelled 'Sacaff Lacus', though in later works it also appears as 

’Sachaf Lacus’ or 'Saphat Lacus'. Like a number of other Abyssinian toponyms, it 

seems that Waldseemiiller borrowed this feature from the 'Egyptus Novelo', a tabula 

nova drawn by Pietro del Massaio and then added to some fifteenth-century 

manuscript versions of Ptolemy's Geography™. Since this new map of Egypt was partly 

based on first-hand experience, namely on the southern half800, the inclusion of the 

Sacaff Lacus in Waldseemiiller's world maps would theoretically mean a most 

significant step forward in contemporary efforts towards a realistic depiction of 

Central Africa. However, one must first take into account that the 'Egyptus Novelo'

79S Note that Ptolemy conceived the Equator as passing 16° south of the Canary Islands, roughly at the latitude of the
present-day Cape Verde islands. His misunderstanding remained unchallenged until the end of the 15th century, and it was
not corrected in a map until Juan de la Cosa (1500). In fact, Waldseemiiller's 1507 world map, drawn -as the author says-
according to Ptolemy, still shows the Equator northwards of its real latitude. This error is corrected in the 1516 world map.

799 Ms. Lat. 4802. 130v-131, Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris. Apart from this copy of about 1454, two other copies dated 
1469 and 1472 are known to exist in the Vatican Library. Cf. O.G.S. Crawford, ed. (1958, p.13). For a discussion of the 
geographical features shown in the 'Egyptus Novelo' in relation to those depicted by Waldseemiiller, see W.G.L Randles 
(1958, pp. 120-122).

Cf. O.G.S, Crawford (1949).
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was composed without scale. The depiction of the Gulf of Guinea at the southern 

border of this map bears evidence that its otherwise reasonably good approximation to 

the real geography of Abyssinia was in fact a very disproportionate representation. 

Thus, when WaldseemiiUer and other contemporary cartographers included the Sacaff 

Lacus in their maps they were not adding direct observation to the Ptolemaic picture 

of Central Africa, but displacing Abyssinian geographical features far from their 

original location in the northern hemisphere.

Thus the conclusion is that Waldseemuller's Sacaff Lacus was by no means a 

less conventional feature in the geography of Central Africa than the Ptolemaic 

framework in which it was inserted. The lake appears in his two world maps west of 

the Mountains of the Moon, but it remained for some time as a rather independent 

feature within the Ptolemaic matrix. In the case of the Universalis Cosmographia, an 

unnamed river flows from the Sacaff Lacus northwards until it ends in another lake in 

the middle of the Sahara. The same river is also shown in the Carta Marina, but instead 

of being linked up with the Saharan lake, on this occasion it just approaches the Nile at 

the latitude of Meroe without merging with it. In other words, there is no direct link 

between the Sacaff Lacus and the Nile system in Waldseemuller's depiction of the 

African hydrography. However, in the 1525 edition of the Carta Marina by Laurent 

Fries, this connection is already present. Most importantly, other ensuing authors 

preferred to follow this latter opinion. The fact is worth stressing because, to the 

detriment of the traditional role played by the Mountains of the Moon, the Sacaff 

Lacus soon gained a remarkable protagonism in relation with the sources of Nile. By 

the end of the 16th century, the Italian humanist Filippo Pigafetta was able to write in 

his Relatione (1591) that ’midway between that Cape [of Good Hope] and the Tropic [of 

Capricorn] rise the Mountains of the Moon so praised by the ancients, who consider 

them sources of the Nile, which is false.'801

It might thus seem that one of the most enduring pillars of the Ptolemaic view 

of Central Africa was to vanish from Renaissance maps. As a matter of fact, the 

traditional cartographic picture of the heart of the continent suffered some noticeable
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F. Pigafetta and D. Lopes, Relatione del realme di Congo, bk.Il, ch.8, ed. G.R. Cardona, 1978, p.166.
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alterations during the second half of the 16th century. It shall now be shown in th is  

regard that a new geographical myth became prevalent amongst the dom inant 

theories of the period concerning the sources of the Nile. But in the absence of f irs t

hand experience about large expanses of the continental landmass, it remains to see  if 

this was indeed an alternative model or, as at other times in the past, it was ju s t a  

further re-shaping of Ptolemy's authority. *

*



3. THE GREAT CENTRAL LAKE.

'But a spring rose out of the ground, 
watering all the surface of the earth'

BOOK OF GENESIS

Through Waldseemiiller’s far-reaching influence on sixteenth-century m aps, the 

Ptolemaic vision of Central Africa remained essentially unaltered for decades. This 

situation w as not markedly redressed until the middle of the century w hen  Giacomo 

Gastaldi arrived on the European cartographic scene. Already noted, am ong  other 

works, for his remarkable edition of Ptolemy’s G e o g r a p h y  (1548), G astaldi’s 

cartographic contribution is now worth stressing for his large-scale m ap of Africa 

(1564)*o:. This is a fine eight-sheet copperplate engraved by Fabricius Licinus at Venice. 

It shows a very detailed African outline with 655 place-names recorded along the 

seaboard, although the eastern shores of the continent are somewhat d istorted  along 

their longitudinal axis*03. The depiction of the inner landmass is also profusely 

annotated w ith more than 1200 toponyms*04. But from among all these geographical 

features, it is Gastaldi’s view of Central Africa in relation with the headw aters of the 

Nile which deserve here particular attention (see pl.37). The reason is that in this 

regard his m ap appears to diverge from tradition. No M ountains of the M oon are 

named, let alone identified as the sources of the Nile. Instead, Gastaldi em phasised the 

existence of a great lake in the heart of the continent labelled ’Zaire-Zembere* from 

which not only the Nile but most the of the other major African rivers originated.

The full title of the map is: U disegno della geografia moderna de tutta la parte dell'Africa ì confini della quale stanno 
in questo modo, da ponente i! maToceano computate risole di capo verde, et le canarie, da tramontana il streno de 
gibeltem. et il mare mediterraneo, da siroco una linea che pnneipia aferamida in sino al sues e dal sues per il mare Rosso, 
da levante il mare oceano includendo l'isola Di Sto. Lorenzo, in sino al capo di Bona speranza; dall'ostro il mar’oceano, 
graduata in longhezza. et in larghezza.’ The map is normally found in the so-called Lafrery or Lafredi Atlas, but the eight 
sheets which compose the map can also be seen mounted in the extant copy at the Bihhothèque Nationale. Paris (Rés. Ge. 
DD. 5077). It has been studied in detail by R. Biasuiti (1920). On the life and works of Gastaldi. sec also S. Grande 
(1902).

