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LAUREN BECK 
Mount Allison University 

Introduction to The Social Lives of Maps, Volume 2 

As Bill Brown and Arjun Appadurai have 
observed, the biographical lives of things 
inform us about not only a thing’s exist-
ence, from its creation until its demise, as 
well as how it has been used, valued, and 
commoditized. They also inform us 
about human interaction with things in 
ways that can allow us to understand the 
experiences of marginalized and unex-
pected interlocutors of a thing’s exist-
ence. Maps as documents have complex 
lives. In some ways, maps might be con-
sidered eternal in that they are subject to 
revision and these updates comprise mo-
ments or stages of their life spans as living 
documents. In others, maps live short 
lives when inserted into books that get 
destroyed, deemed out of date, grow rag-
ged and decrepit, or end up torn out of 
the book altogether and introduced into 
entirely new vertical contexts as wall 
maps. 
 
Maps are everyday objects, but they are 
also highly esteemed and valued as an-
tiques, rarified and conserved in the spe-
cial collections of archives, libraries, and 
museums who catalogue their lives or 
provenance. Maps experience in this 
sense class and privilege much the way 
that humans do, which gives us pause to 
consider whether other areas of identity 
are experienced by maps as well. Contem-
porary mapping platforms such as 
Google Maps offer entanglements with 
our own lives; they collect data about our 

movements, desires, and interactions, 
and attempt to interact with us through 
these connected nodes. Artificial intelli-
gence, machine learning, and responsive 
software designed to interact with hu-
mans increasingly make maps living inter-
actions that adapt to and engage directly 
with us. Finding ourselves on an ana-
logue, paper map offers a similar function 
in that humans consistently consult the 
map to both find and see themselves 
through it.  
 
This thematic series of issues of the Ma-
terial Culture Review engages with all aspect 
of the social lives of maps in any way that 
underlines this material object’s lifespan. 
The Social Lives of Maps highlights and ex-
plores signature areas of a map’s biog-
raphy as an object, as a living entity sub-
ject to being updated and transformed for 
new audiences, and as a container of 
knowledge and wisdom capable of influ-
encing human activity. 
 
As the project’s guest editor, I will reserve 
an analytical introduction for the third 
and final volume of the series, and take 
the opportunity here to introduce the five 
essays contained in The Social Lives of 
Maps, vol. 2.  
 
The first of this issue’s articles is by 
Graciela Favelukes (CONICET/Univer-
sidad de Buenos Aires, Argentina), titled 
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“Voyages of a 17th Century Map of Bue-
nos Aires: From Spies and Sailors to 
Printers and Scholars.” The author un-
dertakes an exploration of the long and 
rich life span of a city map of Buenos 
Aires and its changing settings by follow-
ing more than 15 versions of Barthelemy 
de Massiac’s 1669 map of the city pro-
duced between 1669 and 1981 while shin-
ing light on the map’s different uses and 
purposes over the centuries. Her analysis 
makes plain the political and social ideo-
logies that influence the map and its con-
tents. At the same time, she traces the 
complex lifespan of a map that, like the 
cat, has more than 15 lives.  
 
The next article is by Cortney Berg 
(CUNY, USA), titled “Sanudo’s Vision, 
Vesconte’s Expertise, and the Ghost 
Hand: Reception of the Maps in the MS 
Additional 27376.” In the fourteenth cen-
tury, Marino Sanudo authored his lengthy 
work, The Book of Secrets of the Faithful of the 
Cross, or Secreta, and commissioned sets of 
maps to accompany the text, and dozens 
of copies of this work wound up as gifts 
that have since come to reside in the na-
tional libraries of various countries, in-
cluding England and the Vatican. This ar-
ticle considers two such copies from the 
workshop of the influential cartographer, 
Pietro Vesconte, the MS Additional 
27376 in the British Library with the MS 
Tanner 190 in the Bodleian Library, in or-
der to compare the images and maps, and 
posit what the differences between the 
two illustrate about Sanudo as an author 
and a statesman. The author also turns 
from what the maps tell us about their 
creators to consider what experiences 
they have had themselves. Berg works to 
uncover a ghost hand that has intervened 
into these manuscripts in order to medi-

tate on how medieval maps become rein-
scribed as political documents about the 
state of the world.   
 
The third article is by Heather Rogers and 
Kelly Chang (McGill University, Canada), 
titled “Mapping Ecological Imperialism: 
A Digital Environmental Humanities Ap-
proach to Japan’s Colonisation of Tai-
wan.” In this article, the authors assess 
the role of cinchona—a tree whose bark 
yields quinine alkaloids key to the treat-
ment of malaria—in Japan’s imperialist 
expansion through both historical maps 
and digital mapping tools. They seek to 
provide the first detailed historicization 
of the intertwinement of nature, people, 
and nation building using maps as a plat-
form for this knowledge, showing how 
historical maps and digital mapping tools 
can elucidate complex rooted networks 
within colonial societies.  
 
The penultimate article is by Karen Rose 
Mathews (University of Miami, USA), ti-
tled “Mapping, Materiality, and Merchant 
Culture in Medieval Italy (12th-14th Cen-
tury).” Over the course of the twelfth 
century, Pisan merchants formulated 
cognitive skills that fostered a perception 
and assessment of the world through the 
lens of cartographic knowledge and in-
ventories of commodities, places, and 
trade routes. The development of a 
“mapping eye” among the mercantile 
elite of this maritime republic combined 
two complementary visual systems. The 
production and distribution of Mediterra-
nean luxury goods encouraged the devel-
opment of cartographic tools to facilitate 
navigation and maritime commerce. In 
turn, the creation of portolan charts and 
texts, with their diagrammatic format and 
conceptualization of space into intercon-
nected but distinct ports of call, deter-
mined the arrangement of goods acquired 
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through Mediterranean trade in a series of 
heterogeneous visual ensembles that jux-
taposed material objects of various me-
dia, origin, and signification. Maps, then, 
were products of human ingenuity and 
necessity that in turn transformed the 
ways of seeing of those who created and 
used them, formulating a visual matrix 
through which information was pro-
cessed and defining social relationships 
between people but also between people 
and things. 
 
The final article is by Adam McKeown 
(Tulane University, USA), titled “Map-
ping Ideas in the Fortress-Cities of Civi-
tates orbis terrarum.” Using maps from the 
influential sixteenth-century Civitates orbis 
terrarum series, this article considers how 
the two-dimensional ichnographic city 
plan, which emerged in the late fifteenth 
century, developed rapidly during the 
military crisis of the sixteenth century 
when many European cities scrambled to 
rebuild walls in response to new fire 
weapons. The two-dimensional city plan 
was instrumental in this sweeping and 
costly reconfiguration of the European 
built environment in that it allowed archi-
tects and civic leaders to see the urban 
complex as a continuous system. The 
new urban plans also had the effect of 
transforming the city into militarized 
space, however, as vectors of gunfire and 
lines of communication drove planning 
considerations. The city plans that sur-
vive in manuscripts and printed books 
testify to the enthusiasm for militarizing 
the human environment throughout the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but 
they also reveal how artists explored and 
developed aesthetic ideals under the aus-
pices of military optimization. The new 
designs tended to subordinate military 
considerations to Vitruvian ideals, to the 
extent that geometric regularity became 

for no practical reason an ideal of military 
design. Fortification designs in this way 
often possessed lives well in advance of 
any real-world manifestation of the infra-
structure itself. 
 
In this issue, we also include exhibition 
reviews by Trudy Watt and Mohsen 
Veysi. 
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TRUDY WATT 
University of Wisconsin Milwaukee 

Review of 
Renegades: Bruce Goff and the American School of Architecture. Christopher C. Gibbs College of 
Architecture, The University of Oklahoma, Fred Jones Jr. Museum of Art, Norman, OK. 
January 23 – April 5, 2020.  

It would be easy to mistake the sensuous 
hummocks, psychedelic spirals, feathered 
angles, crystalline towers, mysterious 
depths and lush otherworldly landscapes 
that beckon from the walls of the Rene-
gades exhibition at the Fred Jones Jr. Mu-
seum of Art at The University of Okla-
homa (OU) for mere idiosyncratic fan-
tasy (figure 1). Upon investigation, how-
ever, one quickly learns that the imagina-
tive generosity and visual diversity of this 
work stems from a uniquely humble ap-
proach to teaching architecture devel-
oped by Bruce Goff, Herb Greene and 
their colleagues during the 1950s and ‘60s 
at what is now known as the Christopher 
C. Gibbs College of Architecture at OU. 
We might call this ‘student-centered’ ped-
agogy – which rings somehow radical in 
United States architecture schools even 
today. This approach to teaching, in 
which student creativity and self-expres-
sion were cultivated over adherence to 
prevailing design norms, produced not 
only a dazzling array of form and space in 
drawings and built work but also a vul-
nerability to disdain and demolition. 
However brilliant the approach and giddy 
the work, a Midwestern context and 
Goff’s homosexuality (for which he 
eventually resigned his leadership of the 
school) underscore the fragility of this 

uniquely ‘American School of Architec-
ture’ in a time of rampant Modernism 
and, that other Midwesterner, Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s final career climax. It is 
perhaps still too easy to overlook the 
work of a gay man in ‘fly-over’ country. 
 

 
 
Figure 1 
Ernest Burden, Untitled, Advanced 
Study of Materials (Architecture 250) 
student assignment, 1955. Ernest Bur-
den Collection, American School Ar-
chive, University of Oklahoma Librar-
ies. 
 
The design team for Renegades: Bruce Goff 
and the American School of Architecture was 
led by exhibition designer Michael 
Hoffner, research and curation were led 
by Luca Guido and the richly illustrated 
exhibition catalog was edited by Luca 
Guido, Stephanie Pilat and Angela Per-
son, with a foreword by Aaron Betsky. 
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Consisting of a physical installation in the 
Nancy Johnson Records Gallery at the 
Fred Jones Jr. Museum of Art, an online 
exhibit (accessible at: https://gibbs.ou-
create.com/renegadesonline/) and the 
exhibition catalog, Renegades ran from Jan-
uary 23 to April 2, 2020 and, therefore, 
almost directly into the global COVID-
19 pandemic that shut institutional doors 
beginning in March 2020. Just before the 
shutdown, the College of Architecture 
hosted a well-attended national confer-
ence entitled Schools of Thought: Rethinking 
Architecture Pedagogy, in which key ques-
tions around decolonizing pedagogy, ex-
periments in teaching, participatory de-
sign and equity in architecture schools 
dovetailed neatly with the story of Goff, 
his colleagues and their students. Ques-
tions about architecture education in 
transition could not have been timelier, as 
this conference and opportunity to expe-
rience the exhibition were almost surely 
among the last in-person events for many 
of the attendees.  
 
A gently spiraling floor plan and material 
palette dominated by plywood, brown 
kraft paper and heavy-duty corrugated 
cardboard transformed the gallery into a 
space reminiscent of the design studio. 
This material sensibility gave the space a 
feeling of being a work in progress, some-
what like a student study model – a refer-
ence to the importance of Goff’s peda-
gogy that was well-balanced by the so-
phisticated forms that reference his built 
work. The aforementioned spiral form 
floor plan is a clear reference to Goff’s 
Bavinger House (which features a loga-
rithmic spiral in plan) while large-scale 
shingle configurations in the primary dis-
play walls gesture toward Herb Greene’s 
voluptuously shingled “Prairie Chicken 
House,” a study model of which can be 

seen in the foreground of the exhibition 
view shown here (figure 2). 
 

 
 
Figure 2 
Exhibition photograph, Renegades, 
photo credit Joseph Mills. 
 
The theme of student-driven creative ex-
pression at OU’s American School, the 
astonishing professional work that grew 
out of this context and the ways that oth-
erness expose both process and product 
to destruction are present throughout the 
exhibition. At the entrance to the main 
exhibition hall, the visitor encounters an 
installation of magazine spreads from the 
1957 publication of the Annual Publica-
tion of the National Association of Stu-
dents of Architecture, where the wall text 
reads, “No other school departed from 
the Bauhaus approach so clearly and so 
radically” (Wall Text 2020). Indeed, the 
spread depicting the OU student work 
stands apart in almost all possible ways, 
from the exuberant forms the students 
explored to the black background of the 
page – a literal contrast to the surround-
ing pages full of sober, rectilinear projects 
in the International Style. At every turn, 
the OU student and faculty work strides 
boldly in a novel direction. Neither for-
mal language nor materiality hold the 
work together – rather a feeling of joyful 
camaraderie and delight in sensitive 
place-based architecture experiments 
weaves the cohort of people and projects 

https://gibbs.oucreate.com/renegadesonline/
https://gibbs.oucreate.com/renegadesonline/
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together. Quoting Arn Henderson, 
scholar of Goff’s work and 70-year mem-
ber of the OU community, the curators 
note that in the American School, “there 
was no formula or rules,” (Wall Text 
2020). Students learned via a Socratic 
method of inquiry rooted in a global his-
tory of the built environment and were 
explicitly not urged to imitate the work of 
the faculty or published work in the pages 
of architectural magazines. The colorful, 
vital results of this approach to empow-
ering and amplifying student intellect and 
instinct populate the walls of the exhibi-
tion and include not just enthusiastic stu-
dent work but also extensive documenta-
tion of built work by Goff, Greene and 
students who graduated the program. 
 
The theme of loss plays a somber under-
tone in parallel to the productive and 
hopeful energy of the pedagogical story, 
student work and built works that flour-
ished as a result of the American School 
approach in the mid-20th century. As the 
visitor is gently led to the center of the 
spiral, the vivid student work and breath-
less years of building give way to a story 
of demolition. In this section of the exhi-
bition, “Lost Works of the American 
School Period,” before and after photos 
mounted on headstone-like vertical pan-
els memorialize buildings that have been 
demolished. This is a current story of loss 
in progress as many of these works, such 
as Chayo Frank’s oceanic AmerTec 
Building (figure 3), have been torn down 
in just the last decade. One cannot help 
but think of these buildings in the context 
of other vulnerable structures at this mo-
ment in history, many of which share a 
tendency towards flamboyant form – 
such as Bertrand Goldberg’s Prentice 
Women’s Hospital (demolished in Chi-
cago in 2013) (Stott 2013). The funeral 

march concludes at the center of the spi-
ral where two panels are devoted to 
Goff’s Bavinger House. 
 

 
 
Figure 3  
Chayo Frank, AmerTec Building, Hi-
aleah, Florida, 1967. Courtesy Chayo 
Frank. 
 
Two large scale photographs showing the 
Bavinger House intact and during demo-
lition are flanked by chalkboard panels 
that invite visitors to share a memory (on 
the left) and name a teacher who had a 
positive influence (on the right). The lat-
ter question seems to conclude the exhi-
bition, leaving the visitor in a state of re-
flection on those who devote their lives 
to teaching and who, like Bruce Goff, 
privilege the development of a student’s 
own individual strengths and intentions 
over the demands of prevailing style, so 
often dictated by elite coastal institutions 
in the United States. It is important that 
the American School led by Goff, Greene 
and their colleagues arose in the middle 
of the country. Here, distance from the 
most obvious centers of cultural power 
certainly played a role in both creating the 
space for this unique school of thought 
to flourish and in forming the conditions 
under which such abundant and energetic 
work can have been overlooked. Thanks 
to the curators, designers and researchers 
of the Renegades exhibition, the legacy of 
the American School at OU has a freshly 
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laid foundation for current and future re-
searchers to learn how “not to remem-
ber” for themselves (Guido 2020, 71-72).  
 

References 
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MOHSEN VEYSI 
Independent Scholar 

Review of 
Jeff Koons. Shine. Palazzo Strozzi, Florence, Italy. October 2, 2021 – January 30, 2022.  

From October 2, 2021, to January 30, 
2022, the Palazzo Strozzi of Florence 
hosted the exhibition of the American 
contemporary artist Jeff Koons who was 
born on January 21, 1955, in York, Penn-
sylvania. Koons, who studied at the Mar-
yland Institute College of Art in Balti-
more and the School of the Art Institute 
of Chicago, is known for his stainless-
steel sculptures of Puppy, Rabbit, and the 
huge floral sculpture Balloon Dog (Jef-
fKoons.com 2021). As the true heir to 
Marcel Duchamp and Andy Warhol, his 
work explores themes like pop culture, 
sexuality, ready-made, and kitsch. The ex-
hibition is entitled, Jeff Koons. Shine and cu-
rated by Arturo Galansino and Joachim 
Pissarro, who have gathered thirty-three 
of the artist’s most celebrated works from 
the mid-seventies to the present day.  
 
The exhibition begins with the monu-
mental Balloon Monkey (Blue) (2006-2013) 
installed in the courtyard of the Palazzo 
Strozzi (figure 1). Thirty-two other works 
have been distributed in eight rooms in-
side the building. Upon entering, in the 
first room, the viewers see two mirror-
polished stainless steel with transparent 
color coating statues Seated Ballerina 
(2010-2015) and Sacred Heart (1994-2007). 
In the second room, seven pieces from 
the Luxury and Degradation, and Statuary 

series are installed. Two examples on dis-
play in the show are Jim Beam - J.B. Turner 
Train (1986), and his most iconic work 
the Rabbit (1986) which in 2019 at Chris-
tie's New York has been sold for 
$91,075,000 and broke the record of the 
most expensive living artist of the time 
(Christie’s 2021). The third room holds 
five sculptures and paintings including 
Balloon Dog (Red) (1994-2000) (figure 2), 
and Bread with Egg (1995-1997). Most 
works installed in this room are from the 
Celebration series. Five works installed in 
room four come from Koons’s early 
ready-mades such as Sponge Shelf (1978). 
Room five, hosts three works, Dolphin 
(2002) and Lobster (2007-2012) from the 
Popeye series that began in 2002, and 
Hulk (Tubas) (2004-2018) from the Hulk 
Elvis series. In room six, there are five 
pieces including two statues and three 
paintings from the Gazing Ball series (fig-
ures 3). Rooms seven and eight hold four 
sculptures such as Metallic Venus (2010-
2012) from the Antiquity series and the oil 
on canvas painting Olive Oyl (2003) from 
the Popeye series.   
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Figure 1 
Jeff Koons. Balloon Monkey (Blue), 
2006-2013. Stainless-steel. Courtesy of 
Palazzo Strozzi. Photograph by the 
author Ela Bialkowska. 
 
The pieces which represent forty years of 
the career of Jeff Koons explore the con-
cept of shine. Through this concept, the 
artist questions man's relation to reality 
and the work of art. Stainless steel is the 
main material of Jeff Koons’s art produc-
tion that he started using in the mid-
eighties with his Luxury and Degradation 
series. Through employing stainless steel, 
the work of art becomes a shiny mirror in 
which spectators see themselves and the 
surrounding environment. As a result, the 
viewer, the work of art and the environ-
ment unite. The idea has its roots in the 
theory of the role of the viewer in the cre-
ation of the work of art or the beholder’s 
share, first introduced by the Austrian art 
historian Alois Riegl in the early 1900s, 
and developed by the likes of Ernst Kris, 
Ernst Gombrich and their followers.  
 
The theory was first introduced to Jeff 
Koons by the winner of the 2000 Nobel 
Prize in Physiology or Medicine and Dr. 
Eric R. Kandel, the author of The Age of 
Insight: The Quest to Understand the Uncon-
scious in Art, Mind, and Brain, from Vienna 
1900 to the Present, 2012. The book traces 
the interaction between art, neuroscience 
and psychology from Vienna 1900 until 

recent times to explore how the human 
brain perceives and responds to the work 
of art. Accordingly, we perceive the out-
side world through our senses. The brain 
analyzes the received sensory infor-
mation through hypothesizing and refer-
ring to memories and experiences and 
creates internal representations of the ex-
ternal world. What we see is the creation 
of our brain, and vision is a creative act. 
Thus, when looking at a work of art, each 
viewer brings their acquired memories, 
and experiences and interprets the piece 
differently (Kandel 2013).   
 
In a conversation between Jeff Koons, 
Ann Temkin and Dr. Eric Kandel titled 
“An Artist's Creative Process in Action” 
at the New-York Historical Society, on 
January 26, 2017, Jeff Koons explains 
how he always wanted to find a psychia-
trist, or somebody involved with the 
study of the mind, to write about his 
work. He used to watch Dr. Kandel on 
the Charlie Rose show, so he decided to 
contact him to see his work. After visiting 
his show where Koons’s Gazing Ball se-
ries was on display, Eric emailed him and 
said, “Jeff, I went, I saw your exhibitions 
today, and I am blown away. You have 
contributed to the beholder's share” (Co-
lumbia University 2017).   
 
Gazing Balls is a series of works produced 
from 2013 to 2021. In these series, Jeff 
Koons attached a blue glass shining ball 
on the replicas of classical sculptures, and 
paintings of the artists of the past from 
old masters such as Botticelli, Giotto, 
Rembrandt and Goya to modern artists 
like Picasso, Gauguin and Monet, among 
others (figures 3). When the viewer 
stands in front of each piece and looks at 
the work of art, they see themselves and 
their immediate environment in the shiny 
ball. Accordingly, viewers unite with the 
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artworks, and bring their unique emo-
tions, thoughts and memories and inter-
pret them in their manner. This union, 
and the participation of the beholder in 
the creative process, according to the art-
ist, is the goal of his work (Needham  
2015).  
 

 
 
Figure 2 
Jeff Koons. Balloon Dog, 1994-2000. 
Mirror-polished stainless steel with 
transparent color coating. Courtesy 
Palazzo Strozzi. Photograph by Ela 
Bialkowska. 
 
Koons then describes how Dr. Kandel's 
explanation of the historical context of 
the beholder's share helped him to put 
what he has been doing for years in the 
art-historical frame. Later in 2017, he was 
selected as the first Artist-in-Residence at 
Columbia University's Mortimer B. 
Zuckerman Mind Brain Behavior Insti-
tute. Dr. Kandel who also is the co-direc-
tor of the Zuckerman Institute explained 
the goal of inviting Koons as the first Art-
ist-in-Residence was making a bridge be-
tween brain science and art. There Jeff 
could explore the science of the brain and 
mind and have scientists visiting his stu-
dio and exchanging ideas with him. All 
these experiences helped him to under-
stand how the brain perceives, engages 
and reacts to works of art (Zuckerman 
Institute 2017).  
 

 
 
Figure 3 
Jeff Koons. Gazing Balls (Apollo 
Lykeios), 2013. Plaster and glass. 
Courtesy Palazzo Strozzi. Photo-
graph by Ela Bialkowska. 
 
Jeff Koons’ works link art to science, 
kitsch to academic, art history to pop cul-
ture and tradition to contemporary. Just 
like his art, the exhibition of his works in 
Florence, the cradle of the Renaissance, 
creates an encounter between the old and 
the new, past and present, and historical 
and contemporary. It ignites a dialogue 
between one of the most celebrated and 
controversial artists of our time: Jeff 
Koons, and one of the greatest masters of 
the Renaissance: Michelangelo, between 
two of the most famous statues of all 
times: David (1501-1504) and Rabbit 
(1986).   
 
For more information on this event, 
please visit: https://www.palazzos-
trozzi.org/en/archivio/exhibitions/jeff-
koons-shine/. 
 
 
 
 

https://www.palazzostrozzi.org/en/archivio/exhibitions/jeff-koons-shine/
https://www.palazzostrozzi.org/en/archivio/exhibitions/jeff-koons-shine/
https://www.palazzostrozzi.org/en/archivio/exhibitions/jeff-koons-shine/
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Voyages of a 17th-Century Map of Buenos Aires: From Spies and Sailors to Printers 

and Scholars 

In 1660, Barthélemy de Massiac,i a 
French gentilhomme and military engineer 
at the service of the Portuguese crown, 
took a journey from Angola on a ship that 
carried goods and enslaved Africans to 
trade in Buenos Aires and Brazil, with 
plans to later return to Portugal. The trip 
ended badly. Not only was foreign trade 
then forbidden in Buenos Aires, but on 
its arrival, Massiac’s ship fell victim to an 
act of piracy by a Dutch ship and lost its 
merchandise. Being an unauthorized for-
eigner, he was imprisoned and subjected 
to trial. After two years of confinement, 
he managed to secure a trip to Spain 
where he was finally released. As a result 
of his stay, he envisaged a plan for the 
French to take over the Río de la Plata, an 
advantageous point of entry to the wealth 
of Potosí (presented in the coming 
pages), of which he later drew three 
maps: one of the fort of Buenos Aires 
(not found), one of the layout of the city, 
and another of its surroundings (both ex-
tant in manuscript). The city map was the 
only one to outlive its original purpose; in 
fact, it was copied and reissued several 
times in different places and contexts.  
 
Alfredo Taullard published the first col-
lection of historical maps of the city of 
Buenos Aires in 1940. On the book 
cover, Taullard (1940) presented a silhou-
ette of the federal district of Buenos 

Aires, comprising inside it the map of 
study, thus denoting the book’s timespan 
(figure 1), which presented 54 maps from 
the Spanish foundation of the city in 1580 
to its federalization as the capital city of 
Argentina in 1880. Taullard believed the 
map he reproduced was from the 1750s, 
as it had appeared in the Histoire de Para-
guay by the Jesuit father Pedro de Charle-
voix, which was published in Paris in 
1756. In the decades prior to Taullard’s 
book, students and antiquaries such as 
Della Paolera (1936) and Furlong (1936), 
had discussed whether this map por-
trayed the city at the time of Charlevoix’s 
publication, or whether it reflected a prior 
situation, and had, thus, been accom-
plished before. A Dutch view of Buenos 
Aires from 1628, or the visit in the region 
of Jesuit priest Joseph Quiroga in 1745, 
were proposed as potential dates or cir-
cumstances behind the creation of the 
map. Taullard favoured the attribution to 
Charlevoix. 
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Figure 1 
Front cover of Alfredo Taullard’s Los 
planos más antiguos de Buenos Aires, 
Buenos Aires: Peuser, 1940.  
 
Its origins were fully traced when Maud 
de Ridder de Zemborain (1999) pub-
lished the results of her research in Ar-
gentinian, Portuguese, and French ar-
chives, making a fairly complete portrait 
of Massiac’s life and plans available to the 
public. Only then it became certain that 
the author of the map had been the Sei-
gneur de Sainte-Colombe on behalf of his 
brother, Barthélemy de Massiac. Based 
on the observations made by Barthélemy 
during his compulsory stay in the city be-
tween 1660 and 1662, the brothers wrote 
and submitted a memoir to minister Col-
berts’s brother. At Colbert’s request for 
further information, the said map was 
drawn in 1669. 
 
This paper follows the wide, long, and 
rich life span of this city map of Buenos 
Aires and its changing settings by tracing 
the many copies, editions, formats, and 

supports in which it circulated among di-
verse audiences over three centuries. 
While the scope is narrow, it can also be 
considered wide since we follow the lives 
of one map; or rather the lives of an ur-
ban layout as drawn first in the 17th cen-
tury, and its reiterations along a broad 
time span and across changing places and 
interests, as it passed from being a secret 
manuscript to public display, as it became 
interwoven in warfare, map making, pol-
itics, and scholarship.  
 
In this sense, this is not about maps in the 
making, but about maps on the move. 
For as interesting it may be, the saga of 
this map is also relevant when considered 
from the perspective of circulation or 
motion, a key notion in current theoreti-
cal and methodological trends in the hu-
manities as well as in social theory (Rodg-
ers, Raman, and Reimitz 2014). Follow-
ing Lauren Beck in the call for this issue, 
the study of maps as they move, or as 
things-in-motion in the methodological 
terms suggested by Appadurai (1986), can 
improve our understanding of their social 
lives, or, as Kopytoff (1986) presented in 
the same book, their cultural biographies, 
their histories of exchange and value, 
their appearances, and disappearances. 
This stress in motion has been reformu-
lated under the methodological lens on 
itineraries, that perhaps is better suited 
for the things-objects that move and per-
form and offer an alternative to the no-
tion of object biographies (Joyce and Gil-
lespie 2015, 3–20). Here I use more 
loosely the term journeys, in an attempt 
to retain and stress the often-contingent 
character of the circulation or flow of 
maps and their historical consideration.  
 
A related perspective focuses on flows of 
ideas, or, in a more materialistic optic, 
books, written works, and images as part 
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of the social formation of intellectual and 
academic fields (Bourdieu 1989; Topalov 
2001; Chartier 2016, 2021). Maps, as texts 
and artifacts, also move in space and 
time, are exchanged, copied, stored, dis-
played, studied, looked upon, talked, and 
written about. In these journeys, they as-
semble with other things and people; they 
transform and perform (Brückner 2011, 
147). Tracking their paths and stops 
makes it possible to identify or at least 
conjecture their agency, and their effects 
in the course of deeds and actions. In this 
sense, maps are not inert and at hand. 
They are perhaps, as Hodder has stated, 
points of intersection, entanglements 
among things, social practices and chang-
ing epistemologies or ways of knowing 
that engage with maps (Hodder 2012, 12–
13). Among the effects of the map and of 
mapping practices, as we will see, an 
arena of debates takes place that plays an 
important role in the legitimization of 
professions and academic fields. This 
study seeks to reposition and reassess 
their agency in modern history, as well as 
to a reflexive historicism of some of the 
many professions of the map. 
 
