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The Carte di Castello are a collection of eighty-two maps of coastal and island regions, 
vistas and city plans, particularly of port cities, spread across four continents: Africa, 
North and South America, Asia and even Oceania. The maps, which also include four 
unique ethnographic depictions of the Khoekhoe (literally ‘true men’), an ethnic group 
from south-western Africa, based near the Cape of Good Hope,1 were purchased by 
Prince Cosimo III de’ Medici (1642–1723; fig. 1), the eldest son of the grand duke of 
Tuscany, Ferdinand II, on two consecutive journeys to Europe between May 1667 and 
November 1669, in the years immediately preceding his ascent to the Tuscan throne 
in May 1670. 

Sixty-five of the eighty-two maps were purchased in Amsterdam in December 1667, 
brokered by the book trader, publisher and connaisseur des beaux-arts Pieter Blaeu 
(1636–1706) during an initial trip to Tyrol, Germany and the Netherlands from 22 
October 1667 to 12 May 1668. The remaining seventeen, meanwhile, were commis-
sioned and bought in Lisbon, most probably brokered by the mathematician, architect 
and cosmographer Luís Serrão Pimentel (1613–79), Cosmógrafo Mor and Engenheiro 
Mor de Portugal (head cosmographer and engineer of Portugal), between 10 and 17 
February 1669, during a second, longer journey around Europe, which took in Spain, 
Portugal, England, Ireland, the Netherlands and France, and lasted from 18 September 
1668 until 1 November 1669. 

The purchase of the first group of maps is mentioned in a passage from the travel 
journal of marquis Filippo Corsini, who accompanied Cosimo, who recalls that on the 
evening of 21 December 
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At 24 hours [6 PM] His Highness returned home and spent the evening with Blaeu, look-
ing at some geographical maps, drawn and illustrated with exceptional taste, which he 
had bought from him, and which featured the plans of various ports, cities, fortresses 
and coasts of both the East and West Indies; and from the merchant he had visited that 
same day [Cosimo had also] bought various small artefacts from the Indies, such as pic-
tures, vases, utensils, objects and spices.2 

During his stay in Amsterdam, Pieter Blaeu (fig. 2), son of the famous cartographer 
Joan Blaeu (1596–1673), who published the Atlas maior in eleven volumes between 
1662 and 1665,3 took Cosimo to visit the family printshop and to meet some impor-
tant collectors of cartographic documents, as well as naturalia and artificialia (natu-
ral and man-made artefacts) from the East and West Indies. These figures introduced 
him to and showed him the large quantity of hand-drawn maps, paintings and eth-
nographic materials created by the two Dutch companies trading in the Indies, the 
VOC (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie, or Dutch East India Company, founded 
in 1602 and operational in the Indian Ocean and the seas of south-east Asia) and the 
WIC (West-Indische Compagnie, the Dutch West India Company, founded in 1621 
and operational in the Atlantic Ocean, between the coasts of Africa and South, Cen-
tral and North America). 

A particularly significant date was 2 January 1668, when Cosimo visited the impor-
tant private map collection of Amsterdam-based lawyer Laurens van der Hem (1621–
78). Van der Hem had commissioned and assembled his own personal edition of the 
Atlas maior which, as well as the printed maps published by Joan Blaeu, included a 
huge number of hand-drawn and watercolour maps, drawings and views of cities, 
with a total of over 2,400 documents in forty-six volumes (currently held at the Ös-
terreichische Nationalbibliothek in Vienna).4 Cosimo’s interest in the Indies, in Dutch 
trading companies – and the VOC in particular, whose headquarters and port he had 
the opportunity to visit – and in naturalia (particularly stones, shells and spices) and 
artificiala from far-off continents is a recurring theme in Corsini’s travel diary, widely 
discussed and commented on.5 The purchase of “plans of various ports, cities, fortress-
es and coasts of the East and West Indies” stemmed both from this interest and from 
his unrealized ambition, previously held by his ancestors, from Cosimo II (the fourth 
grand duke of Tuscany from 1609 to 1621) to Ferdinand II, his father (grand duke 
from 1621 to 1670), to launch commercial operations that would bring the Grand 
Duchy of Tuscany into the global trading networks of Portugal and, in the case of Co-
simo III, the Netherlands. 

