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TITLE:  Macrobian World Maps 
DATE:  400 A.D. 
AUTHOR:  Ambrosius Aurelius Theodosius Macrobius, 395-423 A.D.  
DESCRIPTION: The Roman philosopher, statesman, and orator Cicero wrote a fictional 
description of a dream vision of the general Scipio Aemilianus in which Scipio found 
himself up in the heavens looking down on the earth, and he saw the earth’s different 
climatic zones, from cold at the poles to hot at the equator. Around the year 400, 
Ambrosius Theodosius Macrobius wrote a Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, and many 
medieval manuscripts of this work contain zonal mappaemundi, or maps that indicate the 
earth’s climatic zones. In Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the early Renaissance, the world 
was thought to be divided into climatic zones: in the simplest form of this theory, there was 
an uninhabitably hot Torrid Zone near the equator, habitable Temperate Zones to the north 
and south of the Torrid Zone, and uninhabitable Frigid Zones near the North and South 
Poles. These zones were often depicted on medieval maps, particularly on zonal maps, the 
most common of which illustrate manuscripts of Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of 
Scipio.  
 Medieval European cartography reflected the apparent arrest and decline in, or the 
expression of, their knowledge of world or local geography following the collapse of the 
Roman world. Claudius Ptolemy’s Geographia (see monograph #119) remained known only to 
Byzantine scholars, and thence it came to influence the early students of Arabic geography, 
but not European cartography for another one thousand years. Only in one type of 
medieval Christian European map does there survive, in very simple form, some concept 
of Greek geography. The hemispheric maps of Macrobius, drawn in Spain and later 
reproduced in the works of the Venerable Bede, Lambert of St. Omer and others, show the 
habitable world of the northern hemisphere and the uninhabited world of the southern, 
marked with climatic-zones derived from Ptolemy’s clima, and, unlike many other 
European medieval maps, they are oriented with North at the top instead of East. 
 Macrobius was a late Roman neoplatonic grammarian and philosopher who wrote 
several eclectic works that were much read in the Middle Ages. Macrobius’ commentary on 
Cicero’s work includes geographical theories that were to some extent based upon 
Ptolemy, but with certain differences. Macrobius wrote his Expositio In Somnium Scipionis ex 
Cicerone [Commentary on the Dream of Scipio by Cicero] in the early fifth century, basing it 
on the last part of Cicero’s De Republica, in which the Roman general, Scipio Aemilianus 
[Africanus the Younger], is transported to the heavens by the spirit of his famous 
grandfather. From this vantage point he is able to look down upon the earth and he saw the 
earth’s different climatic zones, from cold at the poles to hot at the equator. Cicero’s theme 
is the transience of human glory and the importance of ruling justly, but Macrobius’ 
lengthy commentary expands on its cosmic vision. Chapter IX of Book II contains a 
description of the earth, and the text refers to a world map, which is in fact found in most 
of the manuscripts, from the oldest, in the 9th century, to the end of the 15th century. One of 
a group of energetic encyclopedists of the late empire, Macrobius transmitted to future 
generations some part of classical science when the original works were lost. There is no 
evidence that Macrobius was a Christian, but the neo-Platonist ideals to which he 
subscribed were easily comprehensible to his readers. 
 The world map that illustrates Macrobius’ Commentarii exists in many different 
states, in thirty-five manuscripts prior to 1I00, and around 150 manuscripts overall, up to 
and including the 15th century. It is perhaps impossible categorically to identify the earliest 
state of the image; however, certain observations can be made about the earliest surviving 
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exemplars, and it is possible to identify something resembling a standard form of the map. 
The basis of the image is a relatively schematic representation of the relationship of ocean 
to land in the northern hemisphere, as well as representation of the five zones (northern 
and southern Frigid, northern and southern Temperate, central Torrid or perusta [burned 
up], an equatorial ocean, and indication of the direction of ocean flows from the equator to 
the poles by means of four inscriptions around the outside of the map.  
 The vast majority of pre-12th century Macrobius maps contain some representation 
of the Red, Indian, and Caspian seas, the latter usually represented as an inlet from the 
outer, encircling Ocean. A small number of toponyms - usualIy just Italia and Orcades - are 
marked in the northern hemisphere. Intriguingly, some maps (represented by at least four 
pre-1100 exemplars) include the toponyms Syene and Meroe, respectively at the northern 
tropic and in the Torrid Zone above the equator. These cities marked the first two of the 
ancient climata, divisions of the northern hemisphere into seven latitudinal bands. As the 
locations of these cities are discussed by Macrobius in the surrounding text, their 
appearance on the map could be an original feature. Copyists of the world map in 
manuscripts of Macrobius’ Commentarii after 1100 tended to increase the amount of 
geographical information in the northern hemisphere. One 12th century form of the map 
dispenses with representation of the seas, adding Spain, the Alps, Egypt and Asia to the 
earlier version’s Italia, as well as a selection of Mediterranean islands: Cades, Balearia, 
Sardinia, and Sicily. Others followed the innovations made by adaptors such as William of 
Conches: in these versions the westernmost extent of Europe and Africa is represented by 
the toponyms Calpes (one of the fabled columns of Hercules) and Atlas (i.e. Mount Atlas), 
and the standard aquatic divisions between the three parts of the known world - the 
Tanais, Nile, and Mediterranean - also become more frequent.  
 In Macrobius’ maps the entire eastern hemisphere of the earth is shown, divided 
into five zones. The concept derives from the Greek scientist, Crates of Mallos (#113), in the 
second century B.C., who hypothesized that there were four landmasses on the earth, each 
containing a habitable zone. An impassable ocean, swept by tides, divided these lands from 
one another. Early Christians found this concept difficult to stomach. If each of these lands 
were inhabited, how did the descendants of Adam get there? And how was the mission of 
the apostles, to convert the entire world, feasible? Despite these concerns, Macrobius’ book 
and map circulated throughout the Middle Ages in hundreds of manuscripts and was a 
basic text of medieval science. 
 According the historian Alfred Hiatt, by contrast, at first glance very few 
adaptations appear to have occurred to antoecumenical [outside the known inhabited world] 
space on the image over the course of its transmission. Whether a large or small number of 
toponyms were used to locate the European reader in “our temperate” region, the 
Temperate Zone of the southern hemisphere appeared strikingly monolithic, unmarked by 
any representation of seas or land formations, in apposition to the ecumene’s geographical 
detail (a.k.a. oikouménē). A close study of terrae incognitas on the maps of Macrobius reveals 
three ways in which the antoecumene could, nevertheless, be subject to subtle changes of 
emphasis and meaning: (1) through the variety of nomenclature used to describe the 
unknown inhabitants of spaces beyond the known world; (2) through the function of the 
image as a means of invoking and representing debate about such habitation; and (3) 
through the technical innovation of certain copyists faced with the difficulty of 
representing places and peoples on the other side of the earth.  
 The most frequently used description of the southern Temperate Zone on 
Macrobius maps prior to 1100 is temperata antecorum [temperate (zone) of the antoikoi], or 
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some variant thereof antoecorum, antechorum, antetorum: more rarely the zone is marked 
temperata antipodum [temperate zone of the antipodeans], in one instance temperata 
antyrtorum, and in another temperata antiktorum [temperate zone of the antikthones, 
antyrtorum is possibly a corruption of antiktorum or antetorum]. In eight instances in 
surviving pre-1100 manuscripts the southern Temperate Zone is referred to not in terms of 
its inhabitants, but simply designated temperata, temperata zona, temperata australis, or 
habitabilis. In only one pre-12th century exemplar is the entire southern hemisphere left 
blank. In no cases are topographical features marked in the southern Temperate Zone, a 
reticence in accordance with Macrobius’ instruction to refrain from depicting hypothesized 
but unproven details in the southern hemisphere. 