I intend to address these issues by tracing 
the many copies and printings of this 
Buenos Aires map and its consequent 
storing, circulating, archiving, printing, 
and studying that help to acknowledge 
the persistence, as well as the mutability 
of maps in shifting scenarios and reader-
ship. It is worth going over them once 
more as the permanency of the 1669 im-
age sheds light on the lives of maps 
through the most varied circumstances. 
How do maps travel? What are the effects 
of their journeys? More specifically, how 
can we trace the 1669 map’s persistence? 
What paths did it travel since its first 
manuscript? What alterations did it go 
through? What questions did it provoke, 

and what actions did it trigger? As we 
shall see, the long life of this map had a 
peculiar geography as it was reproduced 
in different versions in Europe and only 
became public, and therefore noticeable 
to Spain and Buenos Aires, after it was 
published in print in 1756. Astonishingly, 
this map persisted for another two centu-
ries as a puzzling, misdated and confusing 
testimony of a city that had been, in fact, 
much larger at the time when it was pub-
lished and entered the savant circles (Fa-
velukes 2021, 182-99). 
 
As this article will show, the manuscript 
drawing and the secret plan that resulted 
from Massiac’s stay were taken into con-
sideration by French authorities. As it 
passed to printed books, the map became 
a display of an imprecise, almost anach-
ronistic geographical present, and after-
wards it transformed into a testimony of 
an uncertain past open to critical consid-
eration and became the object of system-
atic historical and urban inquiry. Along 
these journeys, the Massiac brothers’ map 
shaped the non-Spanish imagination of a 
city that soon outgrew the 1669 layout. In 
this sense, its journeys, rather than point-
ing at a state of knowledge about a certain 
city at a certain time, point out its circula-
tion and its fortune among political, mili-
tary, scholarly, and publishing circles, re-
gardless of its degree of resemblance to 
the actual state of the city it purported to 
show.  
 
A secret plan, the archives, the copies: 
1660-1669-1693-1734. 
 
As mentioned before, Barthélemy de 
Massiac, after serving in Angola for eight 
years, set off on his journey back to Lis-
bon in 1660 on a Dutch trading ship car-
rying goods to Buenos Airesii (this syn-
thesis is based on Ridder de Zemborain 
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1999.) After being imprisoned, he re-
mained confined in the city for two years 
and was then sent to Spain for trial. Once 
in Madrid, and still as a prisoner, Massiac 
met with his brother, Pierre de Sainte-Co-
lombe. Based on the observations made 
by Barthélemy, they secretly wrote a 
memoir which Sainte-Colombe sent to 
the rising Intendent of Finances, Jean-
Baptiste Colbert, in 1664, presenting a 
plan to seize the city and the Río de la 
Plata region. In the accompanying letter 
to Colbert, Pierre assured that he and his 
brother could give further information 
and provide the “measures of the plan of 
Buenos Aires, with the indication of the 
place where landing should take place in 
order to ensure its success” (Massiac 
1664 in de Ridder 1999, 150). It was be-
lieved that a navigable river connection 
existed between Buenos Aires and the 
wealthy mines of Potosí – the ultimate 
goal of trade. According to the plan, ei-
ther a military conquest or the establish-
ment of a French settlement across the 
coast of Buenos Aires would secure the 
desired connection and exalt France and 
its king.iii  
 
The manuscript reached Colbert, who 
had recently established the Compagnie 
française des Indes occidentales. Showing in-
terest in the idea, he sent Sainte-Colombe 
a list with thirty-six questions about the 
region and city.iv As the paleographer 
who transcribed the document in 1933 
stated, Barthélemy wrote his answers in a 
disarrayed manner, using the margins of 
the paper, and added a long commentary 
in the final pages to support his plan and 
to justify the entitlement of France to 
take these lands (Roussier 1933, 220).v In 
1669, after being appointed Head of the 
Marine Department of France, Colbert 
requested further information and com-
manded Sainte-Colombe to draw a map 

of the city and of the Río de la Plata. 
Pierre drew three maps – of the fort, of 
the city, and of its surroundings – based 
on his brother’s account and sketches. 
The latter two are currently kept in the 
Salle des Cartes of the Bibliothèque natio-
nale de France (BnF) as part of a folder 
pertaining to the Hydrographic Service of 
the Marine. The collection contains 69 
maps related to the city of Buenos Aires 
and its surroundings before 1801.vi Col-
bert archived the memoir and the an-
swers to the questionnaire in a folder 
containing several documents related to 
the Río de la Plata, currently in the ar-
chives of the Minister of the Colonies. 
The maps then, at least the two surviving 
ones, became estranged from the written 
documents (it is unknown as to how and 
when) and the map of the city took a path 
of its own,vii and, as previously men-
tioned, was only recently put in relation 
again to the memoir.  
 
The city layout is drawn in black ink and 
grey colouring on a thick 38 x 53 cm sheet 
of paper (figure 2). The title, scale, author, 
date of the map, as well as the list of nu-
merical references of noteworthy build-
ings and locations are presented in two 
cartouches skillfully adorned with fes-
toons and drapery, and frilled lettering.viii 
The ornaments encircle the topographic 
drawing, that is indeed the first known 
scaled map of Buenos Aires after its 
foundation in 1580.ix The depiction by 
Massiac is fairly consistent with the foun-
dational disposition of the residential lots 
and religious buildings, which, as ex-
plained earlier, were to occupy 42 of the 
141 blocks of the traza, but ignores the 
periphery of orchards that he had men-
tioned in his answers to Colbert’s ques-
tions. According to the topographic 
drawing, his map shows several square 
and fully occupied blocks, as well as some 



16 
 

Material Culture Review Volume 94 (Fall 2022) 

rectangular, smaller ones that may be in-
terpreted as partially built blocks, a fea-
ture that was later seen as confusing by 
historians since the square block finally 
became identified as an essential charac-
teristic of the urban fabric of Buenos 
Aires. The most detailed figure is, accord-
ing to military interest, the fort, described 
in the answers as weak and easy to take, 
with its walls, corps de guard rooms, and 
chapel. 
 

 
 
Figure 2  
Plan de la ville de Buenos Ayres / par 
le Sr. de Ste. Colombe. 1669. Manu-
script, ink and watercolor on paper, 38 
x 53 cm. Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, Maps and Plans Department, 
GE SH 18 PF 167 DIV 6 P 2 D [Divi-
sion 6 of Portfolio 167 of the Naval 
Hydrographic Service dedicated to 
the city and surroundings of Buenos 
Aires and Martin Garcia Island]; 2 D. 
http://cata-
logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251067x. 
 
Afterwards, the map seems to have been 
lost or misplaced and interest in the re-
gion diminished. But worries about Eu-
ropean wars and crop shortages revived 
French interest. The Minister of the 
Navy, Pontchartrain, wrote to Massiac in 
1693 requesting copies of both the report 
and the maps. Massiac replied he had not 

kept any, and that a copy should be re-
quested from Mariscal d’Estreé. In his re-
quirement letter to the Chancellor, the 
Minister stated that “I would be satisfied 
enough to learn the prowess and weak-
ness of the enemy colony” (Pontchartrain 
1693 in de Ridder 1999, 184). That is, 
thirty years after Massiac’s stay in Buenos 
Aires, the French government still had 
barely any knowledge of the Plata region, 
and France was once again interested in 
it. This was not unusual; on the contrary, 
the circulation of images and maps of 
Spanish American towns was rare, and 
limited to few outstanding cases, such as 
Mexico City, Lima, Cuzco and Potosí, 
and a few city ports presented in atlases 
and books with long outdated images that 
frequently froze urban reality, as Kagan 
(2001, 72–73) has shown. The urban sit-
uation of the vast majority of towns and 
settlements remained almost completely 
unknown to the European public.  
 
The original drawing must have been 
found later on, because another manu-
script copy, coloured in this case, is kept 
in the same binder of the marine service 
(figure 3). At the bottom right corner, 
along the margin, it says “Lemoine fecit,” 
a signature used by the cartographer act-
ing as Jacques-Nicolas Bellin’s right hand 
at the Depot de Cartes.x There appears no 
indication of the time of production on 
the sheet, but a note in old inventories 
date it to 1734.xi It is a drawing on thick 
paper, cardboard-like, and is the same 
size as Massiac’s map (36 x 51 cm, on a 
49.5 x 66.5 cm sheet).  
 
Even though the drawing is undoubtedly 
a copy of the previous one, some minor 
differences point to a substantially differ-
ent production context, that of the emer-
gent state administration. The most no-
ticeable variation is the map’s bearing, 

http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251067x
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251067x
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which has been turned 180º. As a result, 
the shores of the Río de la Plata appear at 
the top of the sheet. Besides that, Lem-
oine’s drawing, despite being watercol-
oured, is displayed within a very austere 
frame, and decorations are completely 
absent. The graphic scale is located at the 
top border. The list of references disap-
pears, and the names of buildings and no-
torious places appear in the form of writ-
ten legends inside the drawing itself, in an 
understated small font, plain, lowercase 
hand lettering. The title is the same as in 
the first map, that is, “Plan de la ville de Bue-
nos Aires,” written in uppercase in the 
emptiest area of the sheet, with no frame 
or adornment of any kind.   
 

 
 
Figure 3  
Plan de la ville de Buenos-Ayres / Le-
moine fecit, 1734. Manuscript, water-
color on paper, 36 x 51 cm, on a sheet 
49.5 x 66.5 cm. Bibliothèque nationale 
de France, Maps and Plans Depart-
ment, GE SH 18 PF 167 DIV 6 P 2/1 
D [Division 6 of Portfolio 167 of the 
Naval Hydrographic Service dedi-
cated to the city and surroundings of 
Buenos Aires and Martin Garcia Is-
land]; 2/1 D. http://cata-
logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251067x. 
 
Although there are no indications of the 
purposes that the copy would serve, the 

image and its traits hint at the procedures 
of modernizing administrative work: the 
drawing provides information solely on 
the topic of the title and casts a veil 
around – and rationalizes – its context of 
production. Behind this austerity and un-
derstatement lay the ideals of the emerg-
ing bureaucracy that was forming at the 
time: the administrators, the navy, the 
army, the king’s corps of engineers and 
geographers, and most importantly, their 
archives, such as the Dépôt de la Guerre, 
created in 1688.  
 
By 1734, two manuscript exemplars ex-
isted: the first drawing issued by the Mas-
siac brothers in the context of their pro-
posal to seize the Río de la Plata, which 
was carefully considered by the highest 
levels of the French government, and the 
copy made by the military engineer and 
cartographer Lemoine as part of his du-
ties in the cartographic archive. Both car-
ried secret knowledge that was key to the 
ultimately unfulfilled plans of expanding 
the French domain to South America.  
 
Of books and prints, of geographers 
and militaries: 1754-1756-1758-1764 
 
When Lemoine was copying Massiac’s 
map, Jacques Nicolas Bellin (1703-1772) 
was already working as a cartographer.xii 
In 1744, Bellin authored the maps for the 
Histoire et description générale de la Nouvelle 
France, published by the Jesuit priest 
Pierre-Francois-Xavier de Charlevoix 
(1682-1761) after his journey between the 
years of 1720 and 1722 through the do-
mains of France in North America 
(Charlevoix, 1744). The 32 books ap-
peared in 2 volumes with abundant illus-
trations, particularly of the plant species 
he identified. The book also included 
Carte de l’Amerique Septentrionale, Carte de 
La Louisiane, cours de Mississippi et país 

http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251067x
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251067x
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voisins, as well as 18 maps of sectors, bays, 
ports, and settlementsxiii, all signed by Bel-
lin.  
 
Ensuing his ambitious project of a His-
tory of the New World, which he did not 
get to complete, Charlevoix published his 
Histoire du Paraguay in 1757, where he also 
included maps authored by Bellin.xiv In 
this book, however, images were scarce: 
only seven maps were included, two of 
them in the first volume. First, a folded 
map of South America appeared facing 
the title page; second, the map of Buenos 
Aires (copied from Massiac’s) was bound 
opposite to page 267, where the text pre-
sented a transcription of a letter to the 
king of Spain dated 1730 by the bishop of 
Buenos Aires. What little information 
about the city the book contained was re-
lated to the description of the area by an-
other Jesuit father, Cayetano Cattaneo, 
who travelled in the region in those years 
(Cattaneo 1729). 
 
Although scarce, the maps in the book by 
Charlevoix are given a special section at 
the beginning of the first volume, au-
thored by Bellin himself.xv There, the car-
tographer presents a “warning” of nearly 
three pages where he explains how the in-
cluded maps were prepared, especially 
those of Paraguay, Río de La Plata, 
Puerto Deseado, and Puerto San Julian, 
as well as the document sources he re-
sorted to. He emphasizes the difficulties 
of obtaining comprehensive and updated 
information on a region which, he claims, 
remains little known to Europeans. In the 
face of such reality, he warns the reader 
that the maps are only included for illus-
trative purposes and to accompany the 
text, and that more appropriate maps 
should be developed over time. Having 
made these cautionary remarks on the 

other six maps, Bellin chose not to ex-
plain the origin of the map of Buenos 
Aires he reproduced and gave no infor-
mation about its date or authorship. 
 
Following Bellin’s warning pages there is 
a “Note to the binder” indicating where 
each map should be located inside the 
volumes. This note gives a key that helps 
to understand the incorporation of maps 
into codex books, a process analyzed by 
Verdier (2015). The task was no small 
feat, since adapting maps to the size and 
ways of manipulation and use of books, 
especially in the case of maps way larger 
than the books that contained them, re-
quired the invention of different systems 
for binding, sewing, and folding.  
 
Using the same orientation as in Lem-
oine’s copy, the urban layout is laid hori-
zontally on the sheet, with the top to the 
East, and bound to the book by its short-
est side, facing page 267. Despite the fact 
that it is downsized from the original, the 
drawing itself does not present noticeable 
changes, and this can be attributed to its 
abstract features and to the scarce 
amount of information it presents. Only 
the names of the constructions within the 
fort have moved out from the drawing 
and appear inside the ornamented frame 
at the bottom left corner, a decision con-
sistent with the reduction in size, and the 
consequent lack of space for those names 
in the drawing. The printed sheet with the 
city map (275 x 180 mm) is somewhat 
larger than the book pages, so it appears 
foldedxvi (figure 4).  
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Figure 4  
Plan de la ville de Buenos-Ayres (for 
P. F. X. de Charlevoix, 1756), Jacques-
Nicolas Bellin, 1754. Bibliothèque na-
tionale de France, Maps and Plans 
Department, GE FF- 8487 (2) 
http://cata-
logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40755066v
/PUBLIC.   
 
At the request of the Ministre et Secré-
taire d’Etat de la Guerre et de là Marine, 
Bellin published Le petit atlas maritime, re-
cueil de cartes et plans des quatre parties du 
monde in 1764, a grand work in five vo-
lumes. It contained the bulk of the maps 
and plans held at the Depot des Cartes et 
Plans de la Marine, necessary as a comple-
ment to the maritime charts issued by the 
Depot. This printed collection was in-
tended to aid seafarers, showing shores, 
bays, islands, and port cities not included 
in the charts.xvii In the second volume, 
sheet 59, right after a map of the Río de 
La Plata (that had not been available to 
Bellin 10 years earlier), appears the map 
of Buenos Aires first drawn by Massiac 
and later copied by Lemoine. In this en-
graved version, the city layout was turned 
ninety degrees to the right, with the top 
side northbound. The drawing is the 
same and is accompanied by a decorated 
cartouche containing the title at the left 
top corner and a list of references, similar 
to that of 1754, at the bottom left corner. 

The image has been downsized again to 
24 x 20 cm, the same dimension as the 
book, and bound by the long side of the 
page (figure 5).   
 

 
 
Figure 5 
Ville de Buenos-Ayres, Jacques-Nico-
las Bellin, 1764. Engraved, 24 x 20 cm. 
In: Le Petit atlas maritime par J.N. 
Bellin, Paris, Tome II, No. 59, 1764. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Maps and Plans Department, IFN- 
5906091 http://cata-
logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40619209j
/PUBLIC. 
 
A few decades later, the map again leaves 
the books and goes back to stand alone 
sheets. It appears as an insert within a 
map of the Río de La Plata, of which two 
versions are known. One of them con-
tains an ornamented cartouche, indicat-
ing Thomas Kitchin (1718-1784) as the 
author, who was then general hydrogra-
pher to the King of England (figure 6). 
There is no indication of its date, but 
Taullard (1940, 43), following historian 
Juan María Gutiérrez, suggested the year 

http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40755066v/PUBLIC
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40755066v/PUBLIC
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40755066v/PUBLIC
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40619209j/PUBLIC
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40619209j/PUBLIC
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb40619209j/PUBLIC
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1783. This is mainly a nautical chart fo-
cusing on navigation indications, such as 
depth, bottom features, dominating 
winds and currents, alongside shore in-
formation. There exists another, more so-
ber version, with a title on the top, but 
without a date or author: A Chart of Río de 
la Plata compiled from the Spanish, French, and 
Dutch Draughts containing profuse expla-
nations scattered on the surface of the 
map (32 x 50 cm, figure 7).xviii 
 

 
 
Figure 6  
Chart of Río de la Plata in South 
America by Th.s Kitchin Sen.r Hy-
drographer to His Majesty, Thomas 
Kitchin, ca. 1783.  
 

 
 
Figure 7  
A Chart of Río de la Plata compiled 
from the Spanish, French, and Dutch 
Draughts, Anonymous, without date. 
32 x 49.5 cm. At the left bottom in an 

insert: “Plan of the city of Buenos-
Ayres.” Notes on the reverse: “Rivière 
de la Plata et plan de Buenos-Ayres. 
M. Le Ch[evali]er de Fleurieu].” Bi-
bliothèque nationale de France, GE 
SH 18 PF 167 DIV 2 P 29 D. 
http://cat-
logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb442488292
/PUBLIC.  
 
In both versions, at the bottom left cor-
ner, Massiac’s map appears south of Bue-
nos Aires, superimposed over an area 
mostly unpopulated referred to as “the 
pampas.” Once again, the drawing con-
cerning the city layout remains invariable. 
The references appear in a simple legend 
at the foot of the silhouette. In Kitchin’s 
coloured version, the map appears to be 
drawn on a curving scroll as if laid upon 
the surface of the main map, an optical 
trait very fashionable during the final dec-
ades of the 18th century (Weimer 2017). 
In the other version, engraved in black 
ink, the cut-out of the city map is even 
more abstract, simply added to the sur-
face, with the title located on its top and 
the references at the bottom. These 
sheets ensembled the two maps that Bel-
lin had published separately in his Atlas. 
And the map of the city that had re-
mained a well-kept secret became availa-
ble to the wider public eye. The layout 
showed an urban situation that was, by 
then, almost a century old and had be-
come highly outdated. In fact, Buenos 
Aires had become the capital of the Vice-
royalty of the Río de la Plata (1776), its 
population was reaching 25,000 people, 
and the built area covered a surface of ap-
proximately 120 blocks, three times more 
than when Massiac knew it. But the 
anachronism of the image must have ap-
peared acceptable to the mapmakers or at 
least preferable to the otherwise lack of 

http://cat-logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb442488292/PUBLIC
http://cat-logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb442488292/PUBLIC
http://cat-logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb442488292/PUBLIC
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information about the disposition of the 
city.  
 
Moving from manuscript to print, the lay-
out entered a new manufacturing context, 
that of the printing and engraving shop. 
The operations and roles involved in its 
fabrication expand greatly, adding to the 
surveyor and draughtsman (Massiac), the 
engraverxix, the printer, the bookbinder, 
and the bookseller, all working along 
metal and paper sheets, leather, engraving 
tools, ink, types, and printing presses. 
Printing also expanded the number of 
copies that entered the book and map 
markets to the point that only in rare 
cases can a copy be traced along its paths 
from printshop to private consumers and 
public archives and libraries.  
 
From a timeless geography to an un-
certain past 
 
The copies previously discussed attest to 
the long-standing French and English in-
terest in the Plata region which, as Mas-
siac and other travellers had noticed, was 
a pathway into the riches of the southern 
lands of Spanish America. Military con-
quest of the region had been, in fact, dis-
cussed more than once in the context of 
the clashes between England and Spain 
throughout the 18th century. Lastly, when 
the naval operations of the Napoleonic 
wars reached the Southern Atlantic, the 
way was paved to attempt such conquest.  
 

 
 
Figure 8  
Plan of the city of Buenos Aires, in 
Wilcocke, Samuel Hull. 1807. History 
of the Viceroyalty of Buenos Ayres, 
etc., London. Facing page 58. 
 
In 1806, a British armed force that sailed 
from the Southern shores of Africa 
landed south of the city and, within a few 
days, seized control of Buenos Aires. The 
commander in chief, General William 
Beresford, took office as the governor in 
the name of the Crown. The spoils of the 
attack – which were substantial – were 
sent to England, and stirred the enthusi-
asm of the British public, particularly that 
of traders, at the conquest of a potentially 
new colony in South America.  
 
Inspired by such interest, a book on the 
history of the region was quickly put to-
gether and published in London (Wil-
cocke 1807). Nearly a century and a half 
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after the first draft of the map, closely fol-
lowing Charlevoix, the book included a 
new copy of the 1669 map (figure 8). In 
this case, the layout is very similar to the 
previous versions by Bellin. The most re-
markable differences are the width of 
streets, notably wider and giving the im-
pression of a less compact town – a fea-
ture gradually popularized in travel city 
maps and guides – and the proximity of 
the Riachuelo, a river tributary to the 
Plata that lay farther south from the city, 
and that here is presented much closer, at 
the very edge of the built area. Notably, 
even though the British troops had al-
ready disembarked and invaded the city, 
and had reported their success to the Brit-
ish government, the author of the book 
failed to obtain a more updated map. In a 
way, in terms of the cartography circulat-
ing among the British general public, this 
points to a sort of geo-historical impasse. 
 
The invasion failed, and the invaders 
were rejected a few weeks after the first 
attempt in 1806. A second one, in 1807, 
under the command of General John 
Whitelocke, also failed. The 1808 trial 
that followed the defeat and return of the 
troops was followed with interest in Eng-
land, and the publication of the hearings 
and testimonies quickly followed in the 
form of at least five editions of different 
formats and lengths.xx In several of them, 
drawings or maps of the area of Buenos 
Aires were included, showing itineraries, 
battles and skirmishes. This meant, for 
the first time, the publication of the maps 
of the city were finally updated. The maps 
published in the proceedings closely re-
semble the manuscripts contained in a 
binder of maps entitled “Manuscript 
Maps for the South American Campaigns 
of 1806-7” that were compiled and taken 
to England by Beresford, and which were 
more likely examined in court when 

Whitelocke was tried.xxi The 1669 map no 
longer appeared. 
 
For England, then, the turning point of 
the mentioned impasse was the trial 
against Whitelocke in 1808. Concur-
rently, a year later, another publishing 
novelty introduced an updated map of 
Buenos Aires to the French audience and 
had a wide distribution in Europe. It ap-
peared as part of the work of Félix de 
Azara, a Spanish seaman and naturalist 
who had worked in the Río de la Plata 
mapping the borders with Portugal for 
twenty years (from 1781 to 1801). Pub-
lished in Paris in 1809 (Penhos 2002), the 
book, titled Voyages dans l’Amérique méridi-
onale, consisted of four volumes, an atlas 
and included a contemporary map of 
Buenos Aires.  
 
At this point, at the beginning of the 19th 
century, and after the publication of the 
mentioned works, the 1669 map lost mo-
mentum. Shortly afterwards, the revolu-
tionary movement started, which led to 
the independence of the American terri-
tories from Spanish domain and to the 
creation of new nations that promoted 
both immigration and cultural exchange 
with Europe. The strategies deployed to 
promote those ties included the printing 
and distribution of updated maps of the 
city of Buenos Aires among the govern-
ments and companies of these countries 
that, at the same time, offered new maps 
of the city and the country.  
 
As Europe’s interest in the document 
vanished, the 1669 map changed its na-
ture from geography to history, so to 
speak. It became clear that it was no 
longer useful to know the current state of 
the city, but to inquire about its past, es-
pecially among local scholars. During the 
next century, and mainly due to the lack 
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of other information, Charlevoix re-
mained the main candidate for the map’s 
authorship, and 1756 was accepted as its 
production date. In fact, the general as-
sumption was that this was the oldest im-
age available to imagine the old colonial 
times, that were fading away and getting 
dimmer as the decades went on, just as 
historical archives were organized, docu-
ments collected, and transcribed, and the 
country’s history undertaken.xxii   
 
Between map makers, printers, histo-
rians, and urbanists 
 
Mass-production leading to popular use 
and the engagement and critical scrutiny 
in savant circles characterize the new in-
volvements with the map starting from 
the final decades of the 19th century. 
Rapid city growth required updated street 
maps for a growing pedestrian market, a 
business opportunity seized by publish-
ing houses that improved their products' 
appeal by mixing, normally without pre-
cautions, all sorts of present and past im-
agery. On the other hand, and perhaps in-
duced by the map’s massive presence, 
students and scholars began to ponder its 
origins. These novel engagements en-
tailed the use of critical procedures and 
new ways of knowing, as well as the 
emergence and consolidation of the dis-
ciplines of the past and of the map. 
 
As a sort of archetypal image of early 
times, endowed even with a certain dose 
of exotism and intrigue,xxiii the map ap-
peared in two cartographic publications 
at the end of the 19th century. First, it was 
used as an insert in a street map signed by 
Alphonse Laurent in 1887. It laid super-
imposed on a sector of the city that was 
still unoccupied and therefore left 
enough blank space for the inclusion of 
the ancient map. These sorts of empty 

spaces were commonly used in map mak-
ing to display references or important 
data; in this case, the blank served to add 
this allegoric image, possibly as a compar-
ative image useful to appreciate and 
praise the growth of the city through 
time. Although in this addendum the ur-
ban silhouette keeps the general traits of 
its predecessors, the adaptation to the 
available paper space required both a ro-
tation of the drawing to fit into the gen-
eral orientation of the new map, putting 
the north on its left side, and a displace-
ment of the ornamented cartouche of the 
title to the upper part; the reference list, 
for its part, disappeared. Crucially, neither 
author nor date are indicated (figure 9).  
 

 
 
Figure 9  
Buenos Aires industrial y comercial. 
Alphonse Laurent, 1890. Coloured li-
thography, loose sheet, 48 x 35 cm. 
http://www.bibli-
oteca.fapyd.unr.edu.ar/leaves/ar-
chivo/urbanismo/mas-infor-
macion/buenos-
aires/planos/plano_lau-
rent_1890.jpg. 
 

http://www.biblioteca.fapyd.unr.edu.ar/leaves/archivo/urbanismo/mas-informacion/buenos-aires/planos/plano_laurent_1890.jpg
http://www.biblioteca.fapyd.unr.edu.ar/leaves/archivo/urbanismo/mas-informacion/buenos-aires/planos/plano_laurent_1890.jpg
http://www.biblioteca.fapyd.unr.edu.ar/leaves/archivo/urbanismo/mas-informacion/buenos-aires/planos/plano_laurent_1890.jpg
http://www.biblioteca.fapyd.unr.edu.ar/leaves/archivo/urbanismo/mas-informacion/buenos-aires/planos/plano_laurent_1890.jpg
http://www.biblioteca.fapyd.unr.edu.ar/leaves/archivo/urbanismo/mas-informacion/buenos-aires/planos/plano_laurent_1890.jpg
http://www.biblioteca.fapyd.unr.edu.ar/leaves/archivo/urbanismo/mas-informacion/buenos-aires/planos/plano_laurent_1890.jpg
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Figure 10  
Plano de Buenos Aires para el año 
1756, in Guía Callejera para el año 
1892, by Pablo Ludwig. Buenos Aires: 
Imprenta de Pablo Ludwig.  
 
A few years later, and perhaps inspired by 
Laurent’s example, the cartographer and 
prolific map printer, Pablo Ludwig, in-
cluded Massiac’s map in one of the pages 
of his Buenos Aires street guide that ac-
companied a large and superb map of the 
city. The figure, fitted to the size of the 
page, presents several modifications. 
Firstly, it is coloured: the river has been 
shaded with light blue, the city blocks in 
pink, and the key places – the same that 
were highlighted in the original – stand 
out in red. The names of the prominent 
buildings are inside the drawing, and the 
only three references located on the up-
per left side refer to the constructions in 
the old fortress that, by then, no longer 
existed. Another important innovation 
lies in the title itself, which is not only 
austere and unadorned, but also offers 
the then agreed-upon date: “Map of Bue-
nos Aires in the year 1756” (figure 10).  
 
This inclusion of images as virtual icons 
resonates with what I refer to as figura-
tive liberties that became an extended 
practice in street mapmaking during the 

second half of the 19th century, improved 
by printing developments (Favelukes 
2020). In these ephemeral maps and 
guides, current and past images surround-
ing or accompanying the grid of streets 
provided, in this case, unforeseen new 
engagements with the old map that must 
have amplified popular consumption and 
imagination about the city’s past (one of 
the key points presented by Brückner 
2017) and even perhaps induced enthusi-
asts and students of the city (who must 
surely have consumed this popular carto-
graphic product) to pay new attention to 
it.  
 
