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This thesis investigates early modern ways of  looking at the world through an 
analysis of  what the continents meant in three settings of  knowledge making in 
seventeenth-century Sweden. Combining text, maps and images, the thesis anal-
yses the meaning of  the continents in, first, early modern scholarly ‘geography’, 
second, accounts of  journeys to the Ottoman Empire and, third, accounts of  
journeys to the colony New Sweden. The investigation explores how an under-
standing of  conceptual categories such as the continents was intertwined with 
processes of  making and presenting knowledge. In this, the study combines ap-
proaches from conceptual history with research on knowledge construction and 
circulation in the early modern world.

The thesis shows how geographical frameworks shifted between settings. There 
was variation in what the continents meant and what roles they could fill. Rather 
than attribute this flexibility to random variation or mistakes, this thesis inter-
prets flexibility as an integral part of  how the world was conceptualized. Reli-
gious themes, ideas about societal unities, definitions of  old, new and unknown 
knowledge, as well as practical considerations, were factors that in different way 
shaped what the continents meant.

A scheme of  continents – usually consisting of  the entities ‘Africa,’ ‘America,’ 
‘Asia,’ ‘Europe’ and the polar regions – is a part of  descriptions about what the 
world looks like today. In such descriptions, the continents are often treated as
existing outside of  history. However, like other concepts, the meaning and sig-
nificance of  these concepts have changed drastically over time and between con-
texts. This fact is a matter of  importance for historians, but equally so for a 
wider public using geographical categories to understand the world. Concepts 
such as the continents may describe what the world looks like, yet they can cre-
ate both boundaries and affiliations far beyond land and sea.
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1. Conceptualizing continents, making worlds

In 1643, the printing press in the Swedish town Västerås published a large 
broadside map with the title Orbis terrarum rudi penicillo adumbratus (‘The 
earthly globe sketched with an unskilled pen’).1 This is a crudely made woodcut 
map, yet, it catches the eye because of its unusual layout (Figure 1). Noteworthy, 
the map is oriented towards the south. As a result, Africa and the as yet (and still) 
undiscovered southern continent Magellanica covers the upper parts of the map. 
Moreover, the globe is parted not through the Pacific but the Atlantic Ocean. 
The map legend states that the original manuscript map – which this map builds 
on – was first made for geography education in the university town Uppsala in 
the early seventeenth century. 

The viewer of this enigmatic piece of educational material might feel some 
vertigo caused by the particular perspective of the map. However, there is no 
need to worry; on the right-hand side of the map a reassuring legend clarifies:

One should not be surprised that this map is placed [in a way] that differs 
from common practice, since it is structured so as to show the situation 
of the world and specific places from the vantage point of us, the people 
in the North. For a fuller and more exact delineation of the world and 
its parts, see the writings of old or recent geographers such as [Giovanni 
Antonio] Magini, [Abraham] Ortelius, Gerhard Mercator.2

From this commentary, the viewer learns that this was not a common perspective 
for early modern portrayals of the world. From between the lines, he or she learns 
that the maker of the map conceived the presentation of world geography as in 
some ways dependent on perspective and on the intent behind a presentation. 
The commentary acknowledges that there are other portrayals of world geography 

1  Johannes Rudbeckius, ‘Orbis terrarum rudi penicillo adumbratus’, part of the broadsheet 
Tabulae duae, una geographica, altera chronologica (Västerås, 1643). This was the second 
of two printed world maps made by Rudbeckius. For additional discussion, see Charlotta 
Forss, ‘Världen från ett annat perspektiv: två svenska kartor från 1600-talet’ Kart & 
Bildteknik, 2 (2015), pp. 12–14.

2  ‘Quod a communi more situata sit haec tabula, ne mireris, cum sic ordinata nobis 
septentrionalibus, melius terrae & singulorum locorum situm concipiendum exhibeat. 
Pleniorem & exactiorem orbis terrarum & ejus partium delineationem vide apud 
Geographos antiquos vel recentiores puta Maginum, Ortelium, Gerhardum Mercat’. 
Rudbeckius, Tabulae duae (1643). The original Latin includes grammatical errors that have 
been disregarded in this translation. 
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and that these might be better, yet, it maintains that this map contributes with a 
particular, and thereby relevant, view. 

The map’s maker was Johannes Rudbeckius, professor at Uppsala University, 
later court chaplain and lastly bishop of Västerås. Rudbeckius was a scholar 
and theologian of some renown in seventeenth-century Sweden, and he was 
particularly interested in both education and geography.3 From the text and map 
he made, we get an indication that Rudbeckius (or possibly a shrewd editor) 
imagined geography as changeable. Rudbeckius’s map showed the world from 
a ‘northern perspective’, spread out in front of a viewer balancing on the top of 
the globe.4 

Indeed, Rudbeckius motivated the unusual perspective of Orbis terrarum rudi 
penicillo adumbratus with its function as a complement to the works of geographers 
already used in seventeenth-century Sweden. These were the ‘old’ geographers of 
Greek and Roman antiquity and the modern geographers from the map making 
centres across early modern Europe.5 The old and new authorities were valid, but 
they also left room for one more perspective. For Rudbeckius, there was room 
for several approaches to world geography to coexist. This is one indication that 
there is more to early modern descriptions of the world than meets the eye.

A second indication appears if we turn to the works of the geographers that 
Rudbeckius referred to in his map. Among these were the German-Flemish 
cartographer Gerard Mercator. In the introductory section to his 1595 Atlas – 
the first collection of maps bearing that name – Mercator explains how he first 
planned his work:

Since order always requires, by a natural necessity, to place things in 
general before particulars and the whole before the part, for the better 
understanding of a given thing, I, bound by the same law, ought to preface 
this first volume of our geography of the northern lands with the image 
of the universal globe of the earth and its four parts, Europe, Africa, Asia, 
and America, in order to pursue the matter more successfully.6

3  For a background on Rudbeckius, see Rudolf Hall, Rudbeckius, Johannes (Ner.): En historisk-
pedagogisk studie (Stockholm, 1911); Herman Richter ed., Anders Bure and his Orbis Arctoi 
Nova Et Accurata Delineato 1626 (Lund, 1936), p. vii.

4  Possibly, an editor rather than Rudbeckius wrote the commentary. Regardless of who wrote 
the caveat, its appearance on the map is an indication that someone thought the audience 
might react to the perspective. See Forss, ‘Världen från ett annat perspektiv’.

5  It is as difficult not to use a term like ‘Europe’ as it is to use it. For a comment on this issue, 
see ch. 2, pp. 52–3.

6  Gerhard Mercator, Atlas sive cosmographiae meditationes de fabrica mundi et fabricate figura 
in E.M. Ginger, Philip Smith et al., eds., Gerardus Mercator Duisburg, 1595: Atlas sive 
cosmographiae meditationes de fabrica mundi et fabricate figura (The Lessing J. Rosenwald 
Collection, Library of Congress, CD-ROM, Oakland, 2000), p. 152.
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By systematically structuring his Atlas, Mercator – like Rudbeckius – saw himself 
as promoting an understanding of world geography. Moreover, Mercator spells 
out a connection between the making of geographical knowledge and the 
conceptualization of spatial categories. He presents world geography as a set 
of entities that can be structured to make a whole with reference to size and 
type. He argues that the continents ‘Africa’, ‘America’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ should 
make up the first layer of this hierarchical set and that these entities facilitate an 
understanding of the world. For Mercator, the presentation of what the world 
looks like is a process of choosing and structuring entities into a coherent whole.7

What can these two cases tell us? Rudbeckius case highlights that early 
modern mapmakers could embrace, and perhaps utilize to their advantage, the 
existence of parallel descriptions of the world. Mercator’s case indicates that these 
descriptions were not only parallel products that existed simultaneously, but 
something more complex. When structuring his Atlas, Mercator was, in fact, also 
choosing and delineating the concepts contained within, not only presenting but 
making a view of the world. When combined, these two cases indicate that early 
modern presentations of what the world looked like were intricately bound up 
with conceptual frameworks and with the processes of making knowledge. The 
cases of Rudbeckius and Mercator are forceful reminders that the spatial layout 
of the earth’s surface is more than a question of water and land. Although spatial 
thinking relates to the physical features of the earth, it is culturally constructed 
and changes across time and space.8 

Speaking to this complexity, the present thesis is an examination of the 
conceptual framework of early modern descriptions of what the world looked like. 
More specifically, the study focuses on those concepts that Mercator identified 
as the first step of a description of the world: the continents. At the intersection 
between scholarship and travel writing, this thesis investigates what seventeenth 
century scholars and travellers from Sweden meant by ‘Africa’, ‘America’, ‘Asia’ 
and ‘Europe’ and what this can tell us about how they viewed their world. Thus, 
this is a study of conceptualization, and it is a study of how conceptualization 

7  See also James R. Akerman, ‘The Structuring of Political Territory in Early Printed Atlases’ 
Imago Mundi 47:1 (1995).

8  This idea has received particular attention in what has been called the ‘spatial turn’ of 
the humanities and social sciences in recent decades, heralded by thinkers such as Henri 
Lefebvre, The production of space (Oxford, 1991); Denis Cosgrove, Social formation and 
symbolic landscape (London, 1984); Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and place: The perspective of experience 
(Minneapolis, 1977). For examples of discussion on this theme in Swedish research, see 
Mats Hallenberg & Magnus Linnarsson eds., Politiska rum: Kontroll, konflikt och rörelse i det 
förmoderna Sverige 1300–1850 (Lund, 2014); Marko Lamberg, Marko Hakanen & Janne 
Haikari eds., Physical and cultural space in pre-industrial Europe: Methodological approaches to 
spatiality (Lund, 2011); See also the introduction and articles of Scandia 74:2 (2008).
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functioned in the process of making geographical knowledge for ‘people in the 
north’.

A study of the continents situated in time and space
That worldviews are made from ‘somewhere’ is a well-established notion in the 
study of historical geography today, yet, its implications have only to a lesser 
degree been explored for the history of those enigmatic entities called ‘continents’.9 
Earlier research has established the long-term history of the continents, tracing 
their origins in Greco-Roman antiquity and how they have changed in meaning 
over a long period of time.10 Especially, the idea of ‘Europe’ as a place and an idea 
has been the object of considerable interest.11 In the present study, I build on this 
work and situate the continents as concepts that were given meaning by Swedish 
travellers and scholars in the seventeenth century. This means that in comparison 
to earlier work, I place greater emphasis on the how meaning changed between 
specific usage situations and people involved in describing the world.

In relation to this issue of perspective, it is interesting that Rudbeckius’s 
map suggests that an awareness of perspective is not necessarily a modern 
sentiment. In fact, this thesis proposes that perspective was a part of early modern 
understanding of the world. The early modern interest in geography and the drive 
to order and possess the natural world are well documented and commented 
on. Detailed studies of old and new authorities were coupled with explorations 
abroad and ambitious surveys at home.12 However, the notion that early modern 

9  See Withers, Placing the Enlightenment; David Livingstone, Putting science in its place: 
Geographies of scientific knowledge (Chicago, 2003); Steven Shapin, ‘Placing the view from 
nowhere: historical and sociological problems in the location of science’ Transaction of the 
Institute of British Geographers, vol 23 nr 1 (1998), pp. 5–12.

10  See Sabine Poeschel, ‘The iconography of the continents in the visual art from the 
origins to the age of Tiepolo’ in Luisa Passerini & Marina Nordera eds., Images of Europe 
(Florence, 2000); Martin Lewis & Kären Wigen, The Myth of Continents: A Critique of 
Metageography (Berkeley, 1997).

11  Michael Wintle, The Image of Europe: Visualising Europe in cartography and iconography 
(Cambridge, 2009); Roberto M. Dainotto, Europe (in theory) (London, 2007); Anthony 
Pagden ed., The idea of Europe From Antiquity to the European Union (New York, 2007); 
Luisa Passerini ed., Figures d’Europe/Images and Myths of Europe (Europe plurielle/Multiple 
Europes, Brussels, 2003); Gerard Delanty, Inventing Europe: Idea, identity, reality (London, 
1995). See also, V.Y. Mudimbe, The idea of Africa (London, 1994); V.Y. Mudimbe, The 
Invention of Africa: Gnosis, philosophy and the order of knowledge (Oxford, 1988).

12  Recent contributions within this field include: Surekha Davies, Renaissance Ethnography 
and the invention of the human: New worlds, maps and monsters (Cambridge, 2016); Ayesha 
Ramachandran, The worldmakers: global imagining in early modern Europe (Chicago, 
2015); Christine Johnson, The German discovery of the world (Charlottesville and London, 
2008); Matthew McLean, Cosmographia of Sebastian Münster: Describing the world in 
the Reformation (Abingdon, 2007). For the importance of cartographic developments, 
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world geography could be conceived of as dependent on perspective and open for 
discussion by its practitioners warrants further investigation. Some present-day 
scholars have connected this tendency to a process of modernization.13 I would 
like to suggest that it is, to an equal degree, part of early modern conceptualization 
of the world in its own right.14 

The thesis places the spotlight on the seventeenth century as a framework for 
examining early modern ways of looking at the world. The early modern period 
was a transformative period that saw, from a broad European perspective, a rapid 
growth in geographical information. During the course of the seventeenth-
century, world geography was caught up in several different discussions. Religious 
ideas met new ways of knowing and legitimating geography. The geographical 
tradition of classical antiquity, often characterized as a Renaissance pursuit, was 
still influential, while at the same time scientific ideals attributed to Enlightenment 
developments were taking hold. The earlier European voyages of discovery were 
transforming into colonial enterprises in some parts of the world, and new 
scientific expeditions were looming on the horizon. These transformations make 
the seventeenth century an ideal framework for examining conceptualization in 
processes of knowledge making.15 The temporal focus is also particularly fruitful 
for a study of the continents since earlier research has pinpointed important 
shifts in the meaning of these concepts in the early modern period.16 Moreover, 

see David Woodward ed., History of Cartography (Chicago, 2007), vol. 3 (HOC); For 
a Swedish context, see Mats Höglund, Kampen om fredsmilen: Kartan som makt- och 
kontrollinstrument i 1655 års reduktion (Uppsala, 2017); Charlotta Forss, ‘En värld av 
kartor: Atlasverk och kartor i stormaktstidens Sverige’ Biblis, 63 (2013), pp. 18–27; Maria 
Gussarsson Wijk, Mats Höglund & Bo Lundström, Med kartan i fokus: en vägledning till 
de civila och militära kartorna i Riksarkivet (Stockholm, 2013).

13  Lewis comments on the haphazard vocabulary of early modern geography. He sees 
the concern with consistency as an aspect of modernity. Martin Lewis, ‘Dividing the 
Ocean Sea’ The Geographical Review (Apr. 1999), p. 196; see also Withers, Placing the 
Enlightenment, p. 194; Ramachandran, The worldmakers, p. 6.

14  For additional commentary, see also Katharina N. Piechocki, ‘Erroneous Mappings: 
Ptolemy and the Visualization of Europe’s East’ in Karen Newman & Jane Tylus eds., 
Early Modern Cultures of Translation (Philadelphia, 2015), p. 91.

15  See note 12 for further reading on Renaissance geographical thinking. With a focus on 
the later part of the seventeenth century, see also Benjamin Schmidt, Inventing Exoticism: 
Geography, Globalism, and Europe’s Early Modern World (Philadelphia, 2015); William 
Poole, The world makers: Scientists of the Restoration and the search for the origins of the earth 
(Oxford, 2010). 

