This project connects the evolution of European cartography to the developing culture of
objectivity in European knowledge-making communities. Just as the proto-scientists of the
Renaissance revived the knowledge-making processes of ancient authors such as Aristotle,
cartographers examined the work of second century Roman geographer Claudius Ptolemy, and
especially his Geographia. The Geographia describes the process of creating a projection which
relates physical space to its depiction on a map; it was Ptolemy’s treatise on the proper
representation of space. Just as the knowledge-making community gradually reduced the authority
of ancient authors, geographers largely abandoned Ptolemy after the sixteenth century. During the
sixteenth century, when Ptolemy’s projection reigned supreme, European states scrambled to
launch colonial projects. Editions of the Geographia began to contain maps of the so-called “New
World”. These maps often contained depictions of indigenous Americans, which demonstrated
imperialist European attitudes towards the people of the Americas and their land. However, the
“neutral,” objective maps on which they were presented legitimized these depictions. Over the
course of the sixteenth century, geography became bound up in the idea of objectivity. The
mathematical, objective accuracy of maps legitimized their contents, and thus came to legitimize
the colonial project itself.

The Geographia was brought to Western Europe in about 1400. During the sixteenth
century, editions of the Geographia proliferated across Europe as European knowledge makers
began to change their approach towards the creation of knowledge, both spatial and otherwise. I
evaluate five editions of the Geographia published from 1525 to 1599, with particular focus on
their maps of the Americas. I analyze the structure of these maps, as well as the atlas paratext
which surround them, and I connect these elements to the maps’ depictions of indigenous
Americans. I consider changes in these components over the course of the sixteenth century.
Finally, I attempt to answer the question of why Europeans tried to make their maps “neutral,” and

its impact on the European understanding of their own relationship with the Americas.
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INTRODUCTION

In a beloved and oft-referenced episode of The West Wing, an American
TV show about a fictional presidential administration, White House press
secretary CJ Cregg is shocked to discover, at a meeting with a group of
geographers, that the map projection used in schools deeply distorts the relative
size of higher and lower latitudes. “So, you’re probably wondering what all this
has to do with social equality,” begins a geographer. “No,” says CJ. “I’'m
wondering where France really is.”!

Maps are inherently distortions. However, the genuine shock CJ
experiences as she realizes the problems associated with map projection reflect a
broad societal ignorance of the influence of map projections on thought. We
consider maps to be vehicles through which we may reveal truth about space.
With this project, I seek to explore the history of why we think about maps as
“neutral” objects imbued with a kind of objective power. Prior to the sixteenth
century, European maps were frequently projectionless.? Cartographers were
simply unconcerned with the mathematics of an absolute space. After the

sixteenth century, European maps meant for intellectual (rather than artistic) use,

' The West Wing, 2.16, “Somebody’s Going to Emergency, Somebody’s Going to Jail,” directed
by Jessica Yu, written by Paul Redford and Aaron Sorkin. Feb. 28, 2001, NBC.

2 John F. Moffitt, “Ptolemy’s Chorographia in the New World: Revelations from the Relationes
Geogrdficas de la Nueva Esparia of 1579-1581,” Art History 21, no. 3 (1998): 373.



were always projections.® The sixteenth century was a period of massive
transition for European cartographic conventions.

The concept of the paradigm shift, introduced by Thomas Kuhn in his
monumental theoretical text The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, describes the
process by which one fundamental understanding of the world is replaced by
another.* In Kuhn’s book, this has the highly specific connotation of a broadly
accepted basic set of principles used by a scientific community as the basis for
normal scientific inquiry.> The concept of the paradigm is useful outside of the
strict confines of Kuhn’s definition, however. As Paul Feyerabend points out in
his book Against Method, the human mind requires an interpretive framework in
order to process the inputs of the senses; it is impossible to comprehend without
first imposing a framework of some sort.® Feyerabend argues that true objectivity
is impossible because the process of viewing a phenomenon and comprehending
it through a mental framework are inextricable; “there are not two acts — one,
noticing a phenomenon; the other, expressing it with the help of the appropriate
statement — but only one.”” The interpretive framework is required for the mind to
process the observation. Bacon’s idols of the mind cannot be completely stripped

away.

* Ibid., 373.

* Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 4th ed. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 2012,

3-4.

5 Kuhn defines normal science as the knowledge making process which occurs during periods
when a paradigm is generally recognized; he contrasts this with periods of “revolution” where
paradigms are in upheaval. Ibid., 10-11.

¢ Paul Feyerabend, Against Method, 4" edition, (London, UK: Verso, 2010), 51.