  
 

Zonal map showing the earth’s Frigid, Habitable [Temperate] and Torrid zones, with an unusual 
orientation to the South following the practice of Arab geographers, Matthew Paris, ca. 1255 (#225) 
 
 Macrobian maps have little space for geographical details, as the northern 
temperate zone is relatively small. Usually only a few place names, marking the extremes 
of the known world, are shown. Occasionally a larger and more detailed map was made on 
this plan, but mostly zonal maps happily coexisted with other forms of world maps. The 
nomenclature is very summary and is limited to a few seas, rivers or islands (Mare Caspium, 
Indicum, Rubrum; Nilus, Tanais, Danubius; Sicilia, Creta, Fortunate, etc.), mountains and 
countries (Alps, Italia, Asia, Egyptus, Meroe, Syene, etc.). Cades Herculis indicates the columns 
of Hercules to the west, and Cades Alexandri the columns of Alexander to the east. 
 From a hydrographic point of view, the two masses of land are separated by the 
ocean which completely surrounds them, Macrobius explains in the text his theory of sea 



Macrobian World Maps 
#201 

4 

currents and rivers. On the map, four legends, placed around the edge, indicate on all the 
manuscripts the directions of the peripheral current: 

Re.fiuxio (Refusio, Revulsio) oceani ab oriente in septentrionem, Re.fiuxio oceani ab oriente 
in austrum, 
Rejluxio oceani ab occidente in austrum, 
Re.fiuxio oceani ab occidente in septentrionem, and on the equator (alveus oceani): versus 
occidentem. 

 In the north and south of the continents, two large gulfs (alveus or golfus marinis) 
receive the currents indicated by wavy lines or swirls. This map is obviously intended to 
illustrate the theory of the dangers: sea currents, in very elaborate manuscripts, are clearly 
indicated. 
 Macrobius preferred Eratosthenes’ more accurate calculation for the circumference 
of the earth (252,000 stadia = ~25,000 miles, vice Ptolemy’s 180,000 stadia = ~18,000 miles).  
With its postulate of a stationary round earth at the center of the universe and its 
contention that the environmental sea, variously called the Atlantic, the Great Sea and the 
Ocean, which ‘in spite of these big names, is quite small’, it is definitely in the Ptolemaic 
tradition.  However, it departs from that tradition in making this ocean the boundary, in 
every direction, of the inhabited earth, giving it the shape of a lozenge, narrow at the 
extremes and wide in the middle, and in positing the existence of three other landmasses 
corresponding to the oikoumene [inhabited world], in the remaining quarters of the earth.  
In his territorial division, Macrobius adopts the conventional five climatic zones, and, while 
maintaining the existence of an Antipodean race of men, he also maintains that there is no 
way by which knowledge of them can be obtained.  He, like his near contemporary 
Martianus Capella, proposed that the known inhabited world, which lay entirely north of 
the equator, was surrounded by an ocean, which also filled the impassable equatorial zone, 
a theory which can in no way be reconciled with Ptolemy’s catalogue of places in the 
southern hemisphere. 
 According to an essay by Michael Andrews (see his diagram in the Introduction), the 
majority of medieval world maps of the Hemispherical Family were constructed in 
accordance with what is known as the oceanic theory, attributed to the aforementioned fifth 
century B.C. Greek philosopher, Crates of Mallos, which recognized two oceanic streams 
(#113). The ‘true’ ocean encircled the earth sphere equatorially, while the popularly 
accepted ocean which passed through the poles was regarded as subsidiary. These two 
streams, flowing at right angles to one another, divided the world into four equal 
landmasses. Some groups of maps, however, give no indication of any equatorial ocean, or 
of any quadripartite division. 
 Andrews further divides the 
Hemispherical Family of medieval maps 
into two main branches: the Oceanic or 
Quadripartite Division and the Non-
Oceanic or Non-Quadripartite Division. 
The maps belonging to the first 
division, which, to judge by the 
numerous examples remaining to us, 
was by far the most popular in 
medieval times, are further classified 
as Simple and Zone. 

Macrobian world map in Petrus Alphonsus’ 
Dialogus Contra Judeos, 1375, 21x14.5 cm Oxford 

University, MS. Laud Misc. 356, fol. 120r (#201E2) 
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 The Simple Genus includes maps such as those in the Liber Floridus of Lambert of St. 
Omer (#217) and some in the works of William of Conches, which depict the whole 
hemisphere bisected by the equatorial ocean, but do not indicate any division by zones. 
The northern habitable parts in these maps are often divided in tripartite fashion, but there 
are also examples that have no formal divisions (see #217 and #225.1). 
 In the Zone Genus the hemisphere is divided into five zones: (1 and 2) those climate-
zones at the two poles, uninhabitable because of the cold; (3) the zone at the equator, 
uninhabitable because of the torrid heat; and (4 and 5) the northern and southern 
temperate zones which were habitable, although only ‘our’ climate - the northern temperate 
zone - was included in the known world.  Around the landmasses flowed an ocean whose 
currents Macrobius described as running from the equatorial zone, upwards to the north 
and downwards to the south, while the equatorial ocean flows west.  As can be seen on 
some exemplary maps, the north and south polar bays, where the waters flowing in 
different directions met twice daily with a great shock, and in turning back gave rise to the 
tidal phenomena. Examples of various Species of this Genus are to be found mainly in the 
Commentarius in Somnium Scipionis of Macrobius, the Philosophia and Dragmaticon of 
William of Conches, and less frequently in other works.  In the Macrobian maps, the 
Cratesian scheme is usually more fully illustrated by the inclusion of inscriptions dealing 
with the oceanic tides. 
 In the Somnium Scipionis of de Republica and elsewhere, Cicero makes clear his belief 
in the theory of a southern continent or Antipodes. Macrobius’ fifth century commentary 
carries further the statement of Cicero concerning the habitable character of this southern 
zone, specifically known as the Antichthon.  Like Crates, Macrobius affirms that it is reason 
alone that permits us to assume its habitable character, for the intervening torrid zone 
prevents us from ever knowing what the truth of that matter may be. 
 The story of the origin and the persistence of the belief in that continent, of the 
controversies which grew out of that belief, of the centuries of exploration in search of the 
elusive shores of the Terra Australis, is one of the most curiously interesting in the record of 
human thought and action. The maps in which the theory found delineation are of much 
more than incidental interest in the present discussion. The symmetry and logic contained 
in the theory that if the earth was indeed a sphere (an idea also proposed by Greek 
philosophers as early as the fifth century B.C.) then, for the equilibrium of that sphere to be 
maintained, it was a necessity of the laws of physics that there exist landmasses in the 
south and west to act as “counter-weights” to the masses of the north and east which 
formed the oikoumene or inhabited world of Europe, Northern Africa and Asia. This theory 
of the Antipodes, therefore, has haunted geographical thinkers with a persistence bridging 
not centuries but millenniums. The concept was continually debated in ‘print’, often 
vehemently, by the Church Faithful such as Cosmas Indicopleustes (#202) and the 
influential and respected scholar St. Isidore of Seville (#205); and expounded graphically on 
maps by Macrobius, Beatus (#207), Lambert of St. Omer (#217), the Venerable Bede, William 
of Conches (#205.1), and others, for more than 2,000 years. 
 The long controversy was settled, so far as the western Antipodes were concerned, 
when America was discovered and its great extent revealed on maps. The desire to 
discover the southern Antipodes, or the Antichthon, became thereafter one of the impelling 
motives of exploration and cartography, as can be evidenced in the work of such people as 
the late 18th century English geographer Alexander Dalrymple and the continual efforts at 
Antarctic exploration that has persisted to the present day. 
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 As mentioned earlier, the orientation is relatively unique for medieval mappaemundi, 
in that most Macrobian maps are oriented to the North, vice the East, where Jerusalem was 
often reflected as the center of the world. It is doubtful how soon the Macrobius plans were 
altered by medieval copyists into the uncertain orientation that we find in other 
manuscripts. It is certain, however, that Macrobius himself definitely put North at the top, 
for in one place he states that the upper temperate zone was inhabited by men of our race. 
In one of these climate/zone-maps in particular (#201C), a distinction is drawn between the 
‘domestic folk’ of the same temperate zone and the ‘wild men’ of the woods, who inhabited 
arctic and torrid lands. Not all Macrobian maps display only five zones, some depict seven 
zones or belts; the division of the world into climate-zones or belts can be traced back to 
Marinus of Tyre and Ptolemy (#119). 