* • Cf. R. Biasutti (1920. pp.330-332.336).

R. Biasutti (1920. p.404).



This notion of a single lake giving issue to various rivers which flow off in  

different directions might seem rather strange to a modem hydrographer, for it only  

occurs in reality in very exceptional circumstances. It shall now be shown that this w as 

nevertheless a fairly common idea among medieval scholars. Within the Christian 

tradition, the Scriptures provided a most outstanding example: the four rivers o f 

Eden80’. Though rising from a spring whose waters eventually came together in a lake, 

these holy rivers were thought to run thereafter along separate basins and to flow in to  

different seas806. Additional belief in long subterranean watercourses helped to  

overcome the difficulties of a literal interpretation of the Bible in the cases when th e  

upper reaches of these rivers were known. Hence it was always possible for a  

medieval scholar to bring this notion of a single source watering the four comers the  

Earth into agreement with the observed reality.

On the other hand, it is interesting to note that similar ideas were present in  

traditional Brahmanical and Buddhist cosmogonies, both in India and in China807. The 

sixteenth-century adventurer Femao Mendes Pinto declared he had visited the great 

Lake Chiammay in Tibet, from which the major rivers of south-eastern Asia 

originated808. In a quite different geographical context, it also worth recalling that the 

quest for El Dorado in the West Indies led to the firm conviction that this was to be 

found next to a vast lake located in the middle of the newly discovered continent809. 

The British explorer Walter Raleigh claimed to have reached this gold-covered country 

in Guiana, and in compliance with his account, a great central lake named Parima *
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w,i Gn. 2, 10-14.

*** That the waters from the original spring formed a lake is not explicitly mentioned in the Scriptures, but it was in this 
manner that the issue was normally interpreted by medieval scholars and represented by contemporary cartographers. As 
an example of each, see Giovanni de Marignolli's Relaiio, ed. J. Yule, 1914, pp.220-221; and the depiction of Paradise in 
the so-called Psalter map, preserved in the British Library, London (Add. Ms. 28681, fol. 9).

*1’7 See note 1 by H. Yule, in Giovanni de Marignolli's Relatio, ed. H. Yule, 1914, p.221.

m  Femao Mendes Pinto, Peregrinagao, ch.41. ed. A  Casais Monteiro, 1988, p.114. The 'Chiamai lacus' and other 
central lakes in China from which various rivers flowed, was a feature commonly designed by Dutch cartographers of the 
17th century. It appears for instance in the India Orientalis' of Jodocus Hondius' atlas (1606).

On the myth of El Dorado, see J.P. Sanchez, in W. Haase and M. Reinhold, eds, (1994, pp.339-378).



henceforth appeared on a number of maps'10. Though this inland sea was not 

necessarily related with the origin of several rivers in the region, it is also possible to 

find some instances were a similar central lake is linked to at least the Amazon and 

Paraguay-Plate rivers, as occurs in the charts of the New World by Bartolomeu Velho 

(1561) and Luis Teixeira (1600)110 111 * * * * * * * *. In sum, the notion of a prominent water body in the 

centre of the continents from which various rivers diverged was a common feature 

shared by cultures and within contexts of a very different nature.

Turning now to Africa, it seems that this was also a widespread belief among 

the traditional Islamic societies. A most prominent example would be the geographical 

account of al-Dimashqi (d.727/1327)812. It suffice however to look at the world maps of 

al-Idrisi or Ibn Fadl Allah al-TJmari (d.749/1349)'13, among other analogous works, to 

realise that Islamic cartographers indeed adapted the Ptolemaic Nile system to the 

theory of a central lake in Africa. As if they were a graphic transcription of al- 

Dimashqui's words, the above-mentioned maps show several streams rising from the 

Mountains of the Moon and then running northwards until they flow into one or the 

other of a pair of twin lakes positioned at the same latitude. Each of these two lakes, in 

turn, is the source of some other streams which continue northward until they 

converge into a third lake, often named 'Kouri' and normally of a larger size. It is in 

fact from this non-Ptolemaic third lake in the centre of Africa that the Nile and other 

major rivers ultimately flow.
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110 Cf. Walter Raleigh, The Discoverie o f the Large, Rich and fewtiful Empire o f  Guiana, ed. R.H. Shombrugk, 1848, 
p. 13. As a cartographical illustration of Lake Parima, see for instance the 'Guiana sive Amazonum Regio* map in Blaeu's 
Grand Atlas (1663).

111 Now preserved, respectively, at the Museo di Storia della Scienza, Florence (on permanent exhibition), and in the
Biblioteca Nazionale, Florence (Port. 27). Reproduced by A. Coites2o and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960. vol.II. pl.202 and
vol.HL pl.360).

<l! The passage of his treatise describing the hydrographical system of Central Africa can be found, translated into
French, in Ch. de la Roncitre (1924-27, voI.H, pp. 108-109); and translated into English, in W.G.L Randles (1938, 124-
125).

*13 Preserved, respectively, in the Bodleian Library, Oxford (Ms. Pococke 375, fol. 3v-4) and in the Topkapi Sarayi
Milzesi KUtuphanesi. Istambul (A. 2797, fol. 292v-293). Reproduced in J.B. Harley and D. Woodward, eds. (vol.n, bk.L
1992, p l.ll and fig. 6.14).



Besides the Islamic tradition, JoSo dos Santos’ account evidences that the m y tH  

of a vast central lake in Africa existed in the imagery of the native tribes as w e ll-  

Reporting on the Cuama (Zambesi), the Portuguese friar notes that 'the negroes h av e  a  

tradition from their ancestors that this river rises in a great lake in the middle o f  

Ethiopia, from which rise other great rivers that flow in diverse directions, each h a v in g  

a different name.'814 Most likely, rumours of this kind might have finally reached t h e  

coast, where they became known to the Arab traders first and to the P o rtuguese  

navigators thereafter. Presumably drawn from this same source of information, t h e  

theory of a vast central lake in Africa was also available to Chinese cartographers o f  

the late Middle Ages. One can see this feature conspicuously illustrated in the m aps o f  

Chu Ssu-pen (1320) and Ch'üan Chin (1402)815. So prominent is the lake designed i n  

these latter works that the African terra firma is reduced to a narrow encom passing 

ring of land.