The consensus that dated the map 
around the mid-18th century held in the 
savant circles. It appeared in several doc-
uments issued by official agencies, as in 
the historical chapter presenting the city’s 
development for the 1904 Municipal 
Census and in the chapter dedicated to 
urban evolution in the 1925 Plan by the 
Comisión de Estética Edilicia (Building Aes-
thetics Commission; Novick 2021). Un-
doubtedly, it had become a document of 
historical value, and as such, it ended up 
being the object of study and criticism by 
scholars. In the context of an increasing 
interest in urban planning, Carlos María 
Della Paolera, an Argentinian engineer 
who graduated as an urbanist from the In-
stitut d’Urbanisme de Paris in 1928 (Novick 
2004, 192), published the first systematic 
critical study of the map. Based on the 
historical chapter of his MA thesis, he 
thoroughly analyzed and compared the 
map to other documentsxxiv and especially 
to demographic calculations, a novel ap-
proach that led him to conclude that this 
map did not correspond to the city in 
1756. On the contrary, he stated that the 
edification shown in it was consistent 
with both the extension and population 
that the city must have had in the second 
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half of the 17th century (Della Paolera 
1936, 205).  
 
His conclusion differed completely from 
that held by Guillermo Furlong,xxv a Jesuit 
and prolific author that, in the same year, 
and in the context of the celebrations for 
the fourth centenary of the first founda-
tion of the city by Pedro de Mendoza in 
1536, organized an exposition of colonial 
maps of the Río de la Plata, with a pub-
lished book and an atlas. There, he in-
cluded both Massiac’s and Kitchin’s 
maps from 1783. He did not question the 
mid-18th century provenance of the map, 
but instead offered a new candidate for 
its authorship. He reasoned that the au-
thor could not be either Bellin or Charle-
voix, who had never been in the region, 
but the Jesuit father José Quiroga, who 
had arrived in Buenos Aires in 1745 and 
undertook some topographic measure-
ments at the request of the governor. In 
Furlong’s view, it seemed likely that the 
Jesuit mathematician had supplied the ge-
ographical map to Charlevoix. 
 
Three years prior, in 1933, an American-
ist historian had found in the archives and 
published in France the memoir of Mas-
siac and his answers to Colbert’s ques-
tionnaire (Roussier 1933).xxvi A fraction of 
these answers were reproduced, without 
any indication about the source or the se-
lection criteria, by Ricardo de Lafuente 
Machain (1944), who authored several 
pieces about Buenos Aires’ history. In his 
book dedicated to the 17th century, he in-
cluded Massiac’s map, endorsing the 
claims Della Paolera had presented in 
1936. But, although he included both the 
1669 map and the selection of answers 
from Massiac, Lafuente Machain did not 
make the connection between both doc-
uments.xxvii 

Up to this point in the mid-20th century, 
three hypotheses coexisted regarding 
both date and authorship. Taullard 
vouched for Charlevoix in 1756, as we al-
ready mentioned. Furlong, for his part, 
favoured Quiroga around 1745. And 
Della Paolera and Lafuente Machain pro-
nounced themselves for a 17th century 
origin and unknown authorship. Mas-
siac’s map entered here another space, a 
new entanglement that involved the pro-
fessions and disciplines of the past, of the 
map and of the city that were then in the 
process of gaining academic and social le-
gitimation through associations and lec-
tures, public museums and venues, uni-
versities and journals. 
 
As the 20th century closed, a final consen-
sus was achieved. Urban historian Jorge 
Enrique Hardoy located and identified 
the 1669 map as the original source for 
Bellin’s engraving and published it in his 
book on colonial urban cartography in 
Spanish America that contained a selec-
tion of the hundreds of urban maps he 
had consulted in archives and libraries 
along his research.xxviii Here, Hardoy pro-
vided the proper archive record of the 
map (Hardoy 1991, 117), proving the 17th 
century hypothesis sustained by Della 
Paolera in 1936. For her part, in 1999, 
Maud de Ridder published the results of 
her research on Massiac’s life, and finally 
managed to establish the connection be-
tween the map (or really the two maps), 
the written documents containing the 
memoir and plan of conquest, and the de-
scription of the city and its surroundings 
prepared in response to the questionary 
of minister Colbert.  
 
Conclusion 
 
As we have seen, the voyages of this map 
were wide and long-lasting. This case 
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gives a fair record of the circulation of 
documents, frequently deprived of their 
production context, as well as their im-
portance in the construction of geo-
graphical knowledge, despite the often-
implicit anachronism of reusing images 
that come from other times and places. It 
is worth noting that at the same time 
when Charlevoix – oblivious to the map’s 
origin – included Bellin’s version of Mas-
siac’s map in his 1756 book, Spanish en-
gineers working in Buenos Aires were, in 
fact, drawing updated maps that depicted 
a more extensive and complex city than 
the one presented by the Jesuit author 
and cartographer Bellin.  
 
As we have seen, the map drawn by Mas-
siac travelled from the sketches of this 
uninvited guest in Buenos Aires to the 
drawing desks of engineers and draughts-
men to binders in official archives; from 
manuscript to printed books, from geog-
raphy to antiquarianism, from urbanism 
to history, along copies and changing mi-
lieu, often surrounded by suspicions 
about its trustworthiness. Yet, despite 
these doubts, it was nevertheless repro-
duced for a long time – first as an image 
of the supposed current state of the city, 
and then as a virtual logotype for early 
times of which no other maps were 
known – and still are not. In recent dec-
ades, as a result of archive work, the map 
regained its original status as part of mili-
tary and political deliberations about seiz-
ing these southern territories, thus adding 
fresh insight to the changing views sus-
tained for a long time about the city.  
 
For, in fact, it can be said that a sort of 
non-Spanish geographical and, in a way, 
atemporal image of Buenos Aires – 
mostly French and English – developed 
along the 18th century, repeating with 
more or less conviction the basic features 

of the map by the Massiac brothers. The 
ignorance of the current situation of the 
Río de la Plata transpires clearly in the 
pursuit of French minister Pontchartrain 
in 1693 for a map that might shed some 
light on that distant region. In a similar 
vein, the rejected invasion by British 
troops in 1806-1807 illustrates a sort of 
clash between the outdated map and a 
very different in situ situation that only be-
came accessible to the English public 
opinion in the wake of General 
Whitelocke’s trial, and to the French pub-
lic after the publication of the Voyages by 
Felix de Azara.  
 
This paper asked about the journeys of 
the map loosely applying the notion of 
object itineraries. As we have shown, 
Massiac’s sketches and notes passed se-
cretly from the Río de la Plata to Spain 
and Portugal and then to France. The 
map proper went from Brest to Paris to 
join Colbert’s confidential papers, at 
some point ended in the archives of the 
Depot de Cartes to be later kept in the 
Bibliothèque nationale de France. But 
then copies were made that multiplicated 
the map, first manually, then mechani-
cally, in various formats and containers, 
mainly loose sheets, books, and ephem-
eral booklets. Today it is ubiquitously dig-
ital, popping out through not so clear al-
gorithms in internet searches, still per-
forming and inducing new entangle-
ments. 
 
This long lifespan opposes the common 
belief that maps, in some sort of way, are 
meant by definition to become obsolete 
as territories change in time, as survey 
protocols are redefined, or even as new 
print techniques and graphical conven-
tions are developed. Taken from this 
point of view, the sustained interest in 
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this map is revealing. Its journeys are tes-
timony to changing involvements and 
searches, to the reluctant acceptance of 
inaccuracies, doubts, interest, error toler-
ance, secrecy, and a bit of a mystery halo 
that scholars tried to sort out. Along the 
20th century the new standards in critical 
appraisal of maps were also key to the 
consolidation of the modern professions 
of the map and its pasts, such as history 
and urbanism.  
 
Although remarkable, the phases of this 
plan for Buenos Aires are not excep-
tional. On the contrary, this sort of wind-
ing path is characteristic of material and 
cultural objects, since maps, too, travel 
without their context of production, elic-
iting questions and engagements along 
their journeys. The various appearances 
and collapses of this map, and the very 
fact that once again it calls our attention, 
that we engage with it, points at the seem-
ingly endless social life of maps, that un-
folds along copies, iterations, adapta-
tions, and reappraisals. 
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 A first approach to the topic was published in 
Spanish under the title “El Plan de la ville de 
Buenos Ayres, de 1669 a 1783: variaciones sobre 
un tema”, in the proceedings of the 6th Simposio 
Iberoamericano de Historia de la Cartografía (SIAHC): 
Vega Palma, Alejandra (comp.), Del mundo al 
mapa y del mapa al mundo: objetos, escalas e imaginarios 
del territorio, Santiago, Universidad de Chile y 
Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, 2017, p. 
422-438.  https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-
uZO7yZl9D6RGJhX1pjdWE0R0U/view?ts=58
f39c8f.  
The author wishes to thank the editor and the 
reviewers for their careful reading and sugges-
tions. Hopefully they helped to straighten the 
text and give it sharper focus. 
i Barthélemy de Massiac (Narbonne 1614 - 1700 
Brest) had studied military engineering in Lisbon, 
then served in the war against Spain and then in 
Angola forma 1751 to 1660. From there he em-
barked on his trip to America in a Dutch ship. 
ii Buenos Aires was founded first in 1536 and 
abandoned in 1541. In 1580 Juan de Garay, 
coming from Asunción del Paraguay with 300 
settlers, made the second and successful founda-
tion. The city layout (traza) consisted in a grid of 
15 by 9 square blocks, a total of 141, of which 42 
nearer to the coast were destined to residential 
plots, and the rest to orchards. Labour lands 
were distributed outside the traza, along the 
north and south shores of the river (Favelukes 
2021, 74-77).  
iii Around the same time of Massiac’s stay in 
Buenos Aires, another Frenchman visited the 
area in two occasions, referred to as M. Acarette. 
During his second visit he actually met Massiac 
and they travelled back to Europe together. In 
the journey, they arranged to present reports to 
the French government to interest the crown in 
the region. Acarette presented a memoir of his 
journey to Potosí to Colbert, who later studied 
both plans (de Ridder 1999, 37-42, 89-138). Un-
like Massiac’s memoir that remained un-
published, the text, under the name of Acarette 
de Biscay, was first published in French in 1672, 
and in English in 1698 and 1716 (González 
1943, 6-25)  

 

   

 

iv The questions referred to the journey of Mas-
siac and his stay in Buenos Aires, to the situation 
and disposition of the city and its surroundings, 
its natural resources, production and population, 
and to the required means to establish a settle-
ment or to conquest the city (Massiac in de Rid-
der 1999, 89-138) 
v All the manuscripts have been kept with minis-
ter’s Colbert papers in the archives of the Minis-
tere des Colonies, where they were found and tran-
scribed in 1933 (Roussier 1933, 221). The text 
was later translated and published in Spanish, 
first a selection containing no references to the 
original source (La Fuente Machain 1944, 195-
200) and afterwards complete with a commen-
tary (Molina 1955, 89-133).  
vi The signature is Division 6 du portefeuille 167 du 
Service hydrographique de la marine consacrée à la ville et 
aux environs de Buenos Aires et à l'île Martin Garcia 2 
D. http://cata-
logue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251139z.  
vii Although this drawing covers a small exten-
sion and has a large scale that could properly be 
termed as a “plan”, I will refer to it as a map, in 
order to differentiate it from the plan of action 
conceived by Massiac to establish French rule 
over the region. 
viii The other map drawn by Massiac portraying 
the surroundings of Buenos Aires also presents a 
decorated cartouche with a profusion of allegoric 
figures celebrating the French monarchy.  
ix A schematic layout called the padrón showed 
the 15 x 9 traza of square blocks, the Plaza 
Mayor - not at the center but adjacent to the 
river coast - and the distribution of lands among 
religious orders and the first inhabitants of the 
city. The original padrón that was kept in the local 
Cabildo but was lost during the 18th century. 
There is a copy at the Archivo de Indias of ap-
proximately 1794 that refers to the original of 
1583, entitled “Plano que manifiesta el reparti-
miento de solares que hizo el General Juan de 
Garay a los fundadores de Buenos Aires. Año 
1583” http://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusque-
das20/catalogo/description/16785 MP-BUE-
NOS_AIRES,11), digitally available at  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-uZO7yZl9D6RGJhX1pjdWE0R0U/view?ts=58f39c8f
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-uZO7yZl9D6RGJhX1pjdWE0R0U/view?ts=58f39c8f
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-uZO7yZl9D6RGJhX1pjdWE0R0U/view?ts=58f39c8f
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251139z
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb44251139z
http://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/catalogo/description/16785
http://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/catalogo/description/16785
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http://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/cata-
logo/description/16785  
x François-Pierre Le Moyne or Lemoine (1713-
1795) was a military engineer and cartographer. 
He first appears in 1737 at the Army’s Dépôt des 
cartes, plans et journaux as second to J.N.Bellin, 
where he continues working until 1792. The 
BNF keeps records and maps signed by him 
prior to 1737 (Chapuis 1999, 773). 
xi Date d'après la note en deux flles. signalées dans 
l'inventaire mais qui manquent en place. 
xii  He served as cartographer at the Dépôt des 
Cartes et Plans de la Marine since 1721, and, in 
1741, was appointed Ingénieur hydrographe de la Ma-
rine (en 1741 ?). Throughout some 50 years of 
service, he authored a great number of maps and 
other printed works.  
xiii Among others, Plan du Port Royale and Plan du 
Porte de la Haive, Plan de la Baye de Chedabouctou, 
Carte de l’Isle Royale. The name of the engraver is 
Dheulland. 
xiv The full title was Histoire du Paraguay / par le P. 
Pierre François-Xavier de Charlevoix, de la Compagnie 
de Jesus, printed in Paris by François Didot, 
Pierre-Laurent Giffart, and Jean-Luc Nyon. The 
book was translated and published in German in 
1768, in English in 1769, and in Spanish in 1910. 
xv “Avertissement sur les cartes géographiques 
que M. Bellin a dressées pour l'Histoire de Para-
guay” (Charlevoix 1756). Bellin’s authorship of 
the Buenos Aires map faded in the translations 
of the book, and historians attributed it to 
Charlevoix, as we will see below. The case is not 
unusual, as shown by Rodrigo Moreno Jeria 
(2018) through two 18th century maps of Chile 
and Santiago de Chile. His study sheds light on 
the slippery character of map authorship, espe-
cially those printed in books, where draughtsmen 
and engravers frequently fade behind the author 
of the book. In her study of 1646 Tabula geograph-
ica Regni Chile by Alonso de Ovalle, Alejandra 
Vega (2012) identified changes and variations ac-
cording to the printing size of the map. 
xvi The picture was also included in tome 16, be-
fore page 79 of Abbé Prevost’s Histoire générale des 
voyages, ou Nouvelle collection de toutes les relations de 
voyages par mer et par terre qui ont été publiées jusqu'à 
présent dans les différentes langues, Paris, Didot, 1756  
xvii On the opening page of volume 1, Bellin ded-
icates the Atlas to the Minister, Duc de Choiseul. 
In the previous decades, French authorities had 
undertaken the improvement of its cartographic 
production, leading to a critique of contempo-
rary English and Dutch maps, so far highly re-
puted. An example of this is debated in a leaflet 
by Bellin (1751). 

xviii Several maps and nautical charts of the Río 
de la Plata were made and published in France 
and England during the second half of the 18th 
century. So far, these two appear to be the only 
to include the map of Buenos Aires. 
xix In the case of the Petit Atlas, the opening 
pages are signed “Arrivet inv. et Sculp.” 
xx The longest version was the one published 
from the official shorthand notes (Whitelocke 
1808).  
xxi The binder became part of the collection of 
the John Carter Brown Library in 1969. An in-
scription on the back of plate 3 reads “Plan of 
Buenos Ayres shewing the disposition of the 
British Troops at the Assault on 5th July 1807 
This Plan is reduced from the large Spanish At-
las belonging to General Beresford,” available at  
https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/de-
tail/JCB~1~1~1754~2660003:Buenos-Ayres-in-
the-Rio-de-la-Plata. The maps published with the 
proceedings are not shown here but are digitally 
available at Internet Archive. 
xxii As exemplified by the journals Revista del Río 
de la Plata: periódico mensual de Historia y Literatura 
de América (1871-1877) and La Revista de Buenos 
Aires historia americana, literatura y derecho: periódico 
destinado a la República Argentina la oriental del Uru-
guay y la del Paraguay (1863-1871), as well as the 
transcription and printing of documents in offi-
cial collections such as the Actas del Cabildo de 
Buenos Aires from 1889 onwards. 
xxiii The questions that arose insistently related to 
the apparent contradiction between the size of 
the urban area and the testimonies of mid-18th 
century by several authors and official docu-
ments, that mentioned an estimated population 
that could not have been housed in the limited 
built surface indicated in the map. Also, it was 
intriguing that the Plaza Mayor encompassed al-
most four blocks, when it actually covered only 
two blocks. These uncertainties cast doubts 
about the intentions and skills of the author of 
the plan.  
xxiv Such as a Dutch painting from 1628, or 
Acarette du Biscay’s 1662 account, as well as the 
18th century maps being identified in Spanish ar-
chives by Argentinian scholars, in the context of 
increased documentary research triggered by the 
celebration of the centenaries of the revolution 
(1910) and of the city’s first foundation (1936).  
xxv Guillermo Furlong (Argentina, 1889 - 1974), 
Jesuit and historian, was a prolific researcher in 
colonial and church history of Spanish America 
and the Río de la Plata. 
xxvi Ricardo Molina (1955) translated and pub-
lished the Massiac brothers’ memoir, as well as 

http://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/catalogo/description/16785
http://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/catalogo/description/16785
https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~1754~2660003:Buenos-Ayres-in-the-Rio-de-la-Plata
https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~1754~2660003:Buenos-Ayres-in-the-Rio-de-la-Plata
https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~1754~2660003:Buenos-Ayres-in-the-Rio-de-la-Plata
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their written exchange with minister Colbert, but 
failed to make the connection between these 
documents and the maps.  
xxvii Still in 1981 (Difrieri, 1981, 54–55) the attrib-
ution of the authorship to Bellin and Charlevoix, 
as well as the date of 1756, was a matter of dis-
cussion. In this case, following the analysis of the 
moment of construction of several religious 

buildings, it was suggested that the map might 
have been made during the third decade of the 
18th century.   
xxviii Jorge Enrique Hardoy (1926-1993), an archi-
tect with a PhD in urban planning, was a key fig-
ure in Latin American urban studies and urban 
history.  
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Sanudo’s Vision, Vesconte’s Expertise, and the Ghost Hand: Reception of the 
Maps in the MS Additional 27376  
 

Written between 1306 and 1321 by a man 
named Marino Sanudo, the Book of Secrets 
of the Faithful of the Cross, or Liber Secretorum 
Fidelium Crucis in Latin, is a confluence of 
politics and history set across a backdrop 
of crusading as a religious imperative.i 
More than twenty extant manuscript cop-
ies exist (Tyerman 2013, 129). The MS 
Additional 27376 in the British Library, 
thought to date from 1331 (The British 
Library, n.d.) contains original portolans 
and maps in the back of the volume as 
part of the work, and the secondary an-
notations in the book speak to one aspect 
of critical reception. In the lengthy vol-
ume, Sanudo outlines a plan for a suc-
cessful crusade to take back the Holy 
Land, which he wrote following a series 
of Christian defeats in the thirteenth cen-
tury (Tyerman 1982, 59). The proposal 
starts with a plan to blockade Egypt, fol-
lowed by the logistics of sailing and prag-
matic information about keeping the sail-
ors healthy during the invasion. It also 
contains contextual information, such as 
the political influences in the Holy Land 
and the history of Jerusalem. In nine of 
the twenty extant copies of the Book of Se-
crets of the Faithful of the Cross (henceforth, 
the Secreta), there are portolans and maps, 
including multiple iterations of a map of 
the Holy Land (Tyerman 2013, 129). The 
workshop of Pietro Vesconte produced 
many of these, which Sanudo commis-
sioned specifically to accompany the 

volume (Edson 2010, 510-11). After he 
authored the text, Sanudo paid illumina-
tors to make additional copies. He then 
gave the finished manuscripts out as gifts 
to important people who might be sym-
pathetic to his cause, including Pope 
Clement V and King Robert of Naples 
(Tyerman 1982, 57-61). 
 
The maps that Vesconte made to accom-
pany the work offer a dimension of au-
thority to the volume, and the multiple 
hands that have contributed to the work, 
both during its making and after, speaks 
to the object’s social life.ii The maps de-
lineate Sanudo’s goals, Vesconte’s accu-
mulated knowledge about the world both 
Mediterranean and beyond, and the pres-
ence of an unknown third reader, who I 
am calling the ghost hand, who annotated 
the volume, especially the maps, exten-
sively. The maps underwent a transfor-
mation every time someone used them, 
and they stand not just for themselves, 
but for the contemporary understanding 
of the geography of the time, com-
pounded by their interactions with the 
world thus far. When all of these factors 
are taken into consideration, the maps 
have the power to reveal not just Sanudo 
as an author and a lobbyist, but a persua-
sive actor. Sanudo was directly involved 
with the manuscripts,iii and I take it as a 
given that Sanudo commissioned these 
maps from Vesconte directly, revealing 
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intertwining modes of authorship. I will 
argue for the portolan charts and maps as 
an integral part of Sanudo’s design, func-
tioning both to aid navigation as well as 
to make political statements about the 
borders of the Christian world and who 
owns the Holy Land. I will also return to 
the inscriptions that a second ghost hand 
wrote to speculate about who may have 
written in the Additional 27376, why, and 
what this use may tell us about the ob-
ject’s social life as it circulated in the 
world. In short, I view the maps as an in-
tegral part to Sanudo’s persuasive pow-
ers, and I will use them to reframe 
Sanudo’s historical impact.  
 
The MS Tanner 190 in the Bodleian Li-
brary, and the MSS Vaticani Latini 2972 
and Palatini Latini 1362 in the Vatican Li-
brary, are all copies of the Secreta dated 
between 1321 and 1329. They provide 
logical points of comparison to the MS 
Additional 27376.iv All four manuscripts 
are in excellent condition, and three share 
many illuminated miniatures in common. 
The maps included in all volumes are es-
pecially telling. Although the Tanner 190, 
Vaticani Latini 2972, and Palatini Latini 
1362 all have fewer maps than the Addi-
tional 27376, the maps that they do con-
tain are remarkably similar to those found 
in the Additional 27376. Side by side, the 
map of the Holy Land from the Addi-
tional 27376 (figure 1), the map of the 
Holy Land from the Tanner 190 (figure 
2), and the map of the Holy Land in the 
Palatini Latini 1362 (figure 3) share many 
features in common. The Mediterranean 
is at the bottom, and a series of smaller 
seas connected by a river fill the upper 
half of the map. The mountain ranges, 
cities, and towns are all placed in roughly 
the same areas. The mapmakers used the 
same color scheme: water is green, the 
landmass is the color of the parchment, 

and the features have been drawn in with 
a dark brown ink. Some inscriptions are 
in red. The text at the bottom on both 
manuscripts begins, “Tota terra a monte 
Libano planus occidentale Jordanus 
usque,” which roughly translates to “The 
entire earth away from Mount Libano is 
flat up until west Jordan,”v (MS Tanner 
190, fol. 205v-206r; MS Additional fol. 
188v-189r, map of the Holy Land.) The 
most obvious difference between the two 
earlier maps and the later one in the Ad-
ditional 27376 is that the lattermost has 
more labels and sections, even if the text 
at the bottom appears to be largely the 
same. All of these maps are attributed to 
the workshop of Vesconte, and it is en-
tirely possible that, because it is a later 
copy, he was able to update the infor-
mation about the Holy Land for the map 
accompanying the Additional 27376. 
 

 
 
Figure 1 
Map of the Holy Land, The British Li-
brary, MS Additional 27376, fol. 188v-
189r. 
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Figure 2 
Map of the Holy Land, The British Li-
brary, MS Tanner 190, fol. 205v-206r. 
 

 
 
Figure 3 
Map of the Holy Land, MS Palatini 
Latini 1362, fol. 7v-8r. 
 
Another, more striking difference speaks 
to the unique social life of the Additional 
27376. It is apparent from the side-by-
side comparison of these manuscripts 
that a second person, or ghost hand, took 
extensive notes in the Additional 27376. 
The identity of the second person is un-
known. Whereas the other manuscripts 
have much fewer later additions, the en-
tire Additional 27376 has been annotated. 
This is most obvious at the top of the 
map on folio 188v where the owner of 
the ghost hand appears to have mis-
spelled “mappa mundi” as “mapa mun-
dus” and put “mundus” in the wrong case 
(figure 4). The second hand also wrote 
more clearly the words “Terra sancta” 

near the center top of the folio. At the 
bottom of the folio, in red ink, the origi-
nal scribe labeled each textual section 
with a letter that corresponds to the grid 
on the map, and the second hand added 
arrows at the top of the map demonstrat-
ing on the grid where each section falls, a 
clarifying gesture most clearly seen where 
they wrote the letter B on the upper right 
side of the folio. Additionally, several la-
bels that the second hand added are in 
Italian or Catalan, not Latin, and some 
Latin nouns in Latin inscriptions appear 
to be in the wrong case. The second set 
of handwriting adds a dimension of audi-
ence-as-author that demonstrates the 
perceived value of the work to someone 
who reacted strongly to the maps in 
Sanudo’s volume.  
 

 
 
Figure 4 

Map of the Holy Land, detail of the 

phrase “Terra Sancta”, The British 

Library, MS Additional 27376, fol. 

188v. 
 

The Maps as Territory and Destina-
tion 
 
It is worthwhile to consider the crusades 
in general, and Sanudo’s preoccupation 
with the Holy Land specifically. Born in 
Venice sometime between 1260 and 
1270, Marino Sanudo, often called 
Torsello, was a member of a patrician 
family with mercantile interests (Edson 
2007, 60; Lock 2014, 135-37). He may 
have lived in Acre as a young man in the 
1280s when it was held by Christians 
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(Tyerman 1982, 57-59), though there is 
no evidence that he ever went into Jeru-
salem itself, which was under Muslim 
control (Davis, 2013, 101-3; Tyerman 
2006, 4-5) Turkish Mamluk forces took 
Acre in 1291, seizing the territories briefly 
held by the Latins (Tyerman 1982, 58). 
Perhaps Sanudo was affected by the loss. 
Around 1306, he began writing about 
crusades with his work Conditiones Terrae 
Sanctae. He continued to travel for mer-
cantile work, and ventured as far as the 
Baltic Sea, where he made a point to com-
pare what he knew about Mediterranean 
sailing with the maritime techniques of 
the people he encountered in the north 
(Tyerman 1982, 60). Sanudo’s travels may 
have in turn influenced the mappae mundi 
that accompanied the Secreta, although it 
is unclear how much he collaborated with 
Vesconte.  
 
It is not known when Sanudo started and 
finished writing the Secreta, but he seems 
to have completed a first draft of the 
work by 1322, when political events 
caused him to circulate and promote his 
cause more fervently (Tyerman 1982, 61). 
In fact, the Secreta manuscripts in the Vat-
ican Library as well as the Tanner 190 
were plausibly compiled around this time. 
Between the years of 1322 and his death 
in 1343, Sanudo never stopped traveling, 
meeting his contacts, arguing for the finer 
points of how to launch a successful cru-
sade, and gifting copies of the Secreta to 
important individuals (Tyerman 1982, 62-
65). There is evidence between copies 
that Sanudo also revised the Secreta at 
least twice (The British Library, n.d.). It 
seems likely that Sanudo, with mercantile 
interests in Venice, stood to gain mone-
tarily from crusading, which may have 
been part of his motivation. The Secreta 
details Sanudo’s technical plans for taking 
back the Holy Land and can be 

understood as the literary manifestation 
of his lobbying and a demonstration of 
his expertise. Sanudo put decades of 
work into his writing.  
 
It is therefore not surprising that Sanudo 
was particular about the maps he com-
missioned, and that he repeatedly re-
turned to Vesconte’s workshop. All four 
volumes discussed in this article have 
maps attributed to the workshop of 
Pietro Vesconte.vi Three have the afore-
mentioned map of the Holy Land, there 
are portolans in all but the Tanner 190, 
there is a map of Acre in all but the Vati-
cani Latini 2972, and all four Secreta man-
uscripts contain an unusual mappa mundi. 
At first glance, the mappae mundi all appear 
to be based on earlier mappa mundi forms. 
They are divided down the bottom center 
by the Mediterranean, all have thin encir-
cling oceans around roughly three conti-
nents, and they are all oriented to the east, 
with Europe on the bottom left, Africa 
on the bottom right, and Asia taking up 
the top half of the map. This eastern-ori-
ented world of three continents also dates 
back to Isidore, with the world growing 
more elaborate in later medieval T-O 
maps that document a three-part world 
with Asia at the top. The inscription for 
Jerusalem is small and difficult to read, 
but nonetheless it is in the center of the 
map, where it became standard during the 
thirteenth century on T-O maps to place 
it (Scafi 2015, 262-63). Gog and Magog 
are present in the northern section of the 
maps, which is another common trope of 
T-O maps, but they are given no image as 
they often are on mappae mundi, and their 
inscription is difficult to find among the 
various placenames (Edson 2007, 65). 
The resemblance between these four map-
pae mundi and earlier medieval mappae 
mundi is evident in the layout of the world 
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as well as the placement of familiar fea-
tures.  
 