1. Gerard ter Borch, Portrait of Cosimo III de’ 
Medici in armour, c. 1670, Deventer (Holland), 
Vereniging de Waag.
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Cosimo was intrigued and captivated by the vast collections of maps and exotica 
(or galanterie in 17th-century Tuscan dialect) in the residences of the rich aristocrats 
he visited with Blaeu, especially in Amsterdam. These collections not only reflected the 
global outlook of the Netherlands, pursued through its trading companies, but also 
highlighted the widespread wealth this was generating. A detailed explanation is be-
yond the scope of this essay, but suffice to say that economic and financial power was 
shifting towards northern Europe and the Iberian empires, leading to a switch in tastes 
and in collecting practices. Moreover, the Prince had grown up in palaces where his 
ancestors had created exemplary, renowned spaces for collecting and displaying nat-
uralia and artificialia: for example, the so-called Sala delle Carte Geografiche, the old 
Guardaroba Medicea in Palazzo Vecchio, fitted out for Cosimo I by Giorgio Vasari and 
court cosmographer Egnazio Danti.6 Cosimo was keen to study the collecting habits 
and aristocratic collections in Amsterdam due to their extremely wide scope, incorpo-
rating places that had become inaccessible from Florence.

The VOC and WIC were equipped with centres for producing maps and images in 
Amsterdam and in Batavia, which until 1706 remained under the supervision of the 
Blaeu family.7 At the time when Cosimo visited the VOC, a significant proportion of 
the reproduction of the maps, and particularly the painted vistas of Dutch, Portuguese 
and Spanish colonial coasts and cities, carried out entirely by hand, was entrusted to 
Johannes Vingboons (c. 1616–70) and his workshop in Amsterdam, which he ran 
with his brothers, predominantly the architects, draughtsmen and painters Philips 
Vingboons (1607–78) and Justus Vingboons (c. 1620–98).8 These were confidential 
cartographic materials which, in contrast to those destined for the profitable Europe-
an and global printed map market, managed by the Blaeu dynasty and other printers 
in the United Netherlands, circulated in just a few hand-drawn copies, often painted 
with watercolours (figs. 3–4).9 With sophisticated and instantly recognisable graphical 
and stylistic features, combined with a technique and taste for miniaturist painting, 
Johannes Vingboons copied images and cartographic materials that arrived in Amster-
dam from all over the colonial world: the Antilles, the coasts of North, Central and 
South America (including New Spain and Portuguese Brazil), central Atlantic Africa 
and the Cape of Good Hope, India, Sri Lanka, ‘Ilha Formosa’ (present-day Taiwan), 
Malacca, the Maluku Islands and the Banda Islands, and other seaports in Indonesia, 
the Philippines and Japan.10 These maps, extremely diverse in terms of their author-
ship, contents, cartographic and graphical symbols, origin and function, were all re-
produced by Vingboons, often in the original language. They included, for example, 
the extremely accurate Dutch nautical maps of the Banda Islands, featuring seabed 

2. Wallerant Vaillant, Portrait of Pieter Blaeu, 
1671, Luxembourg, Van Limburg-Stirum 
Collection. 
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depth measurements and the administrative divisions of the land for cultivating nut-
meg (CdC 15); the famous plan of ‘Amsterdam in Nieuw Neederlandt’, present-day 
New York, drawn just before it was ceded to the English, with the properties of the 
324 families that lived there (CdC 18); Spanish maps, like the highly detailed plans of 
Mexico City (CdC 42) and Manila (CdC 22); and finally Portuguese maps, like those 
of the bays of Rio de Janeiro and Espírito Santo, highlighting the military infrastruc-
ture (CdC 32 and 45) and probably created to assist the Dutch fleets of the WIC in 
their attempts to conquer them.11

Vingboons. a cartographer, copyist and cabinet painter, who always used the same 
layout and set of map symbols, created collections of aesthetically striking maps and 
paintings, which can be divided into four specific types. The first, chorographic maps, 
present the coastal profiles of cities observed from a bird’s eye view from a high point 
in the middle of the sea, generally the anchor point: the depiction of Ambon (CdC 1) 
and the views of Malacca (CdC 46) and Mocha (CdC 23) are memorable examples 
of this type (fig. 5).