 
 

A Macrobian world map from a 12th 
century French manuscript, showing five 

Climate Zones and the Antipodes 
 
The map illustrated on the left is 
characteristic of the later medieval 
versions of the Macrobian world-
picture, although some examples 
preserve richer nomenclature. This 
example displays a roughly drawn 
landmass to the left, representing 
Europe: Temperata nostra, above which 
is the northern frigid zone: 
Septentrionalis frigida inhabitabilis. The 
enclosed water represents the 
Mediterranean Sea, the Black Sea, etc. 
To the right is a vaguely formed Asia 
with the words Mare Caspian, set 
down at random, below which are 
areas intended to depict Arabia and 
India. The scribe has mis-located the 
caption for the Red Sea and Indian 
Ocean: Mare Rubrum Mare Indicum.  
     Africa, intercepted by the 
equatorial Perusta zona just below the 
Mediterranean edge, finally tapers off 
against the impassable stream which 
cuts the known world off from the 
bowl-shaped continent at the south of 
the circle, Temparata Antipodum, and 
below, the Frigida Australis 

Inhabitabilis. In the ocean to the left of Europe are two large islands labeled Horcades Insulae [the 
Orkneys]. Other islands and landmasses are reduced, in Cicero’s words, to the position of mere 
‘specks’ upon the water. 
 The work of Macrobius experienced tremendous popularity throughout the time 
period loosely termed the Middle Ages, even considering the inherent distributive 
limitations of hand-copied manuscripts. By the 12th century the work of Macrobius had 
become standard textbook material in the schools, eight centuries after his initial work. 
Marcel Destombes has recorded about 150 manuscripts dating from 1200 to 1500 A.D., two-
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thirds of which preserve copies of the basic map design illustrating Macrobius’ theories as 
expounded in parts of the first and second books of his Commentary.  As alluded to earlier, 
these maps also had extensive influence on the medieval mappaemundi of others, from the 
Venerable Bede in the eighth century, to Lambert of Liege, William of Conches and 
Honorius of Autun in the 12th century, and a less direct, though discernible impact on the 
cartography later developed by Arab scholars. Printed copies of the Macrobius text and 
derivative maps can be found at least well into the 16th century, one reprint appearing as 
late as 1560. 
 According to Pliny (6.35.187) and Diodorus Siculus (2.51.2-4), within the climate-
zone theory, extremes of climate, particularly heat, were thought to produce monsters; 
however, only one Macrobian map has a display of sea monsters, namely a 12th century 
mappamundi in Leiden. There is one clear sea dog in the northwestern part of the 
circumfluent ocean, portrayed simply as a dog in the ocean rather than as a hybrid creature; 
in the northeastern part of the circumfluent ocean there is another creature, very faded, 
which is probably intended to represent a marine bear, but again it is portrayed simply as a 
bear rather than as a hybrid creature. There is also a large fish in the equatorial ocean 
(labeled verus oceanus) in the middle of the map. These artistically primitive monsters seem 
to have been the whim of the artist, as Macrobius says nothing about the sea creatures 
depicted on the map, and there was no tradition of depicting sea monsters on Macrobian 
maps. 
 

 
 

A rare 12th century Macrobian map which has sea monsters, a “sea dog” and  
what appears to be a faded “sea bear”; also a display of the Antipodean region. 
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In the library of the University of Salamanca there is a 15th century manuscript probably 
made in Utrecht that contains a miscellany of works on mathematics, astronomy, 
computus, geography, and medicine. This manuscript contains a little-known mappamundi 
which, though quite simple and schematic, has a prominent legend about sea monsters. 
The map below follows Alfraganus’ Rudimenta astronomica, and is accompanied by some 
geographical notes on the climatic zones of the earth. It is oriented with East at the top and 
is a zonal map, showing the regions near the poles uninhabitable because of the cold, the 
equator uninhabitable because of the heat, and the inhabitable zone in the northern 
hemisphere as a rectangle on the left, with an open ocean in the southern hemisphere. In 
the southern ocean there is a legend that reads hoc mare profundum et horribile m[ax]imum 
nutrit cete grandia sicut montes ut test atur Ambrosius, that is, “This deep, horrible, and great 
sea nourishes whales as huge as mountains, as St Ambrose says.” The reference is to 
Ambrose’s Hexameron Libri Sex 5.10, which runs: 
 

For that reason, in that place where the wide extent of water precludes every desire 
to gaze upon it and every sentiment of boldness to sail thereon for the sake of gain, 
there the whale is said to have his lair. There, too, live a huge species of fish, 
reported to be mountainous in size by those who have ventured to approach and 
see them. This huge fish lives tranquilly there, remote from islands and 
uncontaminated by the nearness of port towns. They have their separate habitats 
and locations all their own. 
 

Ambrose does not specify which ocean he is describing, but the cartographer’s choice to 
place this legend in the remote southern ocean is appropriate. This material from Ambrose 
is not cited on any other map, which demonstrates again how cartographers chose material 
about sea monsters from eclectic sources. It is interesting to compare and contrast this 
cartographer’s view of the southern ocean with that of Andrea Bianco (#242). Both indicate 
that the southern ocean is a location of sea monsters, but while the maker of the Salamanca 
mappamundi cites a text which speaks of the monsters living tranquilly, Bianco suggests that 
the monsters come from an entrance to Hell. 
 According to Macrobius two ocean belts girdle the earth, one equatorial, the other 
along opposing meridians, thus dividing the earth into four equal parts, each with one 
“island” of land. Cicero described the earth as "a small island," which has sometimes been 
interpreted as implying that he believed it to be flat. Macrobius, however, states that Cicero 
had been misunderstood, that actually Cicero meant that “the entirety of the portion that 
you inhabit” is a small island. Cicero’s comment that our quadrant is “narrow at the top 
and broad at the sides” then makes sense as being one of four such “islands” on a spherical 
earth.  His map shows one hemisphere only, composed of the known world (the quadrant 
containing Europe, Asia, and Africa), and a southern quadrant, the Antipodes.  
 Macrobius believed that all four quadrants were inhabited. He proposed a clever 
counterargument to critics who charged that, were there people “upside-down” in the 
Antipodes, they would simply fall off the earth altogether; rain, he pointed out, would then 
likewise all flow to the “underside” and fall off, making it impossible for even the northern 
hemisphere’s oceans to contain their water. Humorously, he went on to speculate that the 
uninformed among the Antipodeans think the same about us, that we cannot be where we are 
because we would fall into the sky.  
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Nonetheless, some Church treatises demonstrated the absurdity of Antipodeans on a 
spherical earth with illustrations of people standing "upside-down" on the "underside" of 
the earth.  
 From his view of the nature of our earth Macrobius held convictions discouraging 
the imperialist quest for fame and glory. There were both practical and virtuous 
considerations for this. Such conquest is a fickle goal, he explained, for no one could hold 
onto one’s exploits long, owing to the floods and conflagrations that inevitably overwhelm the 
earth at regular intervals.  
 Further, fame would be naive and deceitful since the earth itself is merely a minute 
and trivial point in the cosmos, and thus nothing of which we brag could really be 
important. Nor could one even flaunt one’s self-proclaimed glory on the earth, except 
within one’s own quadrant, for travel (and thereby communication) between quarters was 
prohibited by the oceans that separated them. People would forever live out their lives in 
their respective quadrants without any knowledge or contact with any other quadrant.  
 Macrobius believed that travel between either northern quadrant and either 
southern quadrant was impossible, not only because of the breadth of equatorial ocean 
which separated them, but additionally because that ocean was scorched with the heat of the 
sun. On that particular issue, Columbus, sailing south along African shores as far the Gold 
Coast in the early 1480’s, had himself already proven Macrobius wrong. But Columbus 
would ultimately fail to prove Macrobius wrong on two other points, both major issues 
which played against his arguments for a western voyage. First, Macrobius wisely adopted 
252,000 stades as the circumference of the Earth, the figure that had been proposed in the 
third century B.C. by Eratosthenes (#112) This highly accurate figure was far too high for 
Columbus, who looked elsewhere for more attractive estimates supportive of his 
objectives. 
 Second, Macrobius stated that east-west travel between either the two northern or 
two southern quadrants was impossible, owing to the expanse of sea between them 
(though-unlike north-south travel -- not because this sea was “boiling”). Columbus, of 
course, disproved of this notion. But Macrobius’ “other” northern quadrant correctly 
predicted that by crossing the western ocean Columbus would not reach the Orient, that 
another continent, a new world, lay in his way. Conceptually, Crates and Macrobius had 
invented an America, the “western antipodes.”  
 The possibility that such undiscovered lands existed was openly considered by 
many intellectuals, particularly the Italian humanists, before Columbus’ voyage, and had 
been the object of Portuguese expeditions to the west. The Church showed a mixed reaction 
to the concept of unknown lands, but overwhelmingly dismissed the possibility of 
unknown inhabited lands such as Macrobius described. It was clear to the Church, for 
example, that no inhabited land could exist that was unknown to the Apostles because 
Christ's teachings were supposed to have reached the entire world, and all surviving 
children of Adam were descendents of Noah’s passengers and therefore all dispersed from 
a common point. These arguments were formidable for the devout Christian, and following 
Columbus’ discovery of America they helped prolong the illusion that he had reached the 
Orient. America, like Macrobius’ Antipodes, violated these tenets.  
 The fact that Macrobius presented a circumnavigable Africa and an open Indian 
Ocean helped inspire Portuguese confidence in their own designs to sail south and east 
around Africa and ultimately on to the Orient. Macrobius also, however, unwittingly 
engineered a great tease. As can be seen on his map, Macrobius truncated Africa between 
the Tropic of Cancer and the equator, a latitude corresponding very roughly to the true 
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southern coast of West Africa. As a result of this coincidence, Prince Henry’s scouts, sailing 
generally due east for a naive thousand kilometers along those shores, “confirmed” 
Macrobius’ optimistic picture of an easy sea route to India. In reality, of course, they still 
had more than half of the southerly breadth of the continent to sail, and the coast’s bend to 
the south (present-day Cameroon) came as a bitter disappointment.  
 Some medieval mappaemundi do show what appears to be the Gulf of Guinea and 
southern Africa before its known exploration by the Portuguese. This may have resulted 
from linking the southern coast of Macrobius’ Africa to the northern coast of the Antipodes 
by means of a neck, either as a result of academic conjecture or the incorporation of outside 
(Arabic?) data.  
 In Roman times, controversy surrounded the nature of the Caspian Sea. Some 
authorities (e.g., Ptolemy, Aristotle, Herodotus) correctly considered it to be a closed body 
of water, but others (e.g., Pliny, Hecataeus) believed that it opened into the eastern ocean. 
Macrobius was convinced of the latter theory, and there was documented evidence to 
support it: the historian Pliny had recorded that two Romans, Seleucus and Antiochus, had 
entered the Caspian Sea from the Indian Ocean after sailing past India. Such is how it is 
shown on Macrobius’ map, the large inlet of sea on the eastern end of Asia being the 
Caspian Sea.   
 Macrobius’ text and map, frequently copied in manuscript during the Middle Ages, 
first appeared in printed form in 1483 in Brescia. The 1506 rendering below appeared in the 
writings of Caius Pliny ("the Elder"), the ancient historian mentioned above as having 
recorded a voyage into the Caspian Sea via the Indian Ocean. Pliny, who was responsible 
for many of the myths and legends that took root in medieval Europe, died of asphyxiation 
in A.D. 79 while investigating the famous eruption of Vesuvius which entombed Pompeii.  
Place-names used in this rendition of Macrobius’ map are: idia = India, rubye = Red Sea, 
hieru = Jerusalem, alex = Alexandria, car = Carthage. The book and map are also interesting 
as an early work to be produced in the city-state of Siena.  
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Circular map of the world after Macrobius in the book De Le Homini Illustri… of Pliny, Siene, 1506 
 