However, despite some characteristics in 
common with earlier mappae mundi, all of 
these maps incorporate knowledge about 
the world not typically found before the 
fourteenth century. The Tanner 190 
mappa mundi (figure 5), Vaticani Latini 
2972 mappa mundi (figure 6), Palatini 
Latini 1362 mappa mundi (figure 7), and 
the Additional 27376 mappa mundi (figure 
8), are all slightly different from each 
other, but they are alike in their differ-
ences from earlier maps. Pietro Vesconte 
may have been the first mapmaker to in-
corporate features of the portolan chart 
into the mappa mundi (Unger 2010, 46; Ed-
son 2010, 510-11), including the rhumb 
lines around the circumference and of the 
Additional, Vat.Lat., and Pal.Lat maps, 
and the curve of the African and Euro-
pean coastlines on all four maps that re-
sembles the coastlines from portolan 
charts (Edson 2007, 65). Another notable 
feature, the inclusion of Mecca near the 
center of the map in the top-right quad-
rant, suggests Arab influence (Unger 
2010, 46), though the exact maps that 
Vesconte may have looked at are still be-
ing debated (Edson 2007, 68-70). Missing 
from all maps are the marvelous crea-
tures, any references to Jesus, Paradise or 
the Garden of Eden, and most other his-
torical/religious imagery, such as the 
Tower of Babel. On medieval and early 
modern mappae mundi, the representation 
of Jerusalem, which was rarely held by 
Christians, often includes Christianizing 
elements, such as representations of the 
Holy Sepulchre (Scafi 2015 259-61). 
These elements are entirely absent from 
Vesconte’s mappae mundi. In all cases, the 
mappa mundi transitions from the world as 
a canvas for expressing historical and bib-
lical ideas to a document promoting 

accumulated knowledge of place and 
property. As objects, these maps assert 
the primacy of the Holy Land by contin-
uing to center it within the known world, 
but the format of the rest of the map re-
lies on knowledge of the navigable world.  
 

 
 
Figure 5 
Mappa mundi, Bodleian Library, MS 
Tanner 190, fol. 203v-204r. 
 

 
 
Figure 6 
Mappa mundi, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, MS Vaticani Latini 2972, 
fol. 112v-113r. 
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Figure 7 
MS Palatini Latini 1362, fol. 1v-2r, 
mappa mundi. 
 

 
 
Figure 8 
MS Additional 27376, fol. 187v-188r, 
mappa mundi. 
 
Mecca is a strange inclusion, as is Scandi-
navia, which appears on the bottom-left 
of the map. Unger writes that Scandinavia 
did not appear on Italian maps until the 
early fourteenth century (2010, 46), and 
William Boelhower argues that Vesconte 
may have been a sailor who knew about 
Scandinavia and other faraway places 
from travel accounts (2018, 281). The up-
per-right quadrant features India as well 
as dozens of little islands that probably 
represent the origins of the spice trade 
(Edson 2007, 65). These are not usually 
included on earlier mappae mundi and 
point to Arab sources (Boelhower 2018, 
279-80). In short, the argument that 
Vesconte’s mappa mundi is the result of 

syncretism between older mappae mundi 
forms and Italian mapmaking practices, is 
cogent. For Sanudo to then choose 
Vesconte’s syncretic mappa mundi indi-
cates an appeal to secular authorities 
about the state of the world and who 
owns it. Sanudo’s project may have in-
cluded legitimating Christian claims to 
the Holy Land, but the maps demonstrate 
expertise in geography and navigation, 
lending an early modern cosmopolitan-
ism to Sanudo’s work.  
 
The Tanner 190 may have been the oldest 
copy of the work out of the four dis-
cussed in this article, and the mappa mundi 
in it appears to have been updated in the 
other three volumes. The most obvious 
change to the later mappae mundi is the in-
clusion of rhumb lines. The Additional 
27376 also has a compass rose at the 
north end of the map on the left side, 
serving as a locus for the rhumb lines at 
that point. Nine rhumb lines extend from 
each of sixteen equidistant points on the 
circumference of the map. The Tanner 
190 mappa mundi also has a lot fewer place 
names on it; on the Additional 27376 
mappa mundi, all the extra information 
nearly obscures the Mediterranean en-
tirely. It appears as though Vesconte up-
dated his template used for his previous 
mappa mundi and attempted to lend the 
map more authority by including the 
rhumb lines, which Boelhower nonethe-
less argues were “purely symbolic,” (2018, 
282) or non-functional. Pushing this idea 
further, Vesconte’s mappa mundi was in-
compatible with contemporary naviga-
tion practices, but the inclusion of rhumb 
lines is a statement of potential. Portolan 
charts were used for navigation, so mak-
ing a mappa mundi resemble a portolan 
chart asserts that a previously foreign 
world formerly populated by marvelous 
creatures at the margins but presently 
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devoid of them is indeed knowable, nav-
igable, and conquerable.vii 
 
The Tanner 190 in its current form does 
not contain any portolan charts, which 
may indicate that Sanudo only started 
commissioning them for later copies of 
his manuscript. The Palatini Latini 1362 
contains two portolan charts, and the 
Vaticani Latini 2972 and Additional 
27376 both contain several, documenting 
shorelines from all over Europe and the 
Mediterranean. The portolan chart of the 
Black Sea in the Additional 27376 (figure 
9) is fairly standard for a portolan chart in 
Unger’s description: it has multiple loci 
for the rhumb lines arranged geometri-
cally. Each locus radiates four black lines 
running perpendicular to the edge of the 
map for the four cardinal directions, or 
winds, with eight green lines for the half 
winds and sixteen red lines for the quarter 
winds. The chart is oriented to the north, 
and it centers on the Black Sea. The body 
of water is largely blank, with the names 
of ports inscribed inland on the shoreline 
(Unger 2010, 43-44; Monmonier 2004, 
17-20). Although earlier and later maps 
often color in bodies of water to differen-
tiate them from land, portolans use color 
very sparingly, reserving it for important 
features of the chart. The only decorative 
element of the chart are the flags on the 
outside of the map. The heraldry belongs 
to Constantinople and surrounding states 
(The British Library, n.d.). Based on Un-
ger’s argument, this chart would have 
been functional to a navigator familiar 
with this technology. 
 

 
 
Figure 9  
MS Additional 27376, fol. 184v-185r, 
portolan chart of the Black Sea. 
 
An ongoing question with Sanudo’s man-
uscripts specifically and surviving porto-
lan charts in general is the curious lack of 
wear on the actual documents. As Edson 
observes, very few surviving portolans 
show pricking, later annotation describ-
ing a route, or saltwater stains. (Edson 
2007, 57-58). The maps in the Tanner 190 
are in remarkably good condition, and 
likely they never saw practical use. The 
maps in the other three volumes do have 
some wear, particularly on the Mediterra-
nean Sea on the mappae mundi, but it is not 
obvious that the books ever travelled on 
the ocean or aided in navigation. None-
theless, the inclusion of portolans as a 
functional object bespeaks to two pro-
cesses: one, direct navigation while sailing 
at sea, but two, more importantly for 
Sanudo’s goals, actually planning a route 
before the voyage,viii which may account 
for why so many portolans appear to 
have not been used directly for naviga-
tion. One can imagine Sanudo opening 
the manuscript to the map, showing his 
interlocutor two points, and using the 
map to describe the feasibility of getting 
there. Even if the point was rhetorical 
and Sanudo had no intention of arguing 
for sailing the Black Sea, the portolans are 
included as authoritative documents in-
tended to be handled and used not just 
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for navigation, but for planning. Their 
utility in two dimensions echoes the util-
ity of Sanudo’s plans at large.  
 
I ascertain from these maps more delib-
eration on Sanudo’s part. The number of 
surviving maps signed by Vesconte indi-
cate that his workshop was prolific 
(Campbell 1986, 67-94), and his maps 
must have been in high demand. The 
maps repeated in various volumes, as well 
as the standardization among the maps 
appearing more than once, indicate that 
Sanudo was a repeat client, likely with 
very specific ideas about what he wanted. 
The inclusion of the portolans and what 
appear to be updates in three volumes in-
dicate that Sanudo’s work evolved over 
time. Sanudo speaks in the entire manu-
script in a voice of authority, and the 
maps lend weight to that authority, espe-
cially following the updates that 
Vesconte’s workshop added to later edi-
tions. Whether or not the maps were 
functional to a fourteenth-century navi-
gator is nearly orthogonal to the point: 
these books were not for sailors or cap-
tains, but rather for members of a financ-
ing class who needed to be persuaded 
that Sanudo had a viable strategy. Sanudo 
took extra care with the inclusion of the 
maps to lend authority to his work.  
 
Furthermore, building on the idea of au-
thority, the maps that Sanudo commis-
sioned for this work demonstrate the fea-
sibility of his plan irrespective of their 
utility. In the Tanner 190, Sanudo in-
cludes a mappa mundi, a map of the Holy 
Land, and a map specifically of Jerusalem 
and Acre proper, arguably to aid in inter-
pretation of his work and reiterate the im-
portance of the Holy Land. The Addi-
tional 27376 appears to be a more fervent 
effort as Sanudo includes portolans of the 
area designed for navigation, an 

expanded mappa mundi that includes re-
gions of the world hitherto excluded on 
the mappa mundi, and an updated Holy 
Land map with more detail. Much work 
has been done about maps as political 
documents in the Middle Ages, and 
Sanudo embodies that tradition here. In 
the Secreta, he divided the world into East 
and West and expressed many anti-Mus-
lim sentiments in both his written works 
and his personal letters (Lock 2014, 140). 
The Turks, in particular, held a special 
prominence in his plans, but he also men-
tioned Saracens in general, Mamluks, 
Agarenes, and anyone else affiliated with 
Saladin (Lock 2014, 149). Although the 
maps in these manuscripts communicate 
navigability and an understanding of how 
places in the world relate to one other, 
they are also statements about the world 
and who has rights to it. Not only is 
Sanudo seeking to argue about the logis-
tics of taking the Holy Land, but he also 
makes statements about ownership of the 
Holy Land and the world at large through 
its representation it in a costly book.  
 
The Lives of the Maps in the Ghost’s 
Hands 
 
Up to this point, I have described the 
maps in the Secreta volumes and how they 
fit into Sanudo’s visions of crusading and 
the Holy Land. What remains of his ef-
forts are a collection of manuscripts, 
some in fragments, documenting his life’s 
work. In the Additional 27376, there is 
rare indication of what his contacts 
thought about his work. As mentioned 
previously, a ghost hand wrote on multi-
ple folios in the Additional 27376, possi-
bly on all of them. The handwriting is dis-
tinct from the original text of the Secreta 
as well as the writing on the maps. Their 
notes are mostly in the margins, but there 
are occasional interpolations in the text. 
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Folio 180r (figure 10) typifies the notes 
taken by the second hand; the top line 
reads, “Quator mappamundi a Marino 
Sanuto cognominato Torcello,” or “Four 
world maps by Marino Sanudo called 
Torsello,” with “quattuor” spelled un-
conventionally, the “n” above “mudi” 
where it appears as though they caught 
themself in the misspelling, and the rest 
of the line in what appears to be short-
hand or abbreviations (fol. 180r). The last 
word appears to be “Sanuto” again but 
crossed out. Further down the page, they 
appear to have made a table of contents 
for the maps that will follow, dividing the 
world into Europe, Africa, and Asia in 
lines with numbers at the end of the line. 
The second to last line reads, “Civitas Je-
rusalem,” with the contemporary spelling 
Jerusalem in the nominative (as opposed 
to genitive) case, followed by a long line, 
an abbreviation they use repeatedly that 
seems to mean “page,” and the number 
15 (fol. 180r). The last line reads, “Civi-
tates Ptolemaidis [?] Acor,”, also followed 
by a long line, the page abbreviation, and 
the number 16 (fol. 180r). Curiously, they 
put “Ptolemais,” the Latin name for Acre, 
in the (correct) genitive case, which is 
“Ptolemaidis.” Additionally, “Acor” may 
be an alternative spelling for “Acre.” Ac-
cordingly, the last two maps in the vol-
ume are of the Holy Land and Acre. 
Other city names stand out, including 
Constantinople as an entry under Asia.  
 

 
 
Figure 10 
MS Additional 27376, fol. 180r, hand-
written notes about the maps. 
 
Although most of the handwriting is dif-
ficult to read and much of it is in short-
hand, the writing on fol. 180r is standard 
for the ghost hand’s notes: they write in 
Latin, with some updated place names, 
and their spelling is alternative in places. 
They seem to have taken more time on 
this page as it is among the easiest to read 
of all the notes they took. Curiously, they 
did not spell “Jerusalem” like it would be 
spelled typically in Classical Latin, but 
they opted to start with the Latin name 
for Acre in the correct case, which they 
do not always do with place names that 
take the genitive. Crucially, the ghost 
hand does not appear to be commenting 
on the work, merely labelling it, as 
Vesconte and Sanudo did not otherwise 
label the maps. This includes the porto-
lans, which may have been opaque to 
someone who did not already know what 
they were or the geography that they 



42 
 

Material Culture Review Volume 94 (Fall 2022) 

represent. This preface that the unknown 
author-audience made for themselves on 
an otherwise blank page indicates the 
depth of seriousness they were taking 
with their study, as well as their own re-
moval from the milieu of Sanudo, who 
did not apparently think it necessary to la-
bel the maps. Accordingly, the second 
hand got many labels wrong: the map for 
Acre, spread across fols. 189v-190r (fig-
ure 11) is incorrectly labeled “Terra Ae-
gypti” and “Terra Egipti.”  
 

 
 
Figure 11 
MS Additional 27376, fol. 189v-190r, 
map of Acre, erroneously labelled 
“Terra Aegypti” and “Terra Egipti.” 
 
The second hand took several notes on 
the portolan charts as well, mostly label-
ing land and water masses. In the top left 
of folio 184v, depicting the Black Sea, the 
second hand wrote “Europe pars” (figure 
12, fol. 184v, portolan of the Black Sea). 
The modern spelling could be a later 
Latin form of “Europa” using the nomi-
native case rather than the genitive case 
for the phrase “part of Europe” (fol. 
184v, portolan of the Black Sea). On the 
top of the map, the second hand wrote 
“do mari mediterraneo,” which may be 
Catalan for “concerning the Mediterra-
nean Sea” or a form of “di mari mediter-
raneo,” which would mean the same 
thing in Italian (fol. 184v, portolan of the 

Black Sea). It is unclear why the second 
hand wrote about the Mediterranean on a 
portolan of the Black Sea; possibly they 
were thinking through how the two bod-
ies of water are connected, or speculating 
as to why the portolan was included in the 
volume. On the top of this portolan chart 
on both folios 184v and 185r, the second 
hand wrote variations of “asiae pars,” or 
“part of Asia,” appearing to substitute an 
apostrophe for the final “e” two out of 
three times (figure 13, fol. 184v, portolan 
of the Black Sea). Once more the phrase 
“di mari meditteraneo” appears, with an 
ambiguous character after the initial d 
that could be an o, e, or i, meaning the 
language could be Italian, Catalan, or a 
mix. They have also labelled all the flags 
on this portolan: although the majority of 
names are difficult to make out, the flag 
next to Constantinople, with the cross 
surrounded by four Greek letters beta as-
sociated with the Palaiologan dynasty, ap-
pears to have been labelled “Turchi” (fig-
ure 14). The second hand did not write as 
extensively on the portolans as they did 
in other parts of the manuscript, but their 
handwriting is unmistakable. It also ap-
pears that some words are in Italian or 
Catalan, though medieval vernacular 
proximity to Latin makes these inscrip-
tions ambiguous. The second hand does 
not appear to be concerned with stand-
ardizing their spelling, which is common 
in post-classical Latin, but their meanings 
are clear enough. On this portolan chart, 
the second hand attempted to clarify 
which parts of the landmass around the 
Black Sea correspond to which continent. 
At the time, these shorelines may have 
been contested territory, and this poign-
ant labelling places the second person 
within a timeline of shifting borders in 
Eastern Europe and Western Asia. Were 
they writing before, during, or after the 
Ottoman siege of Constantinople? Their 
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preoccupation with labelling landmasses 
on this portolan chart may indicate that 
the conflict was ongoing, and the label-
ling of the Constantinople heraldry as 
“Turchi” may mean that the conflict had 
ended, and that the area was under con-
trol of the Ottomans. 
 

 
 
Figure 12 

MS Additional 27376, fol. 184v, por-

tolan chart of the Black Sea, detail of 

“Europ[a]e pars” and “[Do/De/Di] 

Mari Mediterraneo.” 
 

 
 
Figure 13 
MS Additional 27376, fol. 184v-185r, 
portolan chart of the Black Sea, detail 
of inscriptions “Asia[e] Pars” and 
“[Do/De/Di] Mari Mediterraneo.” 
 

 
 
Figure 14 
MS Additional 27376, fol. 184v-185r, 
portolan chart of the Black Sea, detail 
of the heraldry of Constantinople with 
the word “Turchi” written on it. Note 
that this image has been inverted 
from the original orientation of the 
portolan chart. 
 
Inscriptions on the map of the Holy Land 
from the Additional 27376 shed the 
greatest light on the ghost hand’s identity. 
As mentioned previously, the second 
hand dutifully noted on the grid where 
each section of the text falls. They labeled 
this image “Terra Sancta” in multiple 
places and provided an unintelligible in-
scription beneath it on the right. Fascinat-
ingly, the second hand also scrawled 
“Flumen Jordanus,” or “River Jordan,” in 
the middle of what the mapmakers clearly 
intended to be the Mediterranean Sea 
(figure 15). The word “Flumen” is in the 
middle of the ocean on the left folio, and 
the word “Jordanus” sprawls across both 
folios (fol. 188v-189r, map of the Holy 
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Land). Vesconte and his workers almost 
certainly knew that the Jordan River 
flows to the north of the Dead Sea. Alt-
hough the Jordan River is not labeled on 
this map, the Dead Sea is, and there is 
clearly a river flowing to the north. Con-
fusingly, the second hand also labeled one 
of the smaller bodies of water “Mare 
Rubeus” next to the words “Mare Mor-
tuum” (figure 16). The original scribe 
placed a “D” in red above this body of 
water, and the corresponding textual in-
scription below the map indicates that 
this is, in fact, the Dead Sea (fol. 188v-
189r, map of the Holy Land). The Red 
Sea does not appear on this map. The sec-
ond hand’s labeling of the Dead Sea as 
“Red Sea Dead Sea” suggests that they 
were not sure and were thinking about it, 
that they wrote “Red Sea” and thought 
better of it, or possibly that they thought 
the two bodies of water were the same 
thing. As stated, the second hand also la-
belled Acre as being in Egypt. It seems 
unlikely that the author-audience who an-
notated these maps never made it to the 
Levant or Egypt, nor were they familiar 
with other informative texts and maps 
about what was essentially part of the Is-
lamic world.  
 

 
 
Figure 15 
MS Additional 27376, fol. 188v-189r, 
map of the Holy Land, detail of the 
Mediterranean labelled “Flumen Jor-
danus.” 
 

 

Figure 16 
MS Additional 27376, fol.189r, map of 
the Holy Land, detail of the Dead Sea 
labelled “Mare Rubeus Mare Mor-
tuum.” 
 
All of these inscriptions raise the question 
of how these books were used and who 
made these notes. As stated, the books 
were commissioned by Sanudo and given 
out as gifts. The number of surviving 
copies indicates a proliferation of recipi-
ents but also might suggest that the books 
were not taken on ships and did not see 
much use outside of personal libraries. 
Many scholars consider Sanudo to be a 
propagandist (Laiou 1970, 375), and he 
disseminated the books to people he was 
actively entreating to do whatever was in 
their power to start a crusade. As Unger 
notes, “By the end of the thirteenth cen-
tury the [portolan] had already become so 
normalized that it was common for car-
tographers to make presentation copies, 
versions designed for the libraries and of-
fices of merchants, traders, and even pol-
iticians” (2010, 43). The portolans in the 
Secreta would have appealed to a learned 
audience interested in collecting and 
curating knowledge. I have argued that 
the portolans in the back of the book 
could have been functional objects, but 
they also represented an accumulation of 
knowledge to non-seafaring audiences, a 
category to which many recipients of the 
book probably belonged.  
 
The annotations made by the later hand 
in the Additional 27376 indicate that 
Sanudo had an effect on at least one of 
his recipients. Although the individual 
behind the ghost hand clearly could read 
and write some Latin, their first language 
was probably Italian or Catalan, based on 
some of the inscriptions. Their use of 
Latin points to a life in the late medieval 
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period or early modern period, but there 
is no way to know for sure who wrote in 
it as provenance of the book is unclear 
before 1727 (The British Library, n.d.). If 
the author-audience is medieval, the first 
assumption for secondary inscriptions 
that appear to have a ruminating purpose 
in illuminated manuscripts is often 
monks and nuns. However, by this pe-
riod, illuminated manuscripts were in 
common enough circulation that the 
hand could have instead belonged outside 
of monastic circles. They may have been 
a merchant given the expanding power 
and education of the merchant class in 
medieval Italy, the nature of the book, the 
blend of vernacular and Latin for place 
names, and the potential for monetary 
gain from crusading. Surviving contracts 
from Genoa from the fourteenth century 
indicate that it was common for young 
merchants to be taught Latin as it per-
tained to their employment (Black 2001, 
56). As such, education level does not de-
finitively identify the writer: a monk, nun, 
nobleman or noblewoman, or merchant 
could have possessed this level of educa-
tion. The ghost hand probably belonged 
to a man given the subject matter, but it 
could have been the work of a woman 
who had an interest in crusading or pil-
grimage. Lastly, given some of the naïve 
labeling on the maps, the second hand 
probably had not traveled to Jerusalem, 
Egypt, or anywhere near Constantinople 
at the time they made these inscriptions. 
It is intriguing to think that, possibly, this 
book belonged to someone as far away 
from Vesconte’s Genoa workshop as 
Sanudo’s noble cousins in Andros, 
Greece, or in the opposite direction as far 
away as Iberia where Catalan was com-
mon, but there is no way to know for 
sure. Of the medieval possibilities, it most 
likely belonged to a male member of the 

Italian merchant class, who may have 
been a first, second, or even third owner.  
 
Another intriguing possibility is that the 
ghost hand belonged to an early modern 
audience, perhaps an editor who wished 
to print the book, or maps, or both;ix a 
sixteenth century reader could have in-
herited or purchased the volume as a cu-
riosity and thought to disseminate it to 
the world as a medieval artifact.x The 
Secreta was indeed published once in 1611 
by Bongars (Lock 2014, 138) so it is 
worthwhile to consider an early modern 
audience with an interest in publishing 
and printing. They would have had Latin 
consistent with the inscriptions as it con-
tinued to be a popular language in literary 
circles, and the maps, in particular, would 
have been of interest to a viewer rethink-
ing the boundaries and limitations of a 
world recently placed in dialogue with 
two new continents. Although the scribe 
made numerous labelling errors, the la-
belling of “Turchi” on the Constantino-
ple heraldry is particularly eye-catching 
and may reveal them to be contempora-
neous with the Ottoman Empire. It is en-
tirely possible that the ghost hand be-
longed to a person centuries younger 
than the volume itself to whom, although 
a crusade would have been unthinkable, 
the ideas may have been salient and inter-
esting in a changing world where maps as 
tangible objects declare statements about 
the world. The maps have the power to 
both reveal the territory and its owner-
ship as well as imagine the possibilities 
for a shifting terrain. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Additional 27376 represents multiple 
phases of Sanudo’s ideas, and the maps 
must have been an important component 
to his lobbying efforts. The number of 
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surviving copies of the Secreta, the con-
sistency among them, and the text itself 
indicate that Sanudo was fervent in his 
convictions and dedicated to his cause. 
He exhaustively detailed the logistics re-
quired to make his plans happen over ap-
proximately one hundred and fifty thou-
sand words of refined Latin, separated 
into three parts. He commissioned at 
least twenty copies of a material-intensive 
and expensive book and appears to have 
dictated not just the words, but also the 
illustrations in very detailed and con-
sistent terms. Lastly, he included extrava-
gant maps made by a well-regarded atel-
ier, adding to later copies of the book 
more of these visual aids to the genius 
and the righteousness of his plan. The 
similarities among the maps, I have ar-
gued, demonstrate Sanudo’s propensity, 
as a discerning patron of knowledge, to 
wield significant influence over the works 
he commissioned, all in order to persuade 
his audience to take up arms and incite 
another crusade.  
 
Yet, as C. J. Tyerman writes, “Sanudo 
died in 1343, a disappointed man. His will 
displays a sad defiance in his pleas for his 
work always to be available for consulta-
tion. The success of the Christian alliance 
of 1334 was a considerable achievement 
for which Sanudo must take some credit. 
But Sanudo’s work had failed to achieve 
its purpose” (1982, 65). It is true that 
what Tyerman calls “the lost crusade” 
never came to fruition during Sanudo’s 
life, despite all of his effort, but I would 
argue that the maps in the Additional 
27376 display a glimpse of what his audi-
ence may have thought of his plans. The 
maps are the sum of interactions with 
various interlocutors, and they bear the 
traces thereof, having been made by 
Vesconte at Sanudo’s behest, and then 
extensively annotated by an unknown 

author-audience. The fact that the maps 
continued to have a traceable life and in-
teractions with the world as an object 
long after Sanudo commissioned them is 
telling: the marks on the parchment made 
by the ghost hand are testimony to the 
words that the maps spoke to the reader. 
They indeed continue to speak to the 
reader, both in the flesh, and as digital ob-
jects that have assumed a new dimension 
of both authorship and readership. In-
deed, the digital scans provide insightxi in 
that the inscriptions are much easier to 
read in the high-resolution scans, and 
they are widely available to anyone who 
wishes to peruse the British Library. 
Sanudo’s work has perhaps reached fur-
ther than he could have ever anticipated, 
and the maps as the objects of this inquiry 
have thus far lived interesting social lives.  
 
This treatment of manuscripts in general 
as an object is not unusual, and the maps 
contained in the Additional 27376 manu-
script amplify the impact that the volume 
may have had. The materiality of parch-
ment lends itself to acts of devotion, and 
the dedication with which the ghost hand 
laboriously took notes and tried funda-
mentally to understand Sanudo’s work 
can be read as a devotional act, regardless 
of who annotated it or what their ultimate 
purpose may have been. Someone, who-
ever they were, believed in Sanudo’s 
cause enough to take studious notes, ele-
vating the maps from luxury items delin-
eating the world to well-loved and cher-
ished objects that reflect their under-
standing of place. It will likely never be 
known to who the author-audience was, 
and the historical facts of Sanudo’s never-
to-be crusade are undeniable. However, 
the maps in the Additional 27376 should 
cause the scholar to reconsider the ardor 
with which Sanudo promoted his cause, 
and the amount of detail that went into 
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the planning as well as how his audience 
received it. 
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recipients of spectral technology or any of the 
other scanning technologies that are widely mak-
ing medieval maps more legible, the fact remains 
that having been scanned digitally makes them 
more accessible and, indeed, more legible (Terkla 

forthcoming; Mittman 124-46). Both authors ad-
dress the utility of digital scans, and furthermore, 
how the technology is impacting the scholarly 
understanding of these objects from the digital 
perspective.  
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Mapping Ecological Imperialism: A Digital Environmental Humanities Approach 
to Japan’s Colonisation of Taiwan

The cinchona tree can be found within 
histories of medicine, trade, and ecologi-
cal imperialism.i Sought after for the me-
dicinal properties of its bark, cinchona 
was essential for imperialist nations to 
avoid the troop-decimating threat of ma-
laria. Cinchona, and the quinine synthe-
sised from its bark, “had an almost 
mythic importance for colonial adminis-
trators” (Yang 2012, 107). While existing 
studies have mainly focused on either 
British, Dutch, or – to a more limited ex-
tent – Spanish cultivation of cinchona 
and the role of quinine in European co-
lonialism, this paper seeks instead to ex-
amine cinchona’s place within environ-
mental history through the lens of Japa-
nese cinchona science, or kina gaku. The 
history of cinchona as it unfolded during 
Japan’s colonisation of Taiwan allows us 
to broadly consider the role that natural 
resources play in empire building, as well 
as how societies within those nation-
states are structured. As Sarah Besky and 
Jonathan Padwe (2016) argue, “plants are 
often portrayed as markers of humans’ 
presence on the land and as contested 
symbols of human projects of rule, index-
ing power in its spatial and ecological 
forms” (10). Cultivation of the cinchona 
tree, along with the camphor tree and 
other natural resources, were at the heart 
of Japanese ecological imperialism. It is 
with the story of the cinchona tree that 

our paper engages with the relationship 
between nature and empires. 
 