Then there are the detailed plans of cities or entire archipelagos with a planning, ad-
ministrative or military aim: these include the plan of Mexico City (CdC 43) and Elmina 
Castle, used to imprison slaves (CdC 25), the aforementioned plan of New York (CdC 
18), and plans of Macau (CdC 16), probably drawn for the failed takeover attempt in 

3. Attributed to Johannes Vingboons and his 
workshop, Elmina, Ghana, c. 1665, Carte di 
Castello 25.

4. Attributed to Johannes Vingboons and his 
workshop, Elmina, Ghana, c. 1665, The Hague, 
Nationaal Archief, 4.VELH0619.77.
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1619, Bantam on western Java (CdC 3) and Fort Victoria on Ambon (CdC 13), not to 
mention the extraordinary axonometric plan of Osaka Castle (CdC 8).

A third group comprises painted vistas of fortresses, representing the principal, of-
ten overlapping, hubs of global Portuguese, Dutch and Spanish commercial networks, 
on the coasts of the four continents. Examples of this third type are the views of Fort 
Zeelandia on the island of Formosa (CdC 33), Fort Nassau on the coast of Guinea 
(fig. 6), the fortress/prison of Arguin, in an inlet on the coast of present-day Maurita-
nia (CdC 34 and 65) and Elmina Castle on the ‘Gold Coast’ in what is now southern 
Ghana (CdC 57). It should be remembered that in Africa and on the coasts of what was 
called ‘Nueva Granada’, in present-day Colombia and Venezuela, where Santa Marta 
(CdC 10) and Cartagena de Indias (CdC 14) are located, the fortresses were in reality 
prisons built to hold African slaves, plundered and bought by the Portuguese and later 
by the Dutch, brokered by certain African populations and Muslim slave traffickers, 
before being forcibly shipped to the American colonies. 

Finally, there is a fourth type, comprising nautical maps showing stretches of conti-
nental coastline, islands and archipelagos involved in the global trading networks of 
the VOC and WIC in the seas of south-east Asia and the Atlantic respectively. These 
were created in the context of attempted military conquests or following the capture 
of the strongholds of the spice, gold and silver, textile and slave trades of the Iberian 
empires in the Antilles, on the continental coasts of the Caribbean Sea, in the Gulf of 

5. Attributed to Johannes Vingboons and his 
workshop, Mocha, Yemen, before 1667, Carte 
di Castello 23.

6. Attributed to Johannes Vingboons and his 
workshop, Fort Nassau, Ghana, before 1667, 
Carte di Castello 19.
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Guinea, in the seas of south-east Asia, and Indonesia in particular, and in the Maluku 
Islands. Some examples of this type are the two maps of the coasts of Japan, from Na-
gasaki to Edo, present-day Tokyo (CdC 4 and 5), the map of the Banda Islands, part 
of the Maluku Islands (fig. 7), São Tomé (CdC 17), the bay of ‘Manatus’, now home 
to Manhattan (CdC 26), and numerous maps of the island of Hispaniola, now Haiti 
(for example CdC 42 and 49).

It is possible to extrapolate a group of sixteen similar maps (CdC 61–3, 65–78) of 
Portuguese origin bought in Lisbon, probably in February 1669, during Prince Cosi-
mo’s second European trip. In this regard, one of the diaries describing the prince of 
Tuscany’s travels, the version attributed to Count Lorenzo Magalotti,12 reports that 
on 10 February 1669, while in Lisbon, “[His Highness], having returned home, spent 
the evening with a Portuguese mathematician, who took him to see a rather large 
book containing a report of things from the Indies, with maps of the fortresses built 
in those parts by a Viceroy”.13

7. Attributed to Johannes Vingboons and his 
workshop, Banda Islands, Indonesia, c. 1660, 
Carte di Castello 15.
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The mathematician referred to is Luís Serrão Pimentel.14 Pimentel was a military 
architect and cosmographer famous throughout Europe, who, in the years following 
Prince Cosimo’s trip to Portugal, gave him gifts of handwritten and printed copies of 
his work and that of renowned mathematician Pedro Nunes (1502–78), currently held 
in the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale in Florence.15