16  See Lewis and Wigen, Myth of continents, pp. 24–5; John Hale, The Civilization of Europe 
in the Renaissance (New York, 1995), ch. 1; Mark Bassin, ‘Russia between Europe and Asia: 
The ideological construction of geographical space’ Slavic Review, vol. 50.1 (Spring, 1991), 
pp. 1–17; Denys Hay, ‘Europe revisited: 1979’ History of European Ideas, vol. 1 (1980), pp. 
1–6; Denys Hay, Europe: The emergence of an idea (Edinburgh, 1957; 1967). Others have 
instead emphasised the importance of the medieval period or the Enlightenment. For an 
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while historians of the Renaissance have identified important developments of 
worldviews more generally in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, historical 
geographers have traditionally focused more on the disciplinary formations of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.17 In relation to these scholarly traditions, 
the present study, focusing on the seventeenth century, contributes by a bridging 
of time perspectives. 

At the intersection between scholarship and travel 
accounts
Discussions about worldviews often focus on the ideas that are seen to summarize 
a mentality, an age or a society. In so doing, it is easy to miss the significance of 
varying conceptual formulations. In contrast, the thesis whose pages you have 
just began to turn focuses on the ways in which different forms of knowledge – 
and, at times, lack of knowledge – about the world were organized in conceptual 
categories and were part in shaping early modern worldviews.18 To this end, the 
thesis is structured around a comparative approach with three case studies at 
the core of the investigation. Each case study is an examination of what the 
continents meant in a setting that has been described as crucial for the making of 
early modern geography and worldviews.

The first setting is the making of erudite and scholarly ‘geography’ in 
seventeenth-century Sweden. In this setting, scholars set out to describe to 
students what the surface of the earth looked like, defining the continents in 
the process. These scholars wrote textbooks, made maps and held lectures at 
the universities and schools in the Swedish realm and provinces. In addition to 
printed texts and maps, this activity resulted in a rich material of manuscript texts 
from lectures, library catalogues and school instructions. Together, these maps, 

example of the former, see Robert Bartlett, The Making of Europe: Conquest, Colonization 
and Cultural Change, 930–1350 (Princeton, 1993); For the latter, see J.G.A. Pocock, ‘What 
do We Mean by Europe?’ The Wilson Quarterly vol. 21 (1997), pp. 12–29.

17  See Robert Mayhew, ‘The effacement of early modern geography (c.1600–1850): 
a historiographical essay’ Progress in Human Geography 25,6 (2001), pp. 282–401. 
Enlightenment geography is discussed extensively among historical geographers, for 
example: Withers, Placing the Enlightenment; David Livingstone and Charles Withers, 
Geography and Enlightenment (Chicago, 1999). In Sweden: Pontus Hennerdal, 
‘Educational ideas in geography education in Sweden during the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries: The relationship between maps and texts’ International Research in 
Geographical and Environmental Education 24(3) (2015), pp. 258–272.

18  Other have also emphasised the multiplicity of early modern worldviews. For example 
Vanita Seth, Europe’s Indians: Producing racial difference, 1500–1900 (Durham & London, 
2000), p. 3; Lesley B. Cormack, Charting an Empire, Geography at the English universities 
1580–1620 (Chicago, 1997), p. 11.
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printed textbooks and manuscript lecture notes detail the boundaries of what was 
considered scholarly ‘geography’ in the early modern period. The material body 
of this curriculum provides a fruitful ground for examining what was considered 
to be basic knowledge about a scheme of continents. This is one of the main 
arenas pointed out by earlier research as crucial in the shaping of early modern 
ideas about what the world looked like, and consequently makes the material 
highly relevant for a study of the conceptualization of the continents.19

The second case study presents a setting that differs in significant ways 
from the scholarly geography, while also being interconnected with it. Instead 
of looking at descriptions of the whole world, this case study examines what 
the continents meant in accounts of journeys to what contemporaries called 
the ‘Old World’, that is, the intersection between Africa, Asia and Europe in 
the eastern Mediterranean. This shift in focus provides a ground for contrasting 
the conceptual framework of scholarly geography with the language used by 
Swedish seventeenth-century travellers. The case study brings attention to how 
the practical conditions of itineraries played part in language use. Travel accounts 
by Swedish diplomats, students and adventurers cast a stark light on how the 
continents were understood in relation to specific places and to movement. The 
geographical region in focus is particularly interesting in that it has been the nexus 
of scholarly debates about clashing civilizations and the creation of identities 
connected to place.20 The Ottoman Empire figures largely in this chapter, as does 
the boundaries between Europe, Asia and Africa. 

The third case study leaves the Old World behind and centres on how the 
continents were conceptualized by Swedish travellers and settlers in the colony 
New Sweden, thriving for a brief period in the seventeenth century on the banks 
of the Delaware River in the present-day states of Delaware, New Jersey and 
Pennsylvania, USA. As in the second case study, the source material that make 
up this setting consist of travel accounts. In this case, the accounts are made by 
persons who journeyed from Sweden to New Sweden in the seventeenth century. 
This approach allows me to analyse how factors such as place and political 
conditions were interlinked with how the continents were understood and used 
in descriptions of journeys. Moreover, the focus on New Sweden speaks to a 

19  Johnson, The German discovery of the world; Cormack, Charting an Empire; Anthony 
Grafton, New Worlds, Ancient Texts: The Power of Tradition and the Shock of Discovery 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1992).

20  Colin Imber, Keiko Kiyotaki & Rhodas Murphey eds., Frontiers of Ottoman Studies: 
State, province, and the west, vol. 2. (London, 2005); Nancy Bisaha, Creating east and west: 
Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks (Philadelphia, 2004); Peter Burke, ‘Did 
Europe exist before 1700?’ History of European Ideas 1:1 (1980), pp. 21–29.
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long tradition of scholarship that has analysed the importance of the so-called 
‘discovery’ of America for European understandings of the world.21 

Through these three case studies, the thesis demonstrates how different 
processes of knowledge making crossed paths, merged and diverged and how 
conceptual categories played an important part in this development. The study 
contrasts scholarship with travel writing. Equally important, it is a comparison 
of what happened to conceptual categories when the perspective shifted between 
the ‘Old World’ and the ‘New World’.22 Throughout the study, it is clear that 
the ways in which early modern people conceptualized geography depended not 
only on one stable perspective, but was directly situational. In some situations, the 
categories of an established tradition of geographical scholarship were the main 
assumptions behind presentations, in others, religious categories and personal 
experiences were far more important. 

Seventeenth-century Sweden
In studies of the development of a European identity, the subject of research has 
often coincided with the object. In other words, scholars have investigated ideas 
about ‘Europe’ in ‘Europe’. Thus, in his study of Europe as a concept expressed 
in visual sources from antiquity to today, historian Michael Wintle regards his 
source material as ‘European’, rather than examining variation within the region. 
He does not deny that there were differences in perception, yet he argues that ‘the 
eventual result was a genuinely European trend, marked much more significantly 
by its internal coherence than by its diversity’.23 While Wintle convincingly 
portrays this long-term development, the approach fails to acknowledge how 
in practice these ideas spread and took form. A focus on the continents in 
the making of knowledge instead directs attention to the processual nature of 
conceptualization. It is improbable, if not impossible, that modes of viewing 
the world would appear and become integrated at the same time in such a large 
area as Europe (whatever Europe is then defined to be). As seen in the case of 

21  See for example, Eviatar Zerubavel, Terra Cognita: The mental discovery of America (New 
Brunswick, 2003); Karen Ordahl Kupperman ed., America in European consciousness, 
1493–1750 (Chapel Hill & London, 1995); Edmundo O’Gorman, The invention of 
America: An inquiry into the historical nature of the new world and the meaning of its history 
(Bloomington, 1961).

22  Seth studies European ideas of selfhood and otherness in relation to India and America for 
similar purposes, see Seth, Europe’s Indians, pp. 11–12.

23  Wintle, The image of Europe, p. 29. Some studies of Europe have pointed to the need to 
problematize the European subject. For example, see Valerie Kivelson, ‘The cartographic 
emergence of Europe?’ in Hamish Scott ed., The Oxford Handbook of early modern 
European history, 1350–1750, vol 1: peoples and places (Oxford, 2015); Vanita Seth, Europe’s 
Indians, p. 28. 
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Rudbeckius’s map, which portrayed the world for the benefit of people living in 
the north, the situation could be more complex. 

Sweden provides a case to scrutinize the proposition that a coherent Europe 
imagined a scheme of continents in particular ways. The Swedish state was not 
the only framework – or even the most important framework – to these scholars 
and travel writers, yet, it was one of the frameworks that they related to. Using 
‘Sweden’ as a framework also means creating other generalizations. Nevertheless, 
in the specific setting of research on the continents, this perspective constitutes a 
useful complement to earlier research. 

The Swedish seventeenth-century state was expansionist, both in terms of 
ambitions of regional influence, control over territory, and the state administration. 
At the beginning of the century, ‘Sweden’ included most of present-day Sweden, 
Finland and Estonia. Towards the end of the century, this list of territories 
had been complemented with larger parts of the Baltics, enclaves in northern 
Germany, the provinces of Härjedalen and Jämtland on the border with Norway 
and Bohuslän, Halland, Skåne (Scania) and Blekinge in the south-western and 
southern part of the Swedish peninsula.24 Sweden was an important regional 
power in terms of military might. In terms of intellectual and cultural trends, 
it was well connected to the neighbouring countries. At the same time, some 
developments within this field seem to have taken hold later – or in somewhat 
different guises – here than in southern and western Europe.25 

The ideas of Swedish seventeenth-century geographers and travellers are 
also important in light of later Enlightenment developments. Not least, these 
were the generations preceding Carolus Linnaeus and his foundational system 
for organizing the natural world.26 Present-day research has emphasised how the 
classifications of Linnaeus and his disciples tie into European imperial projects 
and emerging racist ideologies.27 The Swedish seventeenth-century scholars and 

24  An overview of Sweden’s political and military developments in this period can be found 
in Nils Erik Villstrand, Sveriges Historia: 1600–1721 (Stockholm, 2011). Note that all 
references to seventeenth century ‘Sweden’ refers to Sweden, Finland and the provinces 
across the Baltic Sea.

25  Intellectual developments have a geography as well as a history. For a discussion about 
this in relation to the study of languages: Gunilla Gren-Eklund, ‘Språkforskning och 
språkforskare vid europeiska 1600-talsuniversitet’ in Éva Á. Csató, Gunilla Gren-Eklund 
& Folke Sandgren, En resenär i svenska stormaktstidens språklandskap: Gustaf Peringer 
Lillieblad (1651–1710) (Uppsala, 2007).

26  Linneaus gave attributes to people and divided them from other groups partly on the 
basis of the continents. The categorization developed over time to include ‘wild people’, 
‘Americans’, ‘Europeans’, ‘Asians’, ‘Africans’ and ‘monsters’. For further commentary, see 
Marie Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel writing and transculturation (New York, 2008), p. 
32.

27  George M Fredrickson, Racism: A short history (Princeton, 2002), p. 56; Pratt, Imperial 
Eyes, chiefly ch. 2.
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travellers did not always use the same categories as Linnaeus, but a study of 
these earlier generations and their worldviews contributes to a historicization of 
later Enlightenment projects like that of Linnaeus.28 This is one way in which 
the present investigation goes beyond the geographical border of just one early 
modern state. 

Another way that the present study crosses national boundaries is in its focus 
on both production and use of geographical works. Research on early modern 
cartography and geography has tended to focus on the map making centres of 
Europe. The Dutch Republic, Spain, France, Germany and the British Isles have 
received their due attention.29 The Swedish case constitutes a fruitful complement 
in that it brings attention to how the field of early modern geography was 
constituted of a variety of actors and perspectives.30 Few of the authors and 
mapmakers discussed in this thesis received international renown for their 
discussions on geography – with the notable exception of Olof Rudbeck who 
argued that Sweden was the sunken continent Atlantis – and comparatively few 
world maps were made in early modern Sweden.31 Still, geographers in Sweden 
discussed the epistemology of a set of continents, and travellers setting out from 
Sweden used these terms to describe their surroundings. Modern scholarship 
has emphasised that knowledge is being made by the great thinkers of a time as 
well as by those whose works have been (perhaps rightly) forgotten. Knowledge 
encompasses both elements which contemporaries or later generations came to 
regard as false, and fundamental truths that we esteem even after many years.32 

28  For example, Savin notes that Linnaeus used information from the mid-seventeenth 
century travel account of Nils Matson Kiöping. See Kristiina Savin, ‘Inledning’ in Martin 
Rundkvist ed., Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa (Falun, 2016), pp. 17–18.

29  For example Schmidt, Inventing Exoticism; Genevive Carlton, Worldly Consumers: The 
demand for maps in Renaissance Italy (Chicago, 2015); Surekha Davies, ‘America and 
Amerindians in Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographiae universalis libri VI (1550)’ Renaissance 
Studies 25.3 (June 2011), pp. 352–373; Cormack, Charting an Empire; Robert Mayhew, 
‘The character of English geography c. 1660–1800: a textual approach’ Journal of Historical 
Geography, 24, 4 (1998), pp. 385–412.

30  Recent research on Swedish early modern cartography and geographical thinking include 
Höglund, Kampen om fredsmilen; Benny Jacobsson, Den sjunde världsdelen: Västgötar 
och Västergötland 1646–1771 (Stockholm, 2008); Ulla Ehrensvärd, History of the Nordic 
map: from myth to reality (Helsinki 2006); William M. Mead, ‘Scandinavian Renaissance 
cartography’ in David Woodward ed., The History of Cartography (HOC), (Chicago, 
2007), vol. 3.2, pp. 1781–1805. 

31  If compared to centres like Amsterdam or Paris. See Robert Karrow, ‘Centers of Map 
Publishing in Europe, 1472–1600’ in David Woodward ed., The History of Cartography 
(HOC), (Chicago, 2007), vol. 3.1, pp. 611–21. Swedish large-scale mapping was in 
contrast thriving, see: Gussarsson Wijk, Höglund & Lundström, Med kartan i fokus.

32  Quentin Skinner discusses these points in some detail. See Quentin Skinner, Visions 
of Politics, vol. 1. Regarding method (Cambridge, 2002), especially ch. 3; Likewise, 
research interested in the sociology of knowledge tackles this issue. Shapin, Steven & 
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The case of early modern Sweden offers an opportunity to investigate how a 
variety of early modern people worked with epistemological categories, moving 
beyond the most influential and beyond those immortalized by history.

Statement of purpose
This thesis contributes to an understanding of early modern conceptualization 
and geographical knowledge making as historically situated practices, and to the 
history of the continents as conceptual categories. The purpose of the thesis is to 
investigate early modern ways of viewing the world through a close analysis of 
what the continents meant in three settings of geographical knowledge making 
in seventeenth century Sweden. 

The ways in which geographers and travellers in Sweden used the continents 
to make and present knowledge about the world reveal ongoing processes of 
conceptualization. These processes were framed in relation to ancient authorities 
and new discoveries, as well as to current political affairs and religious convictions. 
The conceptualization of the continents in the making of knowledge about the 
world was a struggle between the old, the new and that which was yet unknown.

Simon Schaffer, ‘Up for air: Leviathan and the Air-Pump a Generation On’ in Leviathan 
and the Air-Pump (Princeton, 2011).
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2. The interpretative framework

This chapter establishes the theoretical and methodological framework of the 
thesis by dissecting the statement of purpose set out at the end of the last chapter. 
The chapter starts out with a historiographic overview of the continents as 
objects of research and positions this overview in relation to conceptual history. 
The chapter then clarifies how this study approaches conceptualization and 
knowledge making as interrelated processes. These discussions work as a point of 
departure and theoretically frame the three case studies of the empirical analysis. 
The chapter then outlines the guiding principles for the empirical investigation 
and introduces the source material. The chapter concludes with comments on 
definitions and limitations that are central for the analysis, and with a set of 
research questions that direct the following investigation.