Within the Christian world, the confusing geography of the so-called 

transitional mappaemundi displayed various lakes in the inner Sahara. One of th e se , 

drawn most likely from Pliny’s lake Nilides816, was routinely associated with a tw ofold  

Nile flowing in opposite directions: one branch running towards the Atlantic, the o th e r  

flowing into the Mediterranean. A similar setting was simultaneously being exhibited 

by certain Catalan-style charts. It is not however until Juan de la Cosa's planisphere 

(1500) that the concept of a single spring giving rise to a number of distinct rivers is  

finally shown south of the Equator in the very heart of the continent. A few years la te r, 

the Spanish cosmographer Martín Fernández de Enciso makes it utterly clear in h is  

Suma de Geograhia (1519) that, according to local hearsay, 'the river of Manicongo 

(Zaire) rises from a great lake in the high Mountains of the Moon, and that from th is  

same lake rises another river which is greater and which flows in another direction, 

and that this is the Nile.'817 The fact that a similar description was soon after included

2 5 2

114 JoSo dos Samos, Ethiopia Oriental (1609), pt.L bk.n, ch.H, fol.44.

815 Reproduced by Kuei-sheng Chang (1970, figs. 1 and 2).

116 Cf. Pliny, Naturalis Historia, V, 10, 51 -54.

817 Martín Fernández de Enciso, Suma de Geographia, ed. M. Cuesta Domingo. 1987, p. 191.



in Alphonse de Saintonge’s Cosmographie (1544) and that traces of a great inland sea in 

Africa appeared equally in the 1554 atlas of Battista Agnese'1*, bears further evidence 

towards an incipient circulation of the myth in different European countries.

The idea of a central African lake among Portuguese cosmographers deserves 

particular attention. Like the rest of their European colleagues, the Portuguese authors 

could partly rely as far as this issue is concerned on the vague assumptions of Islamic 

culture as transmitted through reciprocal interchange in the Mediterranean. But unlike 

other Christian scholars, the Portuguese had moreover the advantage of having at 

hand information directly received in situ from the native tribes of the African 

seaboard. It is thus not surprising that it was a Portuguese chronicler, Joáo de Barros, 

who offered the most detailed picture of the hydrographic system in Central Africa. 

He tells us of a vast central lake in a chapter of his Décadas devoted to Sofala, which is 

worth reading as a whole. From the very comprehensive description there contained, I 

shall only recount the most significative passages, which read:
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'The country which we consider the Kingdom of Sofala is a vast region ruled by 
a heathen prince called Benomotapa. It is surrounded like an island by two 
arms of a river which proceeds from the most notable lake in the whole 
continent of Africa, the knowledge of which was greatly desired by ancient 
writers, as is the hidden source of the famous Nile. From it also issues our River 
Zaire, which flows through the Kingdom of Congo... The river which flows 
towards Sofala, after leaving this [same] lake and running a long distance, 
divides into two arms, one of which reaches the ocean on this side of Cape 
Correntes, and is that which our people formerly called Rio da Lagoa, and now 
Espirito Santo, whose name has been recently endowed by Louren^o Marques, 
who went to explore it in the year 1545. The other arm enters the sea twenty- 
five leagues beyond Sofala and is called Cuama, although in the interior other 
people call it Zambeze.'*19

The first Década of Joáo de Barros was published by Germáo Galharde at Lisbon 

in 1552. An abridged Italian version, including the chapter related to the Kingdom of

*,s Cf. Alphonse de Saintonge, La Cosmographie avec l espère et régime du soleil et du nord, ed. G. Musset, 1904, 
p.341. The map of Africa contained in the atlas of Batista Angnese in now preserved in the Biblioteca Nazionale 
Marciana, Venice (Cod. It. IV 62, fol.31v-32).

1,9 Joào de Banos, Asia de Joam de Barros, dec.L bk.X, ch.L ed. A  Baiào, vol.L 1932, pp.373-374. Engl, trans. based 
on W.G.U Randles (1958, pp.132-134), who reproduces Banos' hydrographic system of Central Africa in full detail.



Monomotapa, appeared thereafter in the second edition of Ramusio's Delle Navigationi 

el Viaggi (Venice, 1554)820. Giacomo Gastadi, who was a personal friend of Ramusio, 

could find in this text all the necessary material to draw  a new map of Africa which 

offered an alternative view of the general hydrographic system of the continent. A s 

already noted, he dismissed the importance traditionally given to the Mountains of the  

Moon -unnamed in his map- as sources of the Nile and, in compliance with Barros, he  

emphasised instead the existence of a great central lake from which the m ost 

important rivers of Africa flowed: the Nile, the Zaire, the Cuama (Zambesi), and the 

Spirito Sancto (Limpopo). Only the source of the Niger remained disconnected from 

this central lake, thus diverging equally from a parallel but still prevailing tradition 

rooted in Herodotus821.

The independence of Gastaldis map of Africa (1564) with respect to the 

classical paradigms should not however be overestimated. A closer examination of h is 

depiction of central Africa immediately reveals that, in addition to the large Zaire- 

Zambere lake, Gastaldi designed a second smaller lake named Zaflam, which 

symmetrically opposite the main one at the same latitude, also contributes to the 

source of the Nile. Thus the Ptolemaic principle of a pair of twin lakes south of the 

Equator giving rise to the Nile is still upheld. Moreover, Gastaldi continued to fill u p  

the vacuum of positive knowledge in central Africa with Abyssinian toponyms 

displaced from their real location. In addition to the ones habitually annotated by 

Waldseemtiller and other contemporary cartographers, Gastaldi added some further 

elements taken from Francisco Alvares' Ho Preste loam das Indias (Lisbon, 1540), an 

account also included in Ramusio's compilation of travels822. Some of these place- 

names, such as 'Cafates, 'Zet* and 'Gavi', are of particular interest. They are all
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m  See the modem edition by Marica Milanesi, Navigazioni e Viaggi, voLU 1979, pp. 1077-85.