The “rather large book containing a report of things from the Indies, with maps of 
the fortresses built in those parts by a Viceroy”,16 meanwhile, can be identified as a co-
dex from a corpus of illustrated manuscripts describing all of Portugal’s colonial cities 
and possessions in Africa and Asia, for which the Livro das plantas de todas as fortale-
zas, cidades e povoaçoens do Estado da India Oriental, created by António Bocarro 
(1594–1642?) and Pedro Barreto de Resende (?–1651) and held in the Biblioteca Públi-
ca de Évora in Portugal, is a prototype. In 1632, António Bocarro was commissioned 
by Miguel de Noronha, Count of Linhares and ‘Viceroy of India’, to write a detailed 
textual description of the territories and numerous coastal cities of Portuguese India 
for King Philip III of Portugal. Pedro Barreto de Resende, the viceroy’s secretary, illus-
trated the codex with forty-eight images of forts, city plans, various types of ship and 
examples of Asian flora.17 The manuscript was later copied multiple times, expanded 
and adapted, with additions and alterations, and was used as a model for a copy cur-
rently held in the Biblioteca del Paço Ducal in Vila Viçosa, Portugal (shelf mark Res. 
21), from which the sixteen Carte di Castello that Cosimo III acquired were taken. It 
is a luxurious manuscript, illustrated with 104 watercolour maps, entitled Livro das 
plantas das fortalezas cidades e povoacois do Estado da Índia Oriental, and is proba-
bly the same codex that Pimentel showed to Cosimo.18 

Unlike the Dutch maps, the purchase of which is documented in Cosimo’s travel 
journals, there is no record of the acquisition of the Portuguese documents. However, 
comparing the sixteen Portuguese maps and the corresponding maps in the Vila Viço-
sa manuscript leaves no doubt at all as to their provenance (figs. 8–9). The maps now 
in Florence were reproduced very faithfully from the manuscript in the Library of the 
Ducal Palace of Vila Viçosa.. Furthermore, the obvious Italianisms in the transcription 
of titles and place names (for example ‘Lorenzo’ instead of ‘Laurenço’, see CdC 77) 
suggests they were the work of a copyist of Italian origin. 

The group of Portuguese maps combines three types of document: highly detailed 
large-scale nautical and topographical maps of stretches of African coastline, from the 
Cape of Good Hope up towards the Horn of Africa, as well as the Strait of Malacca 
to the east; two medium-scale geographical maps, the first of the northern coasts of 
the western basin of the Indian Ocean, near the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, and the 
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second of the Bay of Bengal; and finally two plans of the cities of Malacca and Kollam 
in the state of Kerala in India. Despite the clear difference in the cartographic symbols 
and stylistic features between the maps of Dutch origin, in Vingboons’ style, and the 
Portuguese maps from the Livro das plantas de todas as fortalezas, the visions of the 
colonial world the two sets describe are very similar, if not identical.

reticular and insular colonial spaces
The Carte di Castello show that between the 16th and 18th century the Portuguese, 
and later the Dutch, expansion in Africa and Asia was based on a reticular maritime 
space, with practically no territorial development inland. This space was formed from 
a series of interconnected commercial networks and networks of colonial power, with 
small, or relatively small, intersections: port cities, fortified storehouses/prisons, for-
tresses and mooring points, spread among the conquered or partially occupied islands 
and archipelagos.19 The maritime routes that met at these points connected local trade 
with regional, continental and, in some cases, oceanic/transcontinental commerce, thus 
laying the foundations for long-term processes of globalisation, which are therefore 
not the exclusive preserve of the contemporary world.20 Taking Malacca (CdC 46, 63, 
72, 74) and Macau (CdC 16) as an example, these two colonial port cities were con-
nected with the corresponding nearby coastal and inland regions, Indonesia, Java and 

8. Coast by the Cape of Good Hope, c. 1669, 
Carte di Castello 67. 

9. Coast by the Cape of Good Hope, c. 1650, Vila 
Viçosa, Biblioteca do Paço Ducal, Res 21, no. 8. 
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China; with many ports on the Spice Islands, i.e. the Maluku Islands, and the Indian 
subcontinent, the Philippines and Japan; and finally, through Goa and Manila, with 
Europe and the New World.21 On the American continent, where inland areas were 
taken over, the mesh-like division of space, based on major hubs such as Hispanio-
la, Veracruz, Santa Marta, Cartagenea de Indias, Recife, Salvador, Rio de Janeiro and 
Espírito Santo, to cite just some of the locations found in the Castello collection, was 
used to connect trade with the cities inland.