Summary: In the early fifth century, Ambrosius Theodosius Macrobius presented a global 
view of the Ocean in his Commentarii in Somnium Scipionis. In many surviving medieval 
manuscripts of this work, starting in the ninth century, we find maps that illustrate the 
following geographical ideas. The Earth is subdivided into five zones. Oceanic currents 
originate in the middle Torrid Zone. In the east and in the west each of the currents divides 
into one northbound and one southbound stream. The streams violent collision around the 
north and south poles results in ebbs and flows. Our known world thus becomes one of the 
four “islands” on the globe, which corresponds to the ideas of Crates of Mallos (the second 
century BC, #113). 
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 The medieval Macrobian maps show two of these four “islands” in the eastern 
hemisphere. Our inhabited land is in the north and another “island”, in the south. There 
are four relevant legends around the circumference of the Ocean: the Ocean turns from the 
east to the north, the Ocean turns from the east to the south, the Ocean turns from the west to the 
south, and the Ocean turns from the west to the north. Macrobius described the earth as 
follows: 

It is divided into regions of excessive cold or heat, with two temperate zones 
between the hot and cold regions. The northern and southern extremities are 
frozen with perpetual cold, two belts, so to speak, that go around the earth but 
are small since they encircle the extremities. Neither zone affords habitation, for 
their icy torpor withholds life from animals and vegetation; animal life thrives 
upon the same climate that sustains plant life. The belt in the middle and 
consequently the greatest, scorched by an incessant blast of heat, occupies an 
area more extensive in breadth and circumference, and is uninhabited because of 
the raging heat. Between the extremities and the middle zone lie two belts which 
are greater than those at the poles and smaller than the one in the middle, 
tempered by the extremes of the adjoining belts; in these alone has nature 
permitted the human race to exist. 
 



Macrobian World Maps 
#201 

13 

 

A 15th century zonal mappamundi oriented with East at the top, with a legend about sea monsters in 
the southern ocean. Salamanca, Biblioteca Universitaria, MS 2621, f.155r  

 
The most beautiful manuscripts are the oldest; over time, the design and the nomenclature 
deteriorate or become schematic. A certain number of maps are colored: others are simply 
drawn in black or red ink. There are more than 150 manuscripts, one hundred of which 
contain a map. About sixty of them were classified before the 13th century; manuscripts 
classified here may belong to the 12th century and vice versa 
 
References: 
*Andrews, M., “The Study and Classification of Medieval Mappae Mundi”, Archeaologia, vol. LXXV. 
*Barber, P., The Map Book, pp. 30-31. 
*Beazley, C., The Dawn of Modern Geography, volume II, pp. 573-575; 625. 
*Brown, L.A., The World Encompassed, nos. 7, 8, Plate II. 
*Destombes, M., Mappemondes, A.D. 1200-1500, #18-#21. 
*Edson, E., Mapping Time and Space, How Medieval Mapmakers viewed their World, pp. 75-81 
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*Edson, Evelyn, The World Map, 1300-1492, Baltimore, 2007, 300 pp. 
*Galichian, R., Countries South of the Caucasus in Medieval Maps: Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan, p. 21. 
*Harley, J.B., The History of Cartography, Volume One, pp. 243-44, 299-300, 353-54, Figures 18.10/70. 
*Harwood, J., To the ends of the Earth, 100 Maps that changed the world, p. 43. 
*Hiatt, A., “The Map of Macrobius before 1100”, Imago Mundi, 59: 2, 149-176 
*Hiatt, A., Terra Incognita, Mapping the Antipodes before 1600, pp. 68-77. 
 Kimble, G., Geography in the Middle Ages, pp. 8, 11, 162-63. 
*Lester, T., The Fourth Part of the World, pp. 3031. 
*Nordenskiöld, A.E., Facsimile Atlas, Plates 1 and 5. 
*Pérez, Sandra Sáenz-López, The Beatus Maps, The Revelation of the World in the Middle Ages, pp. 44-45. 
 Scafi, A., Mapping Paradise, pp. 86, 90, 91, 111, 173, 174, 186-7, 224-5. 
*Shirley, R.W., The Mapping of the World, Entry 13. 
*Suarez, T., Shedding the Veil, pp. 13-17, Plate 2. 
*Van Duzer, C., Sea Monsters on Medieval and Renaissance Maps, pp. 28-29, Figures 15, 16, 31. 
Van Duzer, C., “Hic sunt dracones: The Geography and Cartography of Monsters”, 18 
Ashgate Research Companion, pp. 390-391. 
*Wroth, L., The Early Cartography of the Pacific, pp. 164-168. 
 
* illustrated 
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Macrobian map, Johannes Eschuidus, 1489 (#201C1) 
 

The unique aspect of this Macrobius-type world map is that it is drawn in reverse, or 
mirror image.  Notice that Europe is located on the upper right, there is a very small 
APHRICA (especially considering the date of this woodcut) and the Antipodes.  There are 
the typical climatic zonal divisions (notice the one castellated figure in Asia with its large 
tower structure).  While no rivers are shown, mountains are represented by stylized 
drawings. The sphere of the earth is divided into the five climatic zones. The map is 
oriented with north at the top, where the Northern, Frozen Zone lies. Below it lies the 
Northern Temperate Zone, which includes the whole of the inhabited world and most of 
the then known landmasses. A small part of Africa extends into the Perusta [Torrid] Zone, 
too hot for living creatures. Most of this zone is taken up by Alueus oceani [turbulent sea], 
whose circulating currents oppose each other, creating the tides. 
 To the south of the central Torrid Zone lies the unknown Southern Temperate Zone, 
purportedly occupied by the Antipodes. This zone is called Nobis Incognita that is “unknown 
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to us”, implying that the creatures living in the zone are not descendants of Adam. In the 
Northern Temperate Zone the landmasses shown in this map are those of Asia, Africa and 
Europe, none of them named, while the countries of Thile, Britania, Galia, Italia, Aethiopia, 
Perusta, Asia, Babil, Tapro and India are named. From the seas Mare Rubrum, the Red Sea is 
named. The Rhipheimotes indicated in the map are variously interpreted as the Carpathian 
Mountains, the Urals or Valdai Hills located north of Belorussia or southeast of St. 
Petersburg in Russia. 
  