*:i Cf. Herodotus, History, 0, 31. As an example of a mid-sixteenth century map where the Nile and the Niger (Nile o f 
the Negroes ) are linked to the same source, see the portrayal of Africa in the planisphere of Nicolas Desliens (1566), now 
preserved at the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris (Res. Ge. D. 7895).

8:: Cf. Giovanni Battista Ramusio, Navigazioni e Viaggi, ed. M. Milanesi, vol.H 1979, pp.75-385. For examples of 
Gastaldi's place-names taken from Alvares, see R. Biasutti (1920, pp.394-404), who also mentions the fact that the 
account of the Portuguese friar was complemented with other itineraries such as those of Frate Raffaello (1522) and Fraie 
Tommaso(1523).



recorded by Gastaldi at the eastern shores of Lake Zaire-Zembere and each of them is 

labelled as 'Regno Amazone’. This fact illustrates that the myth of a great central lake 

might possibly be blended with that of the Aniazons, who were also occasionally 

placed in Africa since Antiquity*23. In short, Gastaldi followed the classical tradition as 

well as contemporary map-making patterns in many senses. Most important of all, his 

hydrographic setting of central Africa was still in agreement with the essential of the 

Ptolemaic matrix. One may say that Gastaldi's great central lake in Africa altered, but 

did not transform, the Alexandrines model for the depiction of the inner landmass.

Gastaldi's map of Africa is endowed with additional significance in that it was 

very influential in subsequent representations of the continent. Among others, his 

depiction of central Africa inspired the map of Paolo Forlani (1562)“\  Traces of 

Gastaldi's hydrographic setting can also be easily recognised in the works of other 

Venetian cartographers, such as those of Fernando Bertelli (1565) and Livio Sanuto 

(1588)*15. It was however through Abraham Ortelius’ map of Africa, included in his 

celebrated Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (1570) (pl.38)’“, that the myth of the great central 

lake became widely known among European cartographers from the late 16th century 

onwards. Though some changes in the nomenclature are noticeable, Ortelius relied 

almost completely on Gastaldi's configuration of the African river system. Like the
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*2i Cf. Diodorus Siculus, Library o f  History, HL 52-55, ed. C.H. Oldfather, vol.IL 1979, pp.245-161.

124 It is normally included in the Lafreri collection of maps (n.143) under the title: "La descriptione dell'Africa, una delle 
principali pane del Mondo cò luti isuoi termini, et confini (Regioni cosa famosa) et mai fin qui data fiori da altri per se 

sola, et se pur ancho data accompagnata; non mai cosi copiosa di nomi, ne secondo che haggi di in esser si vede...' Note 
that this map was published two years earlier than that of Gastaldi. Biasutti (1920, pp.415-419) has however convincingly 
shown that the latter cartographer began to design his 1564 map about ten years before the date o f its publication and that 
in the meantime he drafted several sketch maps. One of these manuscript prototypes must have surely been accessible to 
Forlani, native of Verona but working in Venice. It was thus Gastaldi's depiction of Africa that preceded Forlani's one and 
not the reverse.

125 Bertelli’s map can appear either without its title in Ramusio's Navigatiom et Viaggi, or in a separate form with the 
title: 'Nelle presenti tre Tavole sono descritte le Marine secondo le Carte da navicar, et fra Terra secondo i migliori scrittori 
amichi, et moderni. Con fiumi, mòti, laghi, mari. Città Provincie, et Capi principali dell'Africa, Arabia India, et isole 

moluche con ogni verità et diligenza possible. Et vanno Tuna di este Tavole appresso l'altra ciò e prima, secòda, et terza, 

incominciàdo dallo stretto di Zibelterra infino all'Isola Sumatra, et al regno di Bengala, secódo, che in ciascuna d este saia 

notato.' Livio Sanuto's map of Africa, in turn, was posthumously published by his brother Giulio and included in the 
Geografia dell' Africa (1588). which is in fact the first atlas entirely devoted to that continent Sanuto's map of Africa is 
also noteworthy because, unlike contemporary cartographers, he tried to relocate the Abyssinian place-names north of the 
Equator.

116 Title of the map: 'Africae tabula nova’, included in the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (1570, pl.4).



Venetian cartographer, he omitted the depiction of the Mountains of the Moon. It is a 

great central lake now called ’Cafates’ that gives rise to the Nile, the Zaire, and th e  

'Zuama', which in turn divides to form the 'Spirito Saiit’ river. Nor did Ortelius forget 

to include a second sub-equatorial lake to the east symmetrically opposite at roughly 

the same latitude. Thus, when the Dutch cartographers began to draw from Ortelius 

their depictions of central Africa, it was not only the myth of a central lake that w as  

actually being upheld. Most importantly, they were simultaneously preserving th e  

Ptolemaic paradigm right through to the 18th century.

On the other hand, it is also worth recalling that the second edition of th e  

Theatrum (1573) included among other additional maps a representation of Prester 

John's Kingdom (pl.8)827, where Ortelius presented a slightly different view of central 

Africa. He maintained therein the notion of a vast central lake, which is said to b e  

dwelled by tritons and sirens828. But instead of making of this water body the common 

source of various African rivers, Ortelius shows only the Nile flowing from it. 

Furthermore, he reintroduced the depiction of the Mountains of the Moon, which p lay 

again an active role in the origins of the Nile. One may thus say that in the map o f 

Prester John's Kingdom, Ortelius returned to a more faithful agreement with the 

Ptolemaic framework. Since Ortelius' continental map of Africa was also included in  

that volume, it is fair to conclude that the design of the unknown African interior 

could contemporaneously be the object of noticeable variations even within the work 

of a single map-maker. Likewise, the world maps of Gerard Mercator (1559) and 

Petrus Plancius (1592) illustrate that the Barros-Gastaldi tradition combined with 

Waldseemuller's pattern still allowed other distinct approaches in the depiction of 

central Africa829. But despite this range of variation, the most important point to grasp
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827 Title of the map: 'Presbiteri Iohannis, sive, Abissinorom Imperii Descriptio', included in the Additamentum Theatri 
Orbis Terranm  (1573, pl.75).

