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When and how do world views shift? For a long time, it was agreed
that during the Renaissance an intellectual sea change transformed
European philosophy, enabling scholars finally to overcome classical
wisdom and turn instead towards a new epistemology. The discov-
eries made during the European expansion were thought to have
produced a beneficial shock, giving rise to radical doubts about
ancient ideas that had been developed by scholars such as Ptolemy.
Francis Bacon’s Novum Organum (1620), which features as a fron-
tispiece the symbolic image of a ship sailing through the mythical
Pillars of Hercules, was thought to embody the new scholarship. This
long-cherished master narrative has recently been called into ques-
tion by Anthony Grafton and others, who have revealed the continu-
ing hold of ancient texts on early modern scholarship.1 The study
under review focuses more specifically on the impact of the Iberian
expansion on developments in the German-speaking territories and
looks beyond academia. Although not at the time directly engaged in
colonial enterprises, Germans were nonetheless deeply involved
because they were connected to the rest of Europe by close-knit schol-
arly, diplomatic, and commercial networks. Like Grafton, Christine R.
Johnson opposes a static and rigid concept of ancient learning and
highlights the longevity and flexibility of the inherited structures of
thought. She points to ways in which German merchants, map-mak-
ers, cosmographers, and botanists made new discoveries fit into
familiar categories and ancient theories, rather than using them to
challenge the old knowledge system.

Johnson’s time frame spans the ‘initial phase’ (p. 16) of the Ger -
man response to the New World, beginning with the publication of
the Behaim Globe in 1492. It ends around 1580, when the Iberian
empire was increasingly challenged by the English and the Dutch. In
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the German lands, the widening confessional split began to affect all
areas of cultural production, fundamentally changing the context of
reactions to journeys of discovery. This chronological scope reflects
the assumption that the growing acceptance of the Reformation her-
alded ground-breaking intellectual developments that did, eventual-
ly, lead to the replacement of old theories.

The book is divided into an introduction, five chapters, and a con-
clusion. In contrast to previous scholarship, which examined how
travel accounts construed extra-European cultures as new and fun-
damentally different from everything European, the first chapter
shows how they described similarities. Since these texts mainly came
to Germany as translations, Johnson proposes to pay close attention
to paratexts, which reflect contemporary readers’ tastes. These ren-
dered the travelling ‘both adventurous and commonplace’ (p. 27),
linking up sixteenth-century accounts with ancient and medieval
ones, thereby placing new findings in a familiar frame of reference.
German authors thus implemented a new emphasis rather than a
new epistemology; Johnson concludes that the intensified interest in
newly discovered regions was ‘at most a quantitative, not a qualita-
tive, change’ (p. 35).

Cosmography and cartography played a key role in incorporating
new discoveries into ancient theories. In chapter two, Johnson shows
how texts and maps depended on each other, sharing the themes of
‘attainability, variety and intelligibility’ of newly discovered regions
(p. 48). Eye-witness accounts were subordinated to theoretical cos-
mographic thinking, and new findings adapted to the current topo-
graphical system. This view contrasts with earlier work that treats
the Ptolemaic system as outdated by the middle of the sixteenth cen-
tury. It agrees with findings showing that some of Ptolemy’s ideas
survived much longer (for example, the notion of a Southern conti-
nent counter-balancing the known landmasses of the Northern hemi-
sphere, which was still being discussed when James Cook embarked
on his second Pacific voyage in 1772). German scholars thus helped
to reinvigorate ancient theory as cosmography advanced. They
emphasized historical change, thereby establishing ‘historical as well
as geographical distance’ (p. 55). They also used new material to
reach conclusions that had been anticipated in ancient theories, for
example, in mapping the torrid and frigid zones of the earth and
deciding whether they were habitable. Despite the inaccuracies in
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early modern measuring methods, cosmographers and map makers
created an ‘illusion of accuracy’ (p. 71). By preserving the old system
and highlighting the merits of their own interpretations in resolving
ancient problems, they secured a superior position for themselves.

Chapter three examines the long-distance trade between Europe
and the New World. Johnson finds that earlier scholarship overem-
phasized the Europeans’ greed for material gain, neglecting the
strategies they developed to access the new resources. Drawing on
the German commercial correspondence, she argues that German
merchants were well prepared: they already had the necessary capi-
tal and expertise when Vasco da Gama discovered the sea route to
India. By the middle of the sixteenth century, they had integrated the
new routes into their regular trading system. Profiting from the inter-
dependence between long-distance trade and the money business,
south German merchants became favoured partners for the Spanish
and the Portuguese monarchs. Johnson shows how they carefully cal-
culated their investments and profits by sending factors to the newly
discovered regions, instructing them to send detailed accounts. She
concludes that German merchants were far from blinded by greed
but, on the contrary, were very conscious of the need to gain a prag-
matic evaluation of the business opportunities. Accountancy helped
to quantify exotic goods and make them compatible with familiar
classifications. Techniques such as double-entry book keeping, which
had already been developed for trade within Europe, turned out to
be equally useful in the overseas trade. Using mathematics to take
stock of the bewildering variety of new products had a homogeniz-
ing effect, enabling ‘control and surveillance’ (p. 112). It was there-
fore not marvellous riches but the realistic estimation of New World
resources that caught the merchants’ interest. In Johnson’s view, this
holds true for both India and North America, although she concedes
that in the Atlantic region, ‘commercial and conquistadorial expedi-
tions’ overlapped (p. 120).

