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TITLE: Map from Anonymous Astrological Miscellany 
DATE:  ca. third century 
AUTHOR:  unknown 
DESCRIPTION: This is a rather mysterious map, apparently Egyptian in origin, that 
survives in several late medieval manuscripts, but which has been tentatively dated to 
the second to third century A.D. During Ptolemy’s lifetime there was a Roman frontier 
settlement in Egypt named Hierasycaminus (20 B.C. - A.D. 298). The presence of this 
settlement on this map of the cosmos helps determine when the map was created. 
Originally found in both Greek and Arabic copies of commentary on Ptolemy’s opus, 
Almagest, the map could have been a mnemonic device or a teaching tool. On one plane, 
it locates the known inhabited world, the celestial sphere and the underworld. As 
Vincent Virga sees it - “It is Map as Greco-Roman Psyche.” Produced in the vocabulary 
of geometry that would come to dominate the upcoming Islamic world’s maps, the 
various elements generate the same mystical quality as the Babylonian world map 
(#103), with its cosmic overview.  
 The map shows the earth framed by an outer circle containing the two poles and 
ten winds, and divided by five horizontal lines: the Arctic and Antarctic circles, the 
summer and winter tropics, and the equator. A vertical line extends from pole to pole. 
Geographical representation in the northern hemisphere is confined to four features: a 
rectangular cartouche contains the toponyms Katõ chõras [Lower Egypt], Heptanornia [a 
Roman administrative district of Middle Egypt], the cities of Syene and Hierasycaminus, 
and the marsh of Meroe: a semi-circle represents The Persian Gulf of the Erythrean [i.e. 
Arabian] Sea. Libya, the Ethiopian Ocean and the Ethiopian Sea are marked in the far west, 
just above the equator, and opposite them in the east appears the Indian Ocean. Some 
manuscript copies of the map also contain the toponym Persia. The inhabited parts of the 
southern hemisphere are divided from the inhabited parts of the north by an equatorial 
ocean, termed the sea of the antoikoumeni or, in some versions, fiery unnavigable sea. 
Habitation of the antoikoumene is marked between the winter tropic and Antarctic Circle, 
an expanse somewhat incoherently referred to as in latitude 40 stades. 
 According to the historian Alfred Hiatt the most remarkable feature of the map is 
the infernal topography that forms a kind of circle around the intersection of the polar 
axis with the Antarctic Circle: the River of Pyriphlegethon; the River of Lethe; and Marsh of 
Acheron. There is no River Styx, the most obvious of the four rivers of hell, and therefore 
no direct connection with the poetry of Virgil, but without question this is a 
representation of the underworld in, or at least alongside, the antoikoumene. The context 
of the image - it is found amongst anonymous scholia to Theon of Alexandria’s 
commentary on Ptolemy’s Handy Tables, and also in an anonymous astrological 
miscellany - gives little clue as to what might have prompted such a juxtaposition. The 
underworld and inhabited antoikoumene are certainly marked off from one another, and 
it is possible that the rivers of hell may be conceived of as subterranean (there is also a 
suggestion that they may flow into or from the sea of the antoikoumene). Later medieval 
maps showed the terrestrial paradise either in or near to the oikoumene, but conceptually 
distinct, and the same might be said for the relationship between the two types of 
underworld here. But there is another feature of significance. The map is obviously 
concerned with the relationship of land to water: in the northern hemisphere, ocean is 
marked in the far east and west, along with a gulf and a marsh; in the southern 
hemisphere the mapmaker has been careful to mark off land from sea and infernal 
waters (rivers and marsh), simply by using the word yn [land] as well as more elaborate 
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inscriptions. Passage between the northern and southern landmasses is explicitly ruled 
out by the designation of the equatorial sea as fiery unnavigable, but the map nevertheless 
suggests the possibility of maritime pathways between known and unknown worlds for 
those whose ambition may encourage them to challenge the elements and reach beyond 
the oikoumene.  
 The map reveals a representation of the place these ancient people believed that 
they inhabited physically, mentally and spiritually, both in their lifetimes and after their 
deaths. Locating the underworld on the map makes geography exhibit the common 
ground between the natural and the cultural, which is the genius of cartography. 
