
Hajji Ahmed World Map 
#396 

	 1	

Title: Kemãl ile Naks Olinmis Cümle-I Cihãn Nemunesi [Fully Illustrated Exposition of the 
World in Its Entirety] 
Author: Tunuslu Hajji Ahmed 
Date: 1559-1568 
Description: The world map commonly known as the Mappamundi of Tunuslu Hajji 
Ahmed - easily ranks among the most significant achievements of early modern 
cartography. Created as a woodcut in an unknown Venetian workshop in 1559, it is the 
earliest known Turkish-language work of any kind to be designed for publication and 
sale in the Ottoman market. With the exception of two earlier charts by the famous 
cartographer Piri Re’is (d. 1554, #322), now extant only in fragmentary form, it also 
ranks as the oldest stand-alone Turcophone world map. Its copious companion text, 
intricately and painstakingly inscribed around the map’s outer margins, is among the 
most extensive original Turkish-language geographical treatises to have survived from 
the 16th century.  
 Derived from Oronce Finé’s cordiform world map of 1534 (#356) with more 
place names and an updated coastline for the Americas, this map was reputedly drawn 
with extensive commentary by Hajji Admad (or Hadji Ahmed, Haci Ahmet), a Tunisian 
slave. One of the Arabic notations gives the supposed date of creation as 1559 (or 967 
A.H.). Six woodblocks of the map were made, but the government seized the blocks and 
suppressed the project for political, as well as religious, reasons. The latest research on 
the map done by Benjamin Arbel suggests that this map was prepared by Giacomo 
Gastaldi in 1553 by order of the Venetian authorities, that the name Hajji Ahmed was a 
pseudonym used to promote the map in the Ottoman provinces, and that Marc Antonio 
Giustinian later obtained the plates from Gastaldi and was granted a privilege to print 
them in 1568. In 1795, Christoforo Antonio Loredan, superintendent of the criminal 
archives of the Venetian Council of Ten, found the blocks which had been stored and 
forgotten and had the state printer make an impression. Twenty-four impressions were 
made from the blocks (only eleven are known to have survived). The blocks themselves 
are still in the library of San Marco in Venice, but have been split for many years and no 
more impressions may be made from them. 

Yet for all of these singular qualities, Hajji Ahmed’s map has attracted surprisingly 
little attention from Ottoman historians: no complete transcription or translation of its 
contents has ever been published; it is regularly omitted from catalogues and reference 
works devoted to Ottoman geography and cartography; and it has, to date, been studied 
by only a handful of scholars with the linguistic skills to read its contents, Even among 
these specialists, the main topic that seems to have generated genuine scholarly interest 
relates to the question of the “real” identity of its author, a subject first addressed by the 
philologist Victor L. Ménage in a seminal article published in 1958.  

According to a brief autobiographical sketch included in the map’s marginal text, 
Hajji Ahmed was a Tunisian Muslim, trained in a Moroccan madrasa, who had the 
misfortune of being captured by pirates and sold as a slave to a Venetian nobleman, for 
whom he subsequently collaborated to create the map in exchange for the promise of 
freedom. Through a careful analysis of Hajj! Ahmed’s prose, however, Menage was able 
to identify systematic, and in some cases egregious, errors of grammar, orthography, 
and usage, which, he argued, no madrasa-trained native speaker of Turkish or Arabic 
could have made, Ménage concluded: “The ‘learned Moslem from Tunis,’ if he existed at 
all, must have played at best no more than a very subordinate part in the preparation of 
the map which is ascribed to him,”) Instead, he speculated, the true author of the text 
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was most likely the chief Venetian dragoman Michele Membre (d. 1594), perhaps aided 
by his assistant Nicolo Cambi and financed by the entrepreneur and publisher Marc 
Antonio Giustiniani.  

More than fifty years have passed since Ménage’s article was published; in the 
intervening decades, a handful of scholars have questioned the categorical name of 
Menage’s conclusions, But among the vast majority of Ottomanists, the map that bears 
Hajji Ahmed’s name continues to be understood according to the terms outlined by 
Menage: a forgery, written by an imposter, which as a result must be understood as 
having little or no relevance to the larger currents of Ottoman intellectual history. 
Consequently, Ottoman historians have maintained an awkward silence in the midst of 
a recent explosion of interest in the map among museum curators, cartographers, and 
other specialists in the cultural history of early modern Europe.'  

