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The history of cartography is often written from the perspective of the mapmaker rather than the user.  Examinations of the emergence and proliferation of the modern map stress either the linkages between Renaissance thought and closer scrutiny of the physical world, changes in artistic perspective that favored a realism eventually echoed in maps, or the role of mathematical and technological innovations in standardizing cartographic production.  Breaking from these traditional approaches, this volume argues for the agency of various national political hegemonies in the rise of the printed map during the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries – an approach we might call the political patronage of cartography.


Maps, Monarchs, and Ministers is a collection of seven essays based on papers delivered at the eighth-annual Kenneth Nebenzahl, Jr., Lectures in the History of Cartography at the Newberry Library in November 1985.  Each author traces the rise of cartography as an instrument of governance in a separate political sphere: John Marino in Italy, Peter Barber in England, David Buisseret in France, Geoffrey Parker in Iberia, James Vann in Austria, and Michael J. Mikos in Poland.  The individual contributions are linked by an effective overview by series editor David Buissert, as well as a central investigative concern: “just when did monarchs and ministers in various countries begin to perceive that maps could be useful in government?”

It is clear that the sixteenth century witnessed a sea-change in the way maps were used and perceived.  While advances in mathematics and the proliferation of printing provided the preconditions for this cartographic explosion, this volume argues that it was the political, fiscal, and military utility of maps as conceived of by sovereigns and their advisors that drove demand for increasingly accurate visual descriptions of their domains, in the process advancing the scientific practice of cartography through royal patronage.  In this view, it was the highest levels of government that provided the “pull” factors for cartographic production, subverting the traditional explanatory models of “push” factors grounded in changes in society, art, or technology.  This is reinforced in each essay by examples of the patronage of individual cartographers, the establishment of officially sanctioned cartographic workshops and mathematical institutes, and subsidies of printing, without which the highly technical, expensive, and time-consuming business of surveying and mapping could not have been undertaken.  As a result, by the end of the sixteenth century, the language of the map had been refined and standardized to what one recognizes as essentially modern characteristics of maps: linear geometry, scaling, and specific purposes.  

Of course maps had always played a part in court life.  As metaphors of control, medieval mappae mundi reinforced the pageantry, history, religion, legend, and law of the kingdom.  What they could not do, however, was accurately describe the realm.  Until late in the sixteenth century the French monarchy had only a vague idea of where its northern border lay.  By 1600, the perception of maps changed from iconographic and cosmological items, intended primarily for court ceremony, to a crucial instrument of governance and defense, jealously guarded by paranoid monarchs.  Monarchs, Ministers, and Maps provides a pedigree of the standardized politico-military maps of the seventeenth century from a fresh perspective.

Naturally, perceptual changes of the use of maps occurred in different ways and times for each national polity.  Mapmaking in Italy, for example, grew out of estate maps commissioned by independent landowners, while in France and England, the starting point was iconographic maps and cosmologies.  In each locale, mapping was justified by political authors, Machiavelli’s Arte Della Guerra and Castilione’s Il Cortegiano reflected the conceptualization of maps as strategic in Italy, while Thomas Elyot’s The Boke Named the Governour played a similar role in England.  Geoffrey Parker argues that the close protection of maps produced by Spain and Portugal was necessary precaution for international expansion, but that the decline of cartography towards the end of the sixteenth century signaled the loss of empire.  For all of these nations, geographic knowledge in the form of a semi-permanent visual medium became crucial at some point in the sixteenth century, though the authors of these essays argue for different reasons and paces in each respective nation.     

While each of the component essays is largely successful on its own, the unity of these essays is questionable, due to discursive chronological and methodological approaches.  Peter Barber’s two essays on England – perhaps the most effective of the bunch – stop in 1625, whereas Michael J. Miklos’ examination of Polish cartography closes out the eighteenth century.  The non-uniformity in time period prohibits an effective comparative picture of cartography at any single moment of the early modern period.  Similarly, the kinds of sources employed by each author engender divergent methodologies.  For example, Parker, a political and military historian, makes extensive use of official communications between Philip II and his commanders in the field, while Barber’s analysis of English mapping relies on primarily art-historical methodology.  While these different approaches are interesting and effective in their own right, they detract from the proposed unity of the work.

Another challenge facing any compilation of essays that looks beyond a single temporal or geo-political sphere, is the fact that each essay must respond to a different body of historiography, each of which engenders a particular form of argumentation.  This is particularly acute in the present volume, which suffers as a result of contradictory arguments.  For example, Barber’s contribution is largely expository, providing a thorough, historiographically non-contentious narrative of map making under successive Tudor and Stuart monarchs, while Marino’s essay is highly polemical in nature, controversially arguing against the prevailing notion of Italy as the birthplace of modern cartography, and relocating the proliferation of Italian maps to the third quarter of the sixteenth century.  The problem here is not that they propose different temporal schema per se, but rather that their discursive arguments contradict one another.  Barber claims that Henry VIII’s mapmaking was “backwards,” when compared to continental, and particularly Italian, innovations, despite the fact that Marino explicitly rejects the advanced progress of Italian mapping only pages earlier.  The varying modes pf argumentation in these essays undermine the pretense of uniformity offered by Buisseret in his introduction, both in terms of tone, as well as in explicit contradiction.

Monarchs, Ministers, and Maps also betrays its origins as a lecture series due to the haphazard national focuses of the essays.  Michael J. Mikos’s chapter on Poland is fascinating, linking advances of cartographers outside of western courts, and revitalizing a largely forgotten aspect of cartographic history.  At the same time, this volume suffers from a glaring omission: the lack of a chapter on the Netherlands, which few would deny played a central role in the development of cartography during the period in question.  In fact, the authors of this compilation find it difficult to discuss the maps in any other national setting without reference to Ortelius, Mercator, Blaeu, Janszoon, or the Houtman brothers.  Perhaps this is due to the problem that the story of Dutch cartography can be made to fit the model of state-sponsored growth only with difficulty, its rise and continual development grounded instead in sales rather than patronage.  The essays contained in this volume all concern cartography in early modern Europe, but do not cumulatively describe it in any comprehensive way.


Despite its polemical underpinning, Maps, Monarchs, and Ministers provides a good introduction to early modern mapping, despite its omissions and internal contradictions.  Each essay contains textual analysis of the relevant historiography, and is supplemented by copious substantive footnotes.  The text has been generously complemented with high-quality reproductions of some of maps central to the arguments, explaining in visual terms what language cannot.  The inclusion of these 66 black and white and 8 color plates – many for the first time –  makes this book highly desirable for both the expert as well as the novice.     
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