7 Ibid., 51.



Feyerabend’s work has broad implications for modern understandings of
empiricism, but it also suggests that an interpretive framework is required outside
of the natural sciences. For example, comprehending space in an abstract sense
requires a common framework. Frameworks are paradigmatic in character; they
must be shared across communities so that knowledge production may occur.
During the sixteenth century a paradigm shift occurred in the knowledge making
framework through which Europeans conceptualized space. In order to distinguish
Kuhn’s idea of paradigm from Feyerabend’s frameworks of interpretation, I refer
to these frameworks as modes. A shift occurred from the medieval period to the
renaissance between the medieval “relational” mode and the objective mode. The
relational mode considered natural phenomena through the lens of Christian
doctrine. During the renaissance, however, the paradigm was reframed; nature
was considered God’s creation, and as a result became a mechanism for
interpreting and understanding God.

I often refer to the transition between “medieval” and “Renaissance”
periods. I associate the “medieval” with the “relational” mode, which I define as
the Christian framework that dominated European knowledge-making for
centuries. The “Renaissance” period, in contrast, is associated with the rise of the
“objective” mode, which I define as a change in the mode of engagement with
knowledge, towards the idea that knowledge can be gained from direct experience
with the world. There was overlap between the medieval period and the

Renaissance; southern Europe took up these ideas before northern Europe.®

8 Richard W. Unger, Ships on Maps: Pictures of Power in Renaissance Europe. New York, NY:
Palgrave McMillan, 2010, 124



However, the sixteenth century is a key timeframe for assessing shifting spatial
modes. In 1500, much of Europe remained in the relational mode. By 1600, the
vast majority of maps conformed to the objective mode.

As spatial frameworks changed, a transition occurred in the way
Europeans constructed maps. In addition to being objects imbued with religious
meaning, practical devices meant for moving about, a method of representing
knowledge about space, and a vehicle for art, maps became a way to represent
accurate, supposedly objective knowledge about space. They became
mathematically exacting, with a clear relationship between the space on the page
and physical reality. Gridded lines of latitude and longitude represented this
mathematical relationship. They became markers for the emerging objective
mode, representing these maps as reliable sources of information.

As Europeans reframed their understanding of space, they simultaneously
confronted the fact that the world was much larger than their medieval
predecessors believed. Cartographers handled the disruption of their worldview in
large part by turning to the objective mode. Cartographic representation of the
Americas was initially varied, but collapsed quickly into repetitive motifs which
served to reinforce a developing intellectual narrative of European superiority.’
These cartographic motifs were a form of chorography, the systematic
representation of regions, which was a core part of European cartography.

Chorographic motifs came to be legitimized by their association with the

9 Surekha Davies, Renaissance Ethnography and the Invention of the Human: New Worlds, Maps
and Monsters. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2016, 66.
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objective mode, which was developing in to the only form of acceptable spatial
representation.

Chapter One discusses the intellectual transition which occurred in the late
medieval period. This transition reframed how European knowledge-making
communities dealt with the natural world. The new objective mode thus came to
emphasize observation as the mechanism by which people could come to know
God through His creation. Simultaneously, empire came to be seen as a
legitimizing element of the state due to the revival of Roman texts. Objective,
mathematical elements came to legitimize maps, and these objective maps were
thus able to justify new imperial projects.

Chapter One also introduces the central object of examination in this
project: Ptolemy’s Geographia. Just as the works of ancient authors such as
Aristotle served as a medium of transition for natural philosophy, the Geographia
was a medium through which sixteenth-century geographers expressed a changing
understanding of spatial representation. The Geographia was published many
times over the course of the sixteenth century, and examination of the changing
modes of interaction with space presented in different editions allows for the
elucidation of the broader change of European spatial conceptions.

Chapter Two turns to the examination of two editions of the Geographia
published in the German lands. The first, a new translation by Willebald
Pirckheimer published in Strasbourg in 1525, demonstrates the emerging
Renaissance worldview in its map “Oceanus Occidentalis”. Secondly, chapter

Two examines the 1542 Basel edition of the Geographia, with maps by
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cartographic celebrity Sebastian Miinster. Both sets of maps demonstrate
chorographic motifs regarding indigenous Americans: namely, that they were
either savages (often cannibalistic) who needed to be subdued, or that they were
child-like innocents who needed to be civilized and protected by Europeans.
These motifs, legitimized by their association with the emerging objective mode,
reinforced a European self-understanding of superiority which helped to justify
imperialist projects.

Chapter Three examines three editions of the Geographia produced in
Venice in 1562, 1574, and 1599. These three editions demonstrate the increasing
prominence of the objective mode through their organization, which changes to
reflect an interest in objectivity, and the styles and content of their maps, which
become more uniform and reflect an increasing interest in colonialism. In
addition, Chapter Three also investigates the Mercator projection, which came to
replace the projections outlined by Ptolemy in the Geographia after the sixteenth
century.!® The Mercator projection is often thought of as a navigational map, but I
demonstrate that its original purpose was much more related to the growing
dominance of the objective mode in intellectual circles.

