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INGRID BAUMGÄRTNER and HARTMUT KUGLER (eds.), Europa
im Weltbild des Mittelalters: Kartographische Konzepte, Orbis mediae-
valis, Vorstellungswelten des Mittelalters, 10 (Berlin: Akademie Ver -
lag, 2008), 330 pp. + 47 colour and 8 black-and-white in-text figures.
ISBN 978 3 05 004465 1. €69.80

In 2006 a group of scholars gathered at the National Germanic
Museum in Nuremberg for an interdisciplinary symposium. Ingrid
Baumgärtner and Hartmut Kugler have edited the perspectives of
that group for this volume, which considers topics from Ptolemy to
the 1500s, focusing in general on the idea of Europe as a geographi-
cal, cultural, and political entity. Despite a relatively rich literature
concerning medieval maps, almost nothing exists on this topic relat-
ing to the concept of Europe as a whole. This collection of fifteen
studies in three languages (German, French, and English) represents
a first step in filling that gap for both students and scholars.
Although the individual selections succeed to varying degrees and
no collection can cover every topic, most are quite good and the vol-
ume has a unity and coherence not always found in collected essays. 

What provides the inspiration and gives coherence to this volume
is the notion of Europe as a ‘recall concept’ (Abrufbegriff) introduced
by Bernd Schneidmüller in his studies on the medieval construction
of Europe. The theme of recalling (to memory) works best for the first
three groups of essays dedicated to representations, Europe and the
East, and frontiers respectively. It fades in the essays of the final sec-
tion, which discusses ‘paradigms’. Ingrid Baumgärtner opens the
volume with the fundamental question which almost all contribu-
tions appear to have attempted to answer: ‘An welcher Vergangen -
heit orientiert sich die Zukunft Europas?’ (By which past does the
future of Europe orient itself?). The concept of Europe advanced in
the early twenty-first century by the European Union has its roots in
the medieval debates surrounding the boundaries of the European
continent—whether geographical (on the Don/Tanais, later on the
Ural Mountains) or cultural (Christianity or urbanism). Baumgärtner
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rejects Jacques Le Goff’s idea that Europe was born out of the
Carolingian Empire and even goes so far as to raise doubts about the
role of Christianity as a typical feature of the European identity (p.
10). This appears to be an echo of the ‘anaemic European constitution
cooked up by Valérie Giscard d’Estaing’ (p. 267), which a Canadian
contributor to the volume (Andrew Gow) views as a proof that being
European is not just a matter of shared voltage and road or railway
connections. Baumgärtner presents the work of J. B. Harley as fun-
damental for the ‘spatial turn’ in the study of ancient maps as texts or
combinations of text and images. Such a novel approach, according
to Baumgärtner, makes possible a wide range of comparisons be -
tween maps and literary texts which inform some of the most recent
contributions to the field, such as Robert Stockhammer’s study of
‘power and lust in maps and literature’.1 Unlike pictures, maps are
‘read’, but the textual information inserted into maps cannot be read
in a linear trajectory, such as that of literary texts. Maps are therefore
‘models of cultural processes’. Until about 1600, they did not serve as
means for orientation or communication of information necessary for
orientation, but as a ‘social process’ through which political and cul-
tural constructions of the past and of the present may be combined to
reach a specific audience (p. 19). 

The fundamentals of the medieval concept of Europe, as trans-
mitted by manuscripts of Ptolemy’s Geographike hyphegesis, are
analysed by Alfred Stückelberger in the essay opening the first sec-
tion, ‘Representations’ (Repräsentationen), which concerns the repre-
sentation of the European continent on medieval maps, especially on
mappae mundi. On the basis of a new manuscript discovered in 1927
in the library of the Topkapı Museum in Istanbul, Stückelberger sug-
gests reading the medieval perception of the European continent
backward to Ptolemy’s efforts to find useful lines of demarcation for
Europe to the north and, especially, to the east. Where did Europe
end and Asia begin? Ever since Herodotus, the boundary had been
set on the Tanais/Don. However, Ptolemy viewed that river as flow-
ing from northwest to southeast, and springing from the interior of
‘Sarmatia’. With no clear boundary in the north, Asia was thus artifi-
cially separated from Europe along the 64th meridian. That few