Among the identified localities is Egypt, a prominent rhomboid floating on the map’s 
upper half. The Persian Gulf is a semi-circle on its right. The Indian Ocean is a closed 
triangle below the Gulf. Connected by a vertical line, the North (top) and South Poles are 
identified in the outer rim (reminiscent of an encircling Oceanus) along with ten 
encircling winds. The terrestrial equator halves the main circle of earth, and the rest is 
divided into zones: two frigid, two temperate and two torrid. 
 Additional places identified include Persia, Libya and five spots in Egypt - all of 
which are also found in Ptolemy’s Geographia. The celestial ecliptic’s path, the oblique 
zodiac, traverses the equator. Earth and its Heavens coexist as they do in life. The River 
of Oblivion and the River of Fire, two curving tributaries of the River of the Dead (Acheron), 
are artfully arranged as a small circle to create a sense of a hole, or a descent to the 
underworld, another dimension of existence. The rivers flow “under” a reversed arc, an 
open triangle resembling the tip of Africa without its Ptolemaic extension; it is marked 
on the commentary copies of the map as “a fiery unnavigable sea”, a common notion of 
the earth’s torrid zone. As the medievalist scholars Evelyn Edson and Emile Savage-
Smith conclude, the purpose of the map was “to orient users to their place in the world, 
both geographically and cosmologically. Such orientation was a goal of astrology, which 
linked events on earth to the movements of the heavens.”  
 This Greek map of the world, which includes a windrose, zones, places in and 
around Egypt, and hell, is studied in reference to its context: an anonymous astrological 
miscellany. As mentioned above, other examples of this map have been found in a 
second context, among anonymous scholia to Theon of Alexandria’s commentary on 
Ptolemy’s Procheiroi kanones [Handy Tables], which were also of use to astrologers. which 
presented astronomical material extracted from his Almagest in a format especially 
useful for astrologers. The map in the context of the Handy Tables was published by Otto 
Neugebauer a quarter of a century ago and was also mentioned summarily in O.A.W. 
Dilke’s works. An essay by Christian Jacob, built on Neugebauer’s publication, is a 
discourse on reading the map. The selection of Egyptian place-names found on the map 
provides some clue to its possible origin, while the omission of the Mediterranean as 
well as the port of Alexandria is significant. Evidence suggests that the original map 
(known today only through later copies) is of an earlier date than the texts surrounding 
it, and that it may be one of the earliest world maps preserved from Late Antiquity.  
 Hiatt concludes that “as the map also suggests, acts of commentary could be 
given a visual counterpart. Just as Servius was able to hold several spaces - real, 
unknown, and supernatural - within his commentary as possible referents of Virgil’s 
poetry, so the 'astrologer's map' is able to depict worlds known, hypothesized and 
mythologized, within its frame of zonal representation. The map is not itself, in this 
instance, an act of commentary, but, as the work of Macrobius was to show, the two 
could be aligned in order to reconfigure classical tradition”. 
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Staatsbibliothek, Handschriftenabteilung, MS Phill. 1479, fol. 28v, Berlin, 
 undated, mid-16th century 

 
 A world map was recently discovered among Greek astrological texts found in 
the midst of an Arabic manuscript in the Bodleian Library, MS Marsh 42. The Greek and 
Arabic texts, bound together in the 17th century, were transcribed by different copyists 
from different sources and are unrelated except in so far as they reflect the general 
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interests of the person who assembled them, Jacob Golius (Jacob Gool), the leading 
Orientalist of 17th century Europe. The map is surrounded by seventeen short Greek 
astrological tracts or diagrams.  
 In the course of identifying the map and the accompanying Greek items in the 
Bodleian text, another manuscript in the Bodleian Library, MS Barocci 94, copied in Sicily 
at the end of the 15th or beginning of the 16th century, was found to contain a virtually 
identical map, as well as twelve of the seventeen items that surround the map in the 
Marsh 42 manuscript. The same twelve astrological texts, accompanied by another copy 
of the map, were then discovered in a 16th century manuscript now in Berlin, MS Phill. 
1479. All three manuscripts contain the anonymous astrological compendium of 
eighteen short astrological essays, tables and diagrams, one of which is the world map. 
The map is of a composite nature, representing not only the inhabited world but also the 
celestial sphere, the sub-lunar sphere of winds, and the underworld.   