In his book “The New Nature of Maps,” cartographic historian JB Harley
wrote that “the map is never neutral.” Harley considered maps to be objects with a
veneer of neutrality, with inherent perspective. Through this veneer, they shaped
the perspectives of those who created and viewed them. In this project, I explore

the sixteenth century transformation which created the impression of the “neutral”

10°A slightly modified Mercator projection is still in widespread use today — in fact, it is the map
which so shocks CJ with its distortion on The West Wing.
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map, and assess its impact on the ways in which Europeans envisioned their
relationships with indigenous Americans, and with the land of the so-called “new

world.”
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CHAPTER 1:

Geography in a World of Things

“The Things of the World ! : Renaissance Knowledge-Making and the
Objective Mode
Christianity was the framework medieval society used to understand the

world and their place in it. The medieval perspective interpreted the world with
the aid of God, through scripture. This framework, the relational mode, differs
substantially from the later Renaissance perspective. As a result of the
predominance of the relational mode, maps in the medieval period were focused
on representing the world in a Christian framework. Representing physical
realities, such as the roundness of the Earth, was simply less relevant to medieval
scholars than representing what medieval people saw as the key to understanding
the human place in God’s plan. According to the objective mode, which
developed in the late medieval period and became the accepted process in the
Renaissance, humanity could understand God through observation of God’s work;
in this case, the natural world. The paradigmatic shift towards the objective mode
had a significant influence on the cartography of the Renaissance, which became

substantially more interested in representing the physical realities of the universe.

! Rachel Eisendrath, Poetry in a World of Things: Aesthetics and Empiricism in Renaissance
Ekphrasis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018), 51.
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Medieval intellectuals and authors framed their experiences through their
Christian worldview. For example, Faith Wallis demonstrates in her exploration
of the monk Bede’s book The Reckoning of Time that his “‘science’ reaches
deeply into his religious worldview.”!? Willis argues that Bede’s use of the word
natura to refer to the divinely ordered, correct qualities of creation situate his
knowledge in a firmly Christian framework — God has crafted the world’s objects
according to natura.'® The idea of natura may be likened to “natural qualities;”
Willis gives the example of the births of Ishmael and Isaac as being, respectively,
natura and not, because Ishmael was born in the “usual way” while Isaac was
conceived in his parents’ old age. '* As is demonstrated in the example of Isaac’s
birth, only God may alter natura, in the form of miracles. Bede uses the idea of
natura to frame his studies of the natural world in the context of Christian
cosmology. For example, according to Bede’s natura, the calendar is connected to
both Christian cosmology and mathematical calculation.'” Bede is emphatic that
the leap day must be inserted at the equinox, since according to his understanding
of cosmogenesis, the world was created by God at the spring equinox and began
accruing the “extra day” at that very moment.!® For Bede, and other medieval
scholars, Christian cosmology was what explained the natural world. This

worldview, the relational mode, predominated for much of the medieval period.

12 Faith Wallis, “Reframing Bede’s ‘Science’,” in Innovation and Tradition in the Writings of the
Venerable Bede, ed. Scott DeGregorio (Morgantown, WV: West Virginia University Press, 2006),
93.

13 Tbid., 98.

1 Tbid., 96.

15 Tbid., 89.

16 1bid., 84
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However, the relational mode began to decline with the rise of Aristotelian
philosophy in the late medieval period.

It is difficult to overstate the importance of Aristotelian philosophy in late
medieval and early Renaissance scholarship.!” About two thousand medieval
Latin manuscripts of Aristotle’s work survive, and given the substantial loss of
documentation from the medieval period, it is highly probable that many —
perhaps even thousands — more manuscripts existed.!® In addition, commentaries
on Aristotle translated from Greek, and further translations of Arabic treatises
from the Muslim world which drew on Aristotle, were available.!® Given the
intense labor associated with medieval manuscript production prior to the
development and proliferation of the printing press in the mid-fifteenth century,
the breadth of Aristotle’s influence is obvious simply from the comparative
number of Aristotelian manuscripts. This body of literature profoundly impacted
the medieval European intellectual tradition. In fact, its impact is so great that the
intellectual community of the late medieval period is commonly called simply
“Aristotelianism,” or sometimes “scholasticism.”?® The objective mode emerged
in the context of this tradition.

Late medieval Aristotelian philosophy emphasized the connection

between God and nature. Nature was no longer the object of study with God’s

17 Edward Grant, The Foundations of Modern Science in the Middle Ages: Their Religious,
Institutional, and Intellectual Contexts, Cambridge History of Science (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press), 1996, 26-27.

18 Since Aristotle’s work was originally written in Greek, the number of translations into Latin, the
language of intellectual communities during the period, gives us an idea of the relative circulation
of these ideas. Ibid., 27.

¥ Ibid., 27-29.