When, in around 1630, the royal administration of Portuguese India and the man-
agement of the Dutch East India Company and Dutch West India Company, each with 
their own conflicting initiatives, started to systematically map the colonies for admin-
istrative, military or tax purposes or for the symbolic appropriation of their overseas 
territories, they set in motion a gradual process of reducing the world to image form 
for the purpose of controlling it intellectually. This involved numerous disciplines and 
techniques – cartography, drawing and linguistics, as well as collecting, describing and 
exhibiting naturalia and artificialia – all seeking to measure, depict and organize the 
world intellectually and encyclopaedically.22 Analysing this process by studying the ‘se-
cret’ maps of the VOC and WIC – secret, as stated above, in the sense that they were 
not destined for printing – and the administrative investigations conducted for the Por-
tuguese crown in Africa and Portuguese Asia, it emerges that the port cities and for-
tresses, even those not located on islands, were thought of, depicted and experienced 
as insular spaces. The port cities and forts that were conquered or founded and added 
to trading networks were imagined, and indeed depicted, as islands.23

The Carte di Castello’s presentation of the world implicitly uses the cartographic 
and pictorial semiosis of ‘insulars’. Insulars, collections or atlases of islands (cover-
ing the Aegean, the Mediterranean, the oikumene, the inhabited world, or the entire 
planet) are a type of map and publication with ancient and mediaeval roots that de-
veloped and became popular in the early Renaissance, with works focusing on the Ae-
gean Sea by the Florentine Cristoforo Buondelmonte (c. 1420), followed by the Insu-
larium illustratum by Henricus Martellus Germanus (c. 1490) and the Isolario by the 
Venetian miniaturist, engraver and cartographer Benedetto Bordone (1528).24 These 
paradigmatic works reveal a way of thinking about and structuring space based on a 
very specific mosaic technique that developed in direct opposition to and concurrent-
ly with the synoptic and all-encompassing planispheres, like those printed and sold 
by the Blaeu printing works at the time the Carte di Castello were being produced.25 
Planispheres, and the mappae mundi that preceded them, convey a universal perception 
of the oikumene and the globe, in which the general engenders the specific. From the 
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insular viewpoint, the world is built and emerges from the juxtaposition of numerous 
specific and individual loci – the islands, either real or places erroneously considered 
and depicted as such, like many of the fortified storehouses or fortresses in Africa, 
Asia and America – irregular tiles that when spread out across the seas form a mosaic 
of the maritime world, connected by trade. In this case, the underlying compositional 
and geographical logic is the opposite of the planispheres: the specific, through pair-
ing, juxtaposition and integration, generates the world in its totality.26 This is a very 
selective and intrinsically violent way of seeing the world: everything not connected 
to trade and colonial interests – including civilisations and cultures dating back mil-
lennia – is excluded, and doesn’t count. The colonial and imperialist viewpoint de-
velops, and is therefore founded on, a paradox that generates violence: the universal 
ambition (supposedly encyclopaedic in cartographic representation, like in the Carte 
di Castello, but also in the depiction of botany, zoology and landscapes27) reflects, 
and indeed includes, only that which is within the scope and interests of the coloni-
al power, something grasped and explained by Edward W. Said in his much-debated 
concept of orientalism.28