 Neugebauer considered the map, along with some of the other diagrams and 
tables in the anonymous glosses (or scholia), to be pre-Ptolemaic (that is, before the 
second century A.D.), and he believed its association with the Handy Tables to be 
accidental. Similarly, Dilke noted that “despite being attached to an astronomical work, 
there is nothing astronomical about the map.” The maps associated with the scholia to 
the commentary on the Handy Tables are virtually identical to the maps in the 
astrological miscellany illustrated herein. A comparison of the Greek labels on the maps 
confirms this close similarity, for the only substantial difference is that certain labels 
(numbers 19 and 23) occur only on those maps associated with the scholia and not on 
those in the astrological miscellany. Dilke described the map as “a curious combination 
of wind rose and world map”, possibly a parallel to the Boscovich anemoscope of 200 
A.D. now in the Oliveriano Museum at Pesaro. The Boscovich anemoscope is a block of 
marble engraved with a wind rota or circular diagram divided into six horizontal zones, 
the torrid into two by the equator. It was made for practical purposes - a flag placed in 
the center post hole would have indicated the wind direction for travelers. As Dilke 
noted, the anemoscope’s configuration is similar to the wind rota described by Aristotle 
in the Meteorologica. The some authors, however, feel that the comparison of the 
astrologer’s map with the anemoscope takes into account only two features, winds and 
zones, and overlooks the other main components, the central terrestrial map and the 
map of the underworld. Our map also differs from the Boscovich anemoscope in a 
number of ways: the wind names are not the zone being divided same, north is at the 
top, and no radial lines link the wind points to the center.  
 All the maps found in the astrological compendia and the glosses on the Handy 
Tables are circular, orientated to the north, with ten winds and the two poles marked 
around the rim. Within the circle, two polar regions, the winter and summer tropics and 
the equinoctial circle (or equator) are indicated, as is the unlabelled path of the ecliptic. 
A vertical line connects the north and south poles. The structure of the map reflects the 
organization of the heavens in Hellenistic astronomy with its zones, poles and oblique 
zodiac. Indeed, unless such a diagram is clearly labeled, it is difficult to tell whether it is 
meant to be celestial or terrestrial. The ecliptic, however, represents a distinctly celestial 
phenomenon, having no terrestrial equivalent.  
 The geographical names on this map indicate that elements of both a zonal and a 
celestial map have been superimposed on a world map. In the northern hemisphere one 
finds the landmass of Persia (indicated only on those maps associated with the glosses 
on the commentary on the Handy Tables), and the Persian Gulf of the Erythrean Sea 
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(literally the Red Sea, but here used in its classical meaning of Arabian Sea), with the 
Indian Ocean indicated beneath. On the western side of the map there is Libya (or west 
bank of the Nile), the Ethiopian Sea with the Ethiopian Ocean (west of Africa). Written 
inside a quadrilateral frame are a set of place-names in Egypt and Nubia, reading 
downward: Lower Egypt (Kato chora or Kato choras), Heptanomia, and below the summer 
tropic, Syene, Hierasycaminus (Hiera Sukaminos), and the marsh of Meroe (Meroe limne).  
 All these places can be found in Ptolemy’s Geography, where he gives the 
latitudes as Heptanomia 29º50' - 28º10', Syene 23º50', Hierasycaminus 23º40' and Meroe 
16º25'. Kato chora, Lower Egypt, is not assigned a specific latitude or range of latitudes, 
for Ptolemy used it only as a general way of describing the Nile delta as in phrases such 
as “a low region around these rivers in which are provinces and important cities”. In the 
Geography, all are said to lie along roughly the same longitude line, 61 degrees east of the 
Fortunate Islands. Heptanomia was a Roman administrative district of Middle Egypt, 
created early in the first century. Syene was the ancient name of modern Aswan in 
southern Egypt, an important trading post renowned for its quarries. Astronomers in 
antiquity thought that Syene was located directly on the Tropic of Cancer, where, at the 
summer solstice, the sun would be directly overhead. Eratosthenes (276-194 B.C.) used 
this fact in his calculation of the circumference of the earth (Book I, #112).  
 Hierasycaminus (modern al-Maharraqah) is located south of Syene in Nubia 
between Aswan and Abu Simbel, that is, between the first and second cataracts of the 
Nile. Shortly after 20 BC it was established as a Roman river frontier, and it continued 
under Roman rule until 298, when Diocletian ordered the withdrawal from 
Hierasycaminus and established the frontier at Syene.  Meroe marsh refers to an area of 
land surrounded by marsh that lay between two junctions of tributaries to the Nile: the 
junction of the White Nile (Bahr el-Abiad) with the true Nile and the junction of the 
Atbara River with the Nile. In Ptolemaic and Roman times little was known of the world 
south of Meroe at 16º25'N. In classical times Meroe was usually called an island (which 
it was not), and was shown in this way on medieval maps, such as the Hereford 
Cathedral map (#226). Three of the five Egyptian names (Kato chora, Syene, Meroe) 
correspond to the names given to the climates of the inhabited world by Ptolemy. The 
two remaining places in Egypt (Heptanomia and Hierasycaminus), as Neugebauer 
observed, are names of administrative significance only and were already obsolete by 
the end of the Empire. Their very obscurity in preceding and succeeding centuries leads 
one to speculate on a late imperial origin for this map.  