Giancarlo Casale in his article “Seeing the Past” moves beyond this narrow focus 
on the map’s “authenticity” as an Ottoman source and turns instead to an analysis of 
what its author actually says about the world of the mid-16th century and the Ottomans’ 
place within it. While accepting the basic empirical validity of Ménage’s thesis, Casale 
argues that the map and its companion text should nevertheless be read as an original 
and remarkably compelling work of historical geography, presenting a picture of the 
Ottoman state that is defined both geographically and historically through its 
relationship to the twin legacies of ancient Rome and Alexander the Great. Moreover, 
through a comparison with several other examples of Ottoman cultural production from 
the mid-16th century, Casale suggests some ways in which the arguments put forward 
by Hajji Ahmed, and the specific visual form in which they are presented, might have 
resonated with the contemporary, learned Ottoman audience for which they were 
intended. 

One important reason why Hajji Ahmed’s map has inspired a recent wave of 
enthusiasm from non-Ottomanists, who, in the absence of a complete translation, have 
no access to its written content, is that it is so visually striking as a work of cartography. 
Its central image, a map of the world in the distinctive shape of a heart, is of a type 
known as a cordiform projection, popular among European mapmakers of the mid-16th 
century because it allowed both the eastern and western hemispheres to be represented 
in a single image with minimal distortion. Below, along the bottom margin of the page, 
are three smaller images: a celestial sphere showing the earth ringed by the planets and 
two flanking star charts depicting the constellations of the winter and summer skies. 
Collectively, these four images comprise roughly half of the page, leaving the rest, with 
the exception of a title across the top and a stylized floral border around the other three 
edges, for the text. Appearing in very small script and completely filling the remaining 
space on the, page, the text plays an important role in defining the overall visual impact 
of the map and parallels the physical organization of the map in a number of ways.  

Like the map, the text is divided into several discrete sections. Parallel to the map’s 
visual content, the text’s longest component is a comprehensive overview of the world, 
which includes, as the author stresses repeatedly, descriptions of both the eastern 
hemisphere, well known to the ancients, and the newly discovered territories of the 
western hemisphere. This overview begins with a segment devoted to each of the 
world’s four continents: Africa, Europe, Asia, and the New World, followed by passages 
dedicated to its seven most powerful rulers and twelve most important kingdoms. 
These subsections, while consisting of historical, geographic, and economic details 
about the lands in question, are woven together by an underlying organizational 
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schema based on astrology, each of the seven rulers being associated with a planetary 
body and each of the twelve kingdoms with one of the twelve signs of the zodiac. In this 
way, the author neatly draws together his text, the accompanying cordiform world map, 
and the three smaller maps that depict the celestial as opposed to the terrestrial world. 
At the same time, the resulting set of associations among rulers, lands and heavenly 
bodies serves a larger didactic purpose: through the interplay of astrology and 
geography, and of text and image, Hajji Ahmed uses his map to impose a hierarchical 
order on world history - one configured in such a way as to place the Ottoman sultan, 
because of his particular location in space and time, at the celestial apex of world 
rulership. 

Casale examines the passage in which Hajji Ahmed gives us his definition of 
Europe:  

Europe: This is the part of the world that they also call “Frengistan” ... This 
continent is special in that it is small compared to the others but at the same time 
more densely populated and intensively cultivated. The arts and sciences flourish 
there, and the fighting spirit of its people has served as a constant source of 
illumination, such that it is more beautiful and secure than other renowned and 
famous provinces. And furthermore it should be known that the greatest rulers of 
all ages have compared this land to the Sun, and most of them have ruled from 
here. These include the mighty Sultan Alexander the Great, who ruled nine 
hundred and eighteen years before the Prophet Muhammad Mustafa; and 284 
years after him the Empire of the Romans [began its rule from here], and today in 
the year 967 of the Muslim calendar it is ruled by His Majesty Süleyman of the 
House of Osman, Sultan of Sultans and Refuge of the Rulers·of the World, who is 
an even greater source for the illumination of humanity. And alongside of him the 
realms of the kings of France and of Spain are also included in this continent, 
which are comparable to the planets Jupiter and Mercury. And it also sparkles 
with the light of the famous and prosperous realms of Italy and Portugal and 
Germany and Sarmatia, which are all described in more detail below.  
 