Understanding the dominant insular dimension of the European colonial conquests 
in the early modern age is fundamental if we are to fight the rigid and simplistic histor-
ical analysis that interprets the European empires on a continental scale – for instance 
using ‘Europe-Asia’ or ‘Europe-Africa’ as the point of historical observation and anal-
ysis – and thereby anachronistically imposes categories and spaces of analysis that on-
ly came into operation at the end of the 18th century, with the sole exception, signifi-
cant but not generalisable, of the American continent.29 Analysing the Carte di Castello 
and the larger Dutch and Portuguese corpora from which the maps were derived high-
lights the strategic importance of insular places that, while located in seas and regions 
with huge distances between them, shared the fundamental characteristic of being in-
terconnected. In some cases, these places, which the Carte di Castello often depict at 
the moment they were founded or claimed, have turned into the main global cities of 
the contemporary global world (New York, Rio de Janeiro, Cape Town, Osaka, To-
kyo, Taiwan, Mexico City and Manila, for example); many other places, so crucial in 
transcontinental shipping in the early modern age (such as Malacca, Macau, the Car-
ibbean ports and the fortresses/prisons of sub-Saharan Africa) have lost their central-
ity, and indeed are disconnected from the trade networks that led to the construction 
of today’s globalized world. In some cases, violent colonial dynamics caused them to 
go from places of central importance for the global economy to places marked by ex-
treme poverty (such as Hispaniola, present-day Haiti). Overall, analysing the Carte di 
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Castello allows one to grasp on the one hand, dialectically, the crucial role of modern 
history as the moment of the foundation and development of a vision of history and 
the world,30 and, on the other hand, it highlights the importance of cartography as a 
form of writing, representation and colonial appropriation of the planet. 

Beyond ‘Cosimo/Cosmos’
Prince Cosimo’s name, a clear tribute and reference to the Medici family tree – from 
Cosimo the Elder, pater familias, to Cosimo I, the founder of the grand duchy, to Co-
simo II – continued the common theme of the family’s self-celebration, which started 
with the conquering of Siena by Cosimo I in 1559.

The victory parade for the entrance of the grand duke and his wife Eleanor of Tole-
do into Siena on 28 October 1560 included a temporary triumphal arch with a large 
globe bearing the now famous Greek inscription ‘Kosmos Kosmou Kosmos’, meaning 
‘Cosmos, Cosimo’s world’. Antonio Francesco Cirni, one of the Medici’s courtiers and 
a witness to the event, interpreted it as follows: “they mean that Duke Cosimo hon-
ours the world, and the world honours him, or indeed that the world is Cosimo’s and 
Cosimo is of the world”.31 This iconography was inspired by and recalled the symbols 
of the Roman empire, from those used by Emperor Augustus to those of Charles V, a 
contemporary of Cosimo’s, who died in 1558. 

The Medici coat of arms on a globe with a crown above and the same motto below 
was adopted as a printer’s mark by the Florence-based Giunti publishers, as seen on 
the frontispiece of Johannes de Sacrobosco’s treatise De sphaera in the Italian transla-
tion edited by Egnazio Danti.

Through the efforts of Giorgio Vasari, Vincenzio Borghini and Giambattista Andreani, 
with cosmographic assistance from Miniato Pitti and Egnazio Danti, Cosimo I highlight-
ed his power by focusing on areas with universal and cosmic meanings. The statue of 
Cosimo I as Augustus that Vincenzo Danti was commissioned to create for the facade 
of the Uffizi, now held in the Museo del Bargello32 and, particularly the Guardaroba 
Nuova in Palazzo Vecchio (fig. 10) epitomize this trend. The complex scenographic and 
cosmographic layout of the Guardaroba was designed around 1560, during the final 
decade of Cosimo I’s rule. Vasari, Cosimo I, Pitti and Andreani developed the design 
of an encyclopaedic and holistic depiction of the cosmos and the history of humanity, 
arranged and staged in the palace of the ‘Demiurge Prince’ and framed geographically 
by Ptolemaic maps of the entire globe, painted by Egnazio Danti, Vincenzo’s brother, on 
the doors of the wardrobes in the room, by an enormous globe – the largest ever con-
structed – in the centre of the room, prepared by Danti in 1569, by a planetary clock 
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10. Sala delle Carte Geografiche in Palazzo 
Vecchio with the Ptolemaic maps painted  
by Egnazio Danti and Stefano Bonsignori,  
and Danti’s globe,Florence, Palazzo Vecchio.
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built by Lorenzo della Volpaia and by a vast collection of naturalia and artificialia. The 
original, visionary project, described by Vasari in his biography of sculptor Vincenzo 
Danti, involved, as well as the paintings inspired by Ptolemy’s Geography,33 not one 
but two globes, one of the earth and one of the heavens, which were to be hung from 
the ceiling and moved up or down using equipment taken from the world of the thea-
tre.34 The project was never finished, and Cosimo I’s complex theatrum cosmographi-
cum soon lost its meaning.35 