Some unsympathetic German commentators levelled charges of
disease, contagion, and moral corruption against the overseas trade.
In chapter four, Johnson demonstrates that it was, in fact, economic
change that their attacks were aimed at, especially the accumulation
of power and capital by south German merchant corporations like
those of the Welsers and the Fuggers. Criticism was based on the
scholastic reproach of morally unacceptable commercial practices
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such as hoarding and usury, and coincided with popular disapproval
of merchant success. It often followed a profoundly political agenda,
as became apparent when members of the Imperial Diet accused pep-
per merchants of unsound business during the Monopolstreit of the
1520s. Religious reformers such as Martin Luther and Ulrich von
Hutten tried to ban the foreign products on moral grounds, repre-
senting them as unnecessary luxuries and combining their criticism
of the spices with a critique of the clergy they were opposed to.
Johnson challenges the notion that newly discovered species revolu-
tionized botanical taxonomy by showing that some well-known
spices were now criticized while other, newly discovered plants were
quietly incorporated into existing classifications. German botanists
favoured domestic herbs, or ones that were able to thrive in Euro -
pean soil, over foreign ones and excluded tropical medicinal spices
from their herbals, objecting to the merchants’ commercial gain.
Johnson concludes that because Germany did not possess colonies,
but was deeply affected by economic and religious changes that con-
temporaries associated with the colonial expansion, criticism largely
concentrated on the figure of the merchant.

In the course of the century, however, the German merchants’
hitherto thriving business ventures started to go less well. In her final
chapter, Johnson interprets their failures as a result of inner-Euro -
pean developments: increasing competition with European rivals
and dwindling profits in the money business began to make the over-
seas trade less attractive around the middle of the sixteenth century.
Taking the examples of the Welsers’ withdrawal from Venezuela and
the Augsburg merchant Konrad Rott’s disastrous bankruptcy,
Johnson shows how the merchants made complaints to portray
themselves as victims during the Monopolstreit, but in the end did
incur real losses when the constellations that they had earlier profit-
ed from turned to their disadvantage.

In contrast to the view casting the sixteenth-century geographical
discoveries as suddenly and completely disrupting agreement with
the ancients, Johnson’s emphasis is on continuity. Political, econom-
ic, and intellectual developments within Europe enhanced scholars’
and merchants’ ‘need and ability to come to grips with the overseas
expansion’ (p. 198). She proposes that her findings could be general-
ized in the sense that colonial powers’ representations, too, used
familiar categories to contain the unfamiliar. Johnson concludes that
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Bacon’s sanguine portrayal of the new epistemology may have been
strategic optimism. By contrast, she suggests that although important
discoveries were made during the Renaissance, the emphasis on
newness was more characteristic of the Baroque age. This implies
that the strange and the marvellous in the New World were empha-
sized increasingly as the first encounters ‘grew chronologically more
distant’ (p. 202). Johnson believes that familiarization of the new and
strange preceded the acknowledgement of New World otherness:
scholarly progress was only conceivable on the basis of ‘psychologi-
cal comfort’ (p. 204) and ‘the old made possible the new’ (p. 205).

It is the study’s main strength that Johnson takes into account
intra-cultural dynamics in dealing with cross-cultural encounters
and economic and political contexts in charting intellectual develop-
ments, and her argument is highly convincing. However, it also
invites further investigation. Most importantly, the underlying
assumption that the seventeenth rather than the sixteenth century
finally brought the radical changes making ancient texts obsolete
raises more questions than it helps to resolve. Johnson chronologi-
cally defers the date of fundamental innovation through the con-
frontation with an unprecedented wealth of empirical data, while she
does not engage with the thesis itself, although it has already been
qualified in important ways. Steven Shapin famously announced in
his popular account of the Scientific Revolution that ‘there was no
such thing as a Scientific Revolution’ in the seventeenth century.2 The
very example that Johnson invokes to illustrate her point, the cabinet
of curiosities, which reached its peak of popularity during that cen-
tury, has recently become the object of close scrutiny, and the idea
that it was a prototype of the laboratory, a subject of debate.3 On the
whole, however, Johnson makes a valuable contribution both to the
history of knowledge and to that of cultural contact in the context of
colonial expansion. It is to be hoped that her stimulating and insight-
ful study, which throws yet more doubtful light on the validity of the
whole concept of sudden and comprehensive breakthroughs in intel-
lectual development, will lead to new research in these fields.
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