The continents as objects of historical analysis 
In this thesis, the concepts in focus are those large, yet often vague, entities 
we call continents. As we will soon see, the categories included in this set in 
the seventeenth century were not fixed, yet, the main contenders were Africa, 
America, Asia and Europe, and sometimes also the North Pole and a southern 
continent called the southern land, the unknown land or Magellanica.33 

The continents constitute a set of categories that habitually – in research 
as well as in popular culture – is treated as existing outside of time. In their 
1997 study The myth of continents: A critique of metageography, Martin Lewis 
and Kären Wigen describe this idea that the world consist of a neatly ordered 
set of continents as the ‘myth of continents’.34 While fields of research such as 
cross-national history and entangled history have emphasised the importance of 
going beyond the framework of modern nation states, Lewis and Wigen urge 
scholarship to examine also other givens.35 They stress that the idea that the 

33  Dutch and English explorers encountered the landmass we today call Australia in the 
seventeenth century, but it took time before this landmass made it onto European maps. I 
use the term ‘Magellanica’ to refer to the concept of a southern polar region.

34  Lewis & Wigen, The Myth of Continents; See also, Anssi Paasi, ‘Commentary: Regions are 
social constructs, but who or what “constructs” them? Agency in question’ Environment 
and Planning A, vol. 42 (2010), pp. 2296–2301.

35  Recent examples that critique methodological nationalism in the case of Sweden include 
Otso Kortekangas, Tools of teaching and means of managing: Educational and socio-political 
functions of languages of instruction in elementary schools with Sámi pupils in Sweden, 
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surface of the world is divided into a set of entities called continents has a history, 
and they trace this history from antiquity to the present day, focusing primarily 
on Western Europe and the United States. In the words of Lewis and Wigen, 
culturally constructed entities like continents are metageographical concepts. 
They define metageography as the culturally constructed ‘spatial structures 
around which we habitually conceptualize global geography’.36 These are the 
spatial phenomena that underpin human understanding of the world. 

The idea of metageography is also critically central to this thesis. Ideas about 
the spatial layout of the world are inseparable from ideas about human society, 
history and, at times, also sense of belonging and foreignness. Without an 
understanding of how meaning has been conceptualized in the past, we are likely 
to use anachronisms and risk misinterpretations. I build on Lewis and Wigen’s 
ideas, but I focus on a more limited time frame and geographical expanse when 
examining the mechanisms of how the continents were conceptualized in early 
modern Sweden. 

This focus also speaks to a field of research across the humanities and social 
sciences concerned with the meaning of the continents in history, spurned by 
their increasing significance in the present.37 The history and self-perception of 
‘Europe’ has been of particular interest to researchers. This is manifest in the 
many studies of the ‘idea of Europe’, but also in that studies of other continents 
centre on European perceptions. Thus, works on early modern America as a 
conceptual structure have often focused on the 1492 European ‘discovery’ and its 
aftermath.38 Asia as a concept is, on the other hand, often discussed as a question 
of ‘us’ and ‘them’ in opposition to ‘Europe’.39 Recent scholarship has highlighted 

Finland and Norway 1900–1940 in a cross-national perspective (Stockholm, 2017); Adam 
Hjortén, Border-Crossing Commemorations: Entangled histories of Swedish settling in America 
(Stockholm, 2015); Silke Neunsinger, ‘Cross-over! Om komparationer, transferanalyser, 
histoire croisée och den metodologiska nationalismens problem’ Historisk tidskrift 130:1 
(2010), pp. 3–24.

36  Lewis & Wigen, The Myth of Continents, footnote 2, p. 207. Note that Lewis and Wigen 
also examine nation states and world regions as metageographies.

37  Ambjörnsson discusses a set of continents, but does not include Africa in his analysis. 
Ronny Ambjörnsson, Öst och väst: Tankar om Europa mellan Amerika och Asien 
(Stockholm, 2011); See also Poeschel, ‘The iconography of the continents’ in Passerini 
& Nordera eds., Images of Europe; Clare Le Corbeiller, ‘Miss America and Her Sisters: 
Personifications of the Four Parts of the World’ The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, 
vol. 19, nr 8 (1961), pp. 209–223.

38  A notable exception to this perspective can be found in Charles Mann, 1491: New 
revelations of the Americas before Columbus (New York, 2011).

39  For example Ambjörnsson, Öst och väst; Subrahmanyam goes beyond this perspective to 
discuss both representations from beyond and within Asia: Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘One 
Asia, or many? Reflections from connected history?’ Modern Asian Studies, 50 (2016), pp. 
5–43.
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ideas about ‘Europe’ as a concept in other parts of the world and works like V.Y. 
Mudimbe’s on the self-perceived ‘idea of Africa’ constitute useful counterpoints 
to the Eurocentric introspection.40 Research has also discussed alternative spatial 
configurations.41 Still, the history of the continents remains skewed to a European 
bias.

Moreover, the literature on Europe’s past is heavily influenced by political 
developments in the present, which is perhaps especially clear as new volumes 
on ‘Europe’ have arrived anticipating or commenting on political developments. 
For example, the history of the term ‘Europe’ has been related to topics such 
as the end of the cold war, the introduction of the Euro, the expansion of the 
European Union eastwards, as well as millennial pessimism and concerns with 
borders and refugees. It is somewhat ironic that in speaking about the present day, 
commentators often linger on the divisions and disunities of European identity, 
yet, when speaking of the past, many stress that there has long existed a sense of 
European unity. As noted by Richard Swedberg and Alex Drace-Francis, research 
on ‘Europe’ as a historical concept often follows a canon of periods and events, 
starting in classical antiquity and leading up to the formation of the European 
Union in the twentieth century.42 Swedberg compares the result with a string 
of lights: ‘festive and celebratory’, arguing that attempts to rally support for the 
European Union today are closely linked to the creation of a common European 
history.43 This tendency does not disqualify the results of such research, yet it has 
probably contributed to the emphasis on Europe as a historical unity. 

The present study does focus on perceptions of the continents in a part of 
the world that is usually described as Europe. I treat the names of continents 
as related concepts but, because of the prevalence of discussions about Europe 
in earlier research, I direct extra attention to this concept. However, it is my 
intention here to contribute to a problematizing of this discussion by dissecting 

40  Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa; Mudimbe, The idea of Africa; Kivelson, ‘The 
cartographic emergence of Europe?’ in Scott ed, The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern 
European History.

41  Michael E. Bonnie, Abbas Amanat & Michael Ezekiel Gasper eds., Is there a Middle 
East? The ecolution of a geopolitical concept (Stanford, 2012); Gagan Sood, ‘Circulation 
and exchange in Islamic Euroasia: A regional approach to the early modern world’ Past 
and Present, nr. 212 (August 2011), pp. 113–162; Mark Bassin, ‘Tristes toponymies: The 
problem with Eurasia’ Ab Imperio, nr. 1 (2004), pp. 178–183; Lewis & Wigen, The Myth of 
Continents; Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘Connected histories: Notes towards a reconfiguration 
of early modern Eurasia’ Modern Asian Studies, vol 31. Nr 3 (July 1997); Nikki R. Keddie, 
‘Is there a Middle East?’ International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol 4, nr 3 (Jul., 
1973), pp. 255–271. 

42  Alex Drace-Francis, European Identity: A Historical Reader (New York, 2013); Richard 
Swedberg, ‘The idea of “Europe” and the origin of the European Union: A sociological 
approach’ Zeitschrift für Soziologie, vol. 23 nr 5 (1994), pp. 378–387.

43  Swedberg, ‘The idea of “Europe” and the origin of the European Union’, p. 383. 
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the subject ‘Europe’ that is habitually described to have perceived the world. 
By focusing on what the continents meant in seventeenth-century Sweden, the 
present study promotes further discussion about how concepts are situated in 
place and time. 

Broadly speaking, the literature on the history of the continents – treated 
together or separately – fall into two categories. On the one hand, scholars have 
debated the historical meaning of words like ‘continent’ or ‘America’.44 On the 
other hand, headings like ‘Europe’ or ‘Asia’ have been used to describe events and 
sentiments in the past in the region now called ‘Europe’ or ‘Asia’, regardless of 
whether historical actors conceived of them in these terms or not.45 As pointed 
out by Drace-Francis, these are different issues.46 Nevertheless, they are often 
discussed without clear distinctions. The literature on Europe as a historical 
concept has thus been equally interested in the history of the ‘idea of Europe’, 
the ‘European consciousness’ or ‘European identity’, as in the range of different 
things this term could mean at a certain point in time. The present thesis adheres 
primarily to the first of these approaches: I investigate the meanings of these 
terms and concepts as they were used in the seventeenth century. 

Performativity and situated conceptualization
The categories people use to make sense of the world are performative. In 
other words, linguistic categories enable as well as limit the processing of new 
information. This is a proposition that takes language and human thought as 
forces of societal change and as objects of historical analysis, and it is a proposition 
that asks us to pause and think about the ways in which we, with intention as well 
as by chance, take part in constructing the institutions, ideologies and concepts 
that make up society.47 The present thesis does this by studying the meaning of 
the continents as situated conceptualizations. 

44  For example Davies, ‘America and Amerindians’; Christine R. Johnson, ‘Renaissance 
German Cosmographers and the Naming of America’ Past & Present, nr 191 (May, 
2006); Pocock, ‘What do We Mean by Europe?’; Wilcomb Washburn, ‘The Meaning of 
“Discovery” in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries’ The American Historical Review, vol 
68, nr 1 (Oct. 1962), pp. 1–21.

45  Bartlett, The Making of Europe; Larry Woolf, Inventing Eastern Europe: The map of 
civilization on the mind of the Enlightenment (Stanford, 1994); Derek Heater, The Idea of 
European Unity (Leicester & London, 1992). For a critique of Woolf along these lines, see 
Michael Confino, ‘Review: Re-Inventing the Enlightenment: Western Images of Eastern 
Realities in the Eighteenth Century’ Canadian Slavonic Papers / Revue Canadienne des 
Slavistes, vol. 36 (1994), pp. 505–522.

46  Drace-Francis, European identity: A historical reader, pp. xx–xxi.
47  I am not investigating this performativity systematically; indeed, it is seldom possible to 

prove a cause-and-effect relationship in the field of mental perceptions. The performative 
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The term conceptualization captures how ideas are associated with each 
other to form clusters of meaning. From the assumption that concepts are 
performative, it follows that, on a societal level, there is no end point to concepts 
being formed. Instead, the making of conceptual categories is an ongoing process, 
and this processual aspect is captured in the term conceptualization. Each time 
a word is used its meaning is defined and, thus, we may say that meaning 
exists in application. To this, conceptual historian Reinhart Koselleck adds that 
concepts have a ‘diachronic thrust’. The use of a concept at one point in time 
is dependent on earlier usages and a new application of a word or change of a 
concept navigates between earlier meanings so as to communicate the new sense 
effectively.48 At the same time, not only additive change is possible, meanings 
can, for instance, become obsolete. Consequently, we ought not assume that a 
certain meaning is present in a usage situation only because it has been important 
in the past. Another important insight is that connections of meaning are not 
only diachronic but synchronic as well. The meaning of a term relates both to 
past meanings and to parallel clusters of words in the present.49 These diachronic 
and synchronic connections say something about how language works. 

In conceptualizing the continents, the early modern Swedish travellers 
and geographers that we encounter in this thesis were shaping aspects of how 
they understood the world around them. On an abstract level, they made and 
expressed worldviews.50 As Quentin Skinner notes, an individual term ‘gains 
its meaning from the place it occupies within an entire conceptual scheme’.51 
Considering the variety of spatial demarcations used in a text, the result may be 
described as a mental map of localities as well as larger entities. Here, the word 
‘map’ does not refer to an actual physical map, but rather conjures up an image 
of cognitive patterns, what Peter Gould and Rodney White have called ‘invisible 

aspect is thus a theoretical standpoint and foundation for the study, rather than an object 
of empirical observation. 

48  See, for example Reinhart Koselleck, ‘A Response to Comments on the Geschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe’ in Hartmut Lehman & Melvin Richter eds., The meaning of historical 
terms and concepts: New studies on Begriffsgeschichte (Washington, 1996), p. 63; A similar 
argument is seen in Raymond Williams, Keywords: A vocabulary of culture and society 
(New York, 1983), p. 22. A different way to express this is that concepts are prone to path 
dependence. For a critical discussion of path dependency as an analytical tool, see Scott E. 
Page, ‘Path dependence’ Quarterly Journal of Political Science, 1 (2006), pp. 87–115.

49  Koselleck also comments on this issue in Koselleck, ‘A Response to Comments on the 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe’ in Lehman & Richter eds., The meaning of historical terms and 
concepts, p. 63; and in Reinhart Koselleck, The practice of conceptual history: Timing history, 
spacing concepts (Stanford, 2002), p. 30. 

50  In Swedish the term världsbild (English worldview) seems to have a more complex 
meaning than in English, referring both to the image of the physical globe and to a more 
abstract set of ideas about human existence and the cosmos. 

51  Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. 1, p. 164.
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landscapes’ or, what we might call worldviews or ways of viewing the world.52 
The continents were parts – although not necessarily central parts – of how these 
actors understood what the world looked like. This means that the continents are 
both an important object of study in their own right, and that they can function 
as an entry point to understanding early modern comprehension of the world 
more generally.

Taken together, these insights indicate that meaning is not made once every 
decade or century. Instead, conceptualization is a performative process that 
happens continuously in the use of language. The continents were, and are, made 
when they were defined, utilized, and this utilization in turn motivated. Earlier 
studies on the continents have generally focused on what we might call products 
of construction in that they have payed attention to particular understandings 
of the continents in a society as a whole. In contrast to this. the present study 
stresses unstable processes over stable definitions.53 By emphasising that this is a 
process of situated conceptualization, I wish to draw attention to the synchronic 
and diachronic elements of meaning, but also that change and variation is 
continuously possible. Sometimes, shifts in meaning happen suddenly, and at 
other times, there is a large degree of agreement over time and across place. 
Sometimes, several diverging meanings coexist. All of this articulation and 
application of language marks the ongoing process of conceptualizing.

In the making of geographical knowledge
In this thesis, the study of knowledge making refers to the processes that shaped 
and defined what was presented as verified truth at a certain point in time. In 
particular, the investigation focuses on truth claims about what the world looked 
like. This is an inclusive category whose scope can contain ideas about the lay of 
the land as well as ideas that the modern observer would call religious or cultural 
rather than geographical. However, we are not dealing with stable terms, but 
with continuously changing categories. Rather than define at the outset of the 
study what ‘geography’ was and thereby risk grave anachronisms, I make the 
notion of changing categories part of the investigation. 

The focus on knowledge making about what the world looked like has a 
threefold function: first, it helps me emphasise the processual nature of how the 
continents were conceptualized; second, it embeds conceptualization as a situated 
early modern practice; third, it contributes to the history of what ‘geography’ was 
in the early modern period. The following pages develop these themes in more 
detail.

52  Peter Gould & Rodney White, Mental maps (London, 2002), p. v.
53  Building on Ian Hacking, Anssi Paasi distinguishes between research interested in the 

products of construction and the processes of construction. See Paasi, ‘Commentary’.
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First, knowledge making as a focal point of the empirical analysis works as a 
way to explore the processual nature of the conceptualization of the continents 
discussed above. In recent years, history of science has been influential in 
directing researchers’ attention to processes such as the culturally situated 
legitimation of knowledge, the circulation of knowledge and the ways in which 
the setting of the laboratory or fieldtrip shape scientific debates.54 In common 
for all of these contributions is the focus on the processual nature of the 
formulation of truth claims. Placing the analysis of the continents in relation to 
the making of geographical knowledge is a way to operationalize the insight that 
conceptualization is processual.