 The division of a circular map into six horizontal areas separated by five lines 
(two polar circles, two tropics and an equator) is similar to the design of a zonal map. 
The latter, however, usually lacks the ecliptic and the polar axis, both of which are found 
on this map. The zonal configuration of the earth was a development of Greek 
geographical theory, traditionally attributed to Parmenides in the sixth century BC. 
According to this theory, which we still employ, the spherical earth is divided into two 
frigid or polar zones, two temperate zones and a torrid zone extending from the summer 
to the winter tropic on either side of the equator. The Greeks, securely located in the 
northern temperate zone, speculated that both the frigid and torrid zones were 
uninhabitable and probably impassable as well - at least, this was the idea put forward 
by Aristotle in Meteorologica. The astronomer Ptolemy considered the parallel south of 
the equator that was opposite the parallel which passed through Meroe, that is, 16º25'S, 
to be the southern limit of the inhabitable world, although he offered no opinion on 
living conditions beyond that line. 
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 In the Latin West, zonal theory was made graphic in the Latin encyclopaedist 
Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (#201). Writing in the late fourth century, 
he expounded on the Stoic idea of the universe and accompanied his work with a group 
of diagrams, including a world map arranged by zones. A few geographical places were 
included on the map to indicate boundaries.  
 These tended to be the extremes of the known world, such as the Orkney Islands, 
the Caspian Sea, the Indian Ocean, and Meroe. Isidore of Seville discussed the zones in 
his handbook De natura rerum (#205), but the diagram he drew shows the zones 
arranged in a circle like the petals of a flower or, as Isidore noted, like the fingers of 
one’s hand. His picture is not very apt, since the resulting figure puts the two frigid 
zones side by side. A rare example of a zonal map in one of Isidore’s manuscripts led 
Neugebauer to assume that the zonal map in the west derived from Isidore. It was 
Macrobius’ design, however, which became the exemplar for subsequent medieval zonal 
maps.  
 The Greek astrologer’s map shown below displays a hypothetical continent in 
the southern hemisphere. Most medieval zonal maps contain such a continent. On 
Macrobius’ map it had no specific geographical features, while on the zonal world map 
of Lambert of St Omer (12th century, #217) it was roughly oval in shape, marked only by 
an inscription which begins “southern continent, temperate, but unknown to the sons of 
Adam”. Lambert goes on to say that the continent is completely inaccessible to the 
human race.  
 The concept of the inaccessibility of the southern continent is conveyed on all the 
maps of the type illustrated below by a continuous line that runs horizontally across the 
map, arcing downward in the middle. In this way, the southern continent, labeled in 
three places as “land” (ge), is separated from the northern hemisphere. The Sea of the 
Counter-Oikoumene is placed in the gulf where the border arcs toward the south. Only on 
those maps associated with the scholia on Theon’s commentary is there a notation that a 
“fiery unnavigable sea” and an “ocean below the counter-oikoumene” lie near the 
boundary of this southern continent. The continent is described on all maps of this type 
as the temperate zone of the counter-oikoumene - that is, a land mass situated in the 
southern temperate zone. There is the added note that it is the inhabited area of the 
southern regions. The other geographical features of the southern hemisphere are 
decidedly infernal: the marsh (limne) of Acheron (often called “River of Woe”), and its 
tributaries the River of Lethe [River of Oblivion] and the river of Pyriphlegethon [River of 
Fire]. The River Styx, one of the most well-known boundaries of the realm of darkness, is 
curiously absent.  
 The idea that hell might be located in the southern hemisphere was not unknown 
to the Latin West, although a subterranean site was a more common idea. Dante places 
the burning mountain of Purgatory in the south Atlantic, directly opposite Jerusalem. 
And in the opening book of the Georgics, Virgil, describing the zonal divisions of the 
earth, places “the black Styx and the infernal shades” beneath our feet at the south pole. 