1 Robert Stockhammer, Die Kartierung der Erde: Macht und Lust in Karten und
Literatur (Munich, 2007).
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embraced Ptolemy’s solution may be due to the fact that his work
was discovered only in the early fourteenth century in Byzantium by
Maximos Planoudes. Later in that same century, Manuel Chrysoloras
brought the first manuscript of Ptolemy’s work to Florence, where it
was translated into Latin in 1405. Stückelberger observes that
Ptolemy’s world view influenced all subsequent world maps well
into the 1500s. 

Hartmut Kugler, like Stückelberger, makes the representation of
Europe central to the mnemonic device created by Lambert of St
Omer’s Liber Floridus, the first map showing political boundaries
demarcating the kingdom of France from the Holy Roman Empire.
This is in sharp contrast to contemporary representations of Europe
on the Hereford or Ebstorf Maps, or on the so-called Isidore Map
now in the State Library in Munich. What made Lambert’s map
unique is the representation of the eastern parts of the continent as
the fingers of a hand (with Italy as the thumb). The underlying idea
is that the peoples and regions of Europe were in dextera Domini, with
a disposition exactly matching that of the organization of the Roman
Church. Kugler argues that Lambert’s ‘Europe hand’ fits well into the
Flemish cultural and political milieu of the late eleventh and first half
of the twelfth century, namely, with the circumstances of the First
Crusade.

But it is the central, northern, and eastern regions of the continent
that made the medieval concept of Europe problematic. Patrick
Gautier Dalché examines the way in which, beginning with the
twelfth century, the conceptual map of Europe ‘grew’ to include the
pagan or ‘schismatic’ regions to the north and to the east—Scythia,
Germania, Dania, and Norweia. Shortly after 1200, Gervase of
Tilbury knew of Ungaria, Pollonia, and Livonia. A little later, Barth -
olomew Anglicus distinguished between Sambia and Semigallia, a
sign of a much more detailed knowledge of the Baltic region. The
Mongol invasion of 1241 and the subsequent diplomatic activity aim-
ing at the same time to prevent a new onslaught and to harness the
Mongol power for the political and military goals of the Crusade
opened even further the horizons on the eastern and northeastern
frontiers of Europe. The medieval notion of Europe, Dalché contends,
was never ‘purely geographical’: ‘Le texte géographique médiéval
révèle donc une prise de conscience croissante de l’appartenance con-
tradictoire à l’Europe de ces espaces’ (p. 79).
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Ingrid Baumgärtner extends Dalché’s remarks to the analysis of
the image of Europe on the mappae mundi of Beatus of Liébana and of
Ranulf Higden, dated to the eighth and late fourteenth century
respectively. The surviving copies of the Beatus maps (dated be -
tween the tenth and the thirteenth centuries) inscribe Europe in a
world oriented according to the location of Paradise, but divide it
into areas, the size and role of which go back to Late Roman prov -
inces. By contrast, the Higden maps—oval, almond-shaped, or circu-
lar (T-shaped)—strongly emphasize the centrality of Anglia, in addi-
tion to a number of other locales, such as Brindisi, the main Apulian
port for launching the crusading expeditions to the Holy Land.
Baumgärtner’s conclusion is worth citing in full: ‘At no point were
medieval maps authoritative reproductions of a clearly presented
physical space. Rather, they were variable signifiers, constantly
renewing themselves, which made clear a constant change of aware-
ness in dealings with the (European) space.’2