To better understand such complex en-
tanglements between nature, people, and 
nation building, we can look to maps to 
see how those relationships were cap-
tured cartographically.  The steps that go 
into map creation – “selection, omission, 
simplification, classification, the creation 
of hierarchies, and ‘symbolization’” re-
flect subjective realities rather than gen-
eral truths (Harley 1989, 11). Moreover, 
these subjective realities are further en-
hanced through the use of words such as 
‘barren,’ ‘unknown’ and ‘prospects’ that 
can be found scattered across maps 
(Bender 2006). As Barbara Bender (2006) 
explains, “representations of space and 
time arise out of the world of social prac-
tices but then become a form of regula-
tion of those practices” (6). Maps are, 
therefore, deeply storied objects that can 
help to illuminate our understanding of 
how land was not only used but how its 
usage reflected sociocultural structures. 
Our paper thus focuses on the role of 
maps in environmental history and eco-
logical imperialism in order to investigate 
how land was described and what those 
descriptions reflect about the complex re-
lationship between Japanese colonisers, 
Indigenous Taiwanese communities, and 
the land itself.  
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Our research aims to weave together 
multiple histories of cinchona, medicine, 
and colonialism by foregrounding maps 
and the role they play in cartographically 
capturing the colonial dynamics that cen-
tred around access to natural resources. 
First, we broadly lay out the significance 
of maps and map materiality. Our paper 
then focuses on Japan’s colonial history 
as depicted through historical print maps, 
discussing the ways in which such maps 
spoke to questions of territorial control, 
natural resources as key agents, and the 
(re)-construction of boundaries and the 
racialization of Indigenous peoples. 
From there, we narrow our focus towards 
cinchona as a case study, addressing its 
cultivation in colonial Taiwan, scholar Ku 
Ya-wen’s (2016) mapping of cinchona 
cultivation in the absence of physical 
maps, and cinchona’s significance as a 
natural resource in both colony and 
metropole. We argue that the drive to ac-
quire land for cinchona cultivation re-
flected the colonial view of Taiwan as an 
agricultural appendage whose land could 
be shaped and exploited for Japan’s ben-
efit. As well, we expand on the existing 
scholarship about cinchona by shedding 
more light on its role in the metropole, as 
depicted in newspaper articles and adver-
tisements. In the absence of physical 
maps of cinchona cultivation, we also 
propose a potential avenue of further re-
search: mapping out the transnational cir-
culation of cinchona and quinine in the 
Japanese Empire. We then shift towards 
a broader discussion about the fields of 
digital environmental humanities and dig-
ital humanities (DH) – both of which uti-
lize maps and environmental history to 
enable digital storytelling – through the 
lens of East Asian Studies. In combining 
digital tools with environmental history 
research, we thus situate our work in the 

emerging field of digital environmental 
humanities. 
 
Maps 
 
Geospatial approaches to history can 
help to shape our understanding of past 
usage of space, deepening our under-
standing of the relationship of people and 
land. As Jordana Dym and Carla Lois 
(2021) explain, “text tells a story; a map 
both shows and tells” (123). Although 
seen as a stable object that, on the sur-
face, presents a depiction of spatial real-
ity, maps also require investigation on a 
deeper level. A map “bespeaks an on-go-
ing process of picturing, narrating, sym-
bolising, contesting, re-picturing, re-nar-
rating, re-symbolizing, erasing, and re-in-
scribing a set of relations” (Presner, 
Shepard, and Kawano 2014, 15). As 
Bernhard Klein (2016) attests, historical 
maps do “not necessarily invite any direct 
physical engagement with the material 
world they represented but made specific 
statements about this world which 
changed people’s views about the local 
and global environments in which they 
lived” (67). Moreover, scalar decisions 
that go into designing maps help to visu-
alise hierarchies, categorization, and con-
nections (Allen & Queen 2015, 85). Ma-
terial decisions, such as inclusion of text 
and arrangement not only capture those 
hierarchies but convey a constructed 
worldview to the reader and affect how 
they understand a location’s attributes, 
usage, and its inhabitants (Dym & Lois 
2021, 123). 
 
To assess the different histories con-
tained with cartographic depictions, Allen 
and Queen (2015) advocate for a critical 
cartographic approach to analysing maps 
by acknowledging the diverse hierarchical 
relationships and information imbued in 
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the description of land in the map in an 
effort to both challenge the notion of a 
single interpretation of the past and high-
light the “multiple histories” of a place 
(85). Similarly, Crampton and Krygier 
(2006) define critical cartography as a the-
oretical critique of traditional carto-
graphic practice by underscoring how 
mapping is political and therefore not 
neutral. When applying a critical carto-
graphic approach to assessing historical 
maps, Allen and Queen (2015) argue that 
it is key to question the cultural con-
structs of the map’s design thereby re-
flecting on what the map shows as well as 
what it omits.  
 
The social biases and world views baked 
into the creation of maps thus render 
them as “unstable signifiers, heavily im-
bued with the cultural perspectives of the 
society that created them” (Farman 2010, 
874). As K.J. Rankin and Poul Holm 
(2019) attest, “cartography was produced 
by different people for different ends, the 
same individual phenomenon can even 
be rendered in quite different ways even 
if they are drawing from the same source” 
(195). According to Richard Grassby 
(2005), objects can reveal much about the 
culture of the time of their creation 
thereby capturing emotions, values, and 
viewpoints. Inanimate objects, such as 
maps, can thus be seen as deeply storied 
materials that, while providing purport-
edly ‘objective’ depictions of land and its 
topographic features, can, in reality, re-
veal deeper and more complex histories 
of exploitative imbalances, including im-
balances tied to colonialism. Although 
names and borders may shift, historical 
maps capture moments in time and “their 
persistence creates histories” (Grassby 
2005, 593). It is through maps that we 

may examine Japan’s history of colonisa-
tion of Taiwan and natural resource ex-
traction.  

 
Japan’s Colonial History through 
Maps 
 
Japan’s presence in Taiwan spanned 
across the Meiji, Taishō, and Shōwa eras 
from 1895 to 1945. In 1895, Japan gained 
control of Taiwan after the Qing Dynasty 
ceded it through the Treaty of Shimono-
seki, a treaty that officially ended the first 
Sino-Japanese war (Chin 1998, 326). Both 
domestically and abroad, the Meiji era of 
Japan (1869-1912) was a period marked 
by widespread change and a new form of 
sovereign authority. In the early years of 
the Meiji government, there was a con-
scious effort to allow Japan to fully en-
gage with the West in the global arena. As 
explained by Robert Eskildsen (2019), “as 
the Meiji government sought to make the 
transition to a new form of diplomacy, 
the boundaries of Japanese sovereign au-
thority in the area between China and Ja-
pan needed to be brought into align-
ment” which could not be done without 
extending Japan’s sphere of influence to 
include Taiwan (34).  
 
During the colonial era, “Japanese leaders 
often felt compelled by geostrategic con-
siderations to extend or consolidate terri-
torial sovereignty in order to protect Ja-
pan’s flanks,” but limited resources and 
time pressure hindered their reach (Bar-
clay 2017, 17). As a result, we see the 
emergence of this system of “bifurcated 
sovereignty” which involved a “different 
set of rules” under which Indigenous ter-
ritories were administered in comparison 
to “the rest of the nation’s spaces” (Bar-
clay 2017, 17-18). Taiwan’s “bifurcated 
sovereignty,” as Paul Barclay (2017) ar-
gues, has its roots in “[t]he intensification 
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and extensification of global capitalism” 
in the late 19th century (13). Under Qing 
rule, “heterogeneous communities and 
ranked status groups stood in differenti-
ated legal relationships to the apical cen-
tre of authority in Beijing” (Barclay 2017, 
17). In contrast to this “multicentric legal 
pluralism,” nation-states aimed to impose 
a more centralised form of sovereignty 
(Barclay 2017, 17). However, the reality 
was far from such ideals, as legal central-
ism was costly for imperial powers (Bar-
clay 2017, 17).  
 
This bifurcated view extended to Japan’s 
treatment of Taiwan’s resources where, 
according to Kate McDonald (2017), the 
Japanese government viewed Taiwan as 
Japan’s “agricultural appendage” 
(McDonald 2017, 64). Although strategi-
cally valuable for Japan, the Japanese gov-
ernment viewed Taiwan as a colony that 
was also separate and different from the 
metropole. During the 1930s, the Minis-
try of Colonial Affairs oversaw Taiwan’s 
Governor General. The view of Taiwan 
as a colonial appendage valued for its re-
sources where both the land and its peo-
ple were territorialized can be seen in 
maps from the early years of Japan’s col-
onisation (figure 1)ii. These maps re-
flected the perceived otherness of Indig-
enous land that would be investigated, 
surveyed, and eventually restructured for 
the Japanese empire’s benefit.  
 
For the Indigenous population of Tai-
wan, their place within Japanese society 
would be heavily linked to agricultural la-
bour and the seizure and restructuring of 
Taiwan’s mountainous regions. While the 
Japanese Governor General recognized 
nine Indigenous ethnic groups, they were 
divided into either plains or highland or 
mountainous Indigenous groups, and 
they were often uniformly referred to as 

“Takasago-zoku” or “tribal peoples of Tai-
wan” (McDonald 2017, 122)iii. By refer-
ring to Indigenous peoples using the Jap-
anese word Takasago, the cultural differ-
ences between the Indigenous groups 
were flattened and their existence was 
collectively and linguistically territorial-
ized. Even though this term had existed 
for centuries, it became prevalent from 
the 1930s onwards, especially after 1935 
(McDonald 2017, 122).   
 
Across the maps, we can see how the cen-
tral and eastern regions were often de-
scribed in terms of what the Japanese em-
pire deemed valuable, rather than center-
ing on the different Indigenous commu-
nities who called those lands home. The 
digitised print maps we found illuminate 
the idea that Japan viewed Taiwan as an 
agricultural appendage and later as a tour-
ist destination, all based on the idea of 
consuming Taiwan’s natural resources 
separate from the colonial reality of dis-
placement and extraction. As captured in 
maps, throughout Japan’s colonisation of 
Taiwan, there were demarcations be-
tween the west and the east with the latter 
often described in flattening terms such 
as wild and uncultivated.  
 
 
Early in Japan’s occupation of Taiwan, 
the mountainous territories that were 
home to highland Indigenous communi-
ties were demarcated as no-enter zones 
that Japanese settlers could only enter 
with explicit permission of district au-
thorities (Takekoshi 1907, 211). As Japa-
nese historian and then Diet member 
Takekoshi Yosaburō (1907) wrote in his 
account of Japan’s rule over Taiwan, the 
“golden key to the exhausting wealth of 
the island” would be to take over the land 
completely (212).  
 



54 
 

Material Culture Review Volume 94 (Fall 2022) 

 

 
 
Figure 1 

實測臺灣新地圖 (Jissoku Taiwan 
Shinchizu). Hayakawa Kumajiro, 
1895 (Meiji 28).  
 
This is not to say that the maps com-
pletely overlooked the presence of Indig-
enous communities in Taiwan. James W. 
Davidson, a New York Times corre-
spondent who covered the transition 
from Qing dynasty rule to Japanese occu-
pation and would later serve as an Amer-
ican diplomat during his stay in Taiwan, 
cartographically captured how the central 
and eastern parts of Taiwan were viewed 
(De Bunsen 1927). Davidson’s 1901 map 
of Japanese-occupied Taiwan (figure 2) 
showed the colony split in two, with the 
western part of the island labelled as be-
ing under Japanese rule and separated 
cartographically and socially from the In-
digenous central and eastern section in 
which the Atayal people, the Tsou people 
and the Bunun (Vonum) people resided. 
The map also illustrates Japanese rule 
over the whole island, evident in the fact 
that the Japanese names for the prefec-
tures are also beyond the red boundary. 
The red line could thus also illustrate a 
delineation of different types of territory 

within the colony, therefore speaking to 
the concept of bifurcated sovereignty.  
 

 
 
Figure 2 
Formosa from the latest Japanese 
government surveys. Davidson, 
James W. The Island of Formosa Past 
and Present. London and New York: 
Macmillan & Co.: Yokohama: Kelly & 
Walsh, 1903. 
 
The cartographic depiction of a split Tai-
wan mirrored the Qing maps available at 
the time that only detailed the western, 
Han-Chinese occupied areas, leaving the 
eastern part of Taiwan undocumented 
(Lay, Chen, and Yap 2010). Thus, at the 
beginning of Japan’s occupation, the in-
habited areas were already thought of as 
wild and open for control.  
 
Cartographic depictions of Taiwan often 
visualised the land in terms of agricultural 
significance which reflected the view of 
Taiwan as a subsidiary to Japan valuable 
in terms of what the land could produce. 
Inclusive maps of Japan and its colonies 
would relegate Taiwan to the margins by 
“separating Taiwan from the entire terri-
tory of Japan and placing it in a blank cor-
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ner” (Lay, Chen, and Yap 2010, 186). Da-
vidson’s 1903 Industrial Map of Formosa 
(figure 3), referring to Taiwan by its his-
torical Portuguese name, depicted areas 
of Taiwan according to usage for re-
source extraction and harvesting, such as 
forest products, minerals, rice, and tea.  
 
It would be useful to compare this map 
to an industrial map of Japan to highlight 
the dynamics between colony and 
metropole. In 1907, Scottish cartogra-
pher J.G. Bartholomew produced indus-
trial maps depicting Japan and China’s 
key exports (figure 4). Taiwan is also pre-
sent in this map, and Bartholomew de-
picts it as being a valuable site for cam-
phor extraction. In contrast to Da-
vidson’s 1903 map, Bartholomew’s map 
has more of a transnational focus regard-
ing the export of resources, evident in 
how Japan is placed in relation to China, 
Korea and Taiwan. Davidson’s map pri-
marily focuses on Taiwan, which perhaps 
emphasises efforts to single out Taiwan 
as a key site for natural resource extrac-
tion.  
 

 
 

Figure 3 
Industrial map of Formosa. Da-
vidson, James W. The Island of For-
mosa Past and Present. London and 
New York: Macmillan & Co.; Yoko-
hama: Kelly & Walsh, 1903. 
 

 
 
Figure 4 
China. Japan. Industrial. Bartholo-
mew, J.G. Atlas of the World’s Com-
merce. London: George Newnes, 
1907.  
 
Forest surveys were commonly used by 
the Governor General to assess the value 
of land as it benefited the Japanese em-
pire (figures 5 & 6). Figure 5 is a 1937 
map titled “Shinrin keikaku jigyō 

hōkoku-sho” (森林計画事業報告書), 

published in the Forest Planning Busi-
ness Report. It depicts previous areas ex-
plored for forest planning (yellow) and 
the then current areas for exploration 
(pink). Figure 6, a map titled “Nijūman-

bun no ichi teikokuzu” (二十万分一帝

國圖) was created by the Japanese Impe-

rial Land Survey Department, which was 
affiliated with the Japanese Imperial 
Army. It depicts different types of for-
ests, such as bamboo groves, palm for-
ests, coniferous forests and subtropical 
forests (figure 6.1). It also depicts uncul-
tivated land. Upon close inspection of the 
map (figure 6.2), the symbol for unculti-
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vated land can be seen along the border-
lines in the centre of the map marking In-
digenous territory. The forest surveys 
would in turn become “a means by which 
the Governments General translated the 
discourse of colonial incivility into actual 
practices of dispossession.” (McDonald 
2017, 53). The areas chosen for forest 
surveys were thus viewed in terms of 
their benefit to the Japanese state and car-
tographically depicted as untouched for-
ests full of timber that would later serve 
as sites for cinchona plantations, and for 
natural resource cultivation.  
 
As McDonald (2017) explains, in the eyes 
of the Government General, Taiwanese 
Indigenous peoples who resided in the 
central mountainous areas “did not have 
a concept of private property and there-
fore could not have owned the land prior 
to the establishment of the Japanese co-
lonial government” (53). While Japanese 
colonial officials acknowledged that the 
Indigenous peoples in the mountainous 
regions of Taiwan had their own practices 
of engaging with and maintaining the nat-
ural world around them, they were judged 
as unfit to make what the Japanese con-
sidered productive use of the forest 
(Yang 2012, 115). The Japanese colonial 
administration had introduced “a system 
of private and public (state) property 
rights over Taiwan’s forests,” resulting in 
Indigenous peoples losing control over 
their forest lands (Tavares 2005, 372).iv  
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5 

森林計画事業報告書 (Shinrin 

keikaku jigyō hōkoku-sho) 1937/ 昭12

年. Published in the Forest Planning 

Business Report, this map shows ar-
eas of previous areas explored for for-
est planning (yellow) and current ar-
eas (pink) at the time. 
 

 
 
Figure 6 

二十万分一帝國圖 (Nijūmanbun no 

ichi teikokuzu) 
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Figure 6.1 
Map key located in the bottom left 
corner of the map noting (from L - R): 
uncultivated land, bamboo groves, 
palm forests, coniferous forests, and 
subtropical forests.  
 

 
 

Figure 6.2  
Closeup of map showing border be-
tween what was considered cultivated 
and uncultivated land. 
 
Maps, as well as postcards and photo-
graphs, also reflect a romanticised narra-
tive of Japanese control over the island. 
These visual items “enabled the incorpo-
ration of Indigenous people in the tourist 
economy as labor and scenery” (McDon-
ald 2017, 129). This view extended to 
how Indigenous communities were de-
picted and treated. For example, in one 

travel description, the ability for travellers 
to see the Tsou people was advertised as 
a highlight (McDonald 2017, 129). 
 

 
 
Figure 7 
1942 Birds-eye view map of Taiwan 
picturing natural resources and tour-
ist attractions for Japanese travellers. 
Like the flora and fauna of the moun-
tains, the Indigenous peoples who 
lived in the national parks were sub-
jected to voyeurism and reduced to 
touristic commodification. Japanese 
travel magazines extolled the frozen-
in-time nature of Indigenous commu-
nities while collapsing distinct differ-
ences and Indigenous perspectives 
(McDonald 2017, 122).  
 
Birds-eye view style maps for travel ad-
vertisements (figure 7) were used to high-
light these natural attractions to appeal to 
Japanese tourists looking to vacation in 
Taiwan. The map depicts attractions such 
as national parks – evident in, for exam-
ple, the inclusion of colonial era national 
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parks (names are depicted in the pink ar-

rows) Nītaka Arisan National Park (新高

阿里山国立公園), Tsugitaka Taroko 

National Park (次高タロコ国立公園) 

and Daiton National Park (大屯国立公

園) – and onsen (hot springs) such as the 

Kōyō Onsen (紅葉温泉). The establish-

ment of national parks was a significant 
aspect of Japanese colonialism. To colo-
nial authorities, national parks helped 
“modernize” spaces. Todd A. Henry, in 
his work on urban space in colonial Ko-
rea, notes that parks were an example of 
a “social education [facility]” that could 
be instrumentalized to assimilate the col-
onised (Henry 2014, 41). Furthermore, 
considering that national parks are spaces 
that contain purportedly “natural” attrac-
tions, the map’s inclusion of all these na-
tional parks asserts Japan’s claims to the 
land and its purported ability to “tame” 
the natural landscape, rendering it a 
“safe” area of exploration for tourists 
from the metropole. We thus see that in 
colonial Taiwan, tourism, natural re-
sources and claims to land go hand in 
hand.  
 
Despite labelling lands as uncultivated or 
public, the mountainous regions were 
home to Indigenous communities with 
their own systems of agriculture. How-
ever, to gain access to the fertile moun-
tainous highlands, over half of Taiwan’s 
Indigenous population were forcefully re-
located. According to Shao-hua Liu and 
Shu-min Huang (2016), over 43,000 In-
digenous peoples were resettled, com-
pletely altering their traditional liveli-
hoods between 1903 and 1942 (120). In 
Scott Simon’s ethnographic study of 
Taroko villagers, their cultural identity 
that was so strongly tied to the forest was 
shaken through being forcibly removed 
from their homes (qtd. in Morris-Suzuki 

2013, 237). Others, such as the Atayal 
people, were placed within national parks 
where their traditional means of agricul-
ture was seen as preserving the “virgin 
soil” of the mountains which would ap-
peal to Japanese tourists looking to enjoy 
a sort of untouched nature (McDonald 
2017, 130.)  
 
By shaping the landscape, Japanese gov-
ernment officials, as well as scientists, and 
pharmaceutical companies transformed 
both the environment and the dynamics 
of local land use into an “agriculture of 
legibility” in line with Japanese standards 
for Japanese benefit (Besky and Padwe 
2016, 14). More significantly, this high-
lights the centrality of respatialization in 
Japanese colonial policy where land was 
labelled and marked in accordance with 
its value for the success of Japanese agri-
cultural and medical policies. Historical 
maps captured this respatialization and 
official demarcation of central and east-
ern Taiwan, including land that was home 
to highland Indigenous communities.v 
Within the structures of asymmetrical 
systems of ecological imperialism, the 
Japanese colonialist drive to acquire land 
for cinchona and camphor cultivation, in 
addition to other economic objectives, 
involved restructuring the land itself by 
negatively framing Indigenous ways of 
agriculture. 
 
Cinchona and the Japanese Empire 
 
In order to understand how cinchona cul-
tivation played a role in Japan’s colonisa-
tion of Taiwan, it is necessary to turn to 
cinchona’s history. The cinchona tree and 
its bitter bark have been known by many 
names over the past several centuries – 
quarango, kina kina, the Fever Tree, Peru-
vian crown, Jesuit’s bark, or Countess’s 
powder (Crawford 2009; Deb Roy 2017). 
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European historical records of cinchona 
bark usage can be traced to the Spanish 
Jesuits in Peru in the 1500s and 1600s. 
The cinchona bark was used in its crude 
state until the early 1800s when, in 1820, 
two French chemists, Pierre-Joseph 
Pelletier and Joseph Caventou, success-
fully isolated the quinine alkaloids from 
the bark (Eyal 2018, 2). As awareness of 
the medicinal power of quinine and the 
cinchona tree to fight malaria gradually 
spread across Europe and Asia, the need 
to master the difficult cultivating process 
would drive global conquests by empires 
for land and labour. Due to the inability 
of the cinchona tree to thrive just any-
where and the fact that only a few species 
of cinchona contain the necessary 
amount of quinine in its bark, there was 
heightened anxiety around lack of access 
to quinine reserves (Ku 2016, 157). For 
Japan, the drive to acquire unfettered ac-
cess to quinine reserves to combat ma-
laria would play a role in its colonisation 
of Taiwan and usage of Indigenous land. 
 
In his account of Taiwan as a new colony 
of Japan, Scottish missionary William 
Campbell (1902) remarked that “now, as 
the highlands of Formosa are much more 
accessible than formerly, what is there to 
hinder an attempt being made by the 
Government, or some private Company, 
in the direction of cinchona cultivation?” 
(Campbell 1902, 565). This was solidified 
in 1902, when the Japanese Government 
General of Taiwan declared that Indige-
nous peoples had no legitimate rights to 
their land and “could therefore make no 
claims to ownership” and in 1911, the 
mountainous regions once closed off 
were opened for access to timber reserves 
(McDonald 2017, 130; Lamley 2007). 
That same year, the Forest Experimental 
Station was established in Taipei to ex-

periment with planting in the mountain-
ous regions deemed suitable for cinchona 
growing (Ku 2016).  
 
Initial cinchona experiments would be 
followed by extensive development 
phases in the 1920s and 1930s led by the 
Hoshi Pharmaceutical Company. 
Founded in the 1910s, Hoshi Pharmaceu-
ticals rose to prominence in the 1920s as 
the leader of drug stores domestically and 
in Japan’s colonies. Its founder, Hoshi 
Hajime, was inspired by American busi-
ness practices from his time spent travel-
ling and studying in the United States. His 
reputation as an expert on American cul-
ture allowed him access to notable figures 
such as Itō Hirobumi, first prime minister 
of Japan who was also Resident-General 
of Korea; Gotō Shinpei, advisor on sani-
tation in colonial Taiwan; and Sugiyama 
Shigemaru, a primary benefactor of 
Hoshi Hajime “who facilitated the annex-
ation of Korea and helped establish the 
Bank of Taiwan and the South Manchu-
rian Railway” (Yang 2012, 105; Liu 2004, 
301). Nationalism and innovation for the 
advancement of the Japanese empire be-
came the hallmark of Hoshi’s business 
ideology, and this vision would inspire his 
pursuit of cinchona cultivation in the 
1920s and 30s.  
 
Hoshi viewed the Western monopoly on 
cinchona as a direct threat to Japan’s goal 
of self-sufficiency and believed that suc-
cessful cinchona plantations and a steady 
supply of quinine was “a metaphor for 
the technocratic and utopian promise of 
Japan's colonial empire” (Yang 2012, 
121). The nationalist ideology of Hoshi 
Pharmaceuticals was not uncommon for 
others invested in Japanese control in 
Taiwan and would set the stage for shap-
ing cinchona cultivation as a matter of 



60 
 

Material Culture Review Volume 94 (Fall 2022) 

economic, medical, and national im-
portance. Additionally, cinchona cultiva-
tion was thought to be a solution to re-
solve the tumultuous relationship be-
tween Japanese people in Taiwan and the 
Indigenous Taiwanese communities 
which was often referred to as the “abo-
riginal problem” (Yang 2012, 114). Ac-
cording to Yang, Hoshi had intended to 
use a purportedly “humanitarian” ap-
proach, emphasising the importance of 
cooperating with the Indigenous peoples 
rather than punishing them (Yang 2012, 
114). In implementing such an approach, 
Hoshi had become heavily reliant on the 
expertise of botanist Tanaka Chōzaburō 
from Taihoku Imperial University, “who 
explicitly linked Hoshi’s plan [of cultivat-
ing cinchona in Taiwan] with the future 
of Japanese agriculture in the 1930s” 
(Yang 2012, 112, 115).  Tanaka himself 
wanted to find a way for Indigenous com-
munities – who took part in slash and 
burn agriculture – to shift towards a more 
“sustainable” lifestyle, where they would 
not be, in Tanaka’s opinion, destroying 
the land (Yang 2012, 115).  
 
At the heart of Hoshi’s cinchona cultiva-
tion plans was the intention to structure 
sustainable agriculture education broadly, 
and more specifically, relationships with 
Indigenous groups around cinchona cul-
tivation. His vision was also shared by 
Horiuchi Tsugio, director of the Hygiene 
Division of the Central Research Institute 
(Yang 2012, 112). Cinchona plantations 
would be known as “cooperative areas” 
where, in exchange for labour, families 
could receive rations and take their chil-
dren to schools where they would be ed-
ucated in Japanese methods of agriculture 
(Yang 2012, 115). This dynamic thus 
placed agriculture at the centre of the 
structure of colonial relations. Despite 
the heavy reliance on Indigenous labour, 

however, Indigenous peoples “were the 
last in line to receive quinine to prevent 
malaria, due to the high cost of such treat-
ments” (Yang 2021, 207). Meanwhile, 
Japanese settlers occupied a more privi-
leged position in their access to quinine 
from colonial authorities (Yang 2021, 
190, 207). Even the end of the colonial 
regime did not necessarily entail the liber-
ation of Indigenous Taiwanese commu-
nities. Chin Hsien-yu notes that Indige-
nous peoples still faced discrimination 
under the postcolonial medical system, as 
sanitary inspectors often discriminated 
against Indigenous peoples (1998, 338). 
 
In 1922, Hoshi Pharmaceuticals began 
experimenting with growing cinchona in 
two nurseries in Gaoxiong Province in 
the southwest and in Taidong Province in 
the southeast. The private plantations in 
Taiwan, named Lai-sha and Chi-moto re-
spectively, relied solely on Indigenous la-
bour (Ku 2016, 162). The Lai-sha planta-
tion consisted of 20,000 trees and the 
smaller Chi-moto plantation consisted of 
5,000 trees (Nagumo 2011, 1539).  In ad-
dition to the Lai-sha and Chi-moto plan-
tations, Hoshi Pharmaceuticals estab-
lished plantations in Kiyomizu, Kasen, 
Isamulu, Kanadon and Daikei, and they 
established plantations alongside other 
private companies (Ku 2016, 171). In 
1937, there was increased demand for 
quinine and “the Ministry of Colonial Af-
fairs requested each institute to contrib-
ute a certain area of land for cinchona 
planting in order to reach the goal of a 
growing area of 8,000 hectares (almost 
half of the area under cinchona cultiva-
tion in Java), with a corresponding bark 
production of 2,400 tons (a quarter of 
that of Java) within ten years” (Ku 2016, 
173).   
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Quinine was not just valuable for the 
treatment of malaria; it was also used to 
combat loss of appetite, impotence and 
anaemia (Yang 2021, 191). Newspapers 
such as the Tokyo Asahi Shinbun extolled 
the benefits of quinine to the general 
public. For example, one such Tokyo 
Asahi Shinbun article from 1930 under a 
feature called “Taishū kagaku” (Popular 
science) explains to readers how to make 
medicine out of cinchona bark, instruct-
ing them to boil the bark, how long the 
decoction lasts, and its health benefits 
(“Taishū kagaku: kina hi no yōhō nado” 
1930). The author of this article claims 
that cinchona bark is helpful for appetite 
loss, chronic illness, and even recovery 
from serious illness (“Taishū kagaku: kina 
hi no yōhō nado” 1930). Hoshi Pharma-
ceuticals capitalised on the wide variety of 
benefits associated with cinchona bark, 
evident in the many advertisements they 
put out in the Asahi Shinbun from 1917 to 
1925. Significantly, this is the same time 
frame in which initial cinchona experi-
ments began in Taiwan and also when 
Hoshi Pharmaceuticals took such experi-
ments further and established the planta-
tions. We, again, see this emphasis on 
health in modern Japanese society, and 
the construction of the “healthy” nation-
state was on the backs of Indigenous peo-
ples working at the plantations.  
 