As far as we know, however, none of the zonal diagrams which sometimes accompany 
Virgil’s poem shows these features. Jacob notes the confusion in classical texts between 
those who live beneath the earth, or underground, and those who live on the underside 
of the earth. Neugebauer sees the inclusion of pagan features on the astrologer’s map 
under discussion here as an indication that the map is pre-Christian. However, the use 
of classical references does not necessarily indicate paganism: take Dante, for example, 
who, in structuring his underworld, cites Virgil and Ovid as often as he does the Bible.  
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 Also in the southern hemisphere on the astrologer’s maps is a statement that “the 
intermediate region between the winter tropic and the Antarctic circle is in latitude 40 
stades”. This note puzzled Neugebauer, who suggested that the letter-numeral for forty 
(mu) might be interpreted as an abbreviation for murioi, meaning 10,000. Extrapolating 
from Neugebauer’s argument, since the total latitude of the inhabited world was 
calculated by Ptolemy to be 79 degrees and 25 minutes or 40,000 stades (extending from 
16º25'S to 63ºN), the distance from the winter tropic to the Antarctic Circle would be 
approximately one-fourth of this distance or 10,000 stades. 
 It is also possible that the word stadia is an error in the manuscript tradition, and 
that an angular measure was intended. If this were intended as 40 degrees rather than 
stades, then it would mean that the Antarctic Circle on this map would be reckoned at 
26.5 degrees from the pole, rather than the more commonly accepted distance of 23.5 
degrees. In Antiquity the polar circles were usually considered to be placed at the same 
distance from the poles as the obliquity of the ecliptic (23.5º), or distance of the tropics 
from the equator. If there had been a gamma written alongside the Greek letter-numeral 
mu, then the value 43 would have been correct in terms of then current theories for the 
placement of the Antarctic Circle. This interpretation assumes two continuous errors in 
the manuscript tradition: an incorrect term for the unit of measure and a loss of one of 
the letter-numerals. Supporting such an interpretation is the occurrence, in most copies, 
of the word ge (land; label 29 below) immediately following this legend. It is possible 
that the gamma of the word for land was originally intended to be the gamma forming the 
second element in the letter-numeral for 43 and that it was misinterpreted by later 
copyists as representing the word for “land” which does indeed occur at two other 
positions (labels 24 and 25) on the southern continent.  
 Another possibility assumes the predominance of celestial mapping over 
terrestrial zonal mapping in the interpretation of the polar circles - an interpretation 
encouraged by the presence of the ecliptic and the vertical polar axis. In this reading, 
Antarctic Circle is here used in the astronomical sense of circle of constant invisibility. 
The term Antarctic Circle was used by some Greek writers to indicate an area in the 
heavens that was always invisible at a given geographical latitude, just as the term Arctic 
Circle delineated the area of the sky that was always visible at that latitude. When the 
terms are used in this way, the position of the circles on the map is dependent upon the 
geographical latitude of the writer. Thus, if the angular distance between the southern 
tropic and the Antarctic Circle was intended to have been 40 degrees (rather than stades), 
then the circle of constant invisibility indicated by the Antarctic Circle in this context 
would be valid only for a geographical latitude of 26.5ºN, or a locale just north of the 
northern tropic, somewhere between Syene and Heptanomia. Such an interpretation 
would suggest that the map originated in that area.  
  
 



Egyptian World Map 
#201.1 

 8 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bodleian Library, Dept. of Oriental Collections, MS Marsh 42, fol. 4r/156b 
Undated, late 16th century 

 
 In summary, the maps of this type are an unusual conflation of celestial, 
terrestrial, anemological and eschatological maps. Within a windrose, a zonal map is 
overlaid with celestial features such as the ecliptic and with geographical landmarks 
centering on Egypt, as well as three prominent rivers forming the boundaries of the 
classical under- world. 
 The historians of cartography who have discussed the map have located the 
place-names, commented on the form and speculated on its meaning. They failed, 
however, to link it to the context in which it appears. We have now found the map in 
two different contexts: first, in nine of the twelve preserved copies of the anonymous 
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scholia to Theon’s commentary on Ptolemy’s Handy Tables and, second, in the three 
recorded copies of an anonymous astrological compendium. The appearance of the map 
in an astrological miscellany has not been previously noticed. It is possible that the 
material surrounding the map in the latter context is of importance in interpreting its 
origin and understanding its use. Moreover, the Handy Tables were themselves an 
astrological tool. In brief, we are dealing here with two separate contexts, both with an 
astrological base.  