The second section of the volume treats Europe and the East. Paul
D. A. Harvey examines the representation of Europe and the Holy
Land on medieval mappae mundi. He reminds us that most early, so-
called ‘Jerome maps’ of Palestine appear in the early thirteenth cen-
tury at the end of a manuscript of St Jerome’s works. The large num-
ber of maps of Palestine dated to the subsequent centuries reveals a
considerable interest in the geography of the Holy Land. Harvey
counts this interest as an expression, not a result, of the Crusades.
Andreas Kaplony focuses on the representation of Europe on an
Islamic map of the eleventh-century Book of Curiosities. The document
is, in fact, what Edward S. Kennedy and Mary H. Kennedy called a
‘diagrammatic map’, similar to that included in Ibn Hawqal’s tenth-
century Geography. Most typical for such maps is the elongated shape
of mountain ranges and the rounded, rectangle-shaped, or square-
shaped islands and bays, with cities as red dots and roads as straight
lines. Muslim geographers had no use for the ancient concept of
Europe, which they replaced with a ‘small continent’ to the west of
the Bosporus and to the north of the Medi terranean Sea. Since they
2 ‘Mittelalterliche Karten waren zu keinem Zeitpunkt authoritative Repro -
duktionen eines klar vorgegebenen physischen Raumes, sondern variable,
sich ständig erneuernde Bedeutungsträger, die einen kontinuierlich Be wusst  -
seinswandel im Umgang mit dem (europäischen) Raum verdeutlichen’,
p. 132.



had more interest in the ‘Roman Empire’ (Mamlakat ar-Rūm), Arab
geographers also included Anatolia in ‘Europe’, while at the same
time excluding both Spain and Sicily.

Looking at Europe as a whole, Anna-Dorothée von den Brincken
examines two mappae mundi drawn in southern Italy c.1320, the map
in Paulinus Minorita’s Chronologia magna and the Douce map. While
the Douce map is devoid of any inscription (an anomaly for the genre
of mappa mundi), that of Paulinus Minorita shows a number of inno-
vations, such as the representation of the Caspian as an enclosed sea
or the exaggerated size of the Horn of Africa, which point to the
influence of contemporary portolan charts. However, unlike those
charts, which are concerned primarily with coastal regions, the map
of Paulinus shows a number of features in the interior, which are oth-
erwise known from other mappae mundi, such as the Liber Floridus
examined by Hartmut Kugler in a previous essay. Paulinus’ Europe
is centred upon the Mediterranean. By contrast, the Douce map
appears to place the centre of Europe somewhere in the Middle East,
perhaps under the influence of Islamic map-making. 

The essays in the third section, ‘Grenzziehungen und Grenzer fah -
rungen’ (Drawing Borders and Border Experiences), move away
from emphasizing the representation of Europe on world maps and
focus instead on the internal organization of the map area reserved
for the European continent. Thus Evelyn Edson explains why the
north-eastern regions of Europe were, as late as the mid fifteenth cen-
tury, associated with Dacia and Gothia known from much earlier
sources. She shows in particular why the issue of defining the north-
eastern regions of Europe was tied to the equally problematic bound-
ary between Europe and Asia. However, Edson is wrong on a num-
ber of details. For example, the Ural Mountains are not as low as sur-
mised (p. 179), for the highest altitude (1,895 m) is Mount Narodnaia
in the Nether-Polar Urals. The Dacians of Antiquity were not of
Scythian (p. 179), but of Thracian origin, and the Permiani on Fra
Mauro’s mappa mundi are not Lapps (p. 187), but most likely Komi-
Permiaks. To believe that Jordanes got his information on the early
history of the Goths from oral tradition (p. 181) simply shows a com-
plete ignorance of Walter Goffart’s elegant demonstration to the con-
trary. Similarly, Patrizia Licini focusing on European and Ottoman
landmarks from a mid fifteenth-century portolan chart assumes that
thirteenth-century Europeans labelled Gog those nomads who, in
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their own language, called themselves Gök Türk (the Blue Turks).
She offers no evidence that the language of the sixth- to seventh-cen-
tury nomads in Eurasia was known in thirteenth-century Europe (p.
213). Equally far-fetched is the attempt to date the portolan chart on
the basis of a Greek cross on top of the dome-shaped tower repre-
senting Moscow, which Edson interprets as evidence of the success-
ful bid for independence of the Russian Orthodox Church in 1458, in
the aftermath of the Council of Ferrara (p. 215). In fact, the auto-
cephalous status of the Church of Russia was not recognized until
1589. 