Second, and in close relation to the first point, by focusing on knowledge 
production, the present study explores how conceptualization was situated in 
historically and culturally specific practices. For a study of situated language 
use to make sense, it is important to delineate the ‘situations’ under scrutiny. 
As discussed in the introduction, and developed in more detail below, the 
empirical analysis centres on three case studies constituting three settings 
where the continents were part of the making of knowledge about what the 
world looked like. I have posited a study of three different institutional and 
geographical frameworks (a Swedish scholarly milieu, journeys through the 
eastern Mediterranean and journeys to New Sweden). However, it is not enough 
to simply claim that these were different. For this postulation to be meaningful 
for the analysis, the investigation needs to examine in what significant ways these 
settings were similar and different. The focus on knowledge making sharpens 
this analysis. Furthermore, it reveals the linkages between practical conditions 
and ideas, effectually contributing to a bridging between conceptual history and 
studies of knowledge making.

In connection to the move to situate knowledge, James A. Secord has 
cautioned that the approach may risk obscuring general trends across societies 
and the importance of knowledge circulation. Secord notes that scientific 
knowledge is often described as made locally and then circulated. Instead, he 
advocates an approach where the processes of reception and dissemination are 
seen as integral parts of the practices of making knowledge.55 This also draws 
attention to the fact that although one person, institution or perspective may 
control a narrative, knowledge making usually happens in a complex process of 

54  Kapil Raj, Relocating Modern Science: Circulation and the Construction of Knowledge in 
South Asia and Europe, 1650-1900 (New York, 2007); Livingstone, Putting science in its 
place; Shapin & Schaffer, ‘Up for air’ in Leviathan and the Air-Pump; Shapin, ‘Placing 
the view from nowhere’; Paula Findlen, Possessing Nature: Museums, collecting, and 
scientific culture in early modern Italy (Berkeley, 1994); See also Johan Östling, ‘Vad är 
kunskapshistoria?’ Historisk tidskrift, 135:1 (2015), pp. 109–119. 

55  James A. Secord, ‘Knowledge in Transit’ Isis, vol 95, nr 4 (2004), pp. 654–67.
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communication between different actors. Likewise, much of the circulation of 
knowledge in the early modern world was fraught with power struggles.56 

The contention that knowledge circulates is not incompatible with a focus 
on situating knowledge. On the contrary, both perspectives in the end advocate 
a contextual and historicizing approach to the history of science and ideas. In 
the present work, this leads me to a contextualization that pays attention to 
local conditions as well as the circulation of knowledge regionally and globally. 
Although I focus only on parts of the proverbial circle of knowledge making – that 
which happened under the flag of Swedish scholars and travellers – it is crucial 
to remember that the Swedes were not alone in conceptualizing the continents. 
In fact, Swedish scholars were deeply involved in international networks, what 
we might call an early Republic of letters, and Swedish travellers turned to local 
middlemen, other travellers, books and maps when they formulated their views 
about the world and the continents.57

A related issue is found in the fact that the history of science has traditionally 
had as its primary focus that which was considered scientific knowledge in a 
particular time, or that which would lead to later scientific discussions.58 However, 
the boundaries between different forms of knowing have also been increasingly 
questioned in recent decades. Historian of science Paula Findlen refers to early 
modern ‘scientific cultures’ to stress that Renaissance understanding of science 
differed from present-day definitions, and that the boundaries between academic 
endeavours and other parts of society were porous.59 This is an important point; 
early modern science had different properties, priorities and products from 
present-day disciplines. The present study takes this approach one step further 
by looking beyond situations that were understood by contemporaneity as 
connected to scholarly pursuits. It is interesting whether a particular practice was 
considered part of a scientific culture, but it is equally relevant in this study of 
the continents if it was not. Accepted practices for making and legitimizing truth 
claims could differ between settings, yet they were still processes of knowledge 
making and as such are central to this study. Following the assumption that 
language is performative, it is equally relevant when the continents were discussed 
in scholarly settings as beyond. 

56  For example Raj, Relocating Modern Science. 
57  For discussions on place, movement and connections between the practitioners of early 

modern science, see, for example Miles Ogborn & Charles Withers eds., Geographies of the 
book (Farnham, 2010); Anne Goldgar, Impolite Learning: Conduct and community in the 
Republic of Letters, 1680–1750 (London, 1995).

58  This approach is, for example, seen in Jan Golinski, Making Natural Knowledge: 
Constructivism and the History of Science, with a new Preface (Chicago, 2008).

59  Paula Findlen, Possessing Nature.



36       2. The interpretative framework

A third function with situating the continents in the making of knowledge is to 
contribute to an understanding of what ‘geography’ entailed in the early modern 
period. The detailed study of practices of knowledge making is a contextual 
framework, but this analysis also highlights features that are important beyond a 
study of the continents. For instance, the focus on knowledge making in scholarly 
circles and travel writing has bearing on studies of scientific disciplines in general 
and the interplay between practical and theoretical knowledge traditions. When 
connected to the conceptualization of the continents, this perspective highlights 
the relation between spatial thinking and conceptual frameworks. The focus on 
knowledge making is, thus, important for the examination of the history of the 
continents, but it also contributes to insights regarding the history of knowing in 
the early modern world. 

Three case studies
The empirical investigation consists of three case studies that correspond to three 
settings of knowledge making where the continents were used. To define these 
settings is an interpretative research task. While there are many pitfalls involved in 
characterizing settings of early modern knowledge making, this contextualizing 
approach allows for a detailed examination of the mechanisms of language use in a 
way that would otherwise not have been possible. This approach addresses an issue 
identified in earlier research. Lewis and Wigen stress that practical perceptions of 
the continents may not be the same as those presented in theoretical discussions. 
In particular, they note that in the U.S. today, popular use of the continents differ 
significantly from the boundaries set out in official documentation.60 Others have 
similarly noted that the use of these concepts might have varied between settings 
or groups of people, yet few empirical studies have taken on this issue.61 Prior 
research indicates a need to explore further the ways in which different settings 
meant different conceptualizations of the continents, and the present study takes 
up this issue by structuring the analysis around three case studies.62 

The first case study (chapter 3) investigates what the continents meant in the 
texts and maps of erudite geography pursued in seventeenth-century Sweden. 
Primarily, this pursuit involved scholars and their students at Swedish universities 

60  Lewis & Wigen Myth of Continents, p. 38.
61  See Davies, ‘America and Amerinidans’, p. 370; Burke, ‘Did Europe exist before 1700?’, p. 

26; Hay, Europe: The emergence of an idea, p 57. 
62  Schmidt, in contrast, studies the Dutch compilation and production of geography books 

as a concerted project of making geography. Likewise, Shalev emphasises the connections 
between different spheres. For a full picture, the present study should be seen in relation to 
these works. See Schmidt, Inventing Exoticism, pp. 6, 17–19; Zur Shalev, Sacred Words and 
Worlds: Geography, Religion, and Scholarship, 1550–1700 (Leiden, 2012), p. 73.



 Three case studies       37

and schools, but also includes others writing in this vein. Seventeenth-century 
Sweden did not have a strong commercial production of geography books like, 
for instance, Amsterdam or Paris.63 Instead, Swedish erudite geography centred 
on schools and universities.64 With this framework, the empirical analysis focuses 
on the texts and maps that explored geographia generalis, or summary descriptions 
of what the surface of the world looked like. The topic geographia generalis was a 
key component of the early modern scholarly definition of what ‘geography’ was 
and this was one central setting where authors and mapmakers set out to describe 
what the continents were.65 

An erudite framework of early modern geography has been singled out in 
recent studies as central for the making of early modern worldviews. For instance, 
in her study of geography education in England at the end of the sixteenth and 
beginning of the seventeenth centuries, Lesley Cormack analyses geography as 
a set of different practices that instilled national imperial ambitions in English 
university students.66 While earlier studies have looked to scholarly geography, 
seventeenth-century Sweden has not been the focus of this kind of study in recent 
years.67 The Swedish framework was part of broader early modern network, 
and the present study contributes to a composite understanding of widespread 
developments.

The second case (chapter 4) investigates what travel writers meant when they 
used the continents to describe journeys through the eastern Mediterranean 
in the seventeenth century. The source material consists of travel accounts 
made by travellers associated with Sweden who journeyed to and through the 
eastern Mediterranean in the seventeenth century. The important dividing line 
in relation to the authors and mapmakers in the first case study is that in the 
second case study, the travel writers used the continents to describe journeys to a 

63  Karrow, ‘Centers of Map Publishing’ in Woodward ed., HOC, vol 3; Ehrensvärd, History 
of the Nordic map. 

64  There was also an extensive production of chorographic maps, but these visualized local 
places rather than continents or the world. See for example Gussarson, Kartan i arkivets 
tjänst. 

65  Geographica generalis was one leg of what was considered ‘geography’. I have taken 
the expression ‘summary descriptions’ from Withers who uses it to capture the core of 
Renaissance humanism’s textual pursuit of geographical knowledge, but also emphasises 
that this was only part of the practice of geography. For the purpose of this thesis, the 
term is useful in capturing the systemizing and holistic aspect of early modern geography. 
Withers, Placing the Enlightenment, pp. 193–4.

66  Cormack, Charting an Empire, p. 15.
67  Although there has been little research on the meaning of the continents in early modern 

Sweden, recent works have discussed other aspects of Swedish and Nordic worldviews in 
relationi to geographical and cartographical thinking. See, for example, Erling Sandmo, 
Uhyrlig: Sjomonstre i kart of litteratur, 1491–1895 (Stuttgart, 2017); Elena Balzamo, Den 
osynlige ärkebiskopen: Essäer om Olaus Magnus (Stockholm, 2015); Schough, Hyperboré.
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particular part of the world, rather than set out to describe the basic components 
of what the world looked like in its entirety. This allows me to examine how the 
continents were conceptualized in the particular situation of documenting the 
experience of travelling, and in relation to a particular part of the world.

Descriptions of the eastern Mediterranean and, in particular, the Ottoman 
Empire, is a context that has been described as central in forming worldviews 
in western Europe in this period. A number of scholars have singled out the 
perceived Ottoman threat in the southeast as a foundational setting for the 
understanding of what ‘Europe’ meant and, more broadly, who were included 
in a category of ‘us’ versus ‘them’.68 The present study contributes to this research 
with a detailed analysis of what specific terms meant, and of how knowledge 
making occurred in this particular setting from the vantage point of one group 
of travellers.

The third case (chapter 5) switches focus to the ‘New World’ and examines 
what travel writers meant when they used the continents in describing journeys 
to the Swedish colony New Sweden on the banks of the Delaware River. The 
source material includes both texts, maps and images. New Sweden was a Swedish 
colony between 1638 and 1655. A Swedish settlement also remained in the area 
after the end of Swedish colonial rule. This third case study functions as a way 
to further problematize situated conceptualization. Earlier research has pointed 
out that – in addition to the perceived Ottoman threat – early modern European 
worldviews were formed by exploration and discovery of hitherto unknown 
places.69 A continuously growing field of research emphasises the importance 
of early modern voyages of exploration in the formation of knowledge about 
the world.70 These two strands of research note the importance of travel and 
interactions between individuals and groups of people in forming worldviews, 
yet there is a need to explore further how multiple worldviews fit together with 
views from contemporaneous scholarly and educational material. If practices of 
knowledge making matter for conceptualization, then we can expect there to be 
significant difference in what words and ideas meant in the different contexts. 

There are some indications that this was the case. For instance – and taking a 
step forward in time from the present study – Ronny Ambjörnsson argues that 
the Enlightenment saw two radically different parallel definitions of Europe, one 

68  Said’s Orientalism has been foundational for this field, see Edward Said, Orientalism 
(Stockholm, 2008); Peter Burke, ‘Did Europe exist before 1700?’; Kivelson, ‘The 
cartographic emergence of Europe?’, p. 54; Yapp, Malcolm, ‘Europe in the Turkish 
Mirror’; Göran Malmstedt, ‘Gud bevare oss för papister och turkar’ in Magnus Berg och 
Veronica Trépagny eds., I andra länder: Historiska perspektiv på svensk förmedling av det 
främmande (Lund, 1999); Hay, Europe: The emergence of an idea.

69  Seth, Europe’s Indians; Peter Burke, ‘Did Europe exist before 1700?’.
70  See also footnote 12 above.
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where it was understood in relation to Asia as the apex of civilization, and one 
where it was contrasted to America, thereby becoming the symbol of the old 
world order.71 Through the three case studies, the present study examines this 
idea in more detail. 

I would like to stress that the order of the empirical chapters should not be 
understood as an implicit argument that knowledge from books and maps always 
come before travel. It is true that individual travellers would have brought with 
them ideas that framed their experiences and influenced their travel accounts. 
However, as we will see, the early modern scholarly accounts were likewise 
affected by the experiences of travellers. In fact, the adventurous reader could 
choose to change the order of the chapters, perhaps beginning with the eastern 
Mediterranean and ending with New Sweden. The reason I have arranged the case 
studies with the scholarly literature first is because the continents have primarily 
been discussed in relation to this type of material. Using this as a stepping stone, 
I then branch out to examine the two other settings.

There are many ways in which the genres of travel accounts and geographical 
treatises overlap. In some situations, a text or map was both a travel narrative 
and a theoretical treatise, and in others, neither category is fully appropriate. 
However, there are important differences in production, scope of inquiry, address 
and source-base that creates, if not clear-cut divides, at least general tendencies 
that allow me to define sets of sources for the purpose of the analysis. The settings 
are intertwined, but I argue that this is significant and interesting in itself rather 
than obscuring the analysis. The focus on two settings of travel accounts and 
one of scholarly discourse allows me to examine the interdependencies between 
settings whose connections have often been commented on. Thus, a benefit of 
the present investigation is that it problematizes the ways in which the scholarly 
geography, travel writing to the eastern Mediterranean and travel writing to New 
Sweden were integrated or were separate spheres.

Comments on method
This section explains how the theoretical and methodological underpinnings 
of this study of language are operationalized in the empirical analysis. The 
relationship between terms and concepts is a central concern here. Conceptual 
history in the vein of scholars like Reinhart Koselleck and Quentin Skinner 
emphasises an inseparable relation between term and concept.72 For the practical 

71  Ronny Ambjörnsson, Öst och väst: Tankar om Europa mellan Amerika och Asien 
(Stockholm, 2011), p. 69.

72  For example, see Koselleck, ‘A Response to Comments’ in Lehman & Richter eds., The 
meaning of historical terms and concepts, p. 61; and Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. 1, p. 
159–60. There are differences as well as similarities between these authors. For Skinner’s 
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analysis of concepts, Koselleck advocates the parallel application of semasiological 
and onomasiological analysis to pinpoint a concept at a certain point in time. The 
first of these methods refers to the study of all possible meanings of a term, the 
second to the study of all possible terms referring to one meaning or concept.73 
The present study follows the recommendation to continually shift focus between 
terms and conceptual structures. 

However, where conceptual history has tended to focus on what has been 
called ‘key concepts’, the present investigation is a study of a cluster of different 
concepts and terms.74 My ambition is not to trace the meaning of one specific 
concept like ‘revolution’ or ‘crisis’, but rather to investigate what epistemological 
assumptions were associated with a cluster of terms – ‘continent’, ‘Africa’, ‘America’, 
‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ – in different settings.75 Thus, I combine a semasiological and 
onomasiological approach with the ambition to map out a cluster of meanings, 
rather than attach one definition to one concept. 