828 A heading within the lake reads: Tritones et Syrenes in hoc lacu sunt* (loc. cit.). The existence of a Triton river in 
Libya (Africa) flowing into the Tritonid lake’ is already mentioned by Herodotus (IV, 178; IV. 186). These features appear 
very often in medieval mappaemundi, where the river Triton is occasionally identified with the upper course of the Nile, as 
occurs for instance in the so-called Aslake map (Cf. P.M. Barber and M.P. Brown, 1992, p.28).

829 Mercator’s world map of 1569 bean the title: 'Nova et aucta orbis terme descriptio ad usum navigantium emendate 
accommodata’. Of the three extant copies, one is preserved at the Bibliothèque Nationale. Paris (Rés. Ge. A. 1064). In turn, 
only one copy survives of Plancius’ world map of 1592, entitled 'Nova et exacta tenarum orbis tabula geographica ac



is that, in the last analysis, all these cartographic works could still be framed within 

Ptolemy’s standard arrangement of a pair of sub-equatorial twin lakes giving rise to 

the Nile. It was not until the publication of the Lopes-Pigafetta map of Africa (1591) 

(pl.39) that the Alexandrine's paradigm was seriously challenged830.

As already noted, the text of the Relatione was very explicit in refuting the 

Ptolemaic Mountains of the Moon, let alone be they identified as sources of the Nile831. 

Similarly, I shall now briefly show that Lopes and Pigafetta rejected the other major 

premises of the Alexandrine in the depiction of central Africa as well832. For, instead of 

two symmetrical lakes placed side-by-side on the same latitude, both the text and the 

smaller-scale map contained in the Relatione make it clear that the Nile flows from a 

pair of lakes located one above the other at roughly the same meridian833. From the 

southern water body flows the 'rio de Manlike' (Zambesi) and the 'Lorenzo Marches’ 

(Limpopo) towards the Indian Ocean, whereas the Zaire and the Nile rivers originate 

in the northern one. Furthermore, in placing this latter lake north of the Equator, Lopes 

and Pigafetta reinforced their rejection of the Ptolemaic paradigm, which postulated 

that the Nile originated in the southern hemisphere.

In other respects, the Lopes-Pigafetta map reflects contemporary map-making 

practices. Like Waldseemiiller, Gastaldi and other sixteenth-century cartographers, 

they were content to use Abyssinian place-names to fill the gap of real knowledge 

concerning the inner landmass of Africa rather than to admit their ignorance as 

regards the geography of these regions. But unlike their European colleagues, it seems 

to me important to stress that nobody before Lopes and Pigafetta had ever published a

hydrographica', and now preserved at the Colegio del Corpus Cristi, Valencia. It has been reproduced by F.C. Wieder 
(1925*33. vol.HpI.26).

130 By the Lopes-Pigafetta map of Africa. I mean the united image of the continent given by two untitled copperplate 
maps engraved by Bonifacio Natalis, one covering the Kingdom of Congo and the other the rest of Africa east of the 
eighth meridian, which were drawn from a single original manuscript given by Duarte Lopes to Filippo Pigafetta and then 
finally published by the latter in his Relatione del realme di Congo et delle circonvicine comrade. Tratta dalli scritti <4 
ragionamenti di Odoardo Lopez portoghesse. Per Filoppo Pigafetta. Con disegni van di geografia di piante, d'habiti, 
d ’animali, <4 altro (Rome, 1591),

831 See the concluding paragraphs of the previous chapter.

83: For a more detai led analysis of this issue, see F. Relano (1995).

833 Cf. Relatione del realme di Congo, bk.n, ch.X, ed. G.R. Cardona, 1978, pp. 190-191.
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map that contradicted all the major precepts prescribed by Ptolemy for the portrayal o f  

the headwaters of the Nile. One cannot say either that the Lopes-Pigafetta map w a s  

‘simply a non-Ptolemaic depiction. The text of the Relatione holds proof that at least 

Filippo Pigafetta was perfectly aware of the work of the Alexandrine. M ost 

importantly, the Italian humanist always took the trouble to set forth first the orthodox 

view of Ptolemy before advancing any alternative hypothesis. Only after this prem ise 

was he finally able to re-establish the 'truth' long neglected by the blind observance o f  

authority814. Thus, the Lopes-Pigafetta map was not simply a work which disregarded 

the Ptolemaic paradigm. Since it consciously undid one by one the principal axioms o f  

the Alexandrine for the depiction of central Africa, it was rather a map against 

Ptolemy.

It should however be borne in mind that the Lopes-Pigafetta hydrographic 

system was already present in Portugal in manuscript form long before the publication 

of the Relatione. André Homem’s planisphere of 1559 was the first to hint at a north - 

south arrangement of the lakes related with the sources of the Nile834 835 * *. The idea  

appeared more clearly two years later in Bartolomeu Velho’s map of the world“6. 

Other examples of Portuguese cartography showing the same alignment include the  

atlases of Femando Vaz Dourado since 1570 and that of Lázaro Luis (1563)*37, as w ell 

as Bartolomeu Lasso's chart of the Atlantic Ocean (1584) and his atlas of 1590838 * *. But as 

pointed out by William Randles, it was most likely a map similar to the planisphere 

attributed to Pedro de Lemos (c.1583) (pl.40) that inspired the hydrographic setting
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834 The long discussion about the sources of the Nile is precisely the example which best illustrates this sort of rhetoric. 
Cf. Relatione. H, 10, ed. G.R. Cardona, 1978, pp. 189-192.

1133 Original preserved in the Bibliothèque Nationale. Paris (Rés. Ge. AA. 626).

136 On permanent exhibition in the Museo di Storia della Scienza, Florence. Reproduced by A. Cortesâo and A. Teixeira
da Mota (1960, vol.Il, pl.203).

137 Fernando Vaz Dourado, atlases of 1570 (fol.9), 1571 (fof.4), 1575 (fol.10), 1576 (fol.12), and 1580 (fol.9). 
Reproduced by A. Cortesâo and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960, voLUL pl.267, 281, 303, 322). Lázaro Luís, atlas óf 1563 
(fol.5). Also reproduced by A. Cortesâo and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960, voI.L pl.215).

838 Lasso's chart o f the Atlantic is now preserved in the Bibliothèque Nationale. Paris (Rés. Ge. B. 1204). His atlas of
1590 (fol.5) is in the Maritiem Museum Prins Hendrik of Rotterdam. Both depictions are reproduced by A. Cortesâo and
A. Teixeira da Mota (1960, voLffi. pl.380,373).



exhibited in the Lopes-Pigafetta map839. The main contribution of the Relatione in this 

regard was thus to make widely available to European cosmographers an alternative 

view of central Africa which was only fairly common in Portugal.