TITLE:  Macrobian World Map 
DATE:  1483 
AUTHOR:  A.E. Nordenskiöld (facsimile) 
DESCRIPTION: The unique aspect of this Macrobius-type world map is that it is the first 
printed map on which ocean currents are denoted.   Very similar geographically to the map 
shown in #201C (except for its own odd peculiarity), there is a very small Africa (especially 
considering the date of this woodcut) and it contains the Antipodes.  There are the typical 
five climatic zonal divisions and very simplistic castellated figures to represent major 
cultural centers.  While no rivers are shown, the Atlas Mountains are represented by 
stylized drawings. 
 
Location: The Huntington Library, San Marino, California (HEH 91528) 
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TITLE: Macrobian world map, Summa Anglicana 
DATE:  1489 
AUTHOR:  Johannes Eschuidus 
DESCRIPTION: Another example of a Macrobius-type world map is that it is drawn in 
reverse, or mirror image.  Notice that Europe is located on the upper right, there is a very 
small APHRICA (especially considering the date of this woodcut) and the Antipodes.  There 
are the typical climatic zonal divisions (notice the one castellated figure in Asia with its 
large tower structure).  While no rivers are shown, mountains are represented by stylized 
drawings. The countries mentioned in this edition of Macrobius are Britania, Thile [Iceland], 
Galia [France], Ispania, Italia, Armenia, Partia [Persia] and India. The Ripheimontes indicated in 
the map are variously interpreted as the Carpathian Mountains, the Urals or Valdai Hills 
located north of Belorussia or southeast of St. Petersburg in Russia. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From: Ambrosius Aurelius Theodosius Macrobius. Macrobius Aurelius integer nitidus / suoq[ue] 
decori ab Ioanne Riuio superioribus annis & nunc cura Ascensianorum multa diligentius restitutus 

cum indicio & amplo & veridico ; addito libello argutissimo Censorini De die natali eo q[uo] 
consimilis sit farraginis. Paris, Badius, 1519. Reprint of the 1515 edition  

James Ford Bell Library.  Map size: 14 x 14 cm.(#201H2) 
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TITLE:  Macrobian World Map 
DATE:  11th century 
AUTHOR:  unknown 
DESCRIPTION: This zone map, derived from the Macrobian type, is found in the 10th 
century manuscript of the Venerable Bede’s De temporum ratione, which was bound up with 
the Periegesis of Priscian and the Cottoniana or Anglo-Saxon map (#210), in every important 
respect it may be assumed to reproduce Bede’s original.  Geographical detail is subordinate 
to structure. It is uncolored, except for a green border, circular in form, measures ten inches 
across, represents the globus terraqueus, and seems intended to show the movements of the 
oceans as well as the position of the zones or climates.   
 The geography is restricted to a sketchy but plausible rendition of the inhabited 
world in the northern temperate zone. It has a slight sketch of the Mediterranean Sea, with 
two city-pictures (two towered buildings), and showing the Pillars of Hercules. The two 
pictures of cities, on both sides of the Tanais River are envisaged as fortifications of 
polygonal sections with towers at the corners, seen from an oblique perspective. In both 
cases columns emerge from their interiors and in fact, on the most westerly column there 
are two heads visible. These pertain possibly to St Peter, on the right of the column, and St 
Paul, on the left. Based on this identification, we can recognize this city as Rome. The 
second city could be identified as Jerusalem, in the light of the visual prominence which it 
displays. 

The continents are indicated by inscriptions: Africa, Asia, Æuitania (sic); but, 
curiously, no drawing of their outlines is given.  In the middle of the sketch is an 
inscription, which gives an estimate of the four great divisions of the world’s circuit, with 
special reference to the ebb and flow of the ocean, and a description of the equinoctial zone 
in strict agreement with Macrobius (i.e., Comment. Somn. Scip., ii, 6 each division measures 
63,000 stadia), “almost entirely washed above and below by the sea, which flows round about 
through the mist of the land, dividing the whole earth into four islands, as it were; which islands are 
inhabited . . .; and as through the mist of the land, so also round about the circuit of the same, runs 
the sea, which from heat or cold is untraversable”. Besides this inscription, there are only the 
five climates/zones labeled: Arcticus, Æstivus, Æquinoctials, Hiemalis, and Antarcticus. The 
inscription in the center describes how the globe is divided into four great islands with the 
ocean between, while that around the edge (beginning at the left: Hinc refluit Oceanus ad 
septentrionem (or, austrum) per LXIII stadiorum, twice repeated in each form, explains 
Macrobius’ theory of tides, which was also accepted by Bede. This particular map is found 
in Chapter 34 of the De temporum ratione, the text of which is also based upon St. Isidore of 
Seville’s treatise.  

This is a Macrobian zonal map of the world, that is, a map divided into five zones 
according, as derived or inspired by the fifth-century Macrobius' cosmographical treatment 
of the earth and its climate in his commentary on Cicero's Dream of Scipio. Unlike T-O maps, 
zonal maps are typically oriented with the north at the top, as is the case here. Moving 
southward, the map depicts the articus, the aestivus (the northern temperate zone, which 
also the inhabited world), the aequinoctialis (the equatorial Torrid Zone, which is also an 
impassible ocean), the hiemalis (the southern or "winter solstice" Temperate Zone, which is 
habitable but uninhabited), and the antarticus. Only the northern Temperate Zone and the 
Torrid Zone have any content – the rest are left blank. Into the aestivus, the map squeezes 
the contours of the oecumene (the known world, from a medieval European perspective), 
and a number of unlabeled features, including two cities (presumably Rome and 
Jerusalem), the Pillars of Hercules, formally standard representations of the Mediterranean 
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and Aegean and Black Seas, and a number of unlabeled islands and rivers. It also includes 
inscriptions for Africa, Asia Minor and Major, and (instead of Europe), the Roman or 
Carolingian region of Aquitaine. Similar to the Cotton world map (#210), this world is 
outlined and contained by a green wash of ocean, though the pigmentation here is of a 
different quality. In contrast to the graphic portrayal of the oecumene, the central zone 
consists of a dense mass of the Macrobian text describing the quality of the Torrid Zone, as 
well as the division of the spherical earth into four separate "islands", or landmasses (i.e. a 
north and south land mass in both the eastern and western hemispheres; cf. Macrobius 
2.9.2-6). The inscription also gives the measurement of the earth's circumference as 252,000 
stades (somewhere between 27,000 and 33,000 miles), a figure from Macrobius (2.6.2) that 
ultimately derives from Eratosthenes' second-century (B.C.) Geographia.  The Macrobean 
text reads (in translation): 

 

 
 
The equinoctial zone begins here, almost completely covered by the wash of 
greater and lesser seas that flow through the middle of the earth; the whole earth 
is divided as if into four islands; which may be inhabited; above and below the 
summer solstice, (it is) is habitable, and likewise for the winter solstice zone. 
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Thus the sea runs through the middle and around the orb, and is impassable due 
to the heat and cold. And it is thought that the circumference of the whole earth 
is 252,000 stades. 
 
Encircling the green wash of the encircling ocean, two sets of Macrobian-derived 

inscriptions (repeated on the left and right) describe the northern and southern 
hemispheric flow of this ocean. The length that each of these four sections of the ocean run 
- 63,000 stades - also comes from Macrobius (2.6.3), and is exactly one quarter of the 252,000 
total circumference noted in the equatorial inscription. In each set of paired encircling 
inscriptions, the text of one is inscribed facing away from the world, while the text of the 
other faces inward; curiously, while both of the outward facing inscriptions have the 
abbreviation bar denoting "thousand" above the Roman numeral LXIII, this abbreviation is 
missing both of the inward facing inscriptions. 