20 Ibid., 28.
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help; instead, man sought to comprehend God through nature, which was His
divine work.?! The growing primacy of Aristotelian thought caused scholars to
reframe the human relationship with the Earth and the divine. This was part of a
larger trend towards “objectivity” in thinking — the idea that humans should seek
to dispassionately observe the world of natural objects, rather than viewing
themselves as essentially one with it. The centrality of the human relationship to
God remained, but nature became a vehicle through which they could understand
the divine hand of God in the world, rather than something that could be
understood through divine assistance. The ultimate object of study had become
God through nature, rather than the earlier relational mode, which understood
nature through God’s assistance and guidance in a Christian cosmology.

The Renaissance reframing of the triadic relationship between humanity,
God, and nature occurred in large part through the context of the late medieval
university system. In his book The Foundations of Modern Science in the Middle
Ages, Edward Grant argues that the knowledge-making system created in the
middle ages was instrumental in the development of modern science.?? The
institutionalized nature of the European university system allowed for knowledge-
making to become active practice, with engagement from a defined community —
that is, a group of people with a shared intellectual foundation who knew, and
knew of, one another.?* The formulation of the institutional knowledge-making

community in universities was based on the master-student relationship; students

2l Kellie Robertson, Nature Speaks: Medieval Literature and Aristotelian Philosophy
(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press), 2017, 45-46.

22 Grant, xiii.

2 Ibid., 172-173.
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studied under masters within their faculty of interest, and thus formed intellectual
relationships with masters and with one another.?* The curriculum at an early-
modern university generally focused on studying and interpreting the works of
Aristotle and other classical philosophers.?> Grant argues that the institutional
infrastructure of medieval universities was a key component of the rise of the
empirical, scientific knowledge-making communities of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. As a result of the university system, Aristotelianism became
widespread throughout European knowledge-making communities. Late medieval
scholars thus began the process of shifting away from the relational mode and
towards the objective mode as a cohesive community through the framework of
Aristotelianism. Aristotelianism came to form a bedrock of the objective
worldview which paved the way for later empirical practice.

Despite the clear continuity of knowledge-making practices from medieval
universities to modern scientific communities, early proponents of science
understood themselves to be in stark opposition to the existing system. Late
medieval and Renaissance scholars did not use the phrase “scientific revolution;”
instead, they spoke of a “new science.”?% In early modern scholarly writing, it is
clear that the authors considered themselves to be developing an entirely new
practice. For example, English philosopher and early scientist Francis Bacon
described existing knowledge-making systems as “neither prosperous nor well-

advanced, and that a quite different way must be opened up for the human

24 Ibid., 38-39.

% Ibid., 43-45.

26 Pamela O. Long, Artisan/Practitioners and the Rise of the New Sciences, 1400-1600 (Corvallis,
OR: Oregon State University Press, 2011), 1.
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intellect than men have known in the past...”.?” Bacon is particularly
contemptuous of Aristotle, who he accuses of having “utterly enslaved his natural
philosophy to his logic...”?%?? In his book The New Organon, published in 1620,
Bacon lays out a system of what he describes as objective, empirical knowledge-
making. He suggests that knowledge-makers must attempt to observe impartially
and objectively in order for knowledge to advance.

Bacon distinguishes sharply between the “idols of the mind” and the
“ideas of the divine.” The idols of the mind are “no more than empty opinions”
which obscure the “true prints and signatures made upon the creation” of the
“divine mind.”° The idols of the mind prevent the creation of useful knowledge,
because they trick the mind into believing it knows nature. According to Bacon,
the ideas of the divine can only be understood through a gradual building up of
specific observations into general axioms.?! While the Baconian empirical system
is different from Aristotelianism because it espouses observation and
experimentation instead of logic, it retains the core idea of observing the natural
world to gain insight into God in the form of Bacon’s “ideas of the divine.” In
contrast, Bacon denigrates the core of the relational worldview: the idea that a

framework was necessary for the interpretation of nature.

27 Francis Bacon, The New Organon, ed. Lisa Jardine & Michael Silverthorne, (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 6.

28 Ibid., 1.54, 46.

2% The humanists of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries shared Bacon’s contempt for Aristotle;
for a more complete discussion of humanism’s role in map production, see the second section of
this chapter, The “Renaissance of Empire”.