Several elements of this passage are deserving of special attention, the most basic 

being its surprising invocation of Europe [Avrüba]. This is, to say the least, an 
unexpected choice of terminology, for Europe, as a concept, was virtually unknown in 
the medieval Arab geographical tradition to which the Ottomans are generally 
considered heirs. Rather than referring to “continents,” Arab geographers typically 
organized the world with reference to the seven climes [akãlim] that collectively 
encompass the “inhabited quarter” [rub' al-meskun], that portion of the earth considered 
suitable for human habitation. Hajji Ahmed is clearly well versed in this terminology, 
the term clime appearing at several points in his text. Nevertheless, he insists on using 
“the four continents” as his basic organizing principle and on giving pride of place to 
Europe as “the Sun.”  

Equally unusual, but equally central to Hajji Ahmed’s conceptual framework, is 
his insistence on defining Europe not only through its physical (and celestial) 
geography but also as a place that is unique in terms of its history and political 
traditions. Indeed, such an assertion would have come as a surprise not only to 
medieval Arab geographers but also to most Europeans of Hajji Ahmed’s day. For even 
if the basic concept of organizing the physical world into “continents” was well 
established in European, intellectual circles, it was only during the middle decades of 
the 16th century, precisely the time that Hajji Ahmed was writing, that a handful of 
European intellectuals first began to experiment with the idea of Europe as a concrete 
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political and cultural space with an identity distinct from “Christendom.”  
In other words, Hajji Ahmed composed his text at a historical moment during 

which European identity, still in its earliest stages of development, had yet to be fully 
consolidated. And this, in turn, left him free to select criteria for defining Europe that 
differed in important ways from those that we, in the centuries since, have come to 
expect as de rigueur. Thus, in the passage above he makes no mention of Roman law, nor 
of Greco-Roman letters, nor, most strikingly, does he include any reference to 
Christianity. Instead, Hajji Ahmed keeps his emphasis on politics, ascribing Europe’s 
greatness to its historical role as the birthplace of Alexander the Great and of the Roman 
Empire. And, crucially, in making this assertion he shows no hesitation in listing the 
Ottoman sultan alongside the kings of Spain and France as a European ruler - indeed, as 
the most European ruler - precisely because he has left aside the cultural and religious 
criteria of “Europeanness” according to which the Ottomans might otherwise be 
excluded.  

Elsewhere, Casale describes the means by which Hajji Ahmed elaborates on this 
idea in subsequent sections of his text, as he devotes separate passages to each of the 
European countries on his list and systematically juxtaposes them with non-European 
states and rulers. What Casale considers most important about his argument is the 
connection he draws between Europe, Rome, the legacy of Alexander the Great, and the 
imagery of the sun in establishing the Ottoman sultan as the greatest ruler of the ages. 
As Hajji Ahmed says explicitly, Alexander was a mighty world conqueror because he 
ruled from Europe, a place that in the hierarchy of continents “has been compared to the 
Sun ... by the greatest rulers of all ages.” Through his many subsequent conquests in the 
lands beyond Europe, Alexander established a precedent that would be copied in later 
centuries, first by the emperors of Rome and eventually by the Ottoman sultan, “an 
even greater source for the illumination of humanity.” And this leads; climactically, to 
the following extended description of the rule of Süleyman the Magnificent, a passage 
that in many ways serves as the capstone of Hajji Ahmed’s argument:  

 
His illustrious Majesty, the Great Ottoman Sultan, has been compared to the Sun. 
He first and foremost illuminates Europe, but the power from the rays [of his 
magnificence] also shine upon the lands of Asia and Africa, such that other rulers 
cannot even be compared to stars, either in terms of their brilliance or their 
greatness, for they are all obscured [beside his radiance]. This noble progeny, 
through its valor and bravery, is constantly victorious, ruling the provinces of 
Anatolia, Karaman, Diyarbakir, Erzurum, Baghdad, Damascus, Arabia, all of 
Egypt, the Balkans and Hungary, and has extended its borders as far as Germany, 
and to the borders of Arabia, and in Africa to the south as far as Ethiopia, and in 
the direction of the west, with the conquests of the lord of Algeria, as far as 
Morocco. In short, the glory and power and majesty of the House of Osman is 
immeasurable and countless lords, both Muslim and Christian, have long paid 
tribute to it. And currently, from this illustrious house, the Sultan of Sultans who 
are the proof of rulership, Lord of the Conjunction of the time of Alexander of the 
Two Horns, His Majesty Sultan Süleyman rules from the Orient to Arabia with his 
bravery and power and glory and wisdom and justice and compassion. The 
majesty and wonder [of his rule] are such that they cannot be described by the 
tongue nor recorded and explained by the pen, although much has nevertheless 
been written in this regard.  
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Thus, in the great constellation of peoples and rulers of the world, the Ottoman 
Empire and its sultan are the sun, “such that other rulers cannot even be compared to 
stars.” And because Europe, in turn, is identified as the sun in the constellation of 
continents, the Ottoman sultan is confirmed as the physical embodiment of Europe. In 
consequence, the Ottoman sultan, and he alone, is the legitimate successor to Alexander 
the Great - his credentials being recognized precisely because, like Alexander, his 
conquests in the lands beyond the borders of Europe are so extensive.  