 
Location: British Library, BL Cotton MS Tiberius B.V.1, fol.29r 
Size: 27.5 cm diameter 
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Circular World zoned map, ca. 1375 Leaf size 21 x 14.5 cm 
in Petrus Alphonsus’ Dialogus Contra Judeos (#201E) 

2Diagram of climates with three buildings within a circle, from French manuscript of Petrus 
Alphonsi, Dialogi cum Moyse Judaeo. Oxford University MS. Laud Misc. 356, fol. 120r 

Macrobian world map in Petrus Alphonsus’ 
Dialogus Contra Judeos, 1375, 21x14.5 cm Oxford University, MS. Laud Misc. 356, fol. 120r 

(#201E2)
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This late 10th or 11th century manuscript of Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 
shows a significantly simplified version of Macrobius’ world image. North is at the top. The four 
cardinal points are marked outside the image. The earth is divided into five zones, with the frigid 
zones in the far north and south marked uninhabitable (inhabitabilis), the Temperate Zones in the 

northern and southern hemispheres marked habitable (habitabilis), and the northern tropic identified 
by the word tropicus. A prominent equatorial ocean (Oceanus) divides the two hemispheres, and the 

word refusio is repeated four times to represent the flow of Ocean from the equator to the poles. 
Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 14436, fol. 58r. Appendix 1, no. 9. (#201S) 
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Macrobian world map, 15th century  
12.5 cm diameter (#201G) 
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Macrobian world map, 9th century 
Zonal map, oriented to the North with ‘septentrio’ above, this diagram map shows the two Frigid Zones 

(‘inhabitabilis’) and the two Temperate Zones, while a colored band indicates the middle Torrid Zone. The two 
Temperate Zones are labeled ‘temperata nostra’ [our temperate zone] and ‘temperata antetorum’ [the 

opposite temperate zone], though ‘antetorum’ appears to be a contrived word. The northern Temperate Zone 
contains several geographical features, including the Orkney Islands, the Caspian Sea, Italy, the Red Sea and 
the Indian Ocean and representation of the Mediterranean, Adriatic, and an umbrella-shaped Palus Maeotis-
Tanais (Sea of Azov/Don river) confluence. From Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, Book 

II; 12 cm diameter, London, British Library, MS Harley 2772, f.70v (#201F)
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World map from a south German manuscript of Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of 
Scipio, ca. 1000. The North separated from the South by an equatorial ocean-river, and each is 

divided into the three Greek climatic zones. Note how space in the text has been left for the drawing. 
The designation of the southern temperate zone as “temperata antiktorum” is unusual, 11.7 cm 

diameter, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS D’Orville 77, fol. 100r. 
 

 
A manuscript on vellum Macrobius world map, 11th century, 12 cm diameter
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Commentaire sur le songe de Scipion. Manuscrit sur parchemin.  
BNF, Manuscrits (Latin 6371 f° 20v) (#201I) 
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Zonal hemispheric map, MS. on vellum: Macrobius, Somnium Scipionis. Illustrates roughly the 
climatic zones, with some place-names in the northern temperate zone, late 14th century, 8.9 cm 

diameter, Oxford University, MS. Canon. Class. Lat. 257, flo. 29v 
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TITLE: Macrobian world map 
DATE:  1560 
AUTHOR:  Ioan Gryphius Excudebat 
DESCRIPTION: A 16th century edition of In Somnium Scripionis, Lib II, Saturnaliorum, Lib. 
VII. Venetis: Ioan Gryphius Exudebat, ca. 1560 from Ambrosius Macrobius, who promulgated 
the idea of a round earth with northern and southern hemispheres showing climate zones 
and divided by an equatorial ocean. The book is in remarkably good condition, given that 
it is more than 400 years old. 

Ambrosius Macrobius’ In Somnium Scipionis, Lib. II, Saturnaliorum, Lib. VII was 
published in Venice, probably in 1560, by Ioan Gryphius Excudebat. It contains a map of 
the world similar to one that appeared in manuscripts and printed works for 1200 years, 
the book contains the text of Cicero’s Dream of Scipio, with Macrobius’ commentary.  

Macrobius was a follower of the Neoplatonists, philosophers originating in 
Alexandria around the third century, who believed in blending Plato’s ideas with 
theosophy. His Commentary on Cicero and Plato includes several chapters dealing with his 
own conception of the world and the universe. 

Macrobius’ map of the world is the first to be printed denoting ocean currents and 
also identifies ‘frigid’ and ‘temperate’ zones. His idea of a spherical earth derives from the 
second century theory of Crates of Mallos. 

A fragment of a late fifth century manuscript of Macrobius’ works fetched $48, 875 
at auction in San Francisco in 2007.  

Macrobius (as he himself states) was not a Roman, but there is no certain evidence 
whether he was of African or Greek descent. It has been noted that his works display a 
greater familiarity with Latin than Greek authors and that he frequently mistranslates 
Greek authors. He may be identical with a Macrobius who is mentioned in the Codex 
Theodosianus as a praetorian prefect of Spain in 399-400, proconsul of Africa in 410, and lord 
chamberlain in 422, although he has also been identified with a Theodosius who served as 
praetorian prefect of Italy in 430. Since the tenure of high office at that date was limited to 
Christians, and there is no evidence in the writings of Macrobius that he was a Christian, 
early writers questioned both Macrobius’s Christianity and his holding of high civil office. 
Recent scholarship sees little conflict between his writings and his Christianity, which 
opens the way for him to have held the position of pretorian prefect.  

Cicero’s Dream of Scipio described the Earth as a globe of insignificant size in 
comparison to the remainder of the cosmos. Many early medieval manuscripts of 
Macrobius include maps of the Earth, including the antipodes, zonal maps showing the 
Ptolemaic climates derived from the concept of a spherical Earth and a diagram showing 
the Earth (labeled as globus terrae - the sphere of the Earth) at the center of the hierarchically 
ordered planetary spheres. 
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Zonal diagram of climates, within a circle, from the English manuscript of Dictys Cretensis, 
Historia Troiana, mid 15th century, 29.5 x 21 cm, Oxford University MS. Rawl.B. 214, fol. 196v 
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This zonal map of the 11th century in the Commentary on the Dream of Scipio by Macrobius, now in 
the Bibliotheque nationale de France, Paris (Ms. Lat. 6371, folio 20v), depicts in a very expressive 
manner the burning hot (perusta) central zone, polychromed in red possibly to allude to the heat of 
the sun, and hence its uninhabitable character. This zone and the oceanus which flows through the 

middle divides the world into two hemispheres: the northern one, in which we inhabit the Temperate 
Zone (temperata), and the southern one, unknown but also habitable in its Temperate Zone. The 

extreme zones remain cold (frigida) and uninhabitable.  
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World map from a 10th or 11th century north Italian manuscript of Macrobius, Commentary on the 

Dream of Scipio. North is at the top. The earth is divided into five zones, with the central zone 
(perusta) unequally divided by the equatorial ocean. Italia and the Orcades are marked, along with 
the Caspian Sea, in the northern Temperate Zone (temperata nostra). The Red and Indian seas are 

shown as inlets of the equatorial ocean. The southern temperate zone is marked Temperata 
antoecorum (temperate zone of the antoikoi). (#201V) 

(Reproduced with permission from the Bamberg Staatsbibliothek.) 
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11th century manuscript of Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio  
This is unusual for the large amount of ecumenical detail in the northern hemisphere in contrast to 

the entirely blank southern hemisphere. Features eccentric to the tradition of Macrobius maps 
include the ideograms that mark certain cities (Rome, Jerusalem, Corine [?Corinth], Syene and 

Meroe), and the attempts to represent the British isles and the Scandinavian peninsula in the far 
northwest, Sicily (the triangle beneath Italy), and other Mediterranean islands. An unmarked river, 
presumably the Nile, extends from the Mediterranean, and surrounds Meroe; a second river extends 

from the Atlantic horizontally, dividing Ethiopia from Africa. (#201Y). Munich, Bayerische 
Staatsbibliothek Clm 6362, fol. 74r. Appendix 1, no. 23.  

(Reproduced with permission from the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek.) 
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An adaptation of the map of Macrobius contained in a manuscript of the ‘abbreviated group’, 
produced in Freising in the second half of the 10th century.  

The map is unusual for its single toponym (caspium mare), its particularly large northern 
hemisphere, and its elaborate pseudo-coastlines. To the top right of the main figure, the four cardinal 
points are marked around the edge of a much smaller diagram, on which the northern and southern 

zones and equatorial Ocean are also shown. (#201Z) 
Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 6364, fol. 23r. Appendix 1, no. 3.  

(Reproduced with permission from the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek.) 
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This adaptation of Macrobius’ world image, which was drawn in the first half of the 12th century, is 
notable for the infiltration of ecumenical detail.  