In the advertisements, Hoshi Pharmaceu-
ticals marketed a product called Hoshi 
Ginseng Quinine Wine (Hoshi ninjin 
kina budōshu), which they claim is the 
“best medicine” (hyakuyaku no chō), a twist 
on the saying “wine is the best medicine” 
(“sake wa hyakuyaku no chō”) (“Hoshi 
ninjin kina budōshu: shin hyakuyaku no 
chō” 1917). Yang briefly discusses the 
marketing of this product in his work, 
providing valuable insight about how 
Hoshi Pharmaceuticals marketed this 

wine as a cure-all (Yang 2021, 191). To 
add a bit more to Yang’s observations, 
Hoshi Pharmaceuticals also claimed that 
the wine is good for digestive health due 
to the presence of cinchona as a main in-
gredient (“ichō o kenzen ni suru kina”) 
(“Hoshi ninjin kina budōshu: shin hya-
kuyaku no chō” 1917). The advertise-
ment also includes a list of other ailments 
that the wine purportedly helps with, 
such as hysteria (hisuterī) and malnutrition 
(eiyō fusoku naru toki) (“Hoshi ninjin kina 
budōshu: shin hyakuyaku no chō” 1917).  
 
Expanding further on Yang’s brief dis-
cussion of Hoshi Ginseng Quinine Wine, 
some of the later advertisements also be-
came heavily gendered and racialized, 
speaking to the fact that in the metropole, 
quinine was also tied to broader dis-
courses about gendered consumerism, 
and Western influence. An advertisement 
from 1921 depicts a white woman named 
Mary and highlights that Hoshi Ginseng 
Quinine Wine helps with achieving 
plump cheeks (hōkyō) and improving 
overall health (“Hoshi ninjin kina 
budōshu: Utsukushiki Mary yo” 1921). 
The company’s decision to include the 
image of a white woman in this advertise-
ment has two layers of significance. First, 
it speaks to the central role of women as 
consumers, and second, it also speaks to 
the role of Western influence in shaping 
marketing and patterns of consumption. 
The digital born maps so far do not fully 
account for this strong connection be-
tween cinchona cultivation in the colony, 
and the consumer culture and “health” of 
the metropole. A potential avenue for 
further exploration could thus be the 
mapping out of this transnational circula-
tion of cinchona bark and quinine within 
the Japanese Empire based on archival 
sources such as newspapers.  
 



62 
 

Material Culture Review Volume 94 (Fall 2022) 

Although there appears to be no colonial 
era maps of cinchona cultivation available 
digitally, Ku (2016) has drawn up insight-
ful maps of cinchona plantations in colo-
nial Taiwan, shedding new light on visu-
alising cinchona cultivationvi. In one map, 
she depicts cinchona cultivation sites dur-
ing the 1910s (Ku 2016, 161). From this 
map, we can see that these cinchona plan-
tations are in places with higher altitudes, 
indicating that they have the most ideal 
conditions for cinchona cultivation (Ku 
2016, 161). Furthermore, Ku indicates 
which plantations had successful trans-
plants and which ones were failed trials 
(Ku 2016, 161). Such a depiction of suc-
cesses and failures speaks to Bender’s re-
marks about the “materiality” of the land-
scape, referring to the ways in which it 
“talks back” and “sets up resistances and 
constraints” (Bender 2006, 2).  
 
Similar to the previous maps we dis-
cussed, Ku’s maps on cinchona cultiva-
tion provide valuable insight about the 
plantations located in the country as well 
as the materialities of the landscape in co-
lonial Taiwan, especially in light of the ab-
sence of digitised maps depicting cin-
chona cultivation. However, there is also 
a limitation to Ku’s maps in the sense that 
such maps do not account for the more 
transnational circulation of quinine and 
cinchona bark within the Japanese Em-
pire. As mentioned, Japanese living in the 
metropole also benefited from cinchona 
cultivation. This focus on Taiwan could 
be due to the limited archival resources 
available regarding cinchona cultivation 
and distribution. Nevertheless, the map-
ping out of the transnational circulation 
of cinchona in the Japanese Empire is a 
fruitful avenue worthy of further explora-
tion. 
 
Digital Environmental Humanities  

As our initial research progressed, we 
wondered about the linkage between Ja-
pan’s colonisation and Taiwan’s ecology 
as depicted in maps where land usage and 
labelling would be codified depending on 
its value for the Japanese empire. An in-
dividual map alone, like an individual 
text, only tells one piece of the story. 
What happens, though, when you can 
bring multiple maps together when inves-
tigating the role of natural resources in 
shaping colonial relations? Maps as sto-
ried materials brought together using dig-
ital humanities (DH) tools can tell pow-
erful stories within environmental his-
tory. As Allen and Queen (2015) attest, 
“the digital humanities focus on interpre-
tation means that the process of transla-
tion and encoding becomes infinitely 
more complex and inter-relational” (92). 
One such tool, ArcGIS StoryMaps, al-
lows for close reading of each map to 
draw connections between the individual 
embedded stories and show progression 
of change over time, as well as more fully 
highlight the limitations of these maps, 
shedding light on further avenues for ex-
ploration.  The importance of maps for 
storytelling underscores how the fields of 
DH and environmental humanities re-
search are connected. In exploring GIS 
technology and georeferencing historical 
events, Richard White (2010), argues that 
visualising spatial history can reveal pre-
viously unseen connections and can illu-
minate new avenues for exploration. 
Therefore, the intersection of DH tools 
with environmental history can lead to 
new avenues for visualising complex sto-
ries within environmental history.vii   
 
While DH is an interdisciplinary field that 
brings together digital technologies and 
topics in the humanities, environmental 
humanities have significant connections 
to broader questions about how to assess 
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relationships between humans and the 
nonhuman world in the Anthropocene.viii 
From this context, we acknowledge the 
emergence of digital environmental hu-
manities, which brings together digital 
tools to help tell nuanced environmental 
historical narratives. As Stephanie 
Posthumus and Stéfan Sinclair (2016) at-
test, “technologies, both analog and digi-
tal, have led to seeing and experiencing 
nature differently than would be other-
wise possible” (Posthumus and Sinclair 
2016, 3). Moreover, as Joni Adamson ar-
gues (2018), “big science has tended to 
provide facts and data about anthropo-
genically caused change but offer little 
‘sense of humans as diverse, interpretive 
creatures who frequently disagree about 
values, means, and ends’” (5).  Digital en-
vironmental humanities thus serves to fill 
this gap left by big science by highlighting 
the existence of those diverse viewpoints, 
as well as the role of power in shaping 
such dynamics. 
 
In this vein, using digitised print maps, 
we view our project as an example of how 
StoryMaps can illuminate the various 
power dynamics defining environmental 
history. By bringing together maps de-
picting natural resources during Japan’s 
colonisation of Taiwan to illuminate the 
history of cinchona cultivation and eco-
logical imperialism, we also aim to further 
build upon this flourishing field of digital 
environmental humanities.ix Given our 
geographic focus, our StoryMap is also an 
experiment within the field of East Asian 
DHx, a field where East Asian studies and 
digital methodologies converge.  
 
To bring together digitised physical maps 
to tell a more complete story of cinchona 
in colonial Taiwan, we created an ArcGIS 
StoryMap.ii Created by Esri, ArcGIS Sto-
ryMaps allow users to engage with spatial 

history and digital storytelling. In the cre-
ation of a compilation of maps that illu-
minate how the Japanese empire viewed 
Taiwan as an agricultural appendage, we 
included maps created throughout the 50 
years of Japan’s occupation. Keyword 
searches included Japanese and Chinese 
terms for ‘cinchona’ and ‘quinine’ and 
were conducted using historical materials 
publicly available digitally from organisa-
tions such as the National Diet Library 
Digital Collections, National Archives of 
Taiwan, Academia Sinica, Stanford Uni-
versity Gaihozu Map Collection, UC 
Berkeley’s Japanese Historical Map Col-
lection, Wikimedia Commons, and Reed 
Digital Collectionsxi. Our research into 
the history of cinchona’s role in Japan’s 
colonisation of Taiwan initially incorpo-
rated scholarly articles and digitised maps 
depicting natural resource extraction 
more broadly.  
 
Given the lack of digitised maps depict-
ing cinchona cultivation, we, following 
Ku’s approach, looked to newspaper ar-
chives, and found advertisements and ar-
ticles that spoke volumes about the sig-
nificance of cinchona in the metropole, 
further highlighting the transnational cir-
culation of cinchona in the Japanese Em-
pire. From our research, we can see that 
maps have played a key role in the con-
struction of the Heideggerian “modern 
world picture,” in which the subject takes 
control of the world as it is (Heidegger 
1977, 129, 152). The subject contends 
with the materiality of this “world pic-
ture,” and maps speak to this tension, 
shedding light on the various inequalities 
that emerge from the colonial desire of 
conquering this “modern world picture.”  
 
While this paper does not strive to be an 
exhaustive history of Japan’s fifty-year 
control of Taiwan, nor could it capture 



64 
 

Material Culture Review Volume 94 (Fall 2022) 

the various narratives, identities, and ex-
periences of the Indigenous communi-
ties, we contend that focusing on Japa-
nese efforts to sustain cinchona tree plan-
tations in Taiwan can shed light on how 
colonial power dynamics were centred 
around the cultivation and control of nat-
ural resources. For example, the cultiva-
tion of camphor has already gained schol-
arly attention, partly seen through the 
digitization of maps depicting camphor 
cultivation. In comparison, cinchona cul-
tivation has not received as much schol-
arly attention, relatively speaking, until re-
cently, despite the centrality of cinchona 
in maintaining the “health” of the Japa-
nese Empire. Additionally, as previously 
mentioned, there is a lack of digitised 
maps that depict cinchona cultivation in 
general. Therefore, we intended to shed 
more light on the centrality of cinchona 
cultivation in the Japanese Empire, and 
how it provides useful insight regarding 
the relationship between colony and 
metropole more broadly. Finally, through 
addressing this relationship between col-
ony and metropole, we also aimed to 
highlight both the potential and limits of 
maps as illustrations of land usage shaped 
by subjective realities. 
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i By “cinchona,” we are referring to the genus ra-
ther than a specific species, as there are multiple 
species that can be used for quinine extraction.  
ii Additional maps and descriptions can be 
viewed at the accompanying ArcGIS StoryMap: 
https://arcg.is/0Te54W.  
iii  Takasago was the antiquated Japanese name 
for Taiwan that came from an abandoned Japa-
nese settlement on the island in 1628 (McDonald 
2017, 122).  
iv It is important to note that cinchona cultiva-
tion is not the only example that speaks to the 
role of agriculture in structuring colonial rela-
tions. Another forest product also occupies a 
central role in these dynamics: camphor, which 
was used as a plasticizer for photographic film 
and early plastics. For key scholarship on the co-
lonial camphor industry, see Paul Barclay, Out-
casts of Empire: Japan’s Rule on Taiwan’s ‘Savage Bor-
der,’ 1874-1945 (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 2017); Antonio Tavares, “The Japa-
nese Colonial State and the Dissolution of the 
Late Imperial Frontier Economy in Taiwan, 
1886-1909,” The Journal of Asian Studies 64, no. 2 
(2005): 361-385, https://www.cam-
bridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-asian-stud-
ies/article/japanese-colonial-state-and-the-disso-
lution-of-the-late-imperial-frontier-economy-in-
taiwan-
18861909/8F30EB958FC7F6B09BC7560509B9
11CA.  
v We see here the presence of a rooted network, 
in which the cinchona tree, Japanese colonial of-
ficials, and the Indigenous peoples of Taiwan all 
act as nodes. The network of unequal power that 
existed firmly rooted within Taiwan served to 
profoundly reshape the land and would be carto-
graphically codified. 
vi For additional research on cinchona and colo-
nial Taiwan, see Ku, Ya-Wen. 2008. “GIS’s Pos-
sibility as a Tool of Historical Study of Medicine 

and Disease in Colonial Taiwan (1895-1945).” In-
ternational Symposium on Geoinformatics for Spatial In-
frastructure Development in Earth and Allied Sciences. 
and Ku (2009). “Anti-Malaria Policy and Its 
Consequences in Colonial Taiwan.” In Disease, 
Colonialism, and the State: Malaria in Modern East 
Asian History, edited by Ka-che Yip, 31–48. 
vii For additional examples of digital environmen-
tal humanities projects, see Norfish Project 
(Travis and Holm 2016), the Armchair Traveler’s 
Guide to Digital Environmental Humanities 
(Jørgensen 2014), Ant Spider Bee (Coulter, Har-
denberg, and Jørgensen 2021) and the Alpine 
Garden MisGuide (Didur 2015). 
viii According to scholars Robert S. Emmett and 
David E. Nye, “environmental humanities” is a 
field that emerged “most immediately through 
the confluence of simultaneous developments 
during the 1970s and the 1980s in departments 
of literature, philosophy, history, geography, gen-
der studies, and anthropology” (Emmett and 
Nye 2017, 3). 
ix Regarding projects related to environmental 
history in Japan, there is “After Hiroshima” 
(Huang and Rapongan 2015), which “examine[s] 
radiation ecologies and nuclear colonialism after 
Hiroshima bombing in the trans-Pacific, trans-
Indigenous context.” 
x Notable projects on East Asian DH includes 
Hoyt Long’s (2015) work on visualizing net-
works of literary translation in the Japanese con-
text, Christina Spiker’s (2018) project Mapping 
Isabella Bird and Daniel O’Grady’s project “Jap-
anese Castle Explorer” (O’Grady 2012).  
xi Both authors have an understanding of the 
Japanese language. Staff at the National Archives 
of Taiwan were helpful with keyword sugges-
tions in Mandarin.  

https://arcg.is/0Te54W
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Mapping, Materiality, and Merchant Culture in Medieval Italy (12th-14th Century) 

From the twelfth to fourteenth century, 
Genoa, Pisa, and Venice developed into 
highly successful port cities whose wealth 
and prosperity depended on international 
maritime commerce. As such, merchants 
played a central role in the political, eco-
nomic, and cultural life of these three 
mercantile centers. Merchant patronage 
can be connected to two distinct cultural 
endeavors, the creation of lavish and ec-
lectic decorative ensembles for civic 
churches and the production of practical 
cartographic tools – the portolan chart 
and text. Both cultural products share 
characteristics that connect them to mer-
cantile interests and ambitions, forging a 
distinct merchant aesthetic that visualized 
the importance of commercial activities 
and Mediterranean navigation in these 
Italian port cities. This essay will analyze 
these distinct manifestations of merchant 
visual culture as an integrated unit, as-
sessing the influence of mercantile men-
talities on the production and reception 
of cartographic works and civic architec-
ture produced in Venice, Pisa, and 
Genoa. These maritime cities developed 
a sophisticated merchant culture that in 
turn highlighted the education, cultural 
knowledge, and civic pride of these sea-
borne traders and defined the creation, 
reception, and use of disparate visual ar-
tifacts (Lopez 1979, 65-66; Le Goff 2001, 
123-24; Goldthwaite 1993, 179; Nelson 

and Zeckhauser 2008, 44; Gautier Dalché 
1995, 37).  
 
Recent art historical scholarship has be-
gun to address the tangible connections 
between artistic production and mercan-
tile endeavors, and the artistic commis-
sions of the maritime republics of Italy 
have provided fruitful ground for this 
type of study (Mack 2002; Jardine and 
Brotton 2000; Howard 2000; Caskey 
2004; Mathews 2012; Mathews 2014). 
The wealth of these republics was based 
predominantly on international trade in 
the Mediterranean and the large expendi-
tures by wealthy merchants in these cities 
on art and architecture raise the questions 
of how a distinct merchant culture deter-
mined a particular aesthetic or approach 
to artistic production and how this men-
tality was manifested in the artworks 
themselves. Though merchant patronage 
has been characterized as derivative, 
trickling down from the elite, Michael 
Baxandall’s concept of a cognitive style 
can provide a framework for determining 
characteristics that are unique to artworks 
created by and for merchants (Baxandall 
1988, 36-40; Caskey 2004, 22-23, 155-60, 
186). Baxandall defines cognitive style as 
“interpreting skills one happens to pos-
sess, the categories, the model patterns, 
and the habits of inference and analogy” 
that are socially constructed and cultur-
ally relative (Baxandall 1988, 29-30, 40). 
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The mental equipment that a merchant 
used to assess an artwork, then, would be 
distinct from that of someone from an-
other class or profession, as it was based 
on specifically mercantile education and 
training. An understanding of a medieval 
merchant’s cognitive style could revolve 
around the assessment of cartographic 
works and civic architectural decoration 
through the framework of a “mapping 
eye” (Rodini 1995, vol. 1, 58, 71-93). 
From this perspective, the cultural prod-
ucts of the Italian maritime republics 
could be understood and categorized as 
commodities and mementoes, systema-
tized and presented as itineraries and in-
ventories that defined but also reflected a 
maritime merchant’s cognitive style.  
 
The Products of Mercantile Visual 
Culture 
 
Italian mercantile centers such as Pisa, 
Genoa, and Venice produced a variety of 
cartographic works presented in visual 
and textual formats. One of the oldest 
texts providing evidence of practical car-
tography from the medieval period is the 
Liber de existencia riveriarum et forma maris 
nostri Mediterranei (The Book of the Posi-
tion of the Coasts and the Form of our 
Sea, the Mediterranean), compiled in Pisa 
in the late twelfth to early thirteenth cen-
tury (Gautier Dalché 1995; Gaspar 2019). 
The Liber was composed by a layman at 
the behest of a cleric from Pisa. Based on 
a map, the text provided supplemental in-
formation and clarifications to accom-
pany the chart (Edson 2007, 44; Gautier 
Dalché 1995, 20-24, 39; Gaspar 2019, 6-
10, 16). The content of the Liber consists 
of a type of text known as a portolan, a 
set of sailing directions from port to port 
around the Mediterranean Sea that in-
cluded distances and detailed descrip-
tions of ports, natural and manmade 

landmarks, and coastline morphology 
(Debanne, 2011; Pujades 2007; Vagnon 
2013). The rare survival of a text such as 
the Liber demonstrates that cartographic 
mentalities were already being codified 
and rendered in text and image in the late 
twelfth to early thirteenth century in one 
of the most vibrant maritime cities in Eu-
rope. The Liber de existencia riveriarum, 
then, was the product of a culture in 
which civic pride and Pisan identity were 
inextricably linked to the sea and the eco-
nomic opportunities it provided (Bel-
lomo 2008, 224, 231; Gautier Dalché 
1995, 37, 98, 101, 103).  
 
The Compasso de Navegare is the oldest sur-
viving portolan text written in the vernac-
ular, dating to the second half of the thir-
teenth century (Debanne 2011; Gautier 
Dalché 1995, 39-40; Bellomo 2008, 229). 
The work was composed in northern It-
aly, likely in Venice or Genoa, two cities 
that were to become major cartographic 
centers in the following century. The 
Compasso consists of sailing directions 
across the Mediterranean and Black Seas, 
divided into three parts. The first section 
of the text traces coastal routes around 
the seas; the second consists of a short list 
of long-distance open sea trajectories; the 
third enumerates routes along the Medi-
terranean’s major islands. Though the 
text covers the entirety of the Mediterra-
nean, a comprehensive view of the sea 
was not the intent of the work; rather the 
Compasso aimed to provide specific infor-
mation about journeys from one port to 
another. The Mediterranean experience 
presented here is one of small, discrete 
voyages divided into segments or frag-
ments. The vast sea was thus subdivided 
into manageable, intelligible units to trace 
the safest and most direct route between 
one location and another.  
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This early portolan text constitutes a de-
cisive shift in mapping mentalities in its 
practical nature and lack of engagement 
with scholarly geographic traditions. 
Gone are biblical references and the cen-
trality of holy sites; churches and monas-
teries are only mentioned in the Compasso 
as convenient landmarks, navigational 
aids that were readily visible from the wa-
ter (Bellomo 2008, 229; Bacci and Rohde 
2014). Portolan texts and charts were the 
products of lay culture, made by mariners 
for those who engaged in maritime travel. 
It also reflected the nautical advance-
ments taking place in the late thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries. Led by mari-
ners from the Italian maritime cities and 
ports in the Crown of Aragón, the devel-
opment of new navigational tools dis-
played a heightened interest in Mediterra-
nean travel that, in turn, transformed the 
way that those involved in maritime ex-
ploits saw the world (Vagnon 2013, 459-
87; Debanne 2011, 12, 15; Pujades 2007, 
414-20, 456-63; Gautier Dalché 1995, 
103). 
 
The last cartographic work addressed 
here is the Carte pisane, the oldest surviv-
ing medieval nautical chart, likely created 
in the late thirteenth century in Genoa or 
Venice (figure 1) (Edson 2007, 33-37; 
Debanne 2011, 17-18; Pujades 2013b; 
Campbell 2015). It comprises a signifi-
cant departure from the Liber and Com-
passo in its presentation of navigational 
data in a purely visual format. The Carte 
pisane consists of an entire animal skin on 
which the outlines and contours of the 
Mediterranean and Black Seas have been 
traced. The animal’s neck extends to the 
east with the map oriented north and the 
various coastal locations and islands bear 
labels in black, with red reserved for the 
more important cities and ports. Accom-
panying the toponyms are wind roses that 

extend rhumb lines across the vellum sur-
face. Intended to be used with a magnetic 
compass, the lines represent compass di-
rections to assist in navigation. This nau-
tical or portolan chart represented the 
most current data for nautical cartog-
raphy available at the time, a veritable 
compendium of navigational knowledge 
that would have accompanied mariners 
aboard their ships as they traversed the 
Mediterranean (Campbell 1987, 371, 377; 
Hoffman 2013, 30). By the fourteenth 
century, then, visual formats gained pop-
ularity for the presentation of carto-
graphic data with increasingly sophisti-
cated maps presented in large-format 
charts and atlases. 
 

 
 
Figure 1 
The Carte pisane, late thirteenth cen-
tury. Photo: Paris, Bibliothèque na-
tionale de France. 
 
A final product of mercantile culture that 
bridged commercial and cartographic 
realms is the merchant manual (Lopez 
and Airaldi 1983, 108). Such manuals be-
gan to appear in the late thirteenth cen-
tury, produced by and for professionals 
engaged in commerce. The earliest docu-
mented merchant’s manual, the Memoria 
de tucte le mercantie, was compiled in Pisa 
and dates to 1278. Additional manuals, 
such as the Zibaldone da Canal and 
Pegolotti’s Pratica della mercatura, were 
products of the fourteenth century 
(Lopez and Airaldi 1983, 115; Jacoby 
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2007, vol. 2, 449-64; Dotson 1994, 13). 
The standard content of these manuals 
listed weights and measures, prices for 
commodities, and customs in port cities 
across the sea. The information is often 
arranged in the form of binary pairs relat-
ing to exchange between two cities, not 
unlike the routes listed in portolan texts; 
in one instance a nautical guide is in-
cluded in the manual itself (Jacoby 1986, 
408-09; Gaspar 2019, 4; Dotson 1994, 
15). The manuals clearly represent a mer-
chant’s worldview as they contain 
knowledge necessary to succeed in a 
competitive commercial space. What the 
author of a text considered essential in-
formation could vary dramatically, as 
some manuals included math problems, 
romances, and astrological guides, while 
others contained urban histories that par-
allel the civic pride on display in lavishly 
decorated architectural monuments (Sig-
ler 2002; Giusti 2002; Radicati 2002; Mo-
relli and Tangheroni 1994; Ulivi 2002). 
One late merchant manual that concre-
tizes the connection between commerce 
and maritime travel is that of Michael of 
Rhodes, compiled in the mid-fifteenth 
century by a mariner who sailed with 
Venice’s commercial fleet. The text con-
tains some of the traditional content seen 
in merchant manuals, but it might be clas-
sified more accurately as a maritime or 
mariner’s manual given its emphasis on 
shipbuilding and navigation and the in-
clusion of a portolan text with sailing in-
structions (Stahl 2010, 153, 158; Falchetta 
2009a). 
 
Complementing these mercantile, mari-
time texts and charts were civic architec-
tural structures in Genoa, Venice, and 
Pisa that reused ancient and foreign ob-
jects, or spolia, in dense and heterogene-
ous decorative ensembles. The material-
ity of these objects, combined with their 

potential to be understood as war spoils 
and commercial goods, made them po-
tent carriers of meaning for merchant pa-
trons and audiences. One of the earliest 
manifestations of a merchant visual style 
in the Italian maritime republics is the 
highly original spolia decoration found in 
Pisa. Beginning in the eleventh century, 
Pisan churches featured architectural dec-
oration consisting of ceramic basins (bac-
ini) imported from the Islamic world 
(Berti 1991; Berti and Giorgio 2011; Berti 
and Tongiorgi 1981). At this time, west-
ern Europe lacked the technical 
knowledge to produce glazed ceramics, 
making their provenance clear; these col-
orful glazed vessels were made in Islamic 
pottery centers and then exported across 
the Mediterranean. Among the early Pi-
san structures with bacini decoration, the 
church of San Sisto stands out with its 
vast number of objects and ceramic types 
from several production centers (figure 
2).  
 

 
 
Figure 2  
Pisa, Church of San Sisto, west fa-
çade, 1087. Photo by author. 
 
The foundation of the church of San 
Sisto is generally dated to 1087, immedi-
ately after a successful joint military cam-
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paign conducted by the Pisans and Gen-
oese against the North African cities of 
al-Mahdiya and Zawila (Berti 1993, 127-
28; Garzella 1991, 189). The church was 
built to celebrate this victorious expedi-
tion and was funded with the proceeds 
from the military campaign (Cowdrey 
1977, 18; Scalia 2007, 813-14). San Sisto 
originally had 129 eleventh-century bacini 
ornamenting its stone exterior (figure 3). 
The fifty-two remaining ceramics on San 
Sisto’s facade and side walls, all placed 
above blind arches immediately below 
the roofline, consist of products from 
North Africa, Sicily, Egypt, and Spain 
(Berti 1997, 25; Berti and Tongiorgi 1981, 
49-61). The bacini might have been cho-
sen as appropriate decoration for Pisan 
churches because of their connection to 
Mediterranean commerce, a significant 
source of wealth for Pisa in the eleventh 
to fourteenth century (Mathews 2014, 16-
19). The Pisan fleet battled valiantly to se-
cure safe passage for the city’s commer-
cial vessels and the bacini could index this 
great struggle for maritime supremacy 
and the material fruits of those labors, 
with international trade goods such as the 
foreign and exotic ceramics so proudly 
displayed on the city’s churches.  
 

 
 
Figure 3 
San Sisto, detail of bacini decoration 
on west façade. Photo by author. 
 
San Sisto’s interior also displays objects 
and building materials acquired across the 

Mediterranean. The church’s space is ar-
ticulated by ancient Roman capitals and 
columns, objects that might have been 
purchased in port cities or plundered 
from North Africa. Mounted on an inte-
rior wall is a funerary stele from al-Anda-
lus. The stele dates to the eleventh cen-
tury and is associated with the figure of 

ʿAbd Allah al-ʿAziz ibn Aghlab al-Mur-
tadā, governor of the Balearic Islands 
from 1076 to 1094 (Stasolla 1980; Barral 
1994; Scalia 2007, 812). It is not known 
when the object arrived in Pisa, but a 
likely scenario is that it formed part of the 
plunder from the Balearic expedition of 
1113-1115 (Déléry 2009, 48-49; Scalia 
2007, 813; Barral 1994, 122). San Sisto, 
then, was an early manifestation of a dec-
orative style in Pisa that juxtaposed ob-
jects acquired through trade with art-
works seized as plunder of war. 
 
The Basilica of San Marco, the doge’s 
chapel, was the showcase for the fame 
and fortune of Venice as the central reli-
gious monument in the city (Vio 2003; 
Maguire and Nelson 2010). The Fourth 
Crusade in 1204 constituted a significant 
moment in Venice’s history when the Ve-
netians conquered the Byzantine capital 
of Constantinople. Complementing the 
city’s new political identity as an empire, 
then, was a visual culture that highlighted 
Venice’s centrality in the Mediterranean. 
Luxury objects flowed into the city from 
Byzantium and the Basilica of San Marco 
came to be encrusted with a dazzling ar-
ray of spolia and spoils from Mediterra-
nean locales (figure 4) (Fortini Brown 
1996, 15-17) (Ciriacono 2017, 8-10; Ko-
vesi 2018, xvi, xviii). The exterior decora-
tion displays an assemblage of columns 
and capitals, hundreds of them so densely 
packed that they no longer serve a struc-
tural function. More visually intriguing 
are the reused sculptural panels and other 
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foreign objects on the church’s three fa-
çades. The west façade features the great-
est ornamentation, consisting of an array 
of columns and capitals combined with 
Byzantine reliefs, while the crowning art-
work is the set of bronze horses taken 
from the Hippodrome in Constantinople 
(figure 5) (Jacoff 1993; Favaretto 2003, 
188-91; Galliazzo 1984). The eclectic 
spoliate assemblage on San Marco, like 
that on San Sisto in Pisa, defined a dis-
tinctive aesthetic that combined plunder 
of war with objects acquired in Mediter-
ranean markets to express Venice’s new 
civic identity and imperial aspirations.  
 

