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DESCRIPTION: The Liber Chronicarum, known as the Nuremberg Chronicle, of Hartmann
Schedel, printed in Nuremberg by Anton Koberger in 1493, is a complete history of the
Christian world from the time of the Creation up to the age of the book's production.
The Nuremberg Chronicle, as this compendium is popularly known, was one of the most
remarkable books of its time. The text is an amalgam of legend, fancy and tradition
interspersed with the occasional scientific fact or authentic piece of modern learning.
Divided into eleven world ages, the history is informed by a variety of classical and
medieval sources, from Pomponius Mela and Pliny the Elder to the Venerable Bede and
Vincent of Beauvais. The many illustrations include two maps, one map of the world
and one of Northern Europe, together with views of the principal cities, and a host of
repeated decorative woodcuts. Hartmann Schedel, a physician of Nuremberg, was the
editor-in-chief; the printer was Anton Koberger, and among the designers the most
famous were Michael Wolgemut and his stepson Hanns Pleydenwurff, master painters
of the Nuremberg workshop where Albrecht Dürer served his apprenticeship; and the
overall work was commissioned by Sebald Schreyer and his brother-in-law Sebastian
Kammermeister, a wealthy local businessman. In addition, so vast a project obviously
involved a host of woodcut craftsmen, apprentice printers, ghost writers and others.
The first edition of the book was printed in Latin; a later one, in German, was
slightly simplified and geared towards the less-educated reader. As with other medieval
maps, one of the heavily drawn-upon sources, especially for the illustrations, is the
Collecteana rerum memorabilium [Collection of Remarkable Facts] by Gaius Julius Solinus
fl. AD 250). Two of the abundant illustrations are maps which typify well enough the
range of old traditions and new information which characterizes the text itself. The first
mappamundi is of Ptolemaic configurations, although without Ptolemy’s scientific
apparatus of latitudes, longitudes, scales, rich nomenclature, etc. The world map is a
robust woodcut taken from Ptolemy without great attention to detail. The border
contains twelve dour wind-heads while the map is supported in three of its corners by
the solemn figures of Ham, Shem and Japhet taken from the Old Testament.
What gives the map its present-day interest and attraction are the panels
representing the outlandish creatures and beings that were thought to inhabit the
further most parts of the earth. There are seven such scenes to the left of the map and a
further fourteen on its reverse. Pliny, Pomponius Mela, Solinus and Herodotus’ fables
have been the sources for many of these mythological creatures; others were doubtless
born of medieval travelers’ tales. Among the scenes are a six-armed man, possibly
based on glimpses of a file of Hindu dancers so aligned that the front figure appears to
have multiple arms; a six-fingered man, a centaur, a four-eyed man from a coastal tribe
in Ethiopia; a dog-headed man from the Simien Mountains, a cyclops, one of the men
whose heads grow beneath their shoulders, one of the crook-legged men who live in the
desert and slide along instead of walking; a strange hermaphrodite, a man with one
giant foot only (stated by Solinus to be used as a parasol but more likely an unfortunate
sufferer from elephantisis), a man with a huge underlip (doubtless seen in Africa), a man
with waist-length hanging ears, and other frightening and fanciful creatures of a world
beyond.
Twelve winds are named as well as major place names. According to Adrian
Wilson, the source of this map is apparently the frontispiece of Pomponius Mela’s
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Cosmographia printed by Ratdolt at Venice in 1488. The
woodcut from which it is printed is ascribed to
Wohlgemuth, the teacher of Albrecht Dürer, prepared in the
year in which Columbus discovered America.
Hartmann Schedel’s Liber chronicarum [Book of
Chronicles] was first published in Latin on 12 July 1493; a
German translation appeared the following 23 December.
The overall measurements are 38 x 52 cm, with the map area
being 31 x 44 cm. This survey of the history of the world
from the Creation to the year 1493, with its 299 leaves, 1,809
illustrations (actually 1,165 woodcuts, some of which are
repeated at different places, in some cases more than once)
including 26 double-page city views, two double-page maps,
this mappamundi, and a map of central Europe, was the most
lavishly illustrated printed book of the 15th century. It must
also have been one of the most widely diffused, since more
than 1,200 copies of the Latin and German versions are still
extant.
In the Liber chronicarum the history of the world is
divided into seven ages according to the scheme laid down
by the seventh century encyclopedist Isidore of Seville
(#205). The second age begins with Noah’s Ark and ends
with the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. It is in this
section, following a discussion of the Flood and Noah’s
drunkenness, that we find an account of the fabulous races
of mankind, for which Schedel cites as his authorities Pliny,
Saint Augustine, and Isidore of Seville. Some examples of
those races are illustrated on the recto and verso of fol.12.
They appear next to a map of the world that has Noah’s sons
at three of its corners, to represent Japhet’s inheritance of
Europe, Shem’s of Asia, and Ham’s of Africa. As mentioned
above, Schedel used as a model the mappamundi found in an
edition of the Cosmographia of the Roman geographer
Pomponius Mela published at Venice in 1488. Like Mela’s,
Schedel’s world map is based on that of Ptolemy, but
simplified and without indications of longitude and latitude;
it is also shown as a segment of a globe in the conical
projection, and surrounded by the twelve winds identified
by name. Typical of the Ptolemaic world maps the Indian
Ocean is wrongly depicted as an enclosed sea, with Asia
linked to Africa by a strip of land. Sri Lanka, is
unrecognizably large, and the shape of India is badly
distorted. One of Schedel’s very few improvements on the
map in Mela’s Cosmographia involves the definition of the
southeastern bend of the coast of West Africa, as recorded
by Portuguese navigators around 1470. By 1493, however,
one would have expected a better understanding and a more
accurate rendering of the whole west coast of Africa, since in
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1487-1488 Bartolomeu Diaz had circumnavigated the Cape of Good Hope, the most
southerly point of the African continent. Even areas that were well-known, such as
Western Europe and the Mediterranean, are relatively poorly rendered: they appear
more accurately, for example, in the world map from the 1482 Ulm edition of Ptolemy’s
Geographia, and in nautical charts of the time.
The Nuremberg Chronicle is also best known for its eighty-nine views of towns
and cities; of these, thirty are more or less recognizable renderings, while the other fiftynine are fanciful (and share only seventeen different woodcuts). The book also contains
a map of central Europe by Hieronymus Muinzer, based on a manuscript map made in
1454 by Nicolas of Cusa, which is probably the first map of the German Empire to
appear in a printed book. The copy of the Chronicle from the National Gallery of Art is
beautifully hand-colored and preserved in a fine binding made for Raimund Fugger
(1489-1535) of Augsburg, a member of the famous banking family.