North is at the top, and the cardinal points are marked with crosses. The toponyms hispania, alpes, 
gades, balearia, sardinia, Sicilia, egiptus and asia rarely appeared on earlier Macrobius maps.  

British Library, Egerton MS 2976, fol. 62v . Appendix 1, no. 30.  (#201Z1) 
(Reproduced with permission from The British Library.) 
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This map, which illustrates a 12th century copy, made in Germany, of Macrobius’ Commentary on 
the Dream of Scipio. This map shows the influence of maps from William of Conches’ Philosophia 
and Dragmaticon, particularly in the omission of the Indian and Red seas, the division between 

Europe, Asia, and Africa (Libia), and the appearance of the toponyms athlas, calpe, and fortuna (the 
Fortunate isles). The diagram has been turned to have West at the top, although the majority of 

inscriptions are oriented to the north. Note how it occupies space at the end of the text of the 
Commentary. Below it a later hand has added a note saying that ‘This book is from the monastery of 
Benediktbeuern’ (Bavaria). Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 4612, fol. 103v. Appendix 1, 

no. 43. (Reproduced with permission from the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek.) (#201Z2) 
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Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 18208, fol. 32v.  

An example of the gathering together of the images in 12th and 13th century manuscripts of 
Macrobius’ Commentary into an appendix. On the page reproduced here seven diagrams have been 
drawn following the explicit of the Commentary. Three are canonical: the celestial and terrestrial 
zones diagram in the top left corner; the terrestrial zonal diagram beneath it, with zones marked 

frigida, temperata and torrida; and in the lower right corner the world map. The four non-canonical 
images (standard glosses to the text) consist of three diagrams showing the relation of sun and earth 
to moon at eclipse (top right), and a ‘lambda’ diagram (bottom left, showing multiplication by two 
and three). On the previous side of the page (32r), immediately following the explicit, three further 

diagrams appear (two intended to show the ecliptic on either side of the sphere, and a wind diagram).  
(#201Z3) (Reproduced with permission from the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek.) 
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World image illustrating a 9th or 10th century French manuscript of Macrobius, Commentary on the 
Dream of Scipio. This visually simple map is essentially a zonal diagram with two topographical 
features (Italia and the Orcades) and the Red, Indian, and Caspian Seas sketched in. The unusual 

position of the Red Sea extending inwards from the far west of the outer ocean, and the thin strip of 
the zona perusta (usually a prominent feature), supports the impression that this image may be a 

rather cursory attempt to elaborate a zonal diagram.  
Brussels, Bibliotheque royale, MS 10146, fol. 109v. Appendix 1, no. 2.  
(Reproduced with permission of the Bibliotheque royale de Belgique.) 
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13th century Macrobius mappa mundi, BNF MS LAT. 15170, fol. 125r
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APPENDIX 1 
List of Manuscripts with Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio in Approximate 

Chronological Order 
from Hiatt, A., “The Map of Macrobius before 1100”, Imago Mundi, 59: 2, 149-176 

 
Dates refer to the manuscripts listed, and not in all cases to the maps contained within them. Not all 
dates are secure. For the provenance of most, see Bruce Barker-Benfield, ‘Macrobius’, in Texts and 
Transmission: A Survey of the Latin Classics, ed. L. D. Reynolds (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1983), 222–
35; Patrick Gautier Dalche´, ‘Mappae mundi ante´ rieures au XIIIe sie` cle dans les manuscrits latins de la 
Bibliothe` que Nationale de France’, Scriptorium 52 (1998): 102–62; and B. Munk Olsen, L’E´ tude des 
auteurs classiques latins aux XIe et XIIe siecles, 3 vols (Paris, E´ ditions du CNRS, 1985).  
 
1. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 6370, fol. 89v (Tours, 820s, corrections 2nd half 
ninth century; marginal zonal diagram added 12th cent.) [nomenclature from ninth century diagram 
only]  
2. Brussels, Bibliotheque royale, MS 10146, fol. 109v (French, ninth–10th cent.)  
3. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 6364, fol. 23r (Freising, 2nd half 10th cent.)  
4. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Palat. lat. 1341, fol. 86v (Lorsch, 10th century)  
5. Bamberg, Staatsbibliothek, MS Class. 38, fol. 20r (north Italian, 10th–11th century)  
6. Bern, Burgerbibliothek, MS 265, fol. 57v (10th–11th cent., in Metz by 12th or 13th cent.)  
7. Geneva-Cologny, Fondation Martin Bodmer, MS 111, fol. 36v (south German or Austrian, 10th–11th 
cent.)  
8. Private collection, ex-Malibu, Getty Ludwig XII.4, fol. 22r, formerly Phillipps 1287 (German, 10th–
11th cent.)  
9. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 14436, fol. 58r (?German, 10th–11th cent.; at St 
Emmeram’s, Regensburg by 15th cent.)  
10. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 29360 (1), fol. 2v (formerly Clm 29020) (?St 
Emmeram’s, Regensburg, 10th –11th cent.)  
11. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 8663, fol. 39v (?Fleury, 10th–11th cent.)  
12. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 10195, fol. 33v (Echternach, 10th–11th cent.)  
13. Saint Petersburg, Russian National Library, MS lat. Q.v.XVII, no. 3, fol. 1r (10th–11th cent.)  
14. Zurich, Zentralbibliothek, MS Car.C.122, fol. 38v (south German or Swiss, 10th–11th cent.)  
15. Metz, Bibliotheque municipale, MS 271, fol. 40v (c.950–1050, destroyed 1944)  
16. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS D’Orville 77, fol. 100r (south German, c.1000)  
17. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Palat. lat. 1577, fol. 79r (early 11th cent.; at 
Lorsch by 15th cent.)  
18. Cologne, Dombibliothek, MS 186, fol. 74v (?north French or German, 9th cent. text of 
Commentary with incomplete map added 11th cent.)  
19. Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, MS Plut. 51.14, fol. 55r (Italian, 11th cent.)  
20. Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, MS Plut. 76.33, fol. 47r (?German, 11th cent.)  
21. London, British Library, MS Cotton Faustina C.1, fol. 87v (Welsh, 11th cent.)  
22. London, British Library, MS Harley 2772, fol. 70v (German, 11th cent.)  
23. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 6362, fol. 74r (south German, 11th cent.; at Freising by 
12th cent.)  
24. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 6369, fol. 49v (south German, 11th cent.)  
25. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 6371, fol. 20v (French, 11th cent.)  
26. Troyes, Bibliotheque municipale, MS 804, fol. 233v (?German, 11th cent.)  
27. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Auct.F.2.20, fol. 53v (?Exeter, late 11th cent.)  
28. Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, MS Santa Croce 22 sin. 9, fol. 46v (?German, 11th–12th cent.)  
29. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Vat. lat. 1546, fol. 74v (?north Italian, 11th–12th 
cent.)  
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30. London, British Library, MS Egerton 2976, fol. 62v (?Italian, 1st half 12th cent.)  
31. London, Inner Temple, Petyt MS 511.10, fol. 54v (Christ Church, Canterbury, 1st half 12th cent.)  
32. Naples, Biblioteca Nazionale, MS V.A.12, fol. 46v (?French, 1st half 12th cent.)  
33. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Vat. lat. 5135, fol. 54r (?French, 1st half 12th cent.)  
34. Brussels, Bibliothe` que royale MS 10038-53, fol. 170r (French, 12th cent.)  
35. Cambridge, Trinity College, MS R.9.23, fol. 60v (?south English, 12th cent.)  
36. Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, MS Conv. Soppr. 453, fol. 42v (?Italian, 12th cent.)  
37. Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek, MS Gron 78, fol. 51r (12th cent.)  
38. Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek, MS Voss. lat. Q. 44, fol. 35v (French, 12th cent.)  
39. Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek, MS Voss. lat. Q.127, fol. 49r (?French, 12th cent.)  
Imago Mundi 59:2 2007 The Map of Macrobius 171   
40. London, British Library, MS Additional 11942, fol. 54v (?French, 12th cent.)  
41. London, British Library, MS Additional 11943, fol. 38v (?German, 12th cent.)  
42. London, British Library, MS Harley 2652, fol. 48r (French or German, 12th cent.)  
43. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 4612, fol. 103v (German, 12th cent.; at Benediktbeuern 
by 15th cent.)  
44. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 14619, fol. 40v (?Regensburg, 12th cent.)  
45. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 19471, fol. 51v (German, 12th cent.; subsequently at 
Tegernsee)  
46. Naples, Biblioteca Nazionale, MS V.A.12 bis, fol. 52v (?German, 12th cent.)  
47. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Auct.F.1.9, fol. 181v (English, 12th cent.)  
48. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 6619, fol. 54v (?French, 12th cent.)  
49. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 6622, fol. 59v (German or French, 12th cent.; 15th 
cent. addition excluded)  
50. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 15170, fol. 125r (French or English, 12th cent.)  
51. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 16679, fol. 33v (12th cent.)  
52. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS nal. 923, fol. 41r (?French, 12th cent.)  
53. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Regin. lat. 1439, fol. 86r (?French, 12th cent.)  
54. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Vat. lat. 1547, fol. 45r (Italian, 12th cent.)  
55. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Vat. lat. 1548, between fols. 20v–21r (?Italian, 
12th cent.)  
56. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Vat. lat. 4200, fol. 93r (12th cent., nomenclature 
in additional hand excluded)  
57. London, British Library, MS Harley 2633, fol. 53v (2nd half 12th cent.)  
58. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Selden Supra 26, fol. 87r (England or France, 2nd half 12th cent.)  
59. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 16680, fol. 60v (France or Italy, 2nd half 12th cent.)  
60. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 18421, fol. 65v (?French, 2nd half 12th cent.)  
61. Douai, Bibliotheque municipale, MS 759, fol. 109r (north French, 12th–13th cent.)  
62. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 11123, fol. 64v (?German, 12th–13th cent.)  
63. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 6415, fol. 69r (French, c.1200)  
Incomplete or abortive attempts to draw the map:  
64. Bern, Burgerbibliothek, MS 347, fol. 21v (?French, 2nd half 9th cent.; circle, no nomenclature)  
65. Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, MS San Marco 287, fol. 28r (Italian, 11th cent.; circle, no 
nomenclature)  
66. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 7299, fol. 61v (Fleury, 10th–11th cent; space for 
map unfilled)  
67. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS lat. 16677, fol. 56r (?Fleury, 10th cent.; circle, no 
nomenclature)  
68. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS nal. 454, fol. 68v (Corbie, 3rd quarter 9th cent.?; 
incomplete zonal diagram added by later hand)  
69. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Ottob. lat. 1939, fol. 53r (Italian, late 11th cent.; 
two concentric circles, no nomenclature) 172 A. Hiatt Imago Mundi 59:2 2007  
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A highly unusual manuscript map from the 12th century version of Macrobious’ Commentary on the 