Stefan Schröder, who examines descriptions in pilgrim accounts
of the marginal areas of Europe, concludes that boundaries are rarely
mentioned, while the entire Mediterranean is viewed as a frontier
region separating Europe from Africa. Margriet Hoogvliet warns the
reader that to say that medieval cartographers saw their own conti-
nent, Europe, as normative for the rest of the world is simply to proj-
ect postcolonial awareness into an era that had no idea of such a con-
cept (p. 239). Europe, in fact, had its own ‘exotic’ facet for medieval
map-makers. Hoogvliet examines the ‘wonders of Europe’ which
became very popular especially during the sixteenth century and
concludes that Europe was perceived as superior to other continents
not only because of its prosperity and favourable natural circum-
stances, but also because of its wonders.

In the last section of the volume, ‘Paradigmen’ (Paradigms), the
focus shifts again to the use of maps for a variety of political and
practical goals. Andrew Gow’s interest in Fra Mauro’s mid fifteenth-
century mappa mundi informs his provocative sketch of the ways in
which Eurocentrism worked in Renaissance Europe. More than any
other essay in this volume, Gow’s is wrought with serious problems,
many of which are the result of the presenteist fallacy of his
approach. He views the inscription Europa, which Fra Mauro placed
on his mappa mundi on the eastern coast of the Adriatic as ‘an omen
of current developments in Montenegro, Croatia, and Slovenia’ (p.
261). Leaving aside the fact that Slovenia is a member of the
European Union, it remains unclear precisely what developments
could have thus been predicted by Fra Mauro. Equally questionable
is the condescension of statements such as ‘Clearly Europeans and
post-Europeans such as I have always felt that something, someplace,
or someone else, someone non-European, begins somewhere where
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Russia trails off to the east’ (p. 263). Whether or not such a perception
of Russia is widespread in Alberta (Canada), Europeans living in
Romania, Poland, or Bulgaria are unlikely to agree with Andrew
Gow’s (or his son’s) idea of Europe, which they would probably dis-
miss as arrogant.

Piero Falchetta explores the use of portolan charts in European
navigation and concludes, somewhat surprisingly that, because such
charts were not the result of the application of a general theory of
space, nautical treatises (such as that by Benedetto Cotrugli, a fif-
teenth-century Ragusan merchant turned scholar) rarely if ever
describe the use of portolans. The final essay by Martina Stercken
makes a case for Europe as a political and cultural space in which
Albrecht von Bonstetten and Konrad Türst positioned their notion of
the fifteenth-century Swiss confederation. 

Clearly the volume is a treasure trove for students of the idea of
Europe; there is also much to interest historians of medieval maps
and map-making. The book does not cover all possible topics evenly
or well. The history of the Byzantine perception of ‘Europe’, the role
of linguistic boundaries, and of the Catholic–Orthodox divide in East
Central Europe lack full consideration. If the collection itself has lim-
its, they lie in the neglect of the comparative dimension to this story
of ‘cartographic concepts’. The volume offers no conclusion, but its
contents show clearly that current scholarship on the idea of Europe
in the Middle Ages is not only alive, but very expertly served.

FLORIN CURTA has been Professor of Medieval History and
Archaeology at the University of Florida since 2007. He is the author
of Southeastern Europe in the Middle Ages, c. 500–1250 (2006) and The
Making of the Slavs: History and Archaeology of the Lower Danube Region,
c. 500–700 A.D. (2001, paperback 2007), and editor of, among others,
The Other Europe in the Middle Ages: Avars, Bulgars, Khazars, and
Cumans (2008).

87

Cartographic Concepts of Medieval Europe