 Neugebauer, Dilke and Jacob all studied the map as found in anonymous glosses 
on Theon of Alexandria’s commentary on Ptolemy’s HandyTables. Why a map should be 
in the scholia is not immediately evident, for as Neugebauer observed, the map does not 
seem to be particularly relevant to the astronomical theories and tables comprising the 
rest of the scholia. Ptolemy compiled his tables in the second century, after completing 
the Almagest and before composing the Geography. The tables were extracted from the 
Almagest and reworked, with some changes and additions which included a table of 
coordinates for major cities. They were intended for the daily practice of astrologers and 
became the subject of numerous commentaries. In the fourth century, Theon of 
Alexandria reproduced the Handy Tables - in fact, they survive only in his version - and 
wrote both a Grand Commentary and a Little Commentary on them. As was the way of 
medieval academics, the commentaries acquired additional commentaries or scholia. In 
Anne Tihon’s study of these particular scholia, which are anonymous, she unkindly 
remarks that none of them has really helpful explanations. 
 The great figure of Ptolemy is a continuing presence throughout the astrological 
compendium, for he is named in the title of the opening text, a diagram is taken from his 
Almagest, and there is material from the scholia to Theon’s commentary on his Handy 
Tables. This may indicate nothing more than the need to cite his authority, for he loomed 
large in the imagination of medieval astronomers, even those who knew little of his 
actual work.  
 The association of a map with material concerned with the astrolabe is an 
important feature of the astrological compendium that merits further attention. 
Although the association of map and astrolabe is unusual, it has parallels in other 
contexts. Some knowledge of geography, especially the climates, was needed to make 
the plates for the different latitudes in which an astrolabe might be used. When maps do 
appear in astronomical or astrological manuscripts, they frequently use the zonal format 
of this map. In the Latin West specifically astrological maps also show the influence of 
the signs of the zodiac or the planets on particular parts of the world. In the Renaissance 
the astrolabe became a surveying tool for map making, and it is not uncommon for 
surveying exercises to be included in medieval treatises on the use of the astrolabe.  
 The original of the map under study here is certainly of an early date. Tihon 
believes the scholia with which it is often associated to be Egyptian and to date from the 
end of the fifth to the beginning of the sixth century. However, she also notes that earlier 
material (for example, references to the solar eclipse of 364) was incorporated into the 
scholia. Other elements, including the map, may be older, possibly predating Theon or 
even Ptolemy. The persistent attachment to the astrological compendium of the fifteenth 
text of the scholia suggests that this individual scholium may have been circulating 
separately before the anonymous author compiled his glosses on Theon’s text. 
Alternatively, the fifteenth scholium may have been extracted from the rest of the glosses 
and placed in the astrological compendium. Similar arguments hold for the other 
material shared between the scholia and the astrological miscellany, including the map.  
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 Neugebauer suggested that the map itself was made in Egypt during the Roman 
imperial period. His argument is based partly on the Egyptian place-names and partly 
on his view that the pagan description of the Underworld indicates a pre-Christian 
product. It should be noted, however, that even at the height of the Middle Ages, zonal 
maps seldom included theological material. In contrast to Neugebauer, Dilke suggested 
a date of the fifth to sixth century and Upper Egypt as a locus of production, presumably 
because neither Alexandria nor even the Mediterranean is indicated on the map. It is 
indeed notable that the maker of the prototype for this map chose to omit Alexandria, 
giving only the vague term for Lower Egypt, Kato choras; the omission may suggest an 
orientation on the part of the mapmaker away from the scientific and learned 
communities of Alexandria. Most recently, Jacob gives the earliest date of all, from the 
first to the third century AD.  
 The place-names given on the map-limited to Persia, Libya, and to five localities 
in Egypt - reinforce the idea of an Egyptian origin. Surely a significant factor in 
interpreting its origins is the fact that two of the five Egyptian place-names are part of 
the Roman administrative terminology. We suggest that the occurrence of the Roman 
colony of Hierasycaminus provides a terminus ante quem and terminus post quem for the 
production of the original map. Hierasycaminus was established in 20 BC, so the map 
could not have originated prior to that time. It was abandoned by the Romans in 298, 
which means that its inclusion on a map constructed many years later would have had 
little significance. It is reasonable, therefore, to speculate that the map originated in 
Egypt sometime in the second century or during the first part of the third century. This 
would make it considerably older than the textual scholia with which is it often 
associated, and older even than Theon’s commentary on which the scholia are based. In 
short, the exemplar for the astrologer’s map illustrated herein could represent one of the 
earliest maps preserved from Late Antiquity/Early Medieval.  