Likewise, the present study does not set out with the assumption that the 
continents were central to the works of seventeenth-century Swedish geographers 
or travellers as they described what the world looked like. Koselleck and the 
school of Begriffsgeschichte define their object of study to be ‘Gundbegriffe’ or 
basic concepts, that is, conceptual structures that were central to human life at 
a certain point in time. With a similar approach, Raymond Williams studies 
‘keywords’ that he identifies as ‘significant’ words that in their uses embody 
ways of seeing society. Skinner primarily focuses on concepts that have been 
important in politics and morality. To these scholars, a set vocabulary is an 
important element in the establishment of concepts. They emphasise that the 
concepts they are interested in are often contested, indeed, that conflict over 
meaning and application is a fundamental part of their centrality. They do not, 
primarily, use these aspects to determine whether specific concepts were ‘central’ 
to a discussion, rather, they use them to characterize the concepts they are already 
studying.76

comments regarding Koselleck and Williams’s approaches, see chapter 9 & 10 in Visions 
of Politics; See also, Keith Tribe, ‘Introduction’ in Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: on the 
semantics of historical time (New York, 2004). 

73  Koselleck, ‘A Response to Comments’ in Lehman & Richter eds., The meaning of historical 
terms and concepts, p. 64.

74  See, for example, the cultural lexicons Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, Reinhart Koselleck 
eds., Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in 
Deutschland, 8 volumes, (Stuttgart, 1972–97); and Raymond Williams, Keywords: A 
vocabulary of culture and society (New York, 1983).

75  With this focus, I take an approach more similar to Neil Kenny, The uses of curiosity in 
Early Modern France and Germany (Oxford, 2004).

76  See Koselleck, ‘A Response to Comments’ in Lehman & Richter eds., The meaning of 
historical terms and concepts, p. 64; Melvin Richter, ‘Introduction: Translation, the history 
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In contrast, the present study does not stipulate from the outset that the 
continents (one or several of them, or even the idea of a set of continents) 
functioned as basic concepts or keywords in early modern Sweden, nor that they 
necessarily were associated with particular discussions or themes. The continents 
have been part of forming frames of reference for many centuries, but they have 
not always been equally central for politics, culture, or even geography. For 
this reason, a study of European identity, voiced through a bygone reference 
to ‘Europe’, risks ascribing European identity to situations where the term 
‘Europe’ was used with a different meaning. Indeed, if the nature of ‘European 
identity’ is given at the outset, the study may ascribe meaning to cases, time 
periods and societies where such a phenomenon did not exist, or where it was 
defined differently. Instead, with a semasiological approach I look for the range 
of meanings these terms could convey in the three case studies. I am interested 
in instances where an ‘idea of continent X’ was expressed, yet, I am equally 
interested in other possible meanings given to the terms ‘continent’, ‘Africa’, 
‘America’, ‘Asia’ or ‘Europe’. I investigate what, if any, parts of the earth ‘Africa’, 
‘America’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ and related terms referred to. It would be simplistic 
to take for granted that the reference points would always be the same as present-
day understanding of these terms.77 

The analysis also takes note of what attributes were given to each term. Attributes 
are words or phrases that explain or specify a term. They may be descriptive, but 
can also include value judgements. In relation to this, historian Gagan Sood 
has brought attention to how places can be described not only through their 
geographical technical position, like latitude and longitude, but with regards to 
specific characteristics. Sood exemplifies with a 1748 letter in which the writer 
describes the city of Cochin as a ‘port’ and as a ‘Dutch possession’.78 Other 
attributes could be, for instance, size, climate, nature, people, goodness/badness 
and age of the respective geographical areas. 

As a complement to the semasiological approach, the analysis also includes 
an onomasiological element. To account for the fact that important aspects for 
understanding the meaning of the continents were not expressed using these 
terms, I analyse expressions that were used together with or associated with these 

of concepts and the history of political thought’ in Martin J. Burke & Melvin Richter 
eds., Why concepts matter: Translating social and political thought (Leiden, 2012), pp. 9–10; 
Williams, Keywords, p. 15; Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. 1, p. 175.

77  This approach builds on Skinner’s critique of the ‘mythology of doctrines’. See Skinner, 
Visions of Politics, ch. 4. It also relates to Williams’s distinction between emergent, 
dominant and residual stages of keywords. Paasi has applied this framework to twentieth 
century geography: Anssi Paasi, ‘From region to space, part II’ in John A. Agnew & James 
S. Duncan, The Wiley-Blackwell companion to human geography (Chichester, 2011), pp. 
163–4.

78  Sood, ‘Circulation and exchange in Islamic Euroasia’, p. 123.
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terms. Burke advocates this approach and urges the historian to place ‘Europe’ 
in the ‘repertoire’ of concepts used to express group identity at a certain point in 
time.79 In chapter 3, treating scholarly geography, I pay attention to the – often 
overlapping – terms ‘Magellanica’, ‘the New World’, ‘the North Pole’, ‘the South 
Pole’ and ‘terra incognita’. In chapter 4, in the setting of travels to the Ottoman 
Empire, I discuss especially the meaning of ‘Christendom’, but also comment on 
‘the Orient’ and the names of states. In chapter 5, in relation to journeys to the 
Swedish colony New Sweden, I discuss ‘India’, ‘the New World’ and ‘West India’, 
and terms used to describe different groups of people. In all three case studies, I 
relate the use of the continents to the concept Norden, a noun corresponding to 
the English adjective ‘Nordic’.

Two main considerations have brought me to highlight these additional 
terms. First, these terms have been singled out as important in earlier research. 
For example, an important strand in the debate about the ‘idea of Europe’ 
has been the importance attributed to a move in the early modern period 
from ‘Christendom’ to ‘Europe’ as a signifier of cultural unity.80 In light of the 
importance attributed to ‘Christendom’ in earlier research, I discuss this concept 
in relation to the use of ‘Europe’. Likewise, research indicates that Norden was 
an important geocultural frame of reference.81 Second, the additional terms have 
also been identified through the primary source analysis. These are words that 
were frequently used together with the continents, or words that were used in 
conflict with or instead of these. One example of this is the supposed continent 
located in the southern hemisphere, Magellanica, which is not part of the system 
of continents today, but which was included on early modern maps and in 
textual descriptions of the world. Taken together these additional terms function 
to further delineate the range of uses the continents were put to. I discuss the 
specific reasons for including each of these terms as they appear in the analysis. 

Often, ‘Africa’, ‘America’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ were used without any attributes 
or value judgements at all, and without specifying what parts of the earth were 
intended. At times, we can be certain of little else than that a word was used. This 
is unfortunate, yet of course quite natural – most people do not specify a word 
each time they use it, even though the sense and reference of the word may vary. 

79  Burke ‘Did Europe exist before 1700?’, p. 22.
80  See Malcolm Yapp, ‘Europe in the Turkish Mirror’ Past and Present nr. 137 (1992), pp. 

134–55; Burke ‘Did Europe exist before 1700?’; Hay, ‘Europe revisited: 1979’; Hay, 
Europe: The emergence of an idea. 

81  See Charlotta Forss, ‘Den tillfälliga omvärlden: Sverige, Norden och Europa i 1600-talets 
svenska tillfälleslitteratur’ in Henrik Ågren ed., Goda exempel: Värderingar och världsbild i 
tidigmodern svensk sakprosa och tillfällesdikt (Uppsala, 2010); Katarina Schough, Hyperboré: 
Föreställningen om Sveriges plats i världen (Falun, 2008); Øystein Sørensen & Bo Stråth 
eds., The cultural construction of Norden (Oslo, 1997).
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To take the investigation further, I build on J.L. Austin’s speech act theory as 
developed by Skinner. 

In a series of methodologically oriented papers, Skinner has outlined a 
theory and method for the interpretation of historical texts. In the footsteps 
of philosophers of language such as the later Wittgenstein and Austin, Skinner 
emphasises that the meaning of words is found in their usage. He differentiates 
between two main dimensions of language.82 The first of these constitutes the 
‘sense and reference’ of words and sentences, what we might call their lexical 
meaning.83 The second dimension can be summed up in the contention that acts 
are performed when an actor expresses something. In making an utterance, an 
actor is, for example, warning, asking or promising something to an intended 
audience. Skinner, borrowing from Austin, calls this the illocutionary force of 
an utterance, resulting in an illocutionary act.84 An illocutionary act is being 
made regardless of whether someone heeds the warning, answers the question 
or acknowledges the promise. Instead, it is tied to the intention of the person 
making the utterance; it is what he or she intended to do when saying what they 
said. 

In this thesis, Skinner’s approach is used as part of investigating the 
interpretation of meaning. The meaning of a word is not only found in its sense 
and scope of reference, but also in its intended role in an utterance. For example, 
it is significant to know if the continents were used to exalt or degrade something, 
or to express belonging or separateness. If ‘Africa’ appears to be used to specify 
where another place is located, we can assume that the author thought his or her 
readers would know where ‘Africa’ was. This method is particularly useful in the 
analysis of travel writing where the meanings of the continents were generally 
not explicitly debated. I discuss possible interpretations in unclear cases and note 
when terms are used without further explanation or with intentions that are 
difficult to interpret.

To conduct this interpretation of intentions, a contextualization of the material 
is necessary. The present study follows a contextualizing approach, although, in 
comparison with Skinner, I place greater emphasis on the practical conditions in 
which authors and mapmakers found themselves. Skinner identifies the central 
means to recover the illocutionary force of a text in the task of situating it in 

82  Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol 1, p. 3.
83  What Skinner defines as ‘meaning 1’ in his article ‘Meaning, intentions and 

interpretation’, first published in 1972. Skinner, Visions of Politics, p. 91. See also Erik 
Åsard, ‘Quentin Skinner and his critics: Some notes on a methodological debate’ 
Statsvetenskaplig tidskrift 90 (1987), pp. 101–116: p. 103.

84  For Skinner’s comments on illocutionary forces, see especially Skinner, Visions of Politics, 
vol 1 pp. 3, 82, 176; See also Jacob Westerberg, ‘När ord får mening: Författarskap och 
tolkningssammanhang i Quentin Skinners analyser av språkanvändning hos Bolingbroke, 
Machiavelli och Hobbes’ Historisk tidskrift, nr 2. (1998), pp. 159–186, note on p. 164.
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the intellectual context in which it was made.85 In the present thesis, situating 
conceptualization is an analytical move that includes both intellectual and 
practical considerations. It is the contention here that illocutionary acts such 
as legitimating the claims of a text are closely bound up with the practices of 
knowledge making. 

The empirical chapters 3, 4 and 5 start out with a section that marks out the 
parameters of making ‘geography’ in the particular setting under scrutiny. After 
this, I turn to the analysis of specific language use through close readings of how 
the words specifying the continents were used (the semasiological approach) and 
how related terms were used (the onomasiological approach). This analysis results 
in a comparative discussion of the epistemological assumptions underlying the 
use of the continents in each particular setting. 

The source material
The source material falls into three corpuses of sources, one for each of the three 
case studies. The Appendixes provide an overview of the sources that have been 
most central to the analysis. I present the individual authors and mapmakers as 
they appear in the empirical analysis, but there are also some general issues of 
source criticism that deserve attention already in this section of the study. 

The source material for the three case studies
The source base of chapter 3 covers texts and maps that were prescribed as 
teaching material in geography in the Swedish realm during the seventeenth 
century, or which claimed to have been made in this setting. This includes 
works by Swedish and Finnish scholars, translations and editions of works from 
elsewhere, as well as texts and maps from elsewhere that were used in Swedish 
schools. In defining the source material, I have looked for sources that have been 
identifiable as geography works by their titles or by secondary literature.86 This 
excludes discussions about the continents in works whose expressed subject 

85  Skinner, Vision of politics, p. 3. Although, as noted by some critics, Skinner does in fact at 
times also show interest in biographical detail. For example, see Westerberg, ‘När ord får 
mening’, pp. 163–6, 175.

86  For earlier research on the history of geography education in early modern Sweden, see 
Pontus Hennerdal, Education through Maps: The Challenges of Knowing and Understanding 
the World (Stockholm, 2015); Herman Richter, Geografiens historia i Sverige intill år 1800 
(Uppsala, 1959); G. O. Berg, ‘Bidrag till den geografiska undervisningens historia i Sverige 
intill början af vårt århundrade’ Ymer, (1884), pp. 293–306; Ernst Mauritz Dahlin, Bidrag 
till de matematiska vetenskaperna (Uppsala, 1875); P. Wieselgren, Sveriges sköna Litteratur, 
tredje delen: Statens sköna litteratur, fortsättning (Lund, 1835). 
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matter was not ‘geography’. This method of selecting the sources allows me to 
relate the analysis to the contemporary early modern framework of ‘geography’.87

Within this frame, I have concentrated on discussions about geographia 
generalis and summaries that set out what the world and its parts looked like.88 
This omits a rich literature on, for example, the mathematical principles of how 
to construct maps, the nature of zodiacs and climes, chorographies or, for that 
matter, the highly contested issue of whether our planetary system was helio- 
or geocentric.89 The restriction has allowed me to compare expressions about 
the same topic across the material. In terms of coverage, I have strived to be 
as inclusive as possible. As a result, the source material of chapter 3 gives an 
overview of the pursuit of this kind of geography in seventeenth-century Sweden. 

The chapter brings together well known early modern works on geography 
with texts and maps that have received little attention in earlier research. The 
geographical works of these Swedish authors have not often been part of analyses 
of European geographical scholarship. This is probably due to the fact that the 
majority of the Swedish works did not make major contributions to the field, but 
also because language difficulties have often directed interest elsewhere. Even in 
the Swedish context, manuscript lectures notes on geography have received scant 
attention in their own right.90 Because the practice of early modern scholarship 
occurred as much through instruction from the teacher’s pulpit as through 
circulation of manuscripts and through printed works, it is important to include 
both in the analysis. 

The analyses of chapter 4 and chapter 5 build on travel accounts found in 
textual, visual and cartographic sources. Present-day academic definitions of the 
genre of travel writing are commonly broad, including short travel logs, verbose 
descriptions of faraway places, later summaries of long passed adventures and 

87  Fredriksson uses a similar method to define her source material. See Anna Fredriksson, 
‘The formal Presence of the Ancients: References to Ancient Greek and Roman Authors 
in Medical and Political Science Dissertations, ca. 1625–1850’ History of Universities: Vol. 
XXVIII/2 (Oxford, 2015).

88  See page 37.
89  The introduction of a helio-centric worldview in Sweden was contested throughout the 

century. On this, see Tore Frängsmyr, Svensk idéhistoria: Bildning och vetenskap under tusen 
år (Stockholm, 2004) vol. I, pp. 134 – 5, 150–155.