A few additional anecdotes from other sections of the text, in which Hajji Ahmed 
discusses contemporary states outside of Europe in a comparative context, will serve to 
fill in the final missing pieces of his argument. For example, while giving an account of 
the native population of Peru, he remarks that, “these people once upon a time were all 
pagans, but now most of them have become Catholics ... and have learned the Spanish 
language and customs, just as the people of Anatolia and Karaman have learned the 
language and customs of the Turks.” In this way, in a startling inversion of the standard 
narrative of Asia Minor’s Turkificatlon, he suggests that the disappearance of Greek 
Orthodox hegemony in Anatolia was a symptom of European expansion in Asia, a 
repetition, in a modern guise, of the Alexandrian conquests and subsequent 
Hellenization of the East. This is also the reason Hajji Ahmed gives for writing his text in 
Turkish rather than Arabic (ostensibly his native language). In his words: “This 
translation, according to the orders of my master, I wrote in the Turkish tongue to the 
extent that I was able, since it is this language that rules the world.” 

Finally, perhaps the most explicitly political section of Hajji Ahmed’s text in the 
passage dedicated to Shah Tahmasp of Iran (r. -1525-1576), the Ottomans feared rival in 
the east. Here Hajji Ahmed describes the shah in glowing terms, that he “has great 
numbers of cavalry, and is an intelligent and powerful ruler, once upon a time the 
province of Persia ruled all the lands of the east, and its extended all the way to the 
Roman Empire.” Having openly associated modern Safavids with the Persians of 
antiquity, however, he reminds his readers that the latter, for all of their greatness, 
“were unable to resist Alexander the Great, and were defeated and became subject to 
him.” Presumably, Shah Tahmasp, too, “who has been compared to Mars, and 
illuminates Asia with his rays,” was destined to be outshone by the rising European sun 
of Süleyman the Magnificent. 

Casale summarizes his discussion by stating that even if we accept Ménage’s 
hypothesis that the “real” Hajji Ahmed was in fact Michele Membré (or, alternatively, a 
group of collaborators of which Membré was the leading member), there is no reason to 
understand his map as being, for this reason, in any way less authentically “Ottoman” 
than the famous crown commissioned by Ibrahim Pasha for Süleyman the Magnificent a 
generation earlier. Both were created in Venice, by Venetians, but nevertheless reflect a 
distinctly Ottoman cosmology of universal empire expressed through the concept of 
translatio imperii.  

Hajjid Ahmed’s map was a printed work intended to be sold in the Ottoman 
market. It was composed in Turkish and clearly intended for an Ottoman audience. 
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Locations: Several copies of the map are accessible in public library collections, 
including the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; the William Clements Library, 
University of Michigan; the John Carter Brown Library, Brown University; and the 
Biblioteca Marciana, Venice. However, all known copies of the map date from a series of 
24 impressions made in the late 18th century from the original woodcut blocks, which 
are today in Venice’s Museo Correr.  
 
Size: 100.3 x 107.3 cm 
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Kemãl ile Naks Olinmis Cümle-I Cihãn Nemunesi [Fully Illustrated Exposition of the World in 

Its Entirety] woodcut by Tunuslu Hajji Ahmed, Venice 1559 
All surviving copies are from a series of twenty-four impressions made in the late 18th 

century from the original 16th century printing blocks. 
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Detail: North & Central America  

 

 
Detail: Southern Hemisphere, note the improved shape of South America 
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Detail: North Pole. Note the separation between North America and Asia, compared with 

Oronce Finé’s 1534 map 
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Giovanni Cimerlino’s Cosmographia Universalis ab Orontino Olim descripta, 1566 

 [Map of the world by Orontio {Finaeus} ... ]. Giovanni Cimerlino, Venice, circa 1566 (after the 
woodcut map of Finaeus, Paris, 1534). 52x58 cm 