30 Ibid., 1.23, 37.

31 Ibid., 1.18-19, 36.



19

Bacon presented his system of objective knowledge creation no simply as
practically superior to the relational system of the past, but as morally superior as
well. Bacon described the primary object of scientific inquiry as the production of
“works,” tangible items that improved society.3? For Bacon, the knowledge
creation process was a moral question: those who chose not to utilize the best
system produced few or no works for the betterment of society, and thus were
morally bankrupt. Bacon articulates this point most clearly in his unfinished
novella “The New Atlantis,” which depicts a new-world utopian society called
Bensalem. Bensalem is highly technologically advanced; their system of
knowledge-creation rests on Bacon’s idealized university, the House of Solomon,
which uses Baconian methods to study the universe and interpret the “Ideas of the
Divine.”*? Bensalem is also somewhat improbably Christian, through a
miraculous collective vision of a pillar of light shining out of the sea, and the
subsequent appearance of both a Bible (including yet-to-be composed books) and
a letter from St. Bartholomew.** Through Bensalem, Bacon suggests that a moral
society must be Christian, scientifically and empirically rigorous, and productive
— through the “good and holy uses™ of their knowledge.>> Bacon articulated the
idea that empiricist objectivity represented a method of approaching knowledge
which was morally and practically superior to both the relational mode and to

Aristotelian logic.

32 1bid., .8, 34

33 Francis Bacon, The New Atlantis and the Great Instauration, ed. Jerry Weinberger (Malden,
MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2017), 84-85.

3 Ibid., 74-76

35 Lisa Jardine & Michael Silverthome, Introduction to The New Organon, Francis Bacon, ed. Lisa
Jardine & Michael Silverthorne (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), Xix-xX.
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Bacon describes the proper methods for experimentation to create
knowledge and the subsequent development of new works as his method, which
he believes will appropriately build general axioms off of observation. Bacon’s
articulation of this idea was novel, especially in its clarity. However, in reality,
Bacon’s philosophy was heavily rooted in the same Aristotelianism which Bacon
conceptualized himself as fighting against. Bacon’s philosophy, and the early-
modern empiricism which took it for a template, could never have been
conceptualized without the shift towards the objective mode which resulted from
late medieval Aristotelianism.

Though Francis Bacon came to articulate the new pro-objective stance of
the European knowledge-making community most clearly in 7he New Organon, it
was rooted in a paradigm shift visible in much early Renaissance literature and
culture. In her book Poetry in a World of Things, Rachel Eisendrath demonstrates
that the transition towards objectivity as a superior method was expressed not
only through the explicit philosophical writing of natural philosophers like Bacon,
but also in art and poetry. For example, Eisendrath shows that the framing of the
lady knight Britomart’s experiences in the house of the evil sorcerer Busirane in
Edmund Spenser’s sixteenth-century epic poem The Faerie Queene represents a
moral judgement on the relational mode. Britomart passes through several rooms
in the sorcerer’s home as she attempts to rescue the lady Amoret from his
clutches. In the first room, Britomart observes works of art through the old

mode.?® Spenser utilizes evocative language which draws the reader into an old

36 Eisendrath, 53



21

tapestry — and Britomart herself is likewise ensnared. “Yet here, and there, and
euery where vnwares / it shewed it selfe, and shone vnwillingly.”” Spenser uses
language which simultaneously entices and repels; as Eisendrath points out, “he
implicitly questions — even demonizes — the magic’s seductive effect...”® This
scene occurs in an evil wizard’s home, implying that Britomart is being tempted
away from her quest by engaging with the tapestry. The ultimate effect is to frame
engagement with art as a moral question — and to present relational, non-objective
engagement as morally inferior.

Both Bacon and Spenser frame objective, observational relationships with
the world as superior to the relational mode. As Eisendrath points out, “not just
botanists and doctors, but also scholars of the humanities were focusing on the
things of the world.”® Over the course of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,
observation of components of physical reality — the things of the world — came to
be the practice in art, literature, and philosophy. It was the fundamental basis
upon which early modern Europeans comprehended the world. In essence,
because of the development of the objective mode, European knowledge-makers
came to consider their work objective. However, in reality they retained a
Christian interpretive framework which framed knowledge engagement in moral
terms. Despite the problematic nature of the concept of objectivity, during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries it became a marker for reliable information —

knowledge-makers began to consider knowledge obtained through supposedly

37 Quoted in Eisendrath, 54.
38 Eisendrath, 54-55.
3 Ibid., 51.
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objective observation to be superior to the relational knowledge of the previous
centuries.
The “Renaissance of Empire”

Concurrently with the development of the objective mode, poets and
scholars in Northern Italy became interested in revival of classical ideas in moral
philosophy. Humanists were interested in the development of human virtue to its
fullest possible extent. In the political arena, this meant a precursor to enlightened
despotism, in the form of enlightened, virtuous monarchy. As a result of this
philosophical shift, states began to change the presentation of their “imperial
imaginaries.” The imperial imaginary is essentially a set of ritual and symbolic
structures which legitimize and construct the state as an entity.*’ During the
medieval era, religion served as the major source of legitimacy for European
monarchs. The concept of divine right allowed monarchs to claim legitimacy of
their rule from the highest source: God. During the Renaissance, however, a shift
occurred in the imperial imaginaries of European states. The simultaneous shift
towards the objective mode and the development of “imperial humanism” resulted
in imperial expansion becoming a legitimizing force alongside religious authority.
As a result, European monarchs began to project imperial power throughout
Europe — and beyond.