90  The manuscripts build on public and private lectures held at the universities. Most were 
written down or copied by students, but some were made by the lecturers. Lindberg 
discusses the academic lectures and notetaking: Bo Lindberg, Den akademiska läxan: om 
föreläsningens historia (Stockholm, 2017); Early overviews of the history of geography 
education in Sweden has commented on examples from this genre: Richter, Geografiens 
historia i Sverige; Dahlin, Bidrag till de matematiska vetenskaperna; Wieselgren, Sveriges 
sköna Litteratur.
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narratives of fictional journeys.91 This is not to say that all travel accounts were 
guided by the same intent and purpose. There were rules that governed specific 
types of travel writing, like letter writing or ars apodemica detailing educational 
journeys.92 Yet, in different ways, the makers of travel accounts all verbalized and 
visualised knowledge about the world in relation to experiences, be they real or 
fictions. The common ground is that these works in some way detail journeys or 
parts of the world in relation to the perspective of a traveller. Most of the travel 
writers wrote about their own voyages, but several instead described journeys 
taken by others. While this group of authors did not travel themselves, they 
articulated a conceptualization of a movement through the world in describing 
the travels of others. I have compared the armchair travellers’ accounts with those 
of the travellers’ whose journeys they describe. Similarly, I have included letters 
to complement travel journals where other sources have been meagre, and where 
earlier research has indicated their importance.93

Earlier research has pointed to the importance of formalistic traditions seen in 
different types of travel narratives.94 For example, Jonathan Sell has emphasised 
the rhetorical devises employed and expected in early modern English travel 
writing.95 As in the case of scholarly representations, the descriptions in a 
travel account should not be taken at face value. Rather, the specificities of the 
production and intended reception of a text (or map or image) are important 
components in the analysis. For this study, a broad definition of travel writing 
allows me to consider whether certain material or situations more commonly 
warranted certain expressions, while at the same time the potentially varying 
rhetorical logic calls for a careful contextual reading of the sources.

91  For a discussion of this, see Carina Lidström, Berättare på resa: Svenska resenärers 
reseberättelser 1667–1829 (Stockholm, 2015), pp. 14, 17–34; Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p. 12; 
Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs ‘Introduction’, in Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs eds., The 
Cambridge companion to travel writing (Cambridge, 2002), p. 10.

92  See Jacobsson, Den sjunde världsdelen, pp. 119–121; Ola Winberg, ‘Mårten Törnhielm och 
den Europeiska resan: Reseberättande under 1600-talet’ in Hanna Hodacs & Åsa Karlsson 
(eds.), Från Karakorum till Siljan: Resor under sju sekler (Lund, 2000).

93  For chapter 3, I have made indepth studies of the letters written by Bengt Oxenstierna and 
Anna Åkerhielm, and a sample of the letters from Claes Rålamb’s embassy. In addition, 
I have surveyed the remainder of the letters from the Rålamb embassy. It would be 
interesting to conduct a more extensive study of these, yet, because of their volume and 
inaccesibility (many are written in chiper) they fall outside of the scope of this study. For 
chapter 5, I have analysed a sample of letters written by persons in New Sweden and letters 
written to New Sweden. See appendix 2 and 3. For the correspondence of the Rålamb 
embassy, see Envoyèerne Clas Rålambs och Gotthard Vellings Brev till Kongl. Maj:t 1657. 
Riksarkivet (National Archives, RA) Turcica I., vol 2; Sammanbundna originalbrev och 
handlingar. Kungliga Biblioteket (Royal Library, KB) Rål. Fol. 185. 

94  Lidström, Berättare på resa, pp. 32–3. 
95  Jonathan Sell, Rhetoric and wonder in English travel writing, 1590–1613 (Aldershot, 2006).
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I have selected the source material related to travels on the basis of, on the 
one hand, where in the world the authors said they went, and, on the other 
hand, what actual places they passed through. For example, I am interested in 
travellers who said they journeyed to ‘America’, but also of those who described 
journeys to the same region but called it something else. This method enables 
an onomasiological approach in addition to the focus on the names of the 
continents. 

The analysis could have looked at other parts of the world than the eastern 
Mediterranean and New Sweden. At an initial stage of the research process, I 
surveyed a broad selection of travel accounts and from this decided to focus 
on travel accounts describing the eastern Mediterranean and the colony New 
Sweden. There were persons from Sweden, or persons who were associated with 
Sweden in one way or another, who travelled to most parts of the world during 
the course of the seventeenth century. However, the two settings in focus here 
are especially fruitful in that they allow a comparison between perceptions of the 
continents in relation to journeys through the ‘Old World’ and journeys to the 
‘New World’.96 

The source material for chapter 4 covers the majority of preserved accounts 
made by persons associated with Sweden who travelled through the eastern 
Mediterranean in the seventeenth century. In delineating the source material I 
have strived to be as inclusive as possible. The majority of the accounts have been 
discussed in earlier research, although more extensively in Swedish than English 
publications. Especially, the diplomatic journey of the nobleman Claes Rålamb 
who travelled to the Ottoman Empire in 1657–8 has received attention from 
historians and art-historians.97 While a number of studies have discussed the 

96  For future research, accounts of journeys to Russia would be another interesting focus. See, 
for example Erik Palmquist, Några observationer angående Ryssland, sammanfattade av Erik 
Palmquist år 1674, Elisabeth Löfstrand, Ulla Birgegård, Laila Nordquist eds. (Stockholm, 
2012); Johan Gabriel Sparwenfeld, J. G. Sparwenfeld’s diary of a journey to Russia 1684–87, 
Ulla Birgegård ed. (Stockholm, 2002); Petrus Petrejus, Stora oredans Ryssland: Petrus 
Petrejus ögonvittnesskildring från 1608, Margareta Attius Sohlman ed. (Stockholm, 1997). 
Additional topics for future research could be to look specifically at maritime journeys or 
diplomatic envoys. Related topics have been discussed for a later period. See, for example 
Hellman, Navigating the foreign quarters: Everyday life of the Swedish East India Company 
employees in Canton and Macao 1730–1830 (Stockholm, 2015); Maria Nyman, Resandets 
gränser: Svenska resenärers skildringar av Ryssland under 1700-talet (Stockholm, 2013); 
Kenneth Nyberg, Bilder av Mittens rike: Kontinuitet och förändring i svenska resenärers 
Kinaskildringar, 1749–1912 (Göteborg, 2001); Åke Holmberg, Världen bortom västerlandet: 
Svensk syn på fjärran länder och folk från 1700-talets till första världskriget (Göteborg, 1988).

97  Sten Westerberg, Claes Rålamb: maktspelare i storhetstidens Sverige (Stockholm, 2012); 
Karin Ådahl ed., The Sultan’s procession: the Swedish embassy to Sultan Mehmed IV in 
1657–1658 (Istanbul, 2006); Christian Callmer ed., Diarium under resa till Konstantinopel 
1657–1658 (HH del 37:3, Stockholm, 1963); Gábor Kármán, ‘Främlingskapets grader: 
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construction of the ‘Other’ in these accounts, none have specifically discussed the 
meaning of the continents as expressed by these writers. Moreover, the Swedish 
accounts have not generally been analysed as part of broader trends of knowledge 
making, relating them to scholarly works or accounts from other parts of the 
world. 

For the delineation of the source material for chapter 5, a somewhat different 
approach than for the other two case studies has been necessary. There is a wealth 
of accounts from the New Sweden venture in Swedish and American archives. 
Some of these have been published in the last century, but many are found in 
manuscript form. The wealth of the material has meant that I have not been 
able to look at all of the preserved accounts. Moreover, a good random sample 
would have been difficult to achieve, not least, because the material consists of 
such a variety of documents and different versions of accounts and because parts 
are damaged or no longer existent. Instead, I have sampled the sources on the 
basis of two complementary principles. First, I have strived to include a variety of 
actors and accounts, spread out over the time period. Second, I have made sure 
to include the accounts that have been singled out by earlier research as especially 
important.98 As a result, the source base covers – much like what is the case for 
the first two chapters – both central actors and more peripheral figures.

Both the scholarly works and the travel accounts were copied and circulated 
already in the seventeenth century. This means that I have frequently been 
able to compare different versions of the manuscripts, and to analyse not only 
printed texts but also comments in their margins. The fact that the material was 
copied indicates that it was not intended exclusively for private use. Some of 
the letters and accounts might not have been spread far and become known to 
contemporaries, yet, neither should we automatically assume the opposite.

Maps, images and texts
Early modern texts, maps and images were made to be used together. This is an 
important point to make since historians traditionally have given more attention 

Claes Rålambs resa till Osmanska riket 1657–1658’ Karolinska förbundets årsbok 2008 
(Stockholm, 2008); Bernt Brendemoen, ‘Some Remarks on Claes Brodersson Rålamb 
and his contemporaries’ Turcica et Orientalia (Stockholm, 1988), pp. 9–18; Åsa Karlsson, 
‘Främling eller vän? Svenskar i Turkiet på 1700-talet’ in Anders Florén och Åsa Karlsson 
eds. Främlingar: Ett historiskt perspektiv (Uppsala, 1998).

98  For this purpose, Dahlgren and Norman and Johnson have been particularly useful. 
See Stellan Dahlgren & Hans Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden (Uppsala, 
1988); Amandus Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware 1638-1664, 2 vols. 
(Philadelphia 1911). I have deprioritized letters and accounts that have been damaged or 
which for other reasons are particularly inaccessible. This has meant that I have been able 
to cover a larger source base. There are no obvious reasons why these damaged accounts 
would have presented different evidence than the accounts used in this study.
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to textual material than visual or cartographic material. Similarly, the history of 
cartography as a field has sometimes passed by the texts of atlases in favour of 
the cartographic material, although maps and texts were usually made as parts 
of a whole. Theoretical as well as practical contributions in recent scholarship 
have helped remedy this.99 Not least, historians and art-historians promoting 
visual studies as a part of history have worked towards this end.100 Still, the 
force of tradition as well as institutional structures has contributed to maintain 
investigations of texts, maps and images more separate than what is beneficial for 
either. The present study emphasises that important keys to understanding maps 
or images can be found in texts, and vice versa.

Thus, I have organized the three case studies primarily with regards to what the 
sources claimed that they were doing and how they were used, rather than on the 
basis of whether the material was cartographic, visual or textual. The geography 
teaching material analysed in chapter 3 consists of both texts and maps used 
together at Swedish schools and universities. The material in chapter 4 consists 
primarily of texts, but includes also visual material that Swedish travellers to the 
Ottoman Empire collected or commissioned during their journeys. Chapter 5 
has a source base consisting of maps, sketches and texts made by travellers to New 
Sweden. The important factor in each case is not whether an individual source 
is a map, an image or a text, but whether it was made as a part of geography 
education, a journey to the eastern Mediterranean or a journey to New Sweden. 

For this integrated analysis to be productive, it is important to bear some 
issues of source criticism in mind. Sometimes, maps and visual material include 
less explicit debates within the source about different kinds of knowledge 
than texts do. An early modern example of this phenomenon is that textual 
descriptions discussed different ways of dividing the world into continents more 
often than visual and cartographic material did. Although some maps noted that 
America was a New World and that other parts of the world were unknown, 
many did not discuss the arguments behind dividing the world into a particular 
number of continents. When appearing in atlases or with accompanying texts, 
the maps’ silence on this topic was mediated. However, on wall maps and other 

99  See Marcel van den Broecke, Ortelius’ Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (1570-1641): Characteristics 
and development of a sample of on verso map texts (PhD thesis, Utrecht, 2009); Marcel van 
den Broecke, ‘The significane of language: The texts on the verso of the maps in Abraham 
Ortelius, Theatrum orbis terrarum’ Imago Mundi, vol. 60.2 (2008), pp. 202–210; Christian 
Jacob, ‘Toward a cultural history of cartography’ Imago Mundi, vol. 28 (1996), pp. 191–
198.

100  See, for example Ludmila Jordanova, ‘Image Matters’, Historical Journal 51/3 (2008), 
pp. 777–793; Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The use of images as historical evidence (London, 
2001); Horst Bredekamp, ‘Thomas Hobbes’s visual strategies’ in Patricia Springborg ed., 
The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes’s Leviathan (Cambridge, 1996); Michael Baxandall, 
The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance Germany (New Haven, 1980).
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broad sheet maps, the layout of the continents was often a given.101 Likewise, 
early modern visual representations of the continents as four women conveyed 
an image of what specific attributes the different parts of the world had, yet, they 
did not allow room for discussions about the location of the borders between 
these entities.102 From this case, it is clear that an idea could appear more or less 
sharply outlined depending on the medium used to convey it. 

This does not mean, however, that maps or images were less ideological 
or less complex in meaning than texts. Historian of cartography J. B. Harley 
has highlighted the importance of what features are included and what are left 
out on maps. Harley stresses that maps represent and reinforce power relations 
through including as well as excluding phenomena from the map image.103 This 
Foucauldian insight is important to bear in mind.104

Nevertheless, the most significant differences between sources are not 
necessarily those that exist between maps, images and texts. These three 
categories are overarching headings that cover a myriad of different materials. At 
the end of the day, there are probably more significant differences with regards 
to how meaning was expressed between – for instance – the professor Simon 
Kexlerus’ geography textbook Cosmographia Compendiosa and the anonymous 
ballad of a sailor who travelled to New Sweden, than there is between Kexlerus’ 
textbook and Johannes Rudbeckius’ world map that was also made to be used 
in geography teaching.105 Similarly, the difficulties of interpreting hidden power 
dimensions are perhaps especially noticeable for the historian working with maps 
or images, yet, it is true for any and every medium that power relations underpin 
truth-claims and omissions. In an ideal world, the integrated analysis of texts, 
images and maps can highlight both common and diverging features and be a 
help in source criticism. 

Temporal distribution of the source material
The timeframe of the study is the seventeenth century, but the years 1600 and 1700 
are not the important boundary markers of the investigation. Conceptualization 

101  Maps with extensive textual commentary placed on the map image itself, like Mercator’s 
1569 world map, constitute exceptions to this tendency. Gerhard Mercator, Nova et 
Aucta Orbis Terrae Descriptio ad Usum Navigantium Emendate Accommodata (Duisburg, 
1569).

102  See, for example, Wintle, The image of Europe; Le Corbeiller, ‘Miss America and Her 
Sisters’.

103  J.B. Harley, The New Nature of maps: Essays in the history of Cartography, ed. Paul Laxton 
(Baltimore & London, 2001).

104  See also, Piechocki, ‘Erroneous Mappings’, p. 81.
105  Simon Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa (Turku, 1666); [Aron Danielsson], untitled 

ballad in Samuel Älf ’s Book of Ballads [1650], LW42, Stiftsbiblioteket, Linköping; 
Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae. 
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is a continuous process usually unperturbed by the passing of centennial years. 
What is important is that this is a study of a society and of a, in comparison 
with many earlier studies of the continents, short time period. Change occurred 
within this time frame, but the main focus in this thesis is a characterization of 
seventeenth-century worldviews, rather than a study of change over time. I have 
strived to include source material from the early, middle and late century. In 
practice, though, the analysis also touches on both earlier and later works.

For chapter 3, the textbooks and the cartographical sources are distributed 
relatively evenly across the seventeenth century. However, the manuscript sources 
that have survived are from the second half of the century. As a result, the focus of 
the analysis is on the latter half of the century.106 This temporal tilt is present also 
in chapter 4 and 5. For chapter 4, the majority of the accounts, and the journeys 
they describe, were made in the second half of the seventeenth century, although 
some were made in earlier decades. The source material concerning New Sweden 
in chapter 5 centres on two time periods, the years of the Swedish colonial rule 
1638–55 and the last decade of the seventeenth century which saw a renewed 
interest in the settlement, then a part of English Pennsylvania. This means that 
the spread of the sources in chapter 5 mirrors that of the two other chapters well, 
albeit this chapter, to a greater extent than the two first, centres on the second 
half of the seventeenth century.

I have chosen not to include the wealth of travel accounts of journeys to the 
Ottoman Empire produced by Swedish explorers, officials and prisoners of war 
during the Great Northern War, 1700–21.107 This material is interesting, yet, it 
merits its own study because of its size and the specific political context in which 
it was produced. Likewise, I have restricted my analysis mainly to seventeenth-
century accounts of Swedish travellers to the former Swedish colony in Delaware. 
I have, however, made a cursory survey of some later accounts of journeys both 
to the eastern Mediterranean and to New Sweden to make sure that no drastic 
changes in language use occurred at the cut-off point of the present study.108

106  This perspective complement research on later time periods in Swedish geography 
education. See Hennerdal, Education through Maps.