In the short term, the work of Lopes and Pigafetta enjoyed a considerable 

success. Their arrangement of the African interior was quickly adopted by Giovanni 

Botero in his Delle Relationi Universali (1591-95)“°. Outside Italy, the Relatione was 

promptly translated into several other languages and referred to or copied by various 

geographers“ 1. But from the first quarter of the 17th century, other accounts such as 

that by Andrew Battel (1625) began to look more scientific and accurate. By the second 

half of the century, reports from Capuchin missionaries completely replaced the text of 

the Relatione*42. Most importantly, the Lopes-Pigafetta map made little impression 

among cartographers, who remained firmly wedded to the Barros-Gastaldi tradition. 

Given the immense popularity of Ortelius' atlas throughout Europe for decades 

onwards, it was hard for Lopes and Pigafetta’s alternative version of the African 

hinterland to cause much impact on seventeenth-century cartography. It was thus 

through the maps of Africa contained in the Theatrum that the myth of a central lake 

was forwarded to the Netherlands, by then a major centre of map production. Gerard 

de Jode, Willem Janszoon Blaeu, Frederick de Wit and many of their fellow 

countrymen present this prominent feature in their maps of Africa*43. This meant that a 

slightly altered version of the Ptolemaic paradigm could be upheld in Western 

cartography well into the 18th century. While the Lopes-Pigafetta map was by then 

still condemned to oblivion, even Jean Baptiste Bourguignon d ’Anville, who carried * 842

m  Cf. W.G.L. Randles (1958, p. 158). Pedro de Lemos' planisphere is now preserved in the Bibliothèque Nationale, 
Paris (Ge. S.H. archives, n.38). It is reproduced by A. Cortesâo and A. Teixeira da Mota (1960, vol.IV, pl.408), who 
attribute this work to Sebastiào Lopes.

m  Giovanni Botero, Delle Relationi Universali, pt.1, bk.ni, pp. 139-140,

Wl Cf. M .E de Jonghe (1938, pp.698-710) and F. Relafio (1995, p.61).

842 See F. Relafio (1995, p.65, n.41).

wî See. respectively, De Jode's ’Africae ut terra marisq. lustrata est, proprijssima ac vere genuina..,', included in his 
Speculum orbts terrae, first printed in 1578. Blaeu’s 'Africae nova descriptio', appeared initially as a separate map in 1617 
thereafter routinely included in his atlas from 1630 onwards. De Wit's 'Africae accuratissima tabula', appeared in his atlas 
after 1670. For other similar works compiled in the Netherlands, which normally included a map of Africa, see C. Koeman 
(1967-71).
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out a remarkable cartographic reform, was able to note in his famous continental m ap 

of Africa (1749) that in the absence of real knowledge about the sources of the Nile, the 

Ptolemaic river system should not yet be entirely rejected*44.

To sum up, the outline of Africa exhibited in Ptolemy’s world map was 

completely updated at the beginning of the 16th century as a result of contemporary 

nautical experience acquired by the Portuguese. But for the depiction of the unknown 

interior, Ptolemy remained the principal authority for several centuries. In one form or 

another, the design of the Mountains of the Moon, the appearance of a great central 

lake, or a varied combination of these two features continued to reflect Ptolemy’s 

theoretical framework. The only outstanding alternative to the Alexandrine's view was 

the map of Lopes and Pigafetta, who undid the major premises of the established 

paradigm one by one. But unlike the previous nautical reform of the African seaboard, 

the depiction of the inner landmass proposed by Lopes and Pigafetta was not entirely 

based on direct experience. In these conditions, the ensuing generations of 

cartographers continued to rely on the age-old portrayal of central Africa. The 

independence of the Lopes-Pigafetta map from the traditional Ptolemaic model was 

thus a remarkable but disregarded achievement. Hence the twofold nature of maps of 

Africa until the 19th century: a m odem  outlook on the exterior, and traditional insight 

in the interior. 844

2 6 0

844 The literal quotation in the map reads: dans le cas où nous sommes d’ignorer encore les vraies sources de ce Fleuve
[Nile], on n'est pas en droit de rejetter entièrement ce que non-seulement Ptolémée, mais encore les Géographes Orientaux. 
eUdrisi et Abulfèda, rapportent de son origine, jusqu’à ce que d'autres connoissances nous soient acquises' (loc. cit.).



CONCLUSIONS: THE PROJECTION OF THE RENAISSANCE 
TRADITION.

'So geographers, in Africa maps,
With savage pictures fill their gaps,
And o’er unhabitable downs 
Place elephants for want of towns’

JONATHAN SWIFT

This work has been primarily aimed at tracing the origins of the idea of Africa, 

following its evolution thereafter in Renaissance thought. It has been shown that the 

notion of Africa as a continent arose among western cosmographers and cartographers 

when the cultural climate in Southern Europe allowed the three pieces of the ’African 

puzzle' to be perceived as a single distinct unit of homogeneous space. Since this was 

in turn the result of a rather long process of transformation, both in the domain of 

internal patterns of thought as well as in the realm of physical experience, it is difficult 

to signpost a precise chronological watershed at which the event finally took place. 

First of all, it was necessary that the closed symbolic space of the Middle Ages ceded to 

a conception of open Euclidean space. Vast expanses of territory previously associated 

with religious tenets had to become subject to human calculation and exploration. 

Cartographers had to allow in their maps for the space of visual perception, hence 

reflecting the physical geography on the basis of measurement of distances, reference 

to positions, determination of real forms, and correct proportions. All this was 

inconspicuous before the 12th and 13th centuries.