Dream of Scipio. North is to the left, and the three seas depicted include the Mediterranean, the 
Caspian and the Indian or Red Sea. The central wavy zone divides the northern hemisphere from the 

southern. (American Museum, Bath) (#201Z4) 
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The mappamundi in a miscellaneous manuscript of c. 1180 that shows a huge Leviathan with the 
earth in its grip. And four enormous hybrid sea monsters coursing the outer ocean. 

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, CLM 7785, fol. 2v 
 

In the Bavarian State Library in Munich there is a small manuscript of c.1180 that contains a 
miscellany of theological, exegetical, devotional and eschatological texts. The manuscript 
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opens with excerpts from Rupert of Deutz’s De divinis officiis [On the Divine Offices], in 
which the author argues for the reality of the Eucharist, interspersed with five cosmological 
diagrams. The first contains a small T-O map of the world surrounded by concentric 
illustrations of the four ages of man, the four humors, the four seasons, the qualities of the 
winds, and finally twelve wind-heads. Then there is an illustration of the courses of the sun 
at the equinox and soltice; the zonal world map and diagrams of the positions of the sun, 
moon and earth in solar and lunar eclipses. The zonal mappamundi presents a striking 
vision of the circular disk of the earth (divided into climatic zones, cold at the poles and hot 
at the equator) surrounded by an enormous serpentine monster which is devouring its own 
tail (known as an uroborus, from the Greek for “tail-eater”), and beyond the uroborus in the 
ocean there are four hybrid sea monsters with human heads and piscine bodies and tails. 
Outside the circle of the ocean there are demonic personifications of the four rivers of 
Paradise, each of whom pours water from an urn that flows into the circumfluent ocean. 
The four sea monsters in the ocean are mermen or male sirens with very long noses, and 
they are not all the same: the creature at the top has two hind legs but no arms, while the 
creature at the bottom has two finny legs; the ones at the left and right have both arms and 
legs, and the legs of the one on the right are finny, while those of the creature on the left 
belong to a terrestrial creature. The serpentine monster encircling the inhabited lands is 
intended to represent the biblical Leviathan: there is a passage in the 12th century text De 
mundi celestis terrestrisque constitutione which says that Leviathan surrounds the world in 
the outer ocean.  
 On the Munich mappamundi the sea monsters not only encircle and thus contain the 
earth, but also dominate the image visually: the details of the earth’s climatic zones seem 
insignificant compared to the presence of these enormous monsters. The image is all the 
more terrifying when viewed with the description of Leviathan in Job 41 in mind: he is said 
to spit fire, to be impervious to weapons, and to stir up the sea like a pot of ointment. 

 
Zonal map in a manuscript of Macrobius’ Commentary, note the inclusion of the parts of the earth 
on the northern hemisphere. Berlin, Staatsbibliothek Preubischer Kulturbestitz, MS Phill. 1833, fol. 

39v, 10th century 
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Peter Aprian’s woodcut zonal mappamundi, 1544, Oxford University, Tanner 818 
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The earth with climatic zones, from Apianus’ Cosmography, 1617, oriented with South at the top 

 
A manuscript in the Matenadaran (reference MS-1780), datng from 1617 and 1621, includes 
the translation of one of the important geographical works, Ptolemy’s Geographia and 
Petrus Apianus’ (also known as Peter Apian, 1495-1552) Cosmographia. In the manuscript 
there are a number of maps from Apianus’ work, which have been translated and redrawn. 
This is one of the important geographical manuscripts in the Matenadaran. Apianus was a 
German humanist, astronomer, geographer and mathematician. His most important work 
is the publication of the volume entitled Cosmograhicus liber in 1524, also known as the 
Cosmography. The book was reprinted many times as well as having being translated into 
over ten languages. 
 In the same manuscript there are two simple world maps. These show the climatic 
divisions of the earth as described by Macrobius. The horizontal climatic division of the 
earth has been more commonly accepted and used by Islamic geographers and 
cartographers of the 9th to 14th centuries, but these divisions have their roots in the Greco-
Roman geography. Even Ovid (43 BC to A.D. 17/18) in his  Metamorphoses refers to the  five 
climatic zones (Book I:  48-51) and Macrobius’ work Saturnalia, contains a paragraph in  
Commentary on  Cicero’s  Dream of Scipio describing the climatic zones of the earth during the 
second century  CE, while looking down at it from the heavens. 
 The  first zonal map from the above mentioned manuscript could be seen here 
where the world is shown with South at the top being divided into  five climatic zones, 

• Southern Extreme (Antarctic) 
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• Southern Temperate 
• Central Hot zone (Scorched belt  the Equator divides it into two sub-divisions) 
• Northern Temperate zone 
• Northern Frigid 

  
The known habitable part of the world was only supposed to be the Northern Temperate 
zone. 
 In the next map of the earth is shown with North at the top;  this  time with nine 
climatic zones in each of the northern and southern hemispheres. The climatic zones are 
named from the Pole to the Equator with the following legends:  
9.  Septerio (North Polar Region) 
8.  Ripheos (mountain range in north-east Russia) 
7.  Boristhenes (River Dniepr) 
6. Pontou (Black Sea) 
5.  Rhomes (Rome) 
4. Rhodou (Rhodes) 
3. Alexandrias 
2. Syenes (Aswan) 
1. Meroe (an island in the Nile) 
- Aequi  Noctalis (scorched central zone, where the night and the day have equal lengths). 
These are repeated in reverse in the Southern Hemisphere terminating with Climata 
Australia for the South Polar Region. 
 Matenadaran has many other manuscripts which contain orbs and spheres depicting 
signs of the zodiac, astrological tables, wind roses, solar and lunar eclipses, etc, but these 
are mainly diagrams and can hardly be considered as maps, hence they have not been 
considered in this study. 
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Zone world map in Ambrosius Theodosius Macrobius, Commentarii in Somnium Scipionis second 

half of the 12th century manuscript, 21 x 14 cm, 
 Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Strozzi 74, fol. 63 
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