 Most of the material in the astrological compendium - weather prognostication, 
aids to interpreting horoscopes, information on astrolabes and the visibility of planets 
and stars-would have been of interest to a practicing astrologer, though one surely 
hopes he had more in his library. The different zones marked on the map are directly 
related to variation in daylight, seasons and weather, while the ecliptic and the great and 
lesser circles defining the zones represent the same celestial circles drawn in 
stereographic projection on the rete of an astrolabe, an essential tool for medieval 
astrologers. To what extent the astrolabe was actually used in Late Antiquity or the early 
Byzantine period is uncertain. The armillary sphere, however, was known before 
Ptolemy, and the structure of the map exactly reflects a flattened illustration of this 
instrument, even to the vertical bar connecting pole with pole. Such illustrations can be 
found in many astrological manuscripts. 
 The presence of the wind rota as part of the map links it to the numerous wind 
rotae in the astrological compendium. The winds were used as a way of indicating 
directions and geographical places, since most of them are named for the place from 
which they blow, but winds also played a significant role in divination and forecasting 
weather.  
 The Greek map that we have been considering appears to be an unusually 
ancient survival of Hellenistic cartographical traditions into the Middle Ages. Since a 
dozen almost identical versions of this map survive, it must have been a widely 
accepted image of the world. Comparing it with similar Latin maps in the West gives us 
some idea of how the inherited material was adapted in East and West. The appearance 
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of the map in astrological manuscripts alerts us to look for maps in other such 
collections. It also suggests the function of the map: to orient users to their place in the 
world, both geographically and cosmologically. Such orientation was the goal of 
astrology, which linked events on earth to the movements of the heavens. The 
knowledge of one's date and time of birth, or even conception, established a relationship 
with the positions of the planets and stars. These relation- ships and consequent 
influences varied according to geographical location as well. Like the astrological 
compendium containing the map, Ptolemy’s Handy Tables with their assorted 
commentaries and diagrams were copied for use by astrologers. The nature and context 
of this composite map - representing as it does the celestial sphere, the sub-lunar sphere 
of winds, the inhabited world and the underworld - reinforces the idea that world maps 
were philosophical rather than practical, providing a cosmic overview rather than 
information for some mundane journey.  
 
LOCATIONS:  
Bodleian Library, Dept. of Oriental Collections, MS Marsh 42, fol. 4r/156b 

Bodleian Library, Dept. of Western Manuscripts, MS Barocci 94, fol. 118v 

Staatsbibliothek, Handschriftenabteilung, MS Phill. 1479, fol. 28v, Berlin 
 
REFERENCES: 
*Dilke, Q.A.W., Greek and Roman Maps, p.170, Plate 29. 
*Edson, E. and Savage-Smith, E., “An Astrologer’s Map: A Relic of Late Antiquity: Imago Mundi, 
Volume 52, 2000, pp. 7-29. 
*Hiatt, A., Terra Incognita, pp. 42-44, Figure 4. 
*Neugebauer, Otto N., “A Greek world map', in Le monde grec: Hommages a’ Claire Priaux, ed. Jean 
Bingen, Guy Cambier and Georges Nachtergael (Brussels, Editions de l’Universit de Bruxelles, 
1975), 312-17 and Plate III.2. 
*Virga, V., Cartographia, p. 23, Plate 20. 
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Bodleian Library, Dept. of Western Manuscripts, MS Barocci 94, fol. 118v 

Undated, copied by Andreas Donas, presumably in Messina, Sicily, 
 end of the 15th or early 16th century 
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Map from the anonymous scholia on Theon of Alexandria’s commentary on the Handy Tables 
of Ptolemy. Oxford Bodleian Library, Dept. of Western Manuscripts, MS Canon, Gr 32, fol. 17r, 

undated, 16th century 
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This composite version of the astrologer’s map with translated labels represents all twelve maps 
in this tradition that have only minor variations. Items in square brackets occur only on those 

maps accompanying the scholia to the commentary on the Handy Tables and are not found on 
the maps occurring in the astrological compendium. 