In medieval discourse, Christian religion was a prerequisite, not only for
spiritual authority, but for civil authority as well. For example, in Dante

Alighieri’s Divine Comedy (published 1320), the Roman pagan figures who

40 Nancy Shields Kollmann, The Russian Empire 1450-1801 (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press, 2017), 1.
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appear are all ultimately unable to enter heaven because of their lack of
knowledge about the Christian God: they are placed in Limbo, the first circle of
Hell. Unlike the rest of Dante’s Hell, Limbo is not a place of torture, rather, it as a
pale echo of heaven. There, Dante encounters Julius Caesar, who is depicted as a
model general: Dante reports seeing “armored Caesar with his hawklike eyes.”*!
He goes on to meet many other highly respected pagans, including both Aristotle
and Ptolemy.*? Despite their accomplishments, in Dante’s view no pagan could
serve as a perfect model for moral behavior.

In his book The Renaissance of Empire in Early Modern Europe, Thomas
J. Dandelet argues that as classical works were translated and began to circulate
during the early Renaissance, European states attempted to take up the mantle of
the Roman empire. Scholars looked back not only to Greek philosophers like
Aristotle, but also to Roman authors, orators, and biographers. In particular, the
works of Julius Caesar, Plutarch, and Vitruvius, among others, came to exemplify
a model of imperial might. Francesco Petrarch was an early herald of the
Renaissance humanists’ interest in the Romans. Petrarch’s De Viris Illistribus, a
collection of moral biographies, included a 238-page section on Julius Caesar.*
Petrarch admired Caesar’s courage and leadership; Petrarch’s effusive praise

makes Caesar’s own self-promotional propaganda seem humble.** This praise is

only tempered when discussing the advent of the Roman civil war; however, even

4! Dante Alighieri, Inferno, trans. Michael Palma (New York, NY: W.W. Nortion and Company,
Inc., 2002), Canto IV, line 123, pp 43.

42 In the Inferno, it is indicated that only the patriarchs of Israel — Moses, Abraham, and David,
along with Rachel — have been redeemed to heaven.

43 Thomas J. Dandelet, The Reniassance of Empire in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 20-21.

44 1bid., 22. Julius Caesar was an extremely effective propagandist.
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here Petrarch refuses to paint Caesar as an antagonist to the state. Instead of
blaming him, Petrarch laid the blame equally at the feet of Caesar and Pompey:
“And you, reader, what do you think? To what extent do you believe the case of
Pompey was greater than that of Caesar?”* In his book Letters on Family
Matters, Petrarch describes himself giving “gold and silver coins bearing the
portraits of our ancestors...among them was Caesar Augustus” to Holy Roman
Emperor Charles IV, and telling him “here are those whom you must try to
imitate and admire, whose ways and character you should emulate.”* Imperial
ambition became desirable not only because of the power it conferred, but also a
moral, positive good for early-modern European states.

The contrast between Dante’s treatment of Caesar (and pagans in general)
and Petrarch’s treatment is illustrative in a change in attitude among European
intellectuals towards the Roman Empire. Dante’s poem argues that while these
people had lived righteous lives, without knowledge of Jesus they must still be
condemned to Hell — even one much kinder than the following eight circles.
Dante is uninterested in examining the idea of imperial revival; instead, he
focuses on Christian role models.*’ In contrast, Petrarch represents the humanist
viewpoint that came to dominate later discourse. Religion remained a primary

method of engagement with the world, but Renaissance humanists like Petrarch

4 Quoted in Dandelet, 23. Pompey and Caesar were involved in a civil war, with Pompey initially
backed by the Senate and Caesar by his troops; Caesar eventually won but was assassinated soon
after.

4 Ibid., 18.

47 Not least because he would have considered the Roman empire to still be in existence; the
Roman empire did not formally cease to exist as a political entity until the end of the Eastern, or
Byzantine, Roman Empire in 1453.
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moved away from the idea that pagans could not be fully emulated because of
their non-Christian religious confession.

Petrarch was an early advocate for the revival of Roman imperial values,
but it became broadly accepted in humanist circles. Renaissance humanists were
part of the late medieval and early Renaissance backlash against scholasticism;
the Bacon’s work, though produced later, also falls into this category. However,
unlike Bacon, whose primary interest was in natural philosophy, humanists were
interested in moral philosophy, literature, and especially in the development of
civic culture. As a result, the Roman empire, and the Caesars in particular,
became the model for Renaissance rulers. Under the influence of his teacher,
Guarino Guarini, Leonello d’Este of Ferrara promoted humanism through the
founding of the University of Ferrara in 1442.8 Guarino was a proponent of
Caesar as a model for Leonello’s rulership, and once responded to a letter by a
fellow humanist which compared Caesar unfavorably to Roman hero Scipio
Africanus with a thirty-three-page screed defending Caesar’s actions.*” Caesar,
argued Guarino, was Scipio’s superior not only due to Caesar’s military genius,
but also to his political and literary achievements. Guarino’s argument highlights
the humanist focus on the importance of civic virtue in addition to military might.
From a humanist viewpoint, Caesar was an ideal monarch. They considered him
to have been possessed of all the major virtues: military prowess, the ability to

govern, and literary acumen.