 
 The map of Orontius Finaeus (see #352.1) was constructed on a projection which 
split America along its seams. While that double-cordiform rendering had permitted an 
ideal view of the changes to the world image wrought by Magellan’s circumnavigation, 
it left the equatorial regions of the earth confusingly disjointed. Here, however, Finaeus 
presents the same geography on a “true” cordiform projection, a single heart-shape 
with no truncation. With this perspective, evidence of another incursion into the Pacific, 
that of Vasco Nunez de Balboa, is more legible.  
 It was with Balboa's crossing of the meso-American isthmus in 1513 that 
America first yielded a clue to the nature of its western shores. Through the region 
marked Dariena on the map, Balboa “passed over the daungerous mountaynes towarde 



Hajji Ahmed World Map 
#396 

	 11	

the South sea [and] learned by report that in the prospect of those coastes there laye an 
Ilande aboundynge with pearles of the greatest sorte.”  
 Having successfully crossed Panama, he beheld the Pacific lying to the south 
from his vantage point in the mountains of Darien. The frustrating impenetrability of 
the New World had been finally breached. It is not clear, however, precisely what 
waters Balboa believed he was gazing at. Balboa may have envisioned the world as did, 
for example, Waldseemüller on his map of 1507 (#310), with a “true,” if still diminutive, 
“Pacific” ocean. In this view Balboa would have correctly perceived that these were the 
waters described by Marco Polo and that he, rather than his predecessors in the 
Caribbean, had finally reached the China Sea from the east. Conversely, he could have 
assumed that the isthmus he had crossed was part of the land-bridge which had 
classically rendered the Indian Ocean a closed sea, that he in effect had just pierced the 
right border of the world map as shown by Ptolemy, that his South Sea was Ptolemy’s 
Magnus Sinus, and that Cattigara therefore lay somewhere along his new coast. That is 
how Finaeus interpreted the events. 
 Finaeus believed that America and Asia were partitioned only by a gulf, in 
effect showing North America as Asia Extrum Cathay in a way analogous to earlier 
conceptions showing eastern Asia as being India Extrum Ganges. North America is 
partitioned from China only by a gulf similar to that which separates India from Arabia 
or Southeast Asia from India, with the Spice Islands squeezed into this Amer-Asian 
gulf. The data brought by the survivors of the Magellan voyage had failed to impress 
upon Finaeus the true size of the Pacific Ocean.  
 As a result of this confusion, the recent landfalls of American explorations co-
exist with the worlds and place-names lingering from Marco Polo and the medieval 
mind. Although the regions of Florida, Francesca, Baccalear, and Los cortes properly 
occupy the eastern seaboard of North America, in the region of present-day Texas we 
find Catay, or Cathay [China]. Although the term Cathay became synonymous with 
China, it more correctly denoted only the region of the Kara Khitai, a semi-nomadic 
people who ruled an independent state near the northwest border of China and whose 
military adventures helped to spark the myth of Prester John. Cathay proper, the 
country of the Kara Khitai, was conquered by Ghengis Khan in the early  13th century.  
  West of Cathay, in the vicinity of what is now the American southwest, Finaeus 
plots Tangut, the northwestern part of China where Marco Polo encountered the escorts 
of Kublai Khan. To the south, Messigo [Mexico] and Temistita [Mexico City] are simply 
regional names in the province of Mangi (Manzi, or southern China), whose splendor 
Polo described as being “on such a stupendous scale that no one who hears of it 
without seeing it for himself can possibly credit it.” Messigo is in fact shown to the west 
of Cathay. Desert is shown stretching across the Great Lakes region. A realm of pygmies 
(Pig Mei), probably inherited from early Norse reports of Skraelings in Greenland, lies 
just east of the desert. Off the western shores of the New World lies the Moluccan Sea 
(Moluce Mare).   
 The map, originally prepared in woodcut by Finaeus for Francis I in 1534, is 
here copied in copperplate by the Veronese engraver Cimerlino about 1566. It is framed 
in an elaborate array of angels, cherubs, columns, and filigree, bearing a dedication to 
Henry Fitzalan, Earl of Arundel. Henry Harrisse in his The Discovery of North America, 
considers the map’s model to date from 1521, shortly before Fineaus was imprisoned. 
In any event, as the map records the discoveries of Magellan, in its present form its 
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geographic content could not have been established until sometime after the return of 
that voyage’s survivors in 1522.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Oronce Finé’s cordiform world map of 1534 (#356) 
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