This great volume, one of the most extraordinary works ever produced, occupied
the talents of a host of people in Nuremberg during the 1490's. Those whose names are
recorded in the various colophons are the head of one of the greatest printing and
publishing houses of the day, Anton Koberger, Dr. Hartmann Schedel, city physician,
Sebald Schreyer and Sebastian Kamermaister, wealthy businessmen, Michael Wolgemut
(the master of Albrecht Durer) and Hanns Pleydenwurff, painters. In addition, so vast a
project obviously involved a host of wood-cut craftsmen, apprentice printers, ghost
writers and others. Two of the abundant illustrations are maps that typify well enough the
range of old traditions and new information which characterizes the text itself. The first is
a mappamundi of Ptolemaic configurations, although without Ptolemy’s scientific
apparatus of latitudes, longitudes, scales, rich nomenclature, etc. Upheld by the Old
Testament colonizers of the world after the Flood, Ham, Shem and Japhet, the map is
accompanied by a row of representations of the outlandish creatures of distant climes
described in medieval travel tales.
A good example of the first edition of one of the earliest obtainable world maps,
embodying the conception of the earth at the dawn of the Age of Discovery. This
visually evocative woodcut was published just 40 years after the invention of printing
and presents the world as seen just prior to Columbus’ voyage and the rounding of the
Cape of Good Hope by Dias. The engraving also reveals the medieval attitude toward
peoples of distant lands through the often grotesque, semi-human figures found on both
sides of this work. These bizarre creatures were believed to inhabit the remote corners of
the earth. One can see how some of these figures might have had some basis in reality,
while others were drawn from myth and legend. In any case, they display the tendency
of Europeans at the time to demonize little known peoples, something that would later
color Europeans’ attitudes toward New World peoples in the Age of Discovery.
The general contours of the map were derived primarily from the most
important geographical work of antiquity, Ptolemy’s Geographia, which was recovered in
the Renaissance. However, the inclusion of illustrations of Japheth, Shem, and Ham in the
corners suggests a more theology-centered view of the world. Their presence is also a
reminder of one of the functions of the map in the Nuremberg Chronicle where it
appeared, which was to illustrate the section on Noah, the Flood, and the re-population
of the earth by his sons. Also on the map is the familiar decorative motif of the twelve
wind-heads that is found on many early printed world maps. In addition to its historical
importance, the map is a striking example of woodblock engraving. The Nuremberg
Chronicle, a chronological narration of the history of the world, was the work of a
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Humanist-educated physician of that city and was the most extensive illustrated work
published to date.
LOCATIONS: Peabody Institute Library
National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
REFERENCES:
*Brooke-Hitching, The Phantom Atlas, pp. 174-181.
*Brown, L.A., The World Encompassed, no. 44, Plate XII.
*Levenson, J.A., Circa 1492, p. 124.
*Shirley, R.W., The Mapping of the World, pp. 18-19, Plate 25.
*Wilson, A., The Making of the Nuremberg Chronicle, p. 115, Plate 6.
*Woodward, D., Art and Cartography, p. 136, Plate 16.
*illustrated