Not by chance, this general transformation in the concept of space coincided in 

time with a noticeable expansion of the ecumene along its longitudinal axis, namely 

through the various generations of missionaries travelling to the Far East. Besides, 

other major developments were taking place contemporaneously: the Crusades, which 

widened the West's geographical horizons in the Middle Ages and developed the taste 

for distant expeditions; the Franciscan movement, with its new approach to the secrets 

of Nature and its spirit of apostolic mission; the recovery of Greek classics through the 

intermediation of Moslem culture and their translation into Latin by interdisciplinary 

scholars; the creation and rapid spread of universities, etc. These and other related



phenomena prepared the ground for the above-mentioned transformation in the 

concept of space and, when applied to the particular field of cartography, they also 

meant a most significant turning-point in the graphical means by which the world w as 

perceived and represented. Let it be noted that this was also the moment which we can 

trace the documented appearance of portolan charts. It did not last very long for this 

cartographic family to converge with the hitherto dominant tradition of m appaem undi 

and later on with the ptolemaic grid of parallels and meridians, giving rise to what has 

been called the 'transitional' type of mappaemundi. Typical examples of this category 

would be late medieval cartographic works such as those of Marino Sanudo (c.1320) o r 

Fra Mauro (c.1459), which I already consider produced in accordance with the 

'Renaissance pattern' of mapmaking. Nevertheless, the idea of Africa was not yet 

present in either of these two works.

For the effective appearance of the idea of Africa as a continent, the expansion 

of the ecumene longitudinally proved to be insufficient. Besides, it was also necessary 

that the known world expanded systematically along its latitudinal axis, as it occurred 

with the Portuguese navigations during the 15th century. In other words, for the 

emergence of the idea of Africa the fifteenth-century oceanic explorations in the 

physical domain were equally imperative as the thirteenth-century transformation in 

the concept of space. How the fulfilment of both processes helped to shape a m odem  

idea of Africa is perhaps best illustrated with the so-called Cantino planisphere (1502), 

which set down the Renaissance twofold image of the continent for ensuing 

generations of cartographers.

Seen from the other end, the analysis of the Renaissance pattern of mapmaking 

applied to Africa has been here concluded at the very end of the 16th century. It is 

however easy to acknowledge that the same mapmaking principles in the depiction of 

the continent were still upheld for a number of centuries to come. In this regard, the 

map of Africa by Willem Blaeu (pl.41) would be but one example of how the Ptolemaic 

matrix was fully operative with regards to the representation of the African hinterland 

among Dutch cartographers throughout the 17th century. One of the few voices at 

variance with this general spirit of the time was Isaac Vossius who, in view of the 

maps available in his day, claimed that 'they are inept and capriciously arranged to the
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point that one cannot find on them a single place-name in its correct location.*45 

Nevertheless, a quick overview of the massive cartographic production of his fellow 

countrymen suffices for one to realise that Vossius’ attitude was quite exceptional. In 

the depiction of continental Africa during the 17th century, filling the lack of first-hand 

knowledge concerning the inner landmass with fictitious details tended to be the rule.

The isolated declamation of Vossius was not taken up again until some French 

cartographers attempted to reform the map of Africa in the Age of Reason. Early in the 

18th century, Guillaume Delisle reduced the still overestimated spread of the 

Mediterranean and established the longitudinal extent of the continent with 

remarkable accuracy. Later on, in compliance with the recent travels of his fellow 

countryman André Brué, he also corrected a long standing misconception concerning 

the lower courses of the Senegal and Gambia rivers. His general depiction of the inner 

landmass, however, still retained many of the fanciful ethnographical details which 

characterised the Dutch maps of Africa in the previous century. It was another French 

cartographer, Jean Babtiste Bourguignon d'Anville, who made the boldest step 

forward in removing the illusory appropriation of the unknown African interior.

Indeed, d'Anville produced in 1749 one of the most remarkable maps of Africa 

(pl.42). It has become a cartographic landmark not so much because of the geographic 

details recorded on it as for the large expanse of territories left blank. Contrary to the 

commonplace attitude of previous cartographers, d'Anville showed in his map a sharp 

contrast between rather well known regions such as the Mediterranean seafront, the 

Congo, Abyssinia and Monomotapa, which he recorded with thick nomenclature, and 

vast unknown areas inland which are completely devoid of toponomy. It would seem 

that d'Anville engraved only the place-names whose existence he considered to be 

certain, leaving the rest blank until factual knowledge would allow further 

geographical details to be included with enough confidence. For this reason, 

d'Anville’s map of Africa has often been regarded as a most significant turning-point 845
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845 Tlaeque itaque mappae Geographicae hodiemiae quae partim ex hoc Leo Africanus, paitim ex Francisco Alvares, 
admixtis etiam nominibus antìquis Piotemaei, sunt compilata« adeo sunt ineptae et nullo judicio digestae ut ne unum 
quidem vocabulum recte locaium in iis invenies’ (De Nili et olio rum fluvìum origine, 1666, p.70).



towards a new scientific era in the cartography of the continent*46. It should however 

be taken into account that d ’Anville still retained the Ptolemaic idea of a pair of twin 

lakes with regard to the sources of the White Nile. Likewise, the delineation of the 

Niger River is somewhat improved with its characteristic curve in the north, but no 

outlet into the Atlantic Ocean is shown. Nearby, d'Anville noted in a legend that the 

course of this river runs from west to east”7, an assumption which later expeditions by 

Mungo Park, Hugh Clapperton and Richard Lemon Lander would eventually 

demonstrate to be false. These and other enduring misconceptions prove that 

d'Anville’s map of Africa was not entirely based on empirical evidence.

D'Anville must thus be considered as one of the greatest cartographers among 

those adhering to the Renaissance pattern of mapmaking but, by no means, a 

forerunner of the new scientific era. Despite the chronological gap, d'Anville reached 

his cartographical conclusions in much the same manner as Fra Mauro did. Like that 

Camaldulian monk in Murano, d'Anville produced all his maps without ever leaving 

the surroundings of his native Paris. Making their best from available sources, both 

produced a cartography de cabinet', partly based on up to date information concerning 

contemporary experience of travel, and partly grounded on a critical reading of 

erudite knowledge inherited from the past. The major difference between the works of 

Fra Mauro and d'Anville arises simply from the fact that no map can be better than the 

data from which is compiled. In this regard, it is obvious that the French cartographer 

had the benefit of hindsight. He had at his disposal not only a larger number of 

accounts concerning voyages and expeditions unknown in Fra Mauro's time, but he 

also had access to accurate geographical material produced under the auspices of the 

Académie des Sciences. With the aid of this knowledge, d'Anville was able to remove 

many of the fictional details recorded by previous cartographers from the map of 

Africa. And yet, he did not always confine himself to depict the facts verified by the 

first-hand experience of his time. As already noted, he also relied for some particulars * *
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Mf> This viewpoint has been influenced by the pioneering studies of O. Hartig and Ch. Sandler (1905).

w7 'H y a des raisons de présumer, que le Niger, qui donne le nom a cette contrée, coule d’occident en orient, au contraire 
de l'opinion commune sur ce sujet' (loc. cit.).



on the authority of classical and medieval authors. Hence d'Anville's alignment with 

the Renaissance pattern of mapmaking.