107  See for example Åsa Karlsson, Klas Kronberg & Per Sandin eds., Karl XII och svenskarna i 
Osmanska riket (Stockholm 2015).

108  See Andreas Sandel, Andreas Sandels dagbok, 1701–1743, ed. Frank Blomfelt (Stockholm, 
1988); Sven Agrell, Andre legationspredikanten vid svenska beskickningen i Konstantinopel 
Sven Agrells dagbok 1707—1713, ed. Aug. Quennerstedt (Lund, 1909); The records of 
Holy Trinity (Old Swedes) Church, Wilmington Del. from 1697–1773, ed. Horace Burr 
(Wilmington, 1890); Michael Eneman, Resa i Orienten 1711-1712, ed. K.U. Nylander 
(Uppsala, 1889). 
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Definitions and limitations

Authors, mapmakers, travellers, biographers and readers
It is clear that seventeenth-century literate Sweden included a variety of people 
with different backgrounds involved in many different pursuits. This stratum of 
the population consisted of scholars and bureaucrats, merchants and clergymen, 
nobility as well as those who came from less affluent backgrounds. It included 
both men and women, old and young people, people who were born in Sweden, 
Finland and the provinces, and some who moved to these places as adults. The 
individuals within this sphere held different positions and their voices were heard 
in varying degrees. The boundaries of the sphere were fluid and not constricted by 
state borders. Bearing all these variations in mind, we might still tentatively speak 
of a stratum of the population who passed through schools and/ or universities, 
and who wrote and/or were the intended audience of travel accounts. This 
heterogeneous group forms the basis of historical actors analysed in this study.

I have defined the source material around this literate sphere of seventeenth-
century Swedish society. The authors and mapmakers discussed in the thesis 
belonged to this sphere, and their readers, viewers and audiences were, on the 
whole, part of this context. Defining this sphere is by necessity a generalization, 
yet, it enables a composite analysis of different forms of language use. So as to 
substantiate the claim that this was indeed an interconnected sphere of different 
practices but overlapping people, I investigate in the three empirical case studies  
who the practitioners involved in these settings were.

Individually, scholars, officials, diplomats, students, sailors, clergymen 
and adventurers had a variety of purposes for writing, sketching and making 
maps. In analysing the individual expressions with a contextualizing ambition, 
biographies of the historical actors are important, and especially for investigating 
the intentions with which they used particular expressions. Connecting them to 
each other and looking for trends in the material, however, does not negate the 
individual ideas or motivations they had. Instead, it highlights the variety of ways 
in which worldviews played out within this stratum of the society. Moreover, all 
of the persons that appear on the pages of this thesis were in one way or another 
associated with Swedish state institutions and addressed audiences in Sweden. All 
of them were part in making and presenting knowledge about what the world 
looked like, and all of them grappled with metageography.

The study of spatial constructs in history
This study dissects early modern spatial constructs, but how can this be done 
without reproducing those same categories? We cannot describe the world 
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without presenting a subjective view of it. Even describing something as a ‘hill’, 
or a ‘hummock’, or a ‘knoll’ contains a degree of interpretation. Many times, 
these distinctions are negligible, yet when associated with, for example, cultural 
belonging, law or political borders, they influence the way we understand the 
world in important ways.109 While this motivates a study of terms and concepts, 
it makes it difficult to conduct such a study. For example, how can I explain where 
the border between Asia and Europe was understood to be, without referring to 
the Bosporus, the Danube, the Urals, or to other phenomena such as states, 
cities or regions, or, for that matter, to continents? This thesis would have had to 
be written in a very round about manner if I were to avoid socially constructed 
spatial demarcations altogether. Therefore, I use terms like ‘Europe’ and refer 
to other spatial phenomena when discussing the general themes of the thesis. 
However, when it comes to the primary source analysis, I have endeavoured to 
avoid these kinds of generalizations and to specify vague terms.

Terminology and source languages
Translation is another central issue for an investigation into language use.110 
This is especially true in cases where the presentation of the research is in a 
different language than most of the source material. Not only does this study 
need to be aware of the changes in the meaning of, for example, the word ‘Africa’ 
that most probably have occurred over time. It also has to take into account 
the connotations of the present-day English word and its relation to the early 
modern Swedish counterpart ‘Afrika’. 

One solution to the problem of translation is to use the Swedish terms when 
referring to early modern geographical concepts. However, using the Swedish 
term would be complicated because the material includes other languages than 
Swedish (primarily Latin, but also some French and German). I could use the 
words as they appear in the different primary source languages (Africa, Afrique, 
Afrika), but this would significantly hamper the flow of the text. In addition, 
even though I wish to bring attention to the fact that there may be different 
connotations tied to a word as it appears in different languages, I do not wish 
to sever the ties between different expressions. The nuances in meaning are 
important, yet considering the close connections between the cultural spheres, 
and that at times one and the same person used different languages in one text 

109  See, for example, Simon Schama, Landscape and memory (Bath, 1995); Cosgrove, Social 
formation and symbolic landscape.

110  For further discussion of the challenges of translation for conceptual history, see Martin 
J. Burke & Melvin Richter eds., Why concepts matter: Translating social and political 
thought (Leiden, 2012).
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or map, it would not make sense to study for example Latin ‘Africa’ and French 
‘Afrique’ as two separately defined concepts.

Moreover, when terms from the primary sources are cited in present-day 
academic writing, it is usually because the terms refer to specific phenomena 
non-existent in the target language, for example, the ‘riksdag’ (the Swedish 
parliament). The Swedish word for a continent could then be taken to refer to a 
single coherent concept relating to a set term, when instead I wish to emphasise 
the possibility of different and conflicting meanings of these terms. Instead, I use 
English vocabulary in the text, unless there are specific reasons not to do so in 
individual cases. In addition, I comment on the source language when this has 
bearing on the analysis. All translations to English are my own, unless otherwise 
noted in the footnotes.111

The many guises of geography
Geography is a core term for this thesis in more ways than one. To begin 
with, geography is an analytical concept. Here, following the Oxford English 
Dictionary, ‘geography’ refers to ‘the nature and relative arrangement of places 
and physical features’ of the earth.112 In this sense, geographical knowledge is 
knowledge about what the world looks like, its spatial dimension. Meanwhile, 
geography also appears in this thesis as a reference to the early modern subject 
‘geography’. As discussed by David N. Livingstone, what geography has meant 
to people has changed over time.113 Thus, the modern-day discipline is not the 
same as the early modern. Nonetheless, there was a pursuit called ‘geography’ in 
early modern Europe. What this entailed is part of the empirical analysis. When 
discussing the different meanings of ‘geography’, it should also be noted that 
within the present-day scholarly field of historical geography, ‘geography’ has 
also come to be used, often in the plural, ‘geographies’, to describe how material 
objects and ideas have spatial trajectories.114 

111  With the exception of the sources on New Sweden translated and published by Johnson 
and Dahlgren & Norman. For these, I have used the translations by earlier research in 
quotes unless specified. Where the choice of words have bearing on the analysis, I have 
consulted the original mansuscripts in Swedish in addition to the published versions. See 
primarily Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden; Amandus Johnson, The 
instruction for Johan Printz, Governor of New Sweden (Philadelphia, 1930).

112  ‘geography, n’. Oxford English Dictionary Online (OED). <www.oed.com> (Accessed 16 
Jan. 2018). 

113  David N. Livingstone, The Geographical Tradition (Oxford, 1993), pp. 28–30. 
114  For example, see Ogborn & Withers eds., Geographies of the book; Livingstone, Putting 

science in its place.
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Interpreting frequency
While it is relatively easy to ask, ‘How often were geographical concepts used 
in treatises on geography, on maps and in travel accounts?’, it is complicated to 
determine what an answer would mean. To exemplify with the extreme, the most 
frequent usage imaginable would be if authors made references to the continents 
in each and every word or sentence they wrote, or, to be marginally more realistic, 
every time they noted spatial aspects of a phenomenon. However, it is apparent 
that using such a standard is more or less pointless. We may say that the continents 
are central to Swedish understanding of the world today, though a Swedish travel 
writer today most likely would not mention the continents on every other page. 
Furthermore, some localities, for example those situated along trading routes, are 
most probably mentioned more frequently than others. Likewise, cartographic 
representations are often more detailed when describing the relative vicinity 
of the mapmaker than regions far away. These are two more examples of how 
there are connections between cognitive patterns and the activities of a person. 
Unavoidably the present study measures both geographical frames of reference 
and actual mobility and activity in the world – and the two are closely related. 
Because of these factors, the present study pays more attention to how than how 
many times the continents were used in seventeenth-century geography works 
and travel accounts.115 

Research questions and outline of thesis
On the basis of the discussion in this chapter, I formulate a set of questions that 
guide the empirical investigation. To reiterate, the purpose of this thesis is to 
investigate early modern ways of viewing the world through a close analysis of 
what the continents meant in three settings of geographical knowledge making 
in seventeenth-century Sweden. 

The analysis has two main analytical components that are investigated in each 
of the three case studies. The first issue is conceptualization, the second knowledge 
making. These are not separable but intertwined processes. Each case study 
addresses the issue of conceptualization situated in knowledge making:

• How did geographers in seventeenth-century Sweden conceptualize the 
continents in the process of making ‘geographical’ knowledge? (Chapter 3)

115  Note however that as part of the research process, I have taken note of the frequency with 
which the words appeared in the material and comment on this from time to time as an 
integrated part of the other elements of the study.
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• How did travellers and their biographers in seventeenth-century Sweden 
conceptualize the continents to present the knowledge and experiences of 
journeying through the eastern Mediterranean? (Chapter 4)

• How did travellers and their biographers in seventeenth-century Sweden 
conceptualize the continents to present the knowledge and experiences of 
journeying to New Sweden? (Chapter 5)

These questions are divided into sub-questions in the respective chapters. Each 
chapter delineates the relevant setting of knowledge making, and investigates 
how the continents were conceptualized in relation to it.

To take the investigation of early modern worldviews further, the results 
of these three case studies are discussed in relation to each other. I do this by 
comparing how the continents were conceptualized in the three settings and by 
examining how the three settings were separate and fused:

• In what ways were the continents conceptualized in the same and/or in 
different ways in the three case studies?

• In what ways were the making of knowledge about the world in scholarly 
‘geography’, travel writing about the eastern Mediterranean and travel writing 
about New Sweden integrated and in what ways were these pursuits separate 
settings? 

These two questions are important throughout the analysis. Finally, the last 
question addresses the generalizability of the results in relation to earlier research 
on conceptualization in early modern Europe. This question is important for 
considering what, if anything, was particular about ‘Sweden’ as a framework for 
the analysis, but also for investigating how an international context was part in 
forming geographically situated pursuits in Sweden.

•	 In what ways did conceptualization in the making of knowledge in seventeenth-
century Sweden connect to similar and/or different pursuits in other places? 

This question is concretized further in the empirical investigations, and I return 
to it in the conclusions. Together, the questions that are specific for each case 
study and the comparative aspects discussed throughout the thesis form an 
investigation into early modern ways of making sense of what the world looked 
like, using the continents as a lens through which to view the world.
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3. The continents in scholarly geography 

What region may be assigned to Europe or to Asia and to America and, 
what peoples may Africa have, what kingdoms, how many cities? These 
topics constitute that which the Cosmographers study through great 
labour. This book can teach all those things through easy use.116

A set of continents was a basic component in early modern scholarly descriptions 
of geography. The number and names of the continents were often presented 
to the reader as one of the principal geographical divisions of the world, both 
in textual descriptions and through colouring and labels on maps. Likewise, 
atlases were often organised around a set of continents, treating each continent 
separately after a general introduction to the world as a whole.117 As seen in the 
quote above by Turku (Swedish Åbo) University Professor Martin Miltopaeus, 
scholarly works on ‘geography’ or ‘cosmography’ were a setting in which the 
continents were given considerable attention in early modern discourse. 

However, even a cursory look at early modern works on geography – like 
Rudbeckius’s world map – shows that multiple and significantly diverging 
narratives coexisted. The names and number of the continents varied, especially 
with regards to, from a European perspective, newly discovered regions. It is 
the supposition of this study that such variations should not be discarded as 
mistakes. Instead, I argue that the variations were the result of different modes 
of conceptualization. The geographers reasoned in varying ways when they 
contemplated the outline of the terrestrial globe, when they defined what 
‘a continent’ was and how they located themselves in that geography. They 
emphasised different elements of knowledge, and this led them to different 
presentations of a scheme of continents. Thus, the continents in early modern 

116  ‘Quae regio Europae aut Asiae sit & Americaeque, Africa quos populos habeat, quae 
regna, quot urbes? Haec sunt Cosmographis magno discenda labore, Omnia quae 
facili liber hic monstraverit usu’. Martin Miltopaeus’ homage to Johannes Gezelius on 
the latter’s publication of a textbook for school education, freely translated. Martinus 
Miltopaeus, ‘In novam Encyclopaediae Philosophicae Synopsin[sic] Carmen’ in Johannes 
Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica (Turku, 1672), fol. 7v.

117  See also Lewis & Wigen, Myths of continents, pp. 2, 23–8; Akerman, ‘The Structuring 
of Political Territory in Early Printed Atlases’. An example of how other elements of 
geography were organized around the continents is seen in Andreas Spole, Proemium 
Cosmographia. Uppsala University Library (UUB) A 504, fol. 61v–62r. Manuscript 
notes from lectures at Lund University. Note on authorship and provenance in UUB 
Catalouge A, p. 133.
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Figure 2. Olof Rudbeck’s anatomical theatre where the ‘Ptolemaic’ professor instructed 
students using wall maps. Olof Rudbeck, ‘Tab. 36, Fig. 136’ in Taflor eller tabulae 
(Uppsala, 1679). Size: 49,5 x 60 cm. Uppsala University Library, Uppsala.
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scholarship are best examined as closely intertwined with the processes of 
interpreting and formulating knowledge in this setting. 

The purpose of this chapter is to contribute to an understanding of what 
the continents meant in seventeenth-century Sweden by examining how they 
were conceptualized in scholarly geography. This is an analysis of situated 
conceptualization, focusing on the making of geographical knowledge. I ask: 
How did authors and mapmakers in seventeenth century Sweden conceptualize 
the continents in the process of making ‘geographical’ knowledge?

The source material 
The central source material for this chapter is nineteen individual texts, maps 
and manuscript lecture notes.118 All of these were made as part for teaching in 
‘geography’ or ‘cosmography’ in Sweden. Appendix 1 summarizes these works.119 
In addition, I have looked a larger number of works to establish the parameters 
of what ‘geography’ education was in early modern Sweden. 

The disciplinary categories of today are not always easily applied to early 
modern scholarly endeavours, and this is true also for ‘geography’. If we were to 
apply present-day categories without further consideration, anachronism would 
be the likely result. The present study remedies this problem of anachronistic 
disciplinary categories in two ways. First, I direct the investigation towards a 
closely contextual reading of the sources through focusing on knowledge making 
processes. The analysis thus strives to avoid – as far as is possible for a modern 
study of the distant past – anachronistic readings by paying attention to the 
specific, and differentiated, practices of discussing geography at early modern 
schools and universities. Second, I have defined the source base from material that 
contemporaries defined as ‘geography’. In defining the material, I have looked 
for sources that have been identifiable as works on geography by their titles or 

118  The category ‘lecture notes’ consist of structured texts rather than fragments of 
notetaking. The genre primarily consist of manuscripts written or copied by students, 
although some were made by the lecturers themselves. The texts come from public 
lectures at the universities and from privately held collegia.  This is a rich source material 
that has often been overlooked. See Lindberg, Den akademiska läxan, pp. 41–4.  