The Nuremberg Chronicle map, here from the original Latin edition, is perhaps the finest
example of this mythological portraiture. In three corners of the design are the sons of
Noah, who, according to the Scriptures, divided the world after the Flood: Shem and his
descendants took Asia; Iapheth, Europe; and Ham, Africa. Another item of interest is the
mythical island of Taprobana, painted to the east across the Indian
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Sea. But it is the gallery of creatures set to the far left of the map, together with a double
panel on the reverse side, that are the most fascinating. Each possesses uniquely
abnormal biology, but is unlabelled, so which creatures of legend do the illustrations
represent?
This character is commonly referred to only as the 'sixhanded man'. In the histories of Alexander the Great (stories
which were later deemed as a masquerade written by an
author referred to as Pseudo Callisthenes), this poly-limbed
group of people is said to live in India.

The Gorgades. These women covered in hair are
presumably the same creatures written about by Pliny,
which he labels Gorgades ('Gorgonlike ones'). Supposedly,
they lived on islands scattered throughout the Atlantic.
Pierre d'Ailly in Imago Mundi describes them: 'The
Gorgodes Islands of the ocean ... are inhabited by the
Gorgodes, women of destructiveness, with coarse and
hairy bodies.' Homer, too, mentions hairy 'Gorillae'
women. Columbus took both the works of Pliny and d'
Ailly with him on his first voyage, but seems to have been
much keener on finding the Amazons over the hirsute female race.
These polydactyl men are described in the text of the
Nuremberg Chronicle as being a species of men living naked
and rough in the water, some of whom have six digits on
their hands and feet. (Elsewhere on the overly fingered
phenomenon, Pliny shares a detail in Book XI that: 'It has
come down to us that the two daughters of a man of
patrician family named Marcus Coranius were called the
Miss Six-Fingers on this account.')

The Hippocentaur. Schedel relates that, in India, there are
those who live in the water and are half man, half horse.
Pliny claims to have seen with his own eyes the corpse of a
hippocentaur pickled in a vat of honey and transported from
Egypt during the reign of Claudius Caesar.
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These are a species of woman with beards extending
down to their breasts, but whose heads are bald. Again,
these characters are related in the legends of Alexander,
with one variation describing them hunting with dogs in
the Indian mountains. 'Shun a woman with a beard as
you would pestilence,' advises Pliny.

The Nisyti. In Ethiopia, towards the west, lived men in
possession of four eyes. This might have been a
figurative exaggeration taken literally, for in Pliny's
writings one finds the addendum: 'not that the people
really have that conformation, but because they are
remarkable for the unerring aim of their arrows'.