A few decades later, beginning in 1587, Ferdinand I, having replaced his brother 
Francesco I on the Tuscan throne, along with his cosmographers, Antonio Lupicini 
and Antonio Santucci, abandoned Cosimo I’s plan to organize an encyclopaedic col-
lection of naturalia or artificialia framed within a complex (and unfeasible) cosmog-
raphy, and instead gathered together a collection of instruments in two specially pre-
pared rooms at the Uffizi: the Sala delle Matematiche, with globes, clocks, measuring 
devices, maps and scientific books, and the Sala della Cosmografia, which placed the 

11. Virtual reconstruction of the Sala della 
Cosmografia in the Gallerie degli Uffizi, by 
Filippo Camerota, realized by the Multimedia 
Laboratory of the Museo Galileo, Florence.
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prince – and therefore, implicitly, mankind – at the centre of the exhibition as an ob-
server and surveyor of nature (fig. 11).36 

Although, like his father, the grand duke was inspired by Ptolemaic cosmography, he 
commissioned exhibition spaces that were conceptually simpler and easier to understand. 
The Sala della Cosmografia contained Danti’s globe and an enormous self-propelled 
armillary sphere, more than three metres tall, built by Santucci (and currently on display 
at the Museo Galileo in Florence), while the walls were decorated with large frescoes 
of the Florentine dominion (730 × 320 cm), the territories of Siena (600 × 320 cm) and 
the island of Elba, all painted in 1589 by Ludovico Buti, with assistance from Stefano 
Bonsignori. Universal cartography (Danti’s globe) was thus paired with chorography 
(the depiction of the territories of the grand duchy), in the framework of a cosmic de-
piction of the Aristotelian/Ptolemaic universe (the armillary sphere). The latter was built 
by expanding the model Santucci had made in 1582 and that Ferdinand, then cardi-
nal, had sent as a gift to Philip II of Spain. The founding of the grand duchy, through 
the conquering of Siena and its territories, was therefore placed in an ecumenical and 
cosmic context.37

The ‘Cosmos/Cosimo’ theme was returned to again on the occasion of Cosimo III’s 
marriage to Marguerite Louise d’Orléans in 1661. In a booklet to mark the occasion 
entitled Il mondo festeggiante (The celebrating world) by Alessandro Carducci and Do-
menico Anglesi, with texts by Alessandro Segni and Giovanni Andrea Moniglia, which 
describes the public festivities in the Boboli Gardens (at what is now Palazzo Pitti), 
an etching shows a dance on horseback entitled ‘The Appearance of the Most Serene 
Prince of Tuscany as Hercules, Accompanied by Carriages of the Sun and the Moon, 
and followed by Riders from Europe, America, Asia and Africa in the Party on Horse-
back held for the Royal Wedding of His Most Serene Highness’.38 An enormous Atlas 
holds the celestial sphere aloft, while carriages and riders representing the continents 
and planets act out complex dances.

While the ‘Cosmos/Cosimo’ theme and the cosmographic outlook of the grand duchy 
still played a role in the Medici court, the Carte di Castello tell an altogether different 
story. The “geographical maps, drawn and illuminated with exceptional taste” acquired 
in the Netherlands, and those purchased in Lisbon, did not celebrate either the demiurge 
prince or the conquests of the grand duchy or the Medici household. If anything, they 
reminded the prince and his court that economic and financial power no longer flowed 
through Florence, and hadn’t for some time. Until the mid-16th century, and perhaps 
even a few years later, Florence’s banks, merchants and commercial and financial insti-
tutions, active across Europe, had continued to invest in and launch commercial ven-
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tures in Asia and the New World.39 A century later, Cosimo III was well aware of the 
distance between the Grand Duchy of Tuscany and the other European kingdoms and 
the larger colonial economic networks they had forged. To understand and depict the 
world one had to look at it through a Dutch, Portuguese or Spanish lens; this is one of 
the underlying meanings of the Carte di Castello. 
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 13 Viaje de Cosme 1933, p. 280: “[Cosimo] torna-
to a casa, passò la veglia con un mattematico porto-
ghese, che lo portò a far vedere un libro assai gran-
de contenente relazione delle cose dell’Indie con le 
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 14 For information on the relationship between 
Pimentel and Cosimo III, see Martins Ferreira 2009, 
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 16 Viaje de Cosme 1933, p. 280.
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