 
 
Figure 4 
Venice, Basilica of San Marco, west 
façade, thirteenth to fourteenth centu-
ries. Photo by Gary Houston. 
 

 
 
Figure 5 
San Marco, original bronze horses 
from west façade (Museo di San 
Marco). Photo: Ttescke. 

The church of San Matteo in Genoa, like 
the Basilica of San Marco, served as a 
civic religious space and private chapel 
simultaneously (figure 6). The structure 
was built by the Doria family, whose 
members served in the city government, 
led the Genoese navy, and actively partic-
ipated in Mediterranean commerce. Their 
church enjoyed a central location in the 
city and competed with the cathedral as a 
potent symbol of Genoese civic identity. 
The thirteenth-century façade of the 
Doria family church displays the standard 
black and white stripes of Genoa’s medi-
eval structures and, similar to numerous 
other churches in the city, is adorned with 
an array of ancient Roman spolia (Müller 
2002, 107-64; Toncini Cabella 2001, 21-
27; Müller 2003). On the right side of the 
façade, immediately below a small win-
dow, is an ancient sarcophagus (figure 7) 
(Dufour Bozzo 1967, 23, 45-47; Faedo 
1984, 142; Conti 1990, 300, 318-19; Mül-
ler 2002, 116-22, 226-29). Two other Ro-
man artworks rest on consoles on either 
side of the rose window. A bust length 
figure, now missing its head, is placed on 
the left and a nude torso is located on the 
right. Complementing the Roman objects 
on display were inscriptions incised into 
the façade (Müller 2003, 15; Müller 2002, 
126-33).  
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Figure 6 
Genoa, Church of San Matteo, west 
façade, thirteenth century. Photo by 
author. 
 

 
 
Figure 7 
San Matteo, detail of ancient sar-
cophagus on the west façade. Photo 
by author. 
 
The texts on either side of the entrance 
portal and around the sarcophagus record 
military victories won by various mem-
bers of the Doria family and refer to the 
plunder taken in those battles that came 
to be housed in the church of San Matteo. 
The battles recorded here, however, were 
not fought against foreign adversaries but 
rather against Italian commercial rivals 
and the spoils of war collected in San 
Matteo came exclusively from Pisa and 
Venice. The Genoese took the sarcopha-
gus from the Venetian-controlled island 
of Curzola and used it as the burial place 
for the great general Lamba Doria (Silva 

1987, 72-73; Müller 2003, 14). San 
Matteo’s decoration also featured plun-
der from Pisa; pieces of the great harbor 
chain taken from the Pisan port after the 
Genoese victory over the Pisan fleet in 
1284 were hung on the façade of the 
church to complement the ancient Ro-
man objects. On San Matteo, like San 
Sisto and San Marco, ancient and foreign 
objects combined with contemporary 
war spoils highlight the role of the church 
as a triumphal monument.  
 
The decoration on all these churches de-
fines a merchant aesthetic characterized 
by beautiful, colorful, textured objects 
and materials acquired through trade or 
military conquest. As such, they index the 
two most important activities of the cit-
ies’ merchant mariners: war and com-
merce. Luxury commodities were dis-
played side by side with war plunder, with 
the distinction between the two often 
blurred. Just as important as their means 
of acquisition was the ability of these ob-
jects to reference locales across the Med-
iterranean with which Pisan, Genoese, 
and Venetian merchants would have 
been familiar. This rich and eclectic visual 
vocabulary was the ideal vehicle for dis-
playing civic pride and mercantile wealth 
on each city’s public monuments. 
 
What all these cultural products of the 
maritime cities share, then, is a connec-
tion to maritime commerce. They could 
be trade goods themselves, commercial 
objects acquired across the Mediterra-
nean by the merchants whose success 
contributed to the wealth and prestige of 
these Italian cities. They could also be im-
portant tools for navigating the seas and 
conducting trade, focusing on data that 
was essential to mercantile endeavors. As 
such, this diverse group of objects, texts, 
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and maps manifests a mercantile mental-
ity that saw the world through the lens of 
voyages and trade goods and formulated 
visual and textual systems that organized, 
categorized, and contextualized the mate-
rial culture of merchant cities. The rela-
tionship between the objects and materi-
als in a maritime merchant’s world and 
the worldview of international traders 
was reciprocal; the artworks manifested 
the mentality of these influential mem-
bers of society while they also served as 
the physical basis for a merchant cogni-
tive style. A maritime merchant 
worldview, then, could encompass the 
analysis and assessment of material cul-
ture through a number of diverse but 
complementary frameworks: commodi-
ties, collections, inventories, itineraries, 
mementoes, and souvenirs. 
 
Interpretive Frameworks for Mer-
chant Visual Culture 
 
Commodities 
 
These three merchant-oriented cultural 
products – manuals, maps, and architec-
tural decoration – share a focus on eco-
nomic and symbolic value. In the eco-
nomic realm, they enumerate or catego-
rize commodities or can be characterized 
as consumer goods themselves (Sheehan 
2013, 133; Carlton 2012, 29). A merchant 
manual’s primary aim was to present data 
on trade in luxury goods such as spices 
and textiles. Knowledge of their prove-
nance, price, and movement around the 
Mediterranean was essential for success-
ful and lucrative commercial transactions. 
A mercantile world view, then, made 
sense of places and things from the per-
spective of commerce and trade goods, a 
system in which everything could be esti-

mated in terms of its financial value in rel-
ative and absolute terms (Mathews 2017, 
208).  
 
If anything was a commodity, then both 
nautical charts and architectural spolia 
could be perceived and appreciated as 
commercial products. Both were availa-
ble for sale in Mediterranean markets; in-
creasingly elaborate maps were made in 
Genoa, Venice, and Majorca while reused 
architectural elements could be acquired 
in numerous port cities across the sea 
(Fortini Brown 1996, 15; Mathews 2018, 
153). The very merchants who partici-
pated in Mediterranean commerce were 
the ones who bought and sold these 
goods and could estimate their value in 
economic terms. As commodities, nauti-
cal charts and spolia began their life histo-
ries as functional objects. Portolan texts 
and charts were meant to be consulted by 
mariners to assist in navigation (Gautier 
Dalché 1995, 203; Falchetta 2009b, 269-
76). Architectural ceramics or bacini were 
originally tableware intended for use in 
middle and upper-class homes (Mathews 
2014, 9-10, 19). Their understanding as 
functional, commercial objects shifted, 
however, as these objects were put on 
display or changed physical contexts. In 
the case of maritime maps, some contin-
ued to be used shipboard but others 
moved into domestic spaces, where they 
became status symbols and aesthetic ob-
jects (Sheehan, 2013; Sheehan 2014, 326). 
The understanding of bacini and other ar-
chitectural spolia as commodities dimin-
ished in significance when they were re-
moved from circulation and became 
fixed on church façades. 
 
Commodity status, then, was not a state 
as much as it was a process, and these ob-
jects were subject to various classifica-
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tions and reclassifications, uses and re-
contextualizations, as they traveled over 
distances both conceptual and physical. 
Their very durability in essence contrib-
uted to their long and complicated biog-
raphies (Rowlands 2005, 267; Kopytoff 
1986, 90). Stone sculptures and ceramic 
bowls became singularized when they 
moved from the commercial realm to 
that of architectural decoration – they be-
came unique, “priceless” artefacts. They 
could be classified as diverted or terminal 
commodities in that their new function 
placed them permanently outside the 
mercantile realm (Appadurai 1986, 26-29; 
Kopytoff 1986, 77). Their placement on 
churches arrested their commodity stage, 
restricting their circulation and intensify-
ing their symbolic force. The display of 
architectural spolia on public structures 
and maps in elite homes advertised their 
value, further enhancing their symbolic 
worth, while confirming if not elevating 
the value of similar goods that remained 
in the commercial sphere of exchange 
(Rowlands 2005, 267; Appadurai 1986, 
28). 
 
The symbolic and aesthetic force of com-
mercial objects complemented their eco-
nomic worth for merchant patrons and 
audiences. In an elemental way, their ma-
teriality and physical beauty made them 
attractive (Mathews 2015, 10-11). The 
gleaming, reflective, and colorful surfaces 
of glazed ceramics and the bright white 
marble of ancient tomb sculptures 
heightened their appeal. The symbolic 
significance of these reused objects and 
materials resided in part in their role as 
trophies. This plunder manifested domi-
nance over political enemies and eco-
nomic competitors through its public dis-
play on important religious structures 
(Mathews 2016, 67-74). In a competitive 

Mediterranean environment, appropri-
ated objects visualized a civic identity for 
these Italian maritime cities that elevated 
them above their commercial rivals and 
referenced control of key trade routes 
and the commodities exchanged along 
them.  
 
Nautical charts also became increasingly 
elaborate in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries as they served as navigational 
tools, but also decorative objects for the 
home. Para map or epicartographic addi-
tions complemented the basic infor-
mation provided on portolan charts 
(Sheehan 2013, 133). These maps were 
created to outline the coasts and islands, 
but over time the inland spaces were 
filled with flags, crests, portraits, topo-
graphic features, representations of cities, 
and animals both real and mythical. Such 
enhancements created a taste for naviga-
tional charts to new owners while appeal-
ing to an established merchant clientele in 
novel ways. As the maps themselves de-
veloped into aesthetic objects, the con-
text of their viewing transformed as well. 
Too precious or beautiful to be used at 
sea, nautical charts came to grace the 
public areas of middle class and elite 
homes (Houssaye Michienzi and Vagnon 
2019, 29; Sheehan 2013, 133; Sheehan 
2014, 322, 326). In an analogous manner 
to their spolia counterparts on religious 
structures, the maritime map manifested 
a merchant identity defined by knowledge 
of the sea and the port cities located along 
its coastline. Instead of a visualizing a 
broader civic identity, the display of a 
map in a private home was rather a per-
sonal status symbol, indicating a cosmo-
politan worldview and familiarity with 
distant locales (Carlton 2012, 28-29, 36). 
It signaled belonging to an elite social 
group defined by mercantile education, 
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cultural sophistication, and maritime 
knowledge. 
 
The Collection 
 
A merchant mentality informed but was 
also defined by the gathering of places 
and things into collections. Such collec-
tions were purposeful combinations of 
disparate elements into a meaningful 
whole. A collection gained significance 
through the sheer quantity of items 
brought together while also highlighting 
the variety and singularity of the individ-
ual elements. Spoliate ensembles were 
meant to impress through the vast num-
ber of objects on display as well as their 
varied colors, materials, and origins. The 
significance of a specific object, however, 
was downplayed as it was subsumed into 
the collective force of the totality. The 
places and things compiled in portolans 
and merchant manuals also comprised 
vast collections. The merchant manuals 
listed all the goods circulating across the 
Mediterranean and the commercial trans-
actions that defined the wealth and pros-
perity of the Italian maritime cities. The 
manuals and nautical charts collected the 
port cities where these goods were 
traded, demonstrating the extent of each 
city’s economic network and familiarity 
with numerous locales. 
 
Vast and varied collections implied mas-
tery on the part of the collector, whether 
an individual or corporate entity 
(Baudrillard 2009, 49, 53). The trophy en-
sembles in all these Italian cities allowed 
each republic to claim dominance over a 
bitter rival through the sheer number of 
stolen artifacts put on public display. The 
numerous objects taken from the enemy 
enhanced the quality of the victory and 
painted a picture of concerted and long-

standing triumph over a specific adver-
sary. Appropriation thus deprived the en-
emy of meaningful things and their dis-
play in an eclectic plunder collection cre-
ated a powerful type of politicized deco-
ration on urban monuments that high-
lighted the dominance of the victorious 
city (Kinney 1995, 58; Kinney 1997, 120). 
The plunder could reference military vic-
tories that allowed a city to take posses-
sion and hold dominion over strategic 
Mediterranean sites.  
 
Collections of commodities and ports 
created the illusion of dominance and 
mastery based on extensive knowledge of 
the Mediterranean environment. The en-
tire volumes of the Liber and the Compasso 
or the overall view of the Mediterranean 
in the Carte pisane visualized dominion 
over the sea by those who possessed 
these compendia. The bird’s-eye or om-
niscient view of a map has been ad-
dressed at length in the context of charts 
made for sovereigns who could claim 
control of territories by having them de-
picted in cartographic form, either 
painted on palace walls or incorporated 
into lavishly illustrated books (Rosen 
2015; Birkholz 2004; Carlton 2012). 
Humbler, mercantile-oriented portolans 
generally have not been associated with 
notions of sovereignty, but they should 
be understood as both political and eco-
nomic instruments. In the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, the greatest compe-
tition for the Italian maritime republics 
came from one another and the produc-
tion of portolan charts in Venice and 
Genoa could be seen as a manifestation 
of competitive mapmaking, where each 
republic attempted to display its control 
of Mediterranean routes and spaces at the 
expense of the other (Rosen 2015, 6-7). 
In both visual and textual formats, the 
collective force of objects argued for the 
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political, economic, and cultural suprem-
acy of the city that possessed them, dis-
playing them in visual ensembles or re-
cording them in written works. The vast 
number of things ornamenting Italian 
churches attested to their abundance in 
the city and the wealth and prosperity that 
brought so many beautiful and luxurious 
objects to Italy. The hundreds of sites in-
corporated into the Liber, Compasso, and 
Carte pisane presented them as known 
quantities, presuming knowledge of lo-
cales Italian merchants and mariners may 
or may not have visited. The excess of 
things and the places where they could be 
procured displayed the economic oppor-
tunities offered by Mediterranean trade. 
Italian maritime cities vied with each 
other to accrue the great riches garnered 
from control of maritime commercial 
networks. 
 
Inventory and Itinerary 
 
Geographical data and spolia ensembles 
could be understood from the broader 
perspective, then, of a comprehensive 
collection in which the totality of items 
amassed highlighted the collector’s mas-
tery and dominion. The organization sys-
tems used to understand and display the 
collection’s contents, however, present 
another facet of a merchant mentality: the 
tendency to see places and things through 
the lens of an itinerary or inventory. The 
discrete units of the map or chapters of 
the text encouraged those consulting por-
tolans to think about the Mediterranean 
in a non-holistic manner, concentrating 
on individual places and peoples as allies 
or adversaries (Goldie 2015, 703-04; 
Campbell 1987, 387). A particularly evoc-
ative manifestation of this emphasis on 
sequential, modular units of space can be 
seen in a type of text known as an isolario, 
or book of islands, that first appeared in 

the fifteenth century. Combining text and 
maps in a book format, the isolario high-
lighted the importance of these discrete 
land masses while displaying their role as 
connecting nodes across the Mediterra-
nean (Conley 1996; Tolias 2007; Cachey 
2010). In a cartographic framework, 
points on the map represented metonym-
ically a culture or political entity just as 
the architectural fragments did on Italian 
civic structures. The organization of 
space on a map resembled the encrusted 
exteriors of public architectural struc-
tures as the chart pinpointed the origin 
and traced the circulation of the con-
sumer goods exchanged by Italian mer-
chants. Both organizational systems fo-
cused on individual elements arranged in 
a sequential inventory or catalogue. The 
bacini ringing the exterior of San Sisto 
and the disparate spoliate objects cover-
ing San Marco were analogous to the suc-
cession of ports and cities in portolan 
texts and charts (figures 8A and 8B).  
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Figure 8A (facing) & 8B (above) 
(A) bacini on San Sisto west façade 
and (B) Carte pisane place names 
along the Mediterranean coast. 
Photo: (A) by author; (B) Paris, Bibli-
othèque Nationale. 
 
Lists provided a comprehensive cata-
logue to allow viewers and readers to 
make sense and manage the consumption 
of the vast amount of data compiled. As 
such, they were the central organizing 
principle for merchants’ manuals and 
portolan texts that assembled geograph-
ical locations, goods, weights, measures, 
interest and exchange rates. A spatial se-
quence subdivided the data into compre-
hensible units, mimicking the physical 
travel from one port to another under-
taken by Italian maritime merchants. The 
logical sequence of coastal cities in porto-
lan charts and manuals could also have 
been mapped on the public architecture 
of these Italian ports, with distinct spoli-
ate objects corresponding to sites on a 
map. Mercantile-oriented audiences 
would have recognized the provenance 
of the objects on display and appreciated 
their spatial arrangement that echoed the 
visual systems of cartography, albeit on a 

monumental scale. Such inventories were 
not disinterested, however, and conveyed 
the perspective and worldview of those 
who created them. The inventory and 
itinerary thus presented and perpetuated 
a maritime merchant’s viewpoint that fo-
cused on taxonomies, hierarchies, and re-
lationships between people, places, and 
things (Yale 2014, 289, 294-95).  
 
Memory and Souvenirs 
 
A characteristic that maps, manuals, and 
architectural spolia share is a tension be-
tween tradition and innovation. Portolan 
charts, texts, and merchant manuals con-
tained data that required continual emen-
dation to be accurate and up to date. 
Nonetheless, older texts and charts con-
tinued to be used for decades if not cen-
turies after they were written or drawn 
(Pegolotti 1936, xxvii; Jacoby 1986, 409-
10; Dotson 1994, 17, 24; Vagnon 2013, 
454). In a more general sense, what these 
mercantile instruments offered was the 
appearance of comprehensiveness and 
mastery of a vast array of knowledge. The 
universalizing symbolic force that rein-
forcing traditional beliefs counterbal-
anced the detail-oriented content in these 
mercantile maritime instruments that as-
sisted traders and mariners in their pro-
fessions. As instruments of power for the 
Italian maritime republics, architectural 
spoils, navigational charts, and merchant 
manuals had the potential to construct 
narratives, configure cultures, and define 
memory in a way that highlighted the eco-
nomic and political predominance of 
each city.   
 
The presentation of data in portolans and 
merchant manuals could thus be as evoc-
ative as it was authoritative. The visual 
and textual content central to a mer-
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chant’s worldview may have been rec-
orded and displayed as a mnemonic de-
vice (Campbell 2013, 51-53; Sheehan 
2014, 325; Gautier Dalché 1995, 40). The 
transcribing and preservation of this data 
could assist merchants in remembering 
places, prices, and merchandise (Goldie 
2015, 723; Pujades 2013a, 65). The goods 
on the architectural structures could vis-
ualize the Mediterranean locales plotted 
on nautical charts, evoking voyages and 
the interaction with various cultures as 
Italian mariners traversed the sea to en-
gage in war or conduct commerce. Mem-
ories of journeys, transactions, and cul-
tural exchange and interaction were pre-
served and shared in a concrete manner 
through physical objects that served as 
souvenirs (Houssaye Michienzi and Vag-
non 2019, 29; Rodini 1995, vol 1, 84-87). 
Mementoes of places and events orna-
mented civic structures and graced pri-
vate homes to be shared with small 
groups of friends, colleagues, and rivals 
or larger communal audiences. The invo-
cation of memory gave this predomi-
nantly spatial data a temporal dimension, 
highlighting continuity over centuries or 
the volatility of the current Mediterra-
nean environment that was in a constant 
state of redefinition. Memory could be 
corporate as well in these Italian cities 
where mercantile endeavors were central 
to political identity and economic pros-
perity. Maps, manuals, and spolia recorded 
a Pisan, Genoese, or Venetian worldview 
and the connection to strategic places and 
valuable things that distinguished each 
city from one another. 
 
Conclusion 
 
A spoliate aesthetic had a long pedigree 
in the Italian merchant republics, emerg-
ing in the eleventh century as an apposite 
way to visualize mercantile and military 

endeavors through the use of spolia and 
spoils of war. In the late twelfth century, 
portolan texts and charts offered a new 
way of conceptualizing this relationship 
in terms of mapping. Cartography pro-
vided the technological mechanism to 
plot the origin and movement of the 
highly mobile objects that decorated Ital-
ian civic monuments. The explosion of 
cartographic instruments in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, how-
ever, had the potential to create new 
forms of merchant visuality, a “mapping 
eye,” where artistic production in the cit-
ies of Venice, Genoa, and Pisa was per-
ceived and interpreted through the con-
ceptual logic and organization of the nau-
tical chart. The propensity of Italian mar-
itime merchants to view their world 
through a mapping mentality defined the 
cultural products of these cities and en-
couraged mercantile-oriented audiences 
to consume visual and textual culture in a 
particular way, perpetuating and concre-
tizing this world view. Spolia collections 
and mercantile tools – manuals and por-
tolan charts and texts – became increas-
ingly more complex and intertwined to 
reflect the opportunities and challenges 
faced by these merchant mariners in the 
fluid Mediterranean environment of the 
later Middle Ages.   
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Mapping Ideas in the Fortress-Cities of Civitates orbis terrarum 

The third volume of Civitates orbis terrarum, 
first published in 1581, includes a group 
of eight towns spread across four pages, 
with each town depicted in steep bird’s-
eye perspective.i The eight towns are 
Avesnes, Beaumont, Charlemont, Chi-
may, Landrecies, Mariembourg, Philippe-
ville, and Walcourt (figures 1 and 2). With 
the exception of Avesnes, all eight are 
within one hundred kilometers of each 
another along what was then the border 
between France and the Holy Roman 
Empire. Five of these towns feature bas-
tioned trace fortifications, which were de-
veloped in the sixteenth century in re-
sponse to artillery warfare and are charac-
terized by angled walls and arrowhead-
shaped bastions. Three of these towns – 
Mariembourg, Philippeville, and Char-
lemont – were purpose-built as fortress-
cities in the sixteenth century by Imperial 
engineers and named after Habsburg rul-
ers (Martens 2019b, 25-48).ii Given their 
proximity and the geographical organiza-
tion of the atlas, it makes sense that these 
towns are grouped conspicuously to-
gether, except that geographic coherence 
is not an inevitable consequence of prox-
imity nor is proximity an inevitable con-
sequence of linear distance. This group-
ing, rather, reflects a process, one inher-
ent to the map as a genre, of imagining 
and prioritizing relationships in the hu-
man world and developing from those re-
lationships a persuasive narrative (Harley 

and Woodward 1987, xvi; Gillies 1994, 
54; Gordon and Klein 2001, 3). In this 
case, the grouping of the towns rein-
forces a relationship between them al-
ready established in discourse, one in 
which the bastioned trace plays a crucial 
role. Civitates orbis terrarum creates a visual 
narrative of this relationship by adapting 
its source material in order to emphasize 
the bastioned trace fortification systems 
represented in the group. The process by 
which these maps isolate and display the 
sophisticated geometry of the bastioned 
trace sheds light on the larger process by 
which new fortification technology was 
translated into popular print as a visual 
entertainment. 
 

 
 
Figure 1 
from Civitates orbis terrarum (1581). 
Courtesy of Queens’ College Library.  
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Figure 2 
from Civitates orbis terrarum (1581). 
Courtesy of Queens’ College Library. 
 
Before going forward, it is necessary to 
say that while this essay is concerned with 
the bastioned trace, it is written from the 
perspective not of an architectural or mil-
itary historian but of a literary scholar in-
terested in the bastioned trace as an im-
portant element of early modern textual 
and visual culture. This essay would not 
have been possible without the archival 
heavy-lifting of Pieter Martens, Martha 
Pollak, Mary Henninger-Voss, Marion 
Hilliges, Morgan Ng, and so many other 
architectural historians who have reintro-
duced the world to the bastioned trace in 
the twenty-first century. It will very often 
draw on their expertise, but it does not 
attempt to duplicate their efforts or de-
velop their methodologies. Its objective is 
not to reinterpret the form, function, or 
history of fortifications or to reconsider 
how any given fortification might have 
cooperated with other infrastructure in 
what Fernando Cobos-Guerra has called 
a “territorial system” (2015). Its goal is, 
instead, to examine how images of these 
objects work as elements of narrative in a 
world of books. For this reason, it will 
avoid specialized military and architec-
tural terminology – and specialized liter-
ary critical terminology – to the greatest 
extent possible. 
 

The exciting thing, from the perspective 
of a literary scholar, is that the bastioned 
trace is part of the real world of early 
modern Europe and a character in a 
book. The bastioned trace fortification 
systems were real structures, and images 
of them were available to connoisseurs 
through loose prints, to a coterie of pro-
fessional architects and scholars through 
manuscripts, and to state and military de-
cisionmakers through three-dimensional 
models. The scale of the distribution of 
these representations expanded exponen-
tially, however, through popular cartog-
raphy and through Civitates orbis terrarum 
specifically, which was published in six 
volumes and dozens of editions in three 
languages for over forty years. Civitates or-
bis terrarum also regularized popular expe-
rience with the bastioned trace in that 
suddenly a whole lot of people were look-
ing at the same handful of images 
through the same medium. So while bas-
tioned trace fortifications can and should 
be approached as structures designed by 
architects, built by princes, and placed 
within territorial systems, they also need 
to be approached as “paper cities,” to 
borrow Annalisa Dameri’s useful phrase, 
created by engravers, arranged by print-
ers, and sold as entertainment to the 
book-buying public (2016, 271-93). What 
is more, they were paper cities within the 
emerging genre of popular cartography, 
whose conventions were not yet fixed 
and that straddled a developing but in-
consistent divide between the map as a 
special kind of image characterized by ob-
jectivity and scientific accuracy and the 
map as another kind of artwork that 
would have been expected to delight as 
well as teach (Maier 2012, 712-13). “Like 
texts and like paintings,” as Basile Baudez 
has recently argued, “maps were made to 
convey information, but equally intended 
to please and to convince” (2021, 54). 



89 
 

Revue de la culture matérielle volume 94 (l’automne 2022) 

How the bastioned trace worked within 
an emerging genre, how it helped to 
shape that genre, and how it was itself 
shaped within visual culture through that 
genre are the bigger questions informing 
this essay. The hope is that some of these 
questions can be answered by reading 
outward from the group of eight cities in 
the third volume of Civitates orbis terrarum. 
 
Why Georg Braun, Frans Hogenberg, 
and Simon van de Neuvel, the brain trust 
behind Civitates orbit terrarum, decided to 
publish the group of eight cities as a 
group of eight cities is not precisely 
known. In general, the editorial team 
added maps to subsequent volumes of 
Civitates orbis terrarum as they became 
available and categorized them geograph-
ically – not infrequently with multiple 
maps on the same page, so a simple an-
swer is that these towns are all in the same 
region, the editors acquired them be-
tween the publication of the second and 
third volumes, and they grouped them in 
a way that is not all that unusual for the 
atlas (Van der Krogt 2008). But the geo-
graphical relationship mapped in the 
grouping reflects a process of rationaliz-
ing the border country between France 
and the Holy Roman Empire as a coher-
ent place, one that has precedents in dis-
course and that revolves in discrete but 
cooperating ways around the bastioned 
trace. 
 
Each city view in the group has been at-
tributed to Jacob van Deventer, an ac-
complished Mechlin cartographer who 
was commissioned by Philip II to map 
every town in the Low Countries between 
1558 and 1572 (Fussel 2008; Vollen-
Bronck 2009, 2; Dupont 2020, 17-18; Ka-
gan 1986). The survey was undertaken 
probably for administrative purposes, alt-
hough its objectives could have been 

more specifically military. Either way, the 
survey was intended to facilitate Imperial 
governance of the Low Countries, and 
van Deventer’s maps were drawn me-
thodically in order to provide accurate in-
formation about the fortifications of in-
dividual towns as well as their immediate 
surroundings. While van Deventer’s 
works have recently been compiled and 
re-examined by Reinout Rutte and Bram 
Vannieuwenhuyze, the precise mecha-
nism by which maps drawn for this gov-
ernment commission found their way 
into Civitates orbis terrarum is unclear (Rutte 
and Vannieuwenhuyze, 2018; Vannieu-
wenhuyze 2019, 4-13; Dupont 2021). 
Van Deventer was in dispute with Span-
ish officials over payment at the time he 
fled Mechlin for Cologne when, ironi-
cally, the forces of the prince who em-
ployed him sacked the city in 1572. In 
Cologne, he may have reconnected with 
Frans Hogenberg, who was also originally 
from Mechlin and the principal engraver 
for Civitates orbis terrarum. Hogenberg, pre-
sumably, incorporated many of the im-
ages into the ongoing atlas project after 
van Deventer’s death in 1575 (Deys 
1989). Whether these maps leaked into 
popular print or had simply lost their pro-
prietary or strategic value by the late 
1570s – and what role van Deventer 
might have played in bringing them to 
press – await the discovery of new evi-
dence. Hogenberg had previously been in 
trouble with the Imperial administration 
for printing “visual reports” of Protestant 
uprisings in the Low Countries and likely 
had few compunctions about incorporat-
ing high-quality materials into a lucrative 
book project (Voges 2021, 303-4). 
 
The maps as they appear in Civitates orbis 
terrarum are not exactly van Deventer’s 
maps, however. They retain some but not 
all of the features that would have made 



90 
 

Material Culture Review Volume 94 (Fall 2022) 

them most valuable to Imperial officials. 
Unfortunately, only two thirds of the 
maps van Deventer created for this sur-
vey survive, and any maps he might have 
drawn of Charlemont and Philippeville 
are not among them. Yet, much can be 
gleaned from comparing van Deventer’s 
extant maps with their counterparts in the 
group of eight. It is clear from a glance 
that the maps in Civitates orbis terrarum use 
the scale of van Deventer’s miniature ver-
sions with regard to the size of the town 
relative to the size of the map. It is gen-
erally supposed that the miniatures are 
cartoons and a vestige of van Deventer’s 
drafting technique. With such an onerous 
task to perform, he worked methodically 
and efficiently to capture the most critical 
information about the town in the minia-
ture before transferring the miniature im-
age to the finished map and framing off 
the miniature as a separate map (Deys 
1989; Vollen-Bronck 2009). These minia-
tures eliminate most interior and exterior 
detail other than the outline of the walls 
and the routes of major streets, which are 
roughed in as dotted lines.  
 