In Europe, there were thought to be people with necks like
those of cranes, and bills for mouths. These are metaphors for
the good qualities of a judge, his mouth being a good distance
from his heart so that it has time to consider the issue before he
speaks. 'If all judges were like this', writes Pliny, 'there would
be fewer bad judgments offered.'

The Cynocephali. Dog-headed men of the mountains, who
clothed themselves with the skins of wild beasts. They
communicated with barking, and used their claws skilfully to
hunt birds. According to a story by the Greek historian Ctesias,
their population numbered around 120,000. This creature was
probably based on a species of monkey, perhaps the baboon.
Solinus also writes of the dog-headed Simeans of Ethiopia,
who were ruled by a canine king.

The Arimaspi. These one-eyed people lived in Scythia, 'the
country to the north', in a district called Geskleithron, and were
constantly at war with the Griffins over the gold that the beasts
dug out of the mountains and watched over jealously. It was
often the custom for people to hide money and treasure in the
ground, and so the circulation of tales of such buried treasures
being guarded by serpents and dragons served a purpose.
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The Blemmyes. 'In Lybia some are born headless and have mouth
and eyes,' writes Schedel. The Blemmyes were a real nomadic
Nubian tribal kingdom, described by Strabo as a peaceful race.
They existed between 600 BC and the eighth century AD, but
later became fictionalized as a legendary headless species.
Shakespeare mentions them in Othello as cannibalistic men
'whose heads do grow beneath their shoulders', conflating them
with the Anthropophagi, a man-eating race.

The Abarimon. In what is now known as the Himalayas, in a vast
country called Abarimon, the inhabitants were rumored to be a
savage race, whose feet were turned backwards but nevertheless
possessed great speed, and wandered indiscriminately with wild
beasts. They were unable to breathe in any other climate but their
own, for which reason it was impossible to bring them before
one's king. Aulus Gellius also relates this, among other
wonderful tales, in the chapter, 'On the miraculous wonders of
barbarous nations,' IX c.4. He cites, among his authorities,
Aristeas and Isigonus, whom he designates as 'writers of no
mean authority'.
In Lybia lived this androgynous race: 'Some are doublesexed,
the right breast male, the left one female. They are indiscriminate
in their associations with one another and bear children,' writes
Schedel.

The Sciapodes [Shadow feet]. These were each owners of one very
large foot and leg, while also being marvelously nimble. In the
summertime, while lying on their backs, they protected
themselves against the sun by the shade of their single foot.
(They were also thought to live on the island of Taprobana)
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The Straw-Drinkers. 'Toward Paradise', writes Schedel, 'by the
River Ganges, are people who do not eat. Their mouths are so
small that they are obliged to drink through a straw. They live
upon the odor of fruits and flowers. They quickly die if they
encounter evil odors.'

The Sciritae. A race of noseless, flat-faced men of short stature,
who were also to be found 'toward Paradise, by the River
Ganges', and whose existence is confirmed by Megasthenes.

The Amyctyrae [The Unsociable]. Some have lower lips so
large that they cover the entire face. They live on raw meat and
can use their giant lower lip as an umbrella against the sun.

The Panotii. In Sicily lived people whose ears are so large that
they cover their whole body. The ears reach to their feet and
they used them as blankets to keep warm. Intensely shy, when
they saw travelers they used their ears as wings with which to
flyaway.

The Satyrs. In Ethiopia: ' ... some have horns, long noses and
goat's feet; and these are spoken of throughout the legends of
St Anthony', writes Schedel.
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In Ethiopia, towards the west, were people with but one foot,
which was very broad. They were so fleet that they were able
to pursue wild animals.

The Hippopodes. In Scythia were people with hoofs like a
horse, who, according to Pliny, lived near the Baltic.

These people, who were only a cubit in height, had a
lifespan of only eight years. They lived in the mountains of
India, 'near the great sea, in a wholesome and ever verdant
region'. Their wives gave birth at the age of five years, and
they waged passionate warfare against cranes, their hated
enemy.
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