48 Dandalet, 27-28. Scipio led the Roman army to victory against Carthage.
“ Ibid., 28.
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The acceptance of the pagan Roman emperors as models for behavior
demonstrates that the literary revival of classical texts had far-reaching political
implications. Renaissance humanists had explicitly linked moral behavior with
behaving like modern Caesars, and so the act of behaving “imperially” came to
confer moral legitimacy. As a result, heads of state began to portray their states as
empires, thus implying a continuity with Rome. They promoted connections
between themselves and Caesar by using Vetruvian architecture and
commissioning art with classical themes, such as triumphs.>® Most of all, the
humanist push towards imperial revival resulted in states openly projecting
imperial power. Imperialism came to be associated not only with raw power, but
with legitimacy. European states desired not only power and wealth, but also the
legitimizing effects of empire. The European discovery of the Americas in the late
fifteenth century served as a theatre of this new rush towards imperial legitimacy.

Cartography and Geography in the Medieval Era and the Renaissance

Both the shift in European natural philosophy from the relational mode to
the objective mode and the “renaissance of empire” help to explain the change in
mapmaking practices which occurred from the middle ages to the Renaissance.
Medieval maps reflected an understanding of geography which rested
fundamentally on the medieval relational mode — in essence, nature understood
through God’s revelations in scripture. However, after the advent of the ideal of
objectivity, these maps no longer sufficiently represented the worldview of the

European intellectual community. Medieval maps centered on a relational view of

50 Triumphs were essentially victory parades, in which Roman emperors and generals paraded
through the streets of the city with the spoils of conquest. Ibid., 13, 78-79.
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the world, understood through the Christian cultural framework, and were
explicitly nonobjective. During the fifteenth century, mapmakers stopped making
medieval maps, and instead shifted to the gridded map style described by the
Roman natural philosopher Claudius Ptolemy. Mapmakers for academic atlases in
particular utilized Ptolemaic cartography as a way to reflect the emerging
objective mode in their maps. Renaissance versions of Ptolemaic maps channeled
the idea of God’s divine plan reflected in the Earth through the “divine language”
of mathematics. In Renaissance Ptolemaic maps, the perspective was theoretically
objective — it was meant to be an accurate reflection of the reality of a world
written in a mathematical language. Concurrently, as European states began to
concern themselves with visions of imperial power, the new Ptolemaic maps
legitimized claims motivated by imperial ambitions. In effect, Ptolemaic maps
became reflections not of the real world, but rather of the imperial imaginaries of
various European states.

Medieval world maps (mappaemundi) fell into two broad categories: T-O
maps and duplex maps.>! T-O maps, ubiquitous in medieval manuscripts,
represent the world as a disc (sphera), with a “T” (tau), symbolizing Jerusalem at
the crossing point, and three major bodies of water (the Don river to the left, the
Nile to the right, and the Mediterranean above) superimposed on the disc.>* T-O
maps showed only those places invested with particular cosmological importance.

Significant waterways framed the three regions of the world, with the central

5! John F. Moffitt, “Ptolemy’s Chorographia in the New World: Revelations from the Relationes
Geogrdficas de la Nueva Esparia of 1579-1581,” Art History 21, no. 3 (1998): 373.
52 Ibid., 373.
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Jerusalem. Frequently, they described the three regions by their association with
the sons of Noah, who were thought to have divided the world between their
descendants after the Biblical flood. Japheth took Europe, Shem took Asia, and
Ham took Africa. It is clear that Europeans envisioned these maps as
representations of a Christian cosmology. They reinforced this cosmology through
their structure; on a T-O map, Jerusalem is quite literally the center of the world.
T-O maps did not have scale, nor did they represent coastlines. The world on a T-
O map was a flat plane. They did not represent contemporary European ideas of
the physical world, which was understood to be round throughout the medieval
period; Bede casually references the globe in The Reckoning of Time, which he
wrote in 725.%3 Rather, mappaemundi instead represented the Christian worldview
ubiquitous in the medieval period.