Because the versions of the towns that 
appear in Civitates orbis terrarum retain the 
proportions of van Deventer’s minia-
tures, they also exclude most of the infor-
mation about the towns’ physical and so-
cial situations available in van Deventer’s 
finished maps (Dupont 2021, 16). The 
Civitates orbis terrarum maps also embellish 
the wall systems by adding a subtle three-
dimensionality and by covering open 
spaces around the outline of the wall sys-
tems with decorations. The map of 
Avesnes in Civitates orbis terrarum, for ex-
ample, eliminates the suburbs included in 
van Deventer’s miniature (figure 3), and 
the resulting empty space is covered by a 
cartouche. In the case of Landrecies (fig-
ure 4), the vast green space of the Sambre 

valley partially visible in van Deventer’s 
miniature is filled in with a cartouche and 
fanciful images of people in local dress of 
the sort that can be found in the corners 
of pages throughout the atlas. In both 
cases, the isolation of the cities and the 
elimination of other geographic infor-
mation calls attention to the impressive 
bastioned trace systems installed by Im-
perial engineers after 1530 (Salamagne 
2011). Mariembourg, one of the three 
fortress-cities in the group of eight, is in-
flated so that its dazzling new bastions 
dominate the frame, eliminating most of 
the landscape visible in van Deventer’s 
image (figure 5) but also simplifying con-
siderably the network of roads leading 
into it. Unfortunately, van Deventer’s 
map of Mariembourg in the Royal Library 
of Belgium is the only one known to ex-
ist, and it does not include a miniature for 
comparison. Since van Deventer was pre-
cise about roads and other administra-
tively crucial information, it is likely that 
the road system was simplified in the 
translation of the survey map into Civi-
tates orbis terrarum. This image of Mariem-
bourg complements the image of Phil-
ippeville on the facing page, in which the 
earthworks mirroring the arrow-head 
bastions are almost touching the frame of 
the map in three places. Van Deventer’s 
map of Philippeville is lost, so it cannot 
be known if and, if so, how the Civitates 
orbis terrarum image modifies its source. 
What is evident from the arrangement of 
the maps on these two facing pages, how-
ever, is that the new fortifications of Phil-
ippeville and Mariembourg are show-
pieces whose notable bastions are almost 
bursting out of their frames and crowding 
out distracting information. Their spec-
tacular appearance is emphasized by the 
images of Chimay and Walcourt directly 
below them, which are depicted from a 
higher vantage that makes them and their 
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older wall systems a smaller part of a 
larger countryside.     
 

 
 
Figure 3 
Avesnes by Jacob van Deventer (c. 
1558-1572). Courtesy of the Biblioteca 
Nacional de España. 
 
 

 

Figure 4 
Landrecies by Jacob van Deventer (c. 
1558-1572). Courtesy of the Biblioteca 
Nacional de España. 
 

 
 
Figure 5  
Mariembourg by Jacob van Deventer 
(c. 1558-1572). Courtesy of the 
Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België. 
 
 
This group of eight towns also forms a 
visual narrative that complements a ver-
bal narrative with which many readers of 
Civitates orbis terrarum would have been fa-
miliar. The territorial system created 
through these towns by the work of Im-
perial engineers was celebrated enough to 
earn Sebastian van Noyen, the designer 
of Philippeville and Charlemont, honora-
ble mention from Giorgio Vasari in his 
Lives of the Artists (Vasari 1568; Martens 
2019b). Six of the eight towns were also 
previously grouped together by Lodovico 
Guicciardini in Descrittione di tuttu I Paesi 
Bassi published in 1567 (264-265). In 
Guiccardini’s atlas, the towns are listed 
on facing pages, as they are in Civitates or-
bis terrarum, with bold subheadings for 
each town (1567). Guiccardini does not 
include pictures of the towns, but he dis-
cusses their defensive posture in the bor-
der country and remarks on the fortifica-
tions of Mariembourg in especially evoc-
ative terms, referring to its four “belissimi 
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buluardi” (1567, 264-65). Civitates orbis ter-
rarum also tells the story of this relation-
ship in verbal form, discussing Char-
lemont, Mariembourg, and Philippeville 
among the “strong defenses raised by the 
Emperor Charles V against the invasions 
of the French” (COT 1581, 23).iii Civitates 
orbis terrarum gives its readers an oppor-
tunity not only to see the belissimi bul-
warks described by Guicciardini but to 
see them in terms of a narrative about a 
region that had already formed as a narra-
tive of fortifications. 
 
It may have been through a series of 
happy accidents that van Deventer’s sur-
vey maps came into Hogenberg’s hands 
in the 1570s, but the arrangement of the 
group of eight towns and the composi-
tion of its constituent maps in the 1581 
volume reflects a process of translating 
administrative or military maps into a vis-
ual narrative that developed from existing 
verbal narratives and that is organized 
visually around the bastioned trace. The 
versions of van Deventer’s maps that en-
ter Civitates orbis terrarum add emphasis to 
the wall systems and to the purpose-built 
wall systems of Mariembourg and Phil-
ippeville especially. Other information is 
crowded out or covered over with orna-
mentation, making isolated wall systems 
the most prominent feature of the real 
world represented by each map. That iso-
lation is then replaced through the group-
ing of the maps with an imaginary coher-
ence supplied by the idea of a territorial 
system that had itself been established in 
narrative, which the images of the fortifi-
cation systems also affirm. The fortifica-
tions are not merely a part of the story but 
the part that holds the story together.  
  
Why the bastioned trace was effective in 
this narrative role comes perilously close 
to the old question of how the bastioned 

trace was aesthetically pleasing. This 
question was explored by Paolo Marconi 
in “La cittadella come miscrocosmo” 
(1968) and “La città come forma simbol-
ica” (1973) as well as by J. R. Hale in Re-
naissance Fortifications: Art or Engineering? 
(1977), but it has not been revived much 
in the groundswell of scholarly interest in 
the new fortifications the twenty-first 
century has witnessed. That said, city 
walls had always been practical defensive 
apparatuses, and yet, they had always held 
significance beyond their practical func-
tions. They protected cities, and they em-
bodied and communicated the strength 
and wealth of cities – and that did not 
change suddenly with the introduction of 
the bastioned trace at the turn of the six-
teenth century (Pepper 2000; Brett 2011, 
7). What did change, however, was the 
design of city walls, the accuracy of rep-
resentations of them, and the scale on 
which print enabled the distribution of 
these representations. The question of 
how these images of new fortifications 
signify or communicate or please is dif-
ferent from the question of how fortifica-
tions signify or communicate or please. 
The question, then, of why images of new 
fortifications as paper cities were interest-
ing enough to command two-page 
spreads in a major commercial undertak-
ing like Civitates orbis terrarum would seem 
to be important, and it is one that, hap-
pily, can be approached through recent 
developments in architectural history. 
 
The bastioned trace was informed by a 
self-conscious “mathematical expertise,” 
which was embraced by military archi-
tects of the sixteenth century as a way to 
define themselves against their civil coun-
terparts (Henninger-Voss 2002, 377). 
Stephan Hoppe and Marion Hilliges have 
suggested, however, that this commit-
ment to geometric precision in sixteenth-
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century military architecture may have 
run ahead of its proven benefits in defen-
sive warfare (Hoppe 2012, 100; Hilliges 
2011). Indeed, the emergence of a robust 
literature on the specialized mathematical 
knowledge required of fortification de-
sign lent itself to dilettantism and fed a 
“courtly culture engaged in the theoreti-
cal study of the military arts,” as Morgan 
Ng has explored in his recent essay on the 
fortification designs of Francesco De 
Marchi (2016, 404). This dilettantism 
could extend to the highest strata of soci-
ety, as Dirk Jacob Jansen has recently ar-
gued in his analysis of the star-shaped 
hunting lodge designed by Archduke Fer-
dinand (2019, 252). That Iago, in Shake-
speare’s Othello (1608), can discredit Mi-
chael Casio’s military expertise by calling 
him an “arithmetician” full of “bookish 
theoric” suggests that the jargon of mili-
tary geometry was well-established as part 
of an affectation of military expertise by 
the early seventeenth century (Shake-
speare 2016, 1.1.18-23).  
 
There can be no doubt, however, that ar-
tillery warfare required (and still requires) 
mathematical expertise, nor can there be 
any doubt that the mathematical expertise 
behind the new fortification systems con-
tributed to their effectiveness in defend-
ing territory for the better part of four 
centuries (Parker 1996, 63-172). The is-
sue, rather, is that “[m]ilitary engineers 
had one oar in cartographic methods, 
which promised to reduce to scale exactly 
physical landscapes and standing walls, 
and another in the geometric methods, 
which allowed the design of “perfect” 
forms of desired proportionalities,” as 
Mary Henninger-Voss has argued (2004, 
155-56). Effective military architecture 
required the cooperation of both of these 
skills, which are not coterminous even 
while they may overlap. The way these 

two oars pull with and against each other 
is reflected, for example, in Allain Manes-
son-Mallet’s recommendation of regular 
or symmetrical wall systems instead of ir-
regular or asymmetrical ones unless the 
terrain makes the former untenable 
(1671, 4-5).iv From the perspective of ei-
ther a gunner or a cannonball, symmetry 
does not matter much, but for Manesson-
Mallet, clearly, it is an ideal of design that 
exerts pressure on what should ostensibly 
be a very practical matter. But the oppo-
site is also true. Very practical matters of 
terrain that military architects were 
trained to map precisely exert pressure on 
ideals of design. The new fortifications 
were, thus, highly practical mechanisms 
designed to function within a territorial 
system, but they were also expressions of 
a process of overcoming the challenges 
of terrain through the innovative applica-
tion of mathematical ideals or, con-
versely, of realizing the highest ideals of 
mathematical precision within the con-
straints of the environment. 
 
They were also expressions, as Paul Hirst 
has argued, as “of prevailing ideas of how 
to rationalize space” (1997, 13-15). The 
new fortifications worked as fortifica-
tions because they provided an economi-
cal and effective solution to the problem 
of artillery, as Geoffrey Parker and others 
have argued, but they also made sense as 
solutions to the problems of artillery be-
cause they cooperated with other ideas 
about how to organize as well as defend 
the places people lived (Parker 1996, 63-
172). It is not by coincidence that early 
modern utopian literature grew up along-
side the bastioned trace or that early 
modern utopianism and bastioned trace 
architecture sometimes converge. Za-
mosc, founded by Jan Zamoyski, Grand 
Chancellor of Poland, and designed as an 
ideal city by Bernardo Morando in 1580, 
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is among the more notable images of the 
bastioned trace in the sixth and final vol-
ume of Civitates orbis terrarum. Not de-
picted in Civitates orbis terrarum but more 
telling is Freudenstadt. Envisioned by 
Duke Friedrich I of Wurttemberg as a 
Protestant refuge, it was designed in 1599 
by Heinrich Schickhardt, an associate of 
fellow Swabian Johann Valentin Andrea, 
who included a fortress-city much like 
Freudenstadt in his utopian work Christia-
nopolis (1619) (Lewis 2016, 71). Whether 
there was as much art as engineering at 
work in the bastioned trace may be a dis-
tracting question, but a constructive ap-
proach to a similar set of issues is to see 
the bastioned trace, as Martha Pollak has 
suggested, as synthesizing a discourse on 
“military urbanism” characterized by 
“uniformity, geometrical clarity, control, 
architectural economy, and unadorned 
monumentality” (2010, 63). 
 
These ideals of “uniformity, geometrical 
clarity, control, architectural economy, 
and unadorned monumentality” are 
clearly displayed in the group of eight cit-
ies and in the images of Mariembourg and 
Philippeville in particular. Moreover, the 
group quite literally puts these ideals on 
the map by locating them in towns in the 
real world, which is important given that 
the readership of the book would have 
had few opportunities to see a bastioned 
trace in such a clear and perfected form. 
Most communities did not completely re-
furbish their medieval walls if they did so 
at all. Even amidst a flurry of fortification 
building in the Netherlands in the dec-
ades leading up to the Dutch Revolt, only 
thirty towns or so were refortified – 
which is a lot, but a fraction of the hun-
dreds of towns van Deventer sketched 
(Martens and van de Vijver 2016, 77). 
Even with first-hand experience, the geo-
metric complexity of the bastioned trace 

is difficult to see. Niccolò Machiavelli de-
scribes it unflatteringly as a tangle of 
“walles crooked, and full of tournynges, 
and receiptes” surrounded by countryside 
stripped of “tree or house” (1562, xciii-
xcvii). Edmund Spenser refers to them as 
“part circulare, / And part triangulare” 
and “Not built of bricke, ne yet of stone 
and lime, / But of thing like to that Ae-
gyptian slime” (2006, 2.9.21-22; Burlin-
son 2006, 103-7) Nathaniel Hawthorne 
laments centuries later while visiting Ti-
conderoga with a “young lieutenant of 
engineers” that he could see “nothing but 
confusion in what chiefly interested [the 
lieutenant]; straight lines and zigzags, de-
fence within defence, wall opposed to 
wall, and ditch intersecting ditch; oblong 
squares of masonry below the surface of 
the earth, and huge mounds, or turf-cov-
ered hills of stone, above it” (1974, 186-
191). As Hirst notes in a discussion of 
why the new fortification systems have 
often struggled to achieve heritage site 
status in the twentieth century, “Many of 
these structures are difficult to identify, 
since they consist in the main of earthen 
ramparts that barely show above a ditch 
covered by a glacis” (1997, 13).  
 
The geometric complexity of the bas-
tioned trace is much easier to see in paper 
cities, which were becoming a larger part 
of early modern visual culture in the 
1560s and 1570s. Manuscript images, sur-
vey drawings, and even three-dimen-
sional models circulated widely among 
professional engineers, military leaders, 
and state decisionmakers, and a steady 
commerce in fortification technology, es-
pecially between Italy and the Low Coun-
tries, has been well established (Martens 
and van de Vijver 2016; Henninger-Voss 
2004). These representations were not 
widely accessible to the general public, 
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however. Printed images of refined bas-
tioned trace systems as seen from directly 
overhead (i.e., in ichnographic projec-
tion) or at a slightly oblique angle were 
mostly the stuff of Venetian military 
manuals, which typically depict concep-
tual fortifications rather than images of 
real European cities (Breman 2002).v 
Books of this kind started to emerge in 
the north in the 1570s, with Hans van 
Schille’s Form und weis zu bauen in Antwerp 
and Peter Whithorne’s Certaine Wayes for 
the Ordering of Souldious in London, both 
published in 1573. Aurelio de Pasino’s 
Discours sur plusieurs poincts de l’architecture de 
guerre, also published in Antwerp, fol-
lowed in 1579. None of these include rep-
resentations of the fortifications of real 
European cities.  
 
Detailed ichnographic or oblique images 
of the bastioned trace started to be more 
common in printed books in the decades 
prior to the publication of the group of 
eight towns in 1581, but they were still 
rare in popular print to that point. The 
richest source is probably Giulio Ballino’s 
De disegni delle piu illustri citta, & fortezze del 
mondo (1569), which includes ground 
plans for contemporary fortification pro-
jects among bird’s-eye views of many Eu-
ropean cities’ fortifications. Guillaume 
Gueroult’s Epitome de la Corographie d’Eu-
rope (1563) includes no maps of this kind, 
and neither does Abraham Ortelius’s The-
atrum orbis terrarum (1570), although both 
include maps of cities in bird’s-eye per-
spective in which fortifications are visi-
ble. Antoine du Pinet’s Planz, Pourtraitz, et 
Descriptions de Plusiers Villes et Forteresses 
(1564) includes a bird’s-eye drawing of 
Mirandola that gives minute details of 
new fortifications, but it is concerned 
with information specific to the Papal 
siege of 1551 and is stylistically consistent 

with the conventions of live-action (ad vi-
vum) representations of siege warfare 
(Martens 2019a). Francois Belleforest’s 
French translation of Sebastian Munster’s 
Cosmographia, published as Cosmographie 
Universielle in Paris in 1575, includes a 
drawing is of Le Havre (Havre-de-Grace) 
showing a complex bastioned trace sys-
tem in steep bird’s-eye perspective.vi The 
flow of images depicting the new fortifi-
cations in detail increased with Civitates or-
bis terrarum. The first volume, published in 
1572, depicts the bastioned trace at Far-
magusta and Malta in steep bird’s-eye 
perspective, and it also displays the forti-
fications of Milan and the citadel at Ant-
werp (although it must be acknowledged 
that the latter two maps are much larger 
in scope and include much more infor-
mation in addition to the fortification sys-
tems). The second volume, published in 
1575, includes the fortifications of 
Gravelines and Groningen in great detail, 
while La Rochelle and the citadel at Metz 
might also be described as providing in-
tricate details of fortification systems 
from a vantage point nearly overhead. 
The citadels of Tunis may be the most 
striking examples of the bastioned trace 
in this volume, but, like du Pinet’s map of 
Mirandola, the Civitates orbis terrarum map 
of Tunis follows the conventions of rep-
resenting siege warfare (in this case the 
Imperial siege of 1535).  
 
While the state of the knowledge about 
the distribution of early modern maps 
and printed books is always changing, a 
reasonable conclusion to be drawn is that 
the group of eight maps in the third vol-
ume of Civitates orbis terrarum was pub-
lished at a moment when maps like these 
were increasingly entering mainstream 
visual culture through printed books and 
that these maps call attention to and epit-
omize that process. Certainly, from the 
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late 1560s on there were more bastioned 
trace systems to map and necessarily 
more plans and surveys – like van 
Deventer’s – in circulation and accessible 
to the print industry. The staging of the 
group of eight towns suggests, however, 
that detailed representations of bastioned 
trace systems in the real world were also 
visual attractions. They were relatively 
novel, especially for the general reading 
public. They transparently communicate 
the mathematical precision informing 
ideals of urban designs that extended be-
yond military architecture. They made 
city walls that were occulted in turf-cov-
ered zigzags visible in their entirety. They 
provided images to go along with the sto-
ries circulating about amazing new for-
tress-cities like Mariembourg and the tal-
ent behind them.    
 
How maps of the bastioned trace work as 
visual attractions in Civitates orbis terrarum 
can be further elucidated through a brief 
examination of the map of the fortress-
city of Hesdin (Hesdin Fort) in the fourth 
volume (1588). Spread across two pages, 
Hesdin is the largest image of a bastioned 
trace fortification system published in the 
atlas to that point (figure 6). It is pre-
sented as a highly regular pentagon with 
five arrow-head bastions, and its sym-
metry is marred only slightly by the orien-
tation of the bastion in the lower right 
corner. Like the maps showing the bas-
tioned trace in the group of eight, Hesdin 
crowds the frame of the map and is 
thereby isolated from its surrounding en-
vironment, which is further obscured by 
cartouches in three corners of the map 
and images of people in the fourth. Pre-
sented this way, the fortress-city appears 
to be floating in its geometric clarity 
among ornaments above a flat and undis-
tinguished landscape.  
 

 
 
Figure 6 
Hesdin from Civitates orbit terrarum 
(1588). Art Resource. 
 
The map somewhat misrepresents Hes-
din in significant ways. The new fortress-
city, also designed by van Noyen and 
much resembling Philippeville, was built 
not as the regular pentagon as shown in 
Civitates orbis terrarum but as an irregular 
pentagon (Dereymaeker 2016; Martens 
2019b). Its irregular shape is an effect of 
its conformity to the terrain and water-
ways in which it is situated. The map of 
Hesdin that appears in Civitates orbis ter-
rarum has not been satisfactorily at-
tributed, but drawings of the fortification 
plans are extent in at least two manuscript 
collections as well as in the remains of 
van Deventer’s survey (Gerbino 2018, 32; 
Martens 2019b). Using van Deventer’s 
map as a reference (figure 7), the irregular 
pentagon is a relatively small and quiet 
part of a landscape that includes the old 
city of Hesdin to the right of the new for-
tress-city. Parts of the old city are also vis-
ible in van Deventer’s miniature, the pro-
portions of which Civitates orbis terrarum 
approximates. Hesdin is represented sim-
ilarly as a small fortress-city in a seven-
teenth-century map by Willem Janszoon 
Blaeu (figure 8). The orientation of Hes-
din in Blaeu’s map does not cleanly align 
with van Deventer’s map, even allowing 
for the changes effected by the addition 
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of a sixth bastion in 1593, but both depict 
Hesdin as an asymmetrical fortress-city 
that takes its shape from the natural envi-
ronment of which it is a central but rela-
tively small part (Dereymaeker 2016).  
 

 
 
Figure 7  
Hesdin by Jacob van Deventer (c. 
1558-1572). Courtesy of the Biblioteca 
Nacional de España. 
 

 
 
Figure 8 
Siege of Hesdin by Willem Janszoon 
Blaeu. Novum Ac Magnum The-
atrum Urbium Belgicae (1649). Art 
Resource. 
 
As with the group of eight towns in vol-
ume three, the scale of Hesdin is lost in 
Civitates orbis terrarum’s representation 
through the elimination of the surround-
ing landscape, and it is isolated by the ex-

clusion of details about the built and nat-
ural environment that explain its irregu-
larity in other representations. Like the 
maps of Mariembourg and Philippeville, 
the bastioned trace dominates the repre-
sentation of the town, but unlike those 
maps, the image is inaccurate in a way 
that enhances its geometric clarity. 
Whether Hogenberg or van de Neuvel 
were working with a survey drawing that 
was itself inaccurate or whether they se-
lectively modified van Deventer’s map – 
or whether they even had van Deventer’s 
map – are questions that await further re-
search (Gerbino 2018). How the image of 
Hesdin in Civitates orbis terrarum came to 
misrepresent the town matters less, at 
least from a literary critical perspective, 
than the way its enhanced symmetry is in-
tegral to the composition of the map as it 
appears in the book. The gutter splits the 
pentagon down the middle of the for-
tress, evenly separating the bottommost 
bastions and dividing the topmost bas-
tion in a way that would not be possible 
were Hesdin represented accurately. This 
artificial symmetry is further enhanced by 
the addition of complementing circular 
badges in both top corners and car-
touches identical except for the text in 
both bottom corners. The old city that 
would appear only on the right side of the 
map is crowded out of the frame, and the 
road network on that same side is elimi-
nated along with the creek it follows. The 
Hesdin in the real world of 1581 is a mar-
vel of working ideal proportions around 
such sublunary constraints as creeks and 
old buildings, and it certainly could have 
made a good show across two pages of 
Civitates orbis terrarum, but not the same 
show. The enhanced symmetry of the im-
age lends itself to a clearer display of the 
mathematical ideas informing the bas-
tioned trace, which the atlas highlights by 
the size of the fortress-city relative to the 
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frame, by the elimination of geographical 
information that would make the map 
less symmetrical, and by the isolation of 
the city from other reference points.  
 
An interesting question raised by the im-
ages of the fortress-cities this essay has 
examined is how Civitates orbis terrarum 
and books like it influenced the emer-
gence of the bastioned trace in main-
stream visual culture. This is a big and 
multifaceted question that deserves far 
more critical attention that it has re-
ceived, and more than this essay can give 
it in a short conclusion. That the bas-
tioned trace had become a part of popular 
visual culture by the turn of the seven-
teenth century is demonstrated nowhere 
more clearly than by Shakespeare’s refer-
ence to “the roundure of your old-faced 
walls” as a poor defense against “can-
nons’ malice” in King John (1595-1596) 
(2018, 2.1.251-259). Since for reasons dis-
cussed above few if anyone in a London 
theater would have had enough first-
hand experience with the bastioned trace 
to visualize one all that clearly, it can be 
assumed that books like Civitates orbis ter-
rarum played a major role in establishing a 
visual reference through which these 
lines in King John make sense – a role that 
would expand as popular cartography 
grew as a genre throughout the seven-
teenth century (Lewis 1992; Pollak 1991). 
As this article has, hopefully, demon-
strated, turning the bastioned trace into a 
character in a printed book was a process 
that involved creating a visual narrative 
through the shaping and staging of im-
ages, sometimes at the expense of their 
accuracy. The bastioned trace that 
emerges in popular visual culture by the 
turn of the seventeenth century is, by im-
plication, one that is filtered through 
these processes of idealization and, to 
some extent, fictionalization. 

The most famous image of the bastioned 
trace in Civitates orbis terrarum, one pub-
lished at almost the same time King John 
was written, sheds light on this issue. The 
map of the fortress-city of Palmanova 
(figure 9) that appears in the fifth volume 
(1596) was reproduced in many atlases 
throughout the seventeenth century and 
remains to this day one of the best-
known images of the bastioned trace (de 
la Croix 1966). 
 

 
 
Figure 9  
Palmanova from Civitates orbis ter-
rarum (1596). Courtesy of the British 
Library. 
 
It is also exceptionally embellished and 
conspicuously inaccurate. As with Hes-
din, Palmanova covers two pages of Civi-
tates orbis terrarum, and also like Hesdin, 
the gutter splits the image into two per-
fect halves emphasizing its symmetry, as 
do the roads depicted as leading from the 
fortress and fading away toward the top 
corners of each facing page. Two car-
touches fill the two bottom corners, each 
identical except for the written text. In 
the top corners are circular badges, also 
identical except for their constituent im-
ages (one is a crest of the Venetian Re-
public, and in the other is a crest of the 
city). As with Hesdin, the suppression of 
landscape detail gives the impression of a 
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perfectly formed fortress-city isolated 
from its surroundings and floating in 
space.  
 
Inaccuracies in the image contribute to 
this geometric clarity. The earthwork 
scarps surrounding the bastions are min-
imized in the map, which gives the paper 
city a crisper outline than the real city 
(Baier, Bischoff, and Hilliges 2011; Ghi-
roni and Manno 1993; de la Croix 1966). 
The scarps that are there, barely visible 
but hinted at in a green shadow on the 
exterior ring-road, highlight rather than 
obscure the contours of the bastions, 
which are also inaccurate. Not all of the 
bastions had been built by 1596, and the 
bastions are depicted as smaller relative to 
the span of the walls than they actually 
are, as revealed by a comparison with a 
plan of Palmanova from Pietro Bertelli’s 
Theatrum Urbium Italicarum (1599) (figure 
10). This misrepresentation is significant 
in that it gives more visual space for the 
gates that were controversially placed in 
the center of the walls over the objections 
of the military architects designing it 
(Scamozzi 1615; de la Croix 1966).vii The 
central tower was not built by 1596 and 
would never be built. Its presence in the 
map gives the impression of a city far 
more developed than it was at the time 
and, standing at the nexus of the lines of 
communication between the gates, the 
fictional tower bodies forth the idea of 
the fortress-city as an instrument of com-
mand and control – or, less optimistically, 
as the realization of an absolutist ideal or-
dered around “an all-powerful, all-seeing 
central hub from which its streets radi-
ate” (Lewis 2016, 58-59). The streets are 
also misrepresented as developed and 
bustling with people, giving Palmanova 
the appearance of a thriving city and not 
of an overgrown citadel that had very few 
buildings in it by 1596 and that would 

struggle to cultivate a civilian population 
long after (Pollak 2010, 168; Braunfels 
1988, 159-160; de la Croix 1966). And yet 
this map works effectively as a map be-
cause it presents a compelling image of 
Palmanova which, if the number of times 
it was reproduced throughout the seven-
teenth century is any measure, captivating 
the general reading public. 
 

 
 
Figure 10 
Palmanova by Pietro Bertelli, 
Theatrum Urbium Italicarum (1599).  
https://earthworks.stanford.edu/cata-
log/stanford-gr152mp7207 
 
None of which is to suggest that the im-
age of Palmanova in Civitates orbis terrarum 
is a fiction, even if it is a character in a 
book. It would eventually be completed 
and become something very much like 
the image that appears in Civitates orbis ter-
rarum in 1596 or in Theatrum urbium Itali-
carum in 1599 as well as the star-shaped 
city included in Lorini’s unpublished Delle 
fortification – all of which are engaged with 
the idea of a star-shaped city that had 
been circulating in humanistic architec-
tural circles since the late fifteenth cen-
tury (de la Croix 1972). The point, ulti-
mately, is that the images of Palmanova 
or of any of the fortress-cities of Civitates 
orbis terrarum this essay has examined are 
formed in part by expectations of what a 

https://earthworks.stanford.edu/catalog/stanford-gr152mp7207
https://earthworks.stanford.edu/catalog/stanford-gr152mp7207
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fortress-city is supposed to embody. 
They may be representations of cities in 
the real world, but they are also paper cit-
ies in their own right that represent them-
selves as much as or more than they rep-
resent anything in the real world. While 
the maps of the bastioned trace in Civi-
tates orbis terrarum provide important in-
formation about the design of new forti-
fication systems and while the book’s ed-
itors were to some extent constrained by 
the maps they had to work with, the maps 
nevertheless reflect a process of com-
municating, reinforcing, and also supple-
menting ideas and ideals of military ur-
banism that existed nowhere more clearly 
than in the book itself.  
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