On the other hand, it should also be noted that many of the cartographers who 

produced maps in the second half of the 18th century did not exhibit the critical side of 

d'Anville's approach to Africa in their works. The baroque Hondius-Blaeu prototype 

for the delineation of the continent, for instance, lived through the Enlightment. Even 

in France, the cartography of the period was not exempt of curious speculations 

regarding the delineation of the African interior. As late as 1860, a mapmaker named 

Dufour was still able to conflate the great African lakes into one spurious inland sea, 

comparable in size to the Caspian and labelled on his map as 'Ukerewee' or 

'Uniamesi'“8. Similar developments were also taking place contemporaneously in other 

European countries“9. In fact, it took some time until the discoveries of Speke, Burton, 

Grant, Baker and Livingstone were faithfully printed and widely diffused. The 

modem historian Dana Bennett Durand is thus essentially right when she affirms that 

Renaissance cartography lasted until the 19th century848 849 850. In the particular case of 

Africa, it would even be more precise to say that it gathered momentum until the last 

third of the 19th century.

Within a wider cultural framework, those interested in the so-called 'problem of 

the Renaissance' may have surely found the conclusions of the present study rather 

deceptive851. For, contrary to the defenders of Burckhardt's thesis, I have argued that 

the Renaissance pattern of mapmaking began, at the very latest, in the 13th century. In 

turn, I have tried simultaneously to suggest, in opposition to the 'medievalist' view, 

that something really new which severely changed the previous world-view came 

about during the 15th century. In particular, I have emphasized that this was the time 

when the basis for a distinct perception of Africa as a continent was settled. That the 

idea of Africa so gained evolved thereafter without further major changes until the end

848 Cf. R.V. Tooley (1979).

849 Cf. G. Hill (1978, p.33 and fig.41) and R.V. Tooley (1979).

850 D.B. Durand (1952, p.25).

851 On the ’problem of the Renaissance', see the brief state of the ait by EL. Eisenstein (1979, p.488 ff.).
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of the 19th century may seem more challenging still but, curiously enough, these are 

roughly the same conclusions reached in a recent study by Jeffrey Stoness\  On account 

of this long stretch of time, perhaps the term 'Renaissance mapmaking pattern’ is not 

the most appropriate to describe the structural unity which has been the object of 

analysis here. But whatever the label, its distinct homogeneous existence, as different 

from the principles applied to the depiction of Africa during the Middle Ages as from 

the criteria underlying the scientific cartography that was to follow, seems to me 

sufficiently demonstrated, at least on the basis of the evidence put forward. Anyone 

desiring further verification or looking for broader generalisations will immediately 

grasp the characteristic interplay of myth and reality at the heart of this study and the 

reasons for its long standing prevalence in European culture by applying Roger 

Bacon's dictum on the causes of error:

’There are four chief obstacles in grasping truth, which hinder every man, 
however learned, and scarcely allow any one to win a clear title to learning, 
namely, submission to faulty and unworthy authority, influence of custom, 
popular prejudice, and concealment of our own ignorance accompanied by an 
ostentatious display of our knowledge.’852 853
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Plate 1. Isidorian T-O map. From the first
printed edition of Isidore's Etymologiae (1472).
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Plate 2. T-0 map with modified river Nile. From a twelfth-century manuscript of Bede’s De 
natura rerum.
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Plate 3. T -0  map with incipient shaping of the Mediterranean. From a twelfth-century manuscript 
of Capella's D e  n u p t i i s  P h i l o l o g i a e  e t M e r c v r i i .
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Plate 4. Macrobian zonal map. From the first printed edition ofMacrobius’ C o m m e n t a r i o r u m  i n  
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Plate 10. Orosian-Isidorian map. From an eleventh-century copy o f  Isidore's E t y m o l o g i a e .



c^yna

v • «■ m .
à

'M, &

•& £ “*£ A,*.,.},

■ a ,ÿ ”:‘ \ . J k -  i\<A- ■■
ttl

ttfl

tft-,

' -mL \ | . a->.
)> \ /̂ ï ■-. ̂\_ j ‘ V - (

-' -æ -v :\
0 0 0
'4î*iV- : ,s

à #
% ?

lïW

iinncaown.iîTti Ùi i

*111 i I lL*tl'i IO ;» r^i iSTWSt'î’ I 
¿uU'aillH!l|l.L'.J(liil;l. 
"',1.0) J {(nil ifi;
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Plate 11
. The Duchy of Cornwall fragment (c.l 150-1220).
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Plate 12. The Psalter map (13th century).



Plate 13. The Hereford map (c.1290).
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Plate 16. The Catalan-Estense World Cosmographie Chart (c. 1450-60).
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Plate 17. Andrea Bianco, world map o f 1436.
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Plate 19. Andreas Walsperger, world map of 1448.
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Plate 20. Anonymous copper-engraved map of c.1485



Plate 21. Fra Mauro, world map of c. 1459.
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Plate 22. Andrea Bianco, chart of 1448
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Plate 23. Anonymous Portuguese chart at Modena (c. 1471-85)



Plate 24. Cristoforo Soligo, chart 33 o f the so-called C o m o r o  A t l a s  (c. 1489).



Plate 25. Pedro Reinel, chart of west Africa (c. 1492-1504).
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Plate 29. Juan de la Cosa, world map (1500). Detail of Africa.



Plate 30. The Cantino planisphere (1502). Detail of Africa
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Plate 36. Martin Waldseemüller, TJniversalis Cosmographia...' (1507). Detail of Africa
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plate 39. Lopes-Pigafetta, map of Africa, From their R e l a t i o n e  d e l  r e a l m e  d ì  C o n g o  (1591).
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Plate 42. Jean Baptiste Bourguignon d'Anville, 'Afrique publiée sous les auspices de Monseigneur 
le Duc d'Orléans...'(1749).
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