In contrast to the cosmological view of T-O maps, duplex maps provide
lavish details of the landscape, and often include precise illustrations of
architecture, people, and animals.>* Though duplex maps were also circular in
form, their structure was less well defined then that of the T-O map. Instead,
duplex mapping relied upon chorographic representations of the landscape in
order to give broad impressions of the land it represented.>> Chorography, the
systematic representation of the qualitative elements of a place through visual or
written description, was a significant component of geographic understanding in

late-medieval European society. Paolino Veneto, a late medieval writer wrote that

53 Bede, Bede: The Reckoning of Time, trans. by Faith Wallis, Vol. 29, Translated Texts for
Historians. (Liverpool, UK: Liverpool University Press, 1999), 19-20.

3 Moffitt, 373.

55 Ibid., 376-377.
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‘...painting without writing does not does not indicate regions or nations clearly,
[and] writing without the support of painting truly does not mark the boundaries
of the provinces of a region sufficiently clearly for them to be seen almost at a
glance.”*® For Veneto, maps relied upon a judicious combination of text and
image in order to present a clear picture of the area being represented. Duplex
maps served a very different functionality from T-O maps. While T-O maps
represented the totality of existence, duplex maps displayed something closer to
our vision of a modern map; duplex maps represented real space. However, their
purpose was largely illustrative; they used visual and written chorography to craft
impressions of far-flung locales. T-O Maps, as the primary world map,
represented the regions of the world and their peoples within a Christian
framework, while duplex maps served to represent landscapes at the human scale.
Claudius Ptolemy, a second-century Roman mathematician, astronomer,
and geographer, was a member of the cannon of famous ancient authors admired
and studied by European intellectual communities.’” Several Ptolemaic texts,
particularly his book on astronomy, the Almagast, were available to Europeans
throughout the medieval period.’® However, Ptolemy’s geographic treatise, the
Geographia, only reentered European awareness in the fifteenth century when it

was brought to Florence by a Byzantine scholar named Manuel Chrysoloras.>

%6 Quoted in Surekha Davies, Renaissance Ethnography and the Invention of the Human: New
Worlds, Maps and Monsters (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 1.

57 Margriet Hoogvliet, “The Medieval Texts of the 1486 Ptolemy Edition by Johann Reger of
Ulm,” Imago Mundi, 54 (2002): 7.

58 Ibid., 7.

59 Dario Tessicini, “Definitions of ‘Cosmography’ and *Geography in the Wake of Fifteenth- and
Sixteenth-Century Translations and Editions of Ptolemy’s Geographia,” in Ptolemy’s Geography
in the Renaissance, ed. Zur Shalev (London: The Warburg Institute, 2011), 32.
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The Geographia’s theory of mapmaking is predicated on the belief that
one could use the same mathematical system to plot out the positions of
earthbound objects as was then used to describe the celestial spheres; in modern
terms, a Ptolemaic map is constructed through a grid system composed of lines of
latitude and longitude.®® For Renaissance intellectuals, it represented a
mathematical and philosophical exploration of the relationship between the Earth
and the heavens; it was appealing because it fit within the developing Renaissance
interest in organizing the universe into a unified, logical expression of God’s
will.! The initial European Latin translation, made by Jacopo Angeli between
1406 and 1409, even mistranslated the title as Cosmographia.®* Angeli’s
translation was criticized by his contemporaries, but his translation of the title
indicates the intertwined understandings of cosmography, Christian cosmology,
and physical reality which developed in the Renaissance.

The popularity of the Geographia upon its introduction to Renaissance
Europe represented a break with medieval understandings of the physical
representation of cosmology on maps. Medieval people were aware of the concept
of projection for several hundred years preceding the introduction of the
Geographia. In fact, the Almegast, which was singularly popular and influential
after its translation in about 1175, introduced the concept of using parallels to

project the spherical shape of the Earth.%®> Though the idea of projection had been

60 Ibid., 36-37.

61 Zur Shalev, “Main Themes in the Study of Ptolemy’s Geography in the Renaissance,” Ptolemy’s
Geography in the Renaissance, ed. Zur Shalev (London: The Warburg Institute, 2011), 9.

62 Ibid., 4.

83 Angelo Cattaneo, “Map Projections and Perspective in the Renaissance,” in Ptolemy’s
Geography in the Renaissance, ed. Zur Shalev (London: The Warburg Institute, 2011), 57.



31

definitively introduced with the Almagast, it did not replace the T-O map or
duplex mapping as the central method of representing physical space.** Medieval
people were simply less interested in maps which showed fidelity to physical truth
as opposed to representing their religiously rooted understanding of the
fundamental nature of the universe.

The introduction of the Geographia, however, quickly led to the
replacement of the T-O map and the transformation of the duplex map. It was not
the concept of using parallels to create map projections which had changed — the
Almagast and the Geographia were, after all, written by the same person with
roughly similar ideas, and although the Geographia offers more complete
instructions in making projections than does the Almagast, the concept as describe
in the A/magest is clear. In reality, t