119  The total number of sources is larger since I have looked at more than one version of 
several of these texts. The printed material includes two world maps, two hemisphere 
maps and seven printed treatises. This represents the main body of printed works 
on summary geography from Sweden from this period. To this material is added ten 
individual manuscript works. For these, I have made a selection so as to include lecture 
by prolific lecturers on summary geography, as well as works by anonymous or minor 
writers. 
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by references in the school and university instructions and library catalogues in 
seventeenth century Sweden, or pointed out as such by later scholars.120

Describing the world was a recurring topic in these texts and maps. Charles 
Withers uses the expression ‘summary geography’ to capture this aspect of 
Renaissance humanism’s textual pursuit of detailing geographical knowledge 
about the features of the earth. Withers emphasises that summary geography 
was only one part of the practice of geography.121 However, the term is useful for 
the present study to capture early modern geographers’ intent of describing the 
world in what they understood to be a systematic way. Summary descriptions 
of the geography of the world were the main topic of at least sections of the 
works discussed in this chapter. This makes the material well suited for a study of 
conscious representations of what the world looked like. 

To establish what practices constituted seventeenth century Swedish geography, 
I have also examined the contemporary library catalogues and inventories of a 
number of Swedish academic institutions, as well as the national instructions 
to the schools and gymnasia.122 I have also identified works originating from 
abroad which were used in the Swedish geography education.123 These works 
have functioned as a means to place the Swedish material in the context in which 
it was used, and as a way to identify the extent to which these were local trends 
or themes that crossed between settings. 

120  The method excludes discussions on the continents in treatises whose expressed subject 
matter was not geography. On the other hand, the distinction makes it possible to relate 
the analysis to the contemporary early modern framework of geography. Fredriksson uses 
this method. See Fredriksson, ‘The formal Presence of the Ancients’. 

121  Withers, Placing the Enlightenment, pp. 193–4; For further characterizations of 
Renaissance geographical and cosmographical practices, see Jacobsson, Den sjunde 
världsdelen, pp. 121–6; Johnson, ‘Renaissance German Cosmographers’; Mc Lean, 
Cosmographia of Sebastian Münster; Denis Cosgrove, ‘Globalism and Tolerance in early 
modern geography’ Annals of the Association of American Geographers, vol 93, nr 4 (Dec. 
2003), pp. 852–870. 

122  Åke Åberg ed., Västerås domkyrkas bibliotek år 1640 (Acta Bibliothecae Arosiensis 
IV: Västerås 1973); Betänkande och förslag angående läroverks- och landsbiblioteken 
(Stockholm, SOU, 1924:7); Sveriges allmänna läroverksstadgar 1561 – 1905, ed. B. Rud. 
Hall (ÅSU, Lund, 1921); Claes Annerstedt, Uppsala universitets historia (Stockholm, 
1877) vol. II:2, pp. 264–71; ‘Constitutiones Collegii Strengnensis’ in P.E. Thyselius 
ed., Handlingar rörande svenska kyrkans och läroverkens historia, vol. II (Örebro, 1841); 
‘Bibliotheca Scholae Visingzburgensis’ [ca. 1687–1694], Ms Fol 78, Växjö Stiftsbibliotek; 
‘Index Librorum Gymnasij Strengnensis…1667’ notes in Swerikes Rijkes Stads Lagh 
(Stockholm, 1617), Roggebiblioteket. 

123  For discussions on map use in early modern Sweden, see Forss ‘En värld av kartor’; See 
also the forthcoming articles on this topic in HOC vol. 4, Göran Bäärnhielm, ‘Map 
collecting in Sweden & Finland 1650–1800’ in Matthew Edeny ed., The History of 
Cartography (HOC), (Chicago, forthcoming), vol. 4; Göran Bäärnhielm, ‘Map trade in 
Sweden – Finland’ in The History of Cartography (HOC), (Chicago, forthcoming), vol. 4.
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Between Ptolemy and ‘discovery’
In earlier research, two events have taken centre stage as explanations of changing 
geographical knowledge and worldviews in early modern Europe. The first of 
these is the fifteenth-century translation from Greek to Latin of the Alexandrian 
scholar Claudius Ptolemy’s (circa 100–168 AD) Geography.124 This translation 
has been described as both a ‘milestone’ and a ‘millstone’ of Renaissance 
scholarship.125 Although it is a well-established fact that early modern scholarship 
looked to the authors of Greek and Roman antiquity for information, inspiration 
and legitimation, this is perhaps doubly true for writings that called themselves 
‘geographies’ because this subject was, to a large extent, redefined with the 
translation of Ptolemy’s work. Earlier studies have sketched out how Ptolemy’s 
work in the Renaissance propelled geographical inquiry and mapmaking, as 
well as influenced discussions in other fields. As new discoveries required new 
perspectives, and as scientific methods developed, the role of Ptolemy’s geography 
changed, and eventually became considered an antiquated perspective. While 
Robert Karrow states that Ptolemy was no longer used as a primary source for 
geographical knowledge by the end of the sixteenth century, others date this 
change to around 1650.126 In contrast, Bo Lindberg notes that classical authors 
began to be antiquated as sources on politics in Sweden towards the end of 
seventeenth century.127 It seems that there is reason to study the timing of these 
developments in more detail.

Moreover, it is relevant to pay attention to what kind of knowledge and 
what kind of authority was associated with classical authorities such as Ptolemy.
Lesley Cormack argues that ‘Ptolemy was not rejected or gleefully superseded’ 
by sixteenth and early seventeenth century English geographers, but rather that 

124  J. Lennart Berggren & Alexander Jones, Ptolemy’s Geography: an annotated translation of 
the theoretical chapters (Princeton and Oxford, 2000), p. 4. 

125  Piechocki, ‘Erroneous Mappings’ in Newman & Tylus eds., Early Modern Cultures of 
Translation, pp. 78-9; Frank Lestringant, ‘La Cosmographie universelle, sources, parentés, 
construction’ in Guillaume Le Testu, Cosmographie universelle selon les navigateurs tant 
anciens que modernes, ed. Frank Lestringant (Paris, 2012); Livingstone, The Geographical 
tradition, p. 41; Charles Burnett & Zur Shalev eds., Ptolemy’s Geography in the 
Renaissance (London, 2011); Peter Whitfield, The image of the world: 20 centuries of world 
maps (San Francisco, 1994), p. 10; Richter, Geografiens historia i Sverige, pp. 26–8.

126  Robert Karrow, ‘Introduction to Mercator’s Atlas’ in Ginger, Philip Smith et al. eds., 
Gerardus Mercator Duisburg, 1595: Atlas sive cosmographiae meditationes de fabrica mundi 
et fabricate figura (The Lessing J. Rosenwald Collection Library of Congress, CD-ROM, 
Oakland, 2000), p 12; Robert Karrow, Mapmakers of the Sixteenth Century and Their 
Maps (Chicago, 1993), p. 397.

127  Lindberg, Den akademiska läxan, p. 93.
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different parts of his information ceased being relevant in different stages.128 For 
instance, Ptolemy’s insights on the definitions of the discipline of geography, and 
his computations of the size of the earth, were used even after geographers had 
contended that his information about the number and sizes of continents and 
the placement of the prime meridian were inaccurate or inadequate to describe 
the world.129 In light of these comments, the present analysis pays particular 
attention to this process of antiquation and its role in conceptualization.

The second event, or rather, chain of events, that redefined ‘geography’ in 
the early modern period, was the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century voyages of 
‘discovery’, through which new geographical information poured into Europe. 
Earlier research has emphasised that the revelation of hitherto unknown 
landmasses profoundly changed both economic and political realities, and the 
understanding of what the world looked like. However, there have been different 
interpretations of how fast this happened and of the processes involved.130 
Importantly, Antony Grafton has argued that scholars in the post-Columbian 
world were wedged between new worlds and ancient texts.131

In connection to this issue, Surekha Davies notes that the status of the new 
landmasses posed real problems to sixteenth century scholars in Europe. What 
status was ‘America’ to have? Was it a continent or an island? And how did teh 
people living in America fit in with the idea that the three sons of Noah had 
populated one part each of the postdiluvian world?132 It is clear that Europeans 
came to see the world in altered ways after Columbus’s voyage. Still, this 
profound change in worldviews was not instantaneous. It has been noted that in 
the years following 1492, more interest was, in fact, directed towards Ottoman 
society than to America.133 Edmundo O’Gorman influentially suggested that 

128  Lesley Cormack, ‘Ptolemy at Work: The role of the Geography in geography and 
mathematics teaching in early modern England’ in Charles Burnett & Zur Shalev eds., 
Ptolemy’s Geography in the Renaissance (London, 2011), p. 221. 

129  Cormack, ‘Ptolemy at Work’ in Burnett & Shalev eds., Ptolemy’s Geography in the 
Renaissance, p. 213–219.

130  See, for example, Lewis & Wigen, Myth of continents, p. 26; Zerubavel, Terra Cognita; 
Robert Mayhew, ‘Geography, print culture and the Renaissance: “The road less travelled 
by”’ History of European Ideas, 27:4 (2001), pp. 349–69; Ordahl Kupperman ed., 
America in European consciousness; Anthony Pagden, European encounters with the New 
World: From Renaissance to Romanticism (New Haven & London, 1993); J.H. Elliott, The 
Old World and the New, 1492–1650 (Cambridge, 1992); Grafton, New Worlds, Ancient 
Texts.

131  Grafton, New Worlds, Ancient Texts.
132  Davies, ‘America and Amerindians’; see also Benjamin Braude, ‘The sons of Noah and 

the construction of ethnic and geographical identities in the medieval and early modern 
periods’ The William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 54, nr 1 (1997), pp. 103–142.

133  For a discussion, see Seth, Europe’s Indians, p. 37; also Elliott, The Old World and the 
New; Grafton, New Worlds, Ancient Texts; Leos Müller, ‘”Vi kom för att hitta kristna och 
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we should see Columbus’s voyage not as a ‘discovery’ of America, but rather as 
the beginning of gradual ‘invention’ of that concept.134 Indeed, throughout the 
sixteenth century, Sebastian Münster’s widely popular Cosmographia Universalis 
represented America as part of Asia rather than a separate continent.135 This 
perspective was later superseded, and in the seventeenth century the status of 
America as a continent was well established.136 Still, what happened to this theme 
of discovery over time?

Both the influence of Ptolemy and of new ‘discoveries’ in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries have been discussed previously. In contrast, how these themes 
and perspectives lived on/or changed in the seventeenth century is not chartered 
to the same extent. Zur Shalev notes that less research has been done on the role 
of Ptolemy in the later early modern period.137 The present study contributes by 
extending the timeline of the history of discovery and rediscovery to the turn of 
the eighteenth century. 

Likewise, more work has been done on the legacy of Ptolemy and the influence 
of ‘discovery’ in relation to European centres of scholarly geographical learning 
than in relation to the Nordic countries.138 The dominance of geographical works 
from, among other places, the Low Countries and Germany is apparent in the 
Swedish material. This trend has been noted by earlier research, yet often by 
studies looking at the output of, say, Dutch printing presses rather than at how 
these works circulated and were adapted in new national contexts. The present 
study contributes to this research by considering the reach of the European 
geographical output and thus broadens the geographical scope of inquiry.139

kryddor” Motiven bakom den portugisiska expansionen 1415–1520’ in Hanna Hodacs 
& Åsa Karlsson eds., Från Karakorum till Siljan: Resor under sju sekler (Lund, 2000).

134  O’Gorman, The invention of America. For a critique of this, see Washburn, ‘The Meaning 
of “Discovery” in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries’.

135  Davies, ‘America and Amerindians’; See also, Johnson, The German discovery of the world, 
pp. 84–5.

136  Lewis & Wigen, Myth of continents, p. 26; Davies, ‘America and Amerindians’
137  Zur Shalev, ‘Main Themes in the study of Ptolemy’s Geography in the Renaissance’ 

Charles Burnett & Zur Shalev eds., Ptolemy’s Geography in the Renaissance (London, 
2011), pp. 13–14. 

138  There are exceptions. For example work on Tycho Brahe, such as Michael Jones, ‘Tycho 
Brahe, kartografi og landskap: En betraktning med utgangspunkt i Nordfjordskartet fra 
1594’ in Kungl. Vitterhets Historie och Antikvitets Akademiens årsbok (Stockholm, 2004); 
See also comments in Ehrensvärd, History of the Nordic map; and Benedicte Gamborg 
Briså, Mot nord ved verdens ytterkant (exhibition publication for Museene for kystkultur 
& gjenreisning i Finnmark, Norway, 2010); See also the historical discussions in Kirsten 
A. Seaver, Maps, myths, and men: The story of the Vinland Map (Stanford, 2004), passim.

139  See Benjamin Schmidt, ‘Geography unbound: Boundaries and the exotic world in 
the early enlightenment’ in Benjamin Kaplan, Maybeth Carlson & Larura Cruz eds, 
Boundaries and their Meanings in the History of the Netherlands (Brill, 2009); Schmidt, 
Inventing Exoticism.
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Research questions and outline of chapter
To reiterate, the central research question of this chapter is: How did authors and 
mapmakers in seventeenth-century Sweden conceptualize the continents in the 
process of making ‘geographical’ knowledge?

To operationalize this question, I have formulated research questions that 
build on the discussions on the preceding pages as well as the theoretical 
framework spelled out in the previous chapter. These questions structure the 
analysis and the presentation of the results. 

The first set of questions is designed to capture the framework of scholarly 
geography in seventeenth century Sweden. It directs attention to the institutions 
and practices that constituted Swedish geography in the seventeenth century, and 
to the actors involved in this pursuit. I begin the investigation by highlighting 
elements in the processes of making scholarly knowledge which will later be 
important for the discussion about how the continents were conceptualized. The 
section is useful as it gives a degree of contextual orientation, and it provides 
a much needed updated overview of what scholarly ‘geography’ was in early 
modern Sweden.

• What institutional characteristics and practices structured the making of 
summary geography in seventeenth-century Sweden?

• Who were the persons involved in Swedish scholarly geography? 

The second set of questions focuses on the content of these works on geography 
and on how scholars conceptualized the continents. The first question in this 
second set investigates the vocabulary used to discuss Africa, America, Asia and 
Europe and terms that were used together with these. This discussion stems 
from the conviction that words matter. It is central for a conceptual history to 
pay attention to the specific words used to discuss a certain topic. The second 
question in this set builds on the first, but focuses instead on the practice of 
dividing the earth’s surface into a system of comparable entities. This question 
addresses what principles authors and mapmakers used when they divided the 
earth’s surface into a set of continents and how they reasoned about this. 

• How did seventeenth Swedish scholars define the term ‘continent’ and other 
terms they used to describe what Africa, America, Asia and Europe and 
associated terms were?

• How did they define and divide the world into a scheme of continents?

The following question more directly addresses the issue of what the 
continents meant in the processes of knowledge making that they were involved 
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in. I identify and examine what epistemological assumptions informed how the 
geographers defined the continents. The themes I identify in this analysis were 
central for how knowledge about the continents was interpreted and formulated 
anew. They not only tell us something about the continents as concepts in early 
modern Sweden, but equally about how knowledge was made in this setting.

• What epistemological assumptions were important for how the scholars 
interpreted and formulated knowledge about the continents? 

In the final section of the empirical analysis, I examine how the local setting 
related to broader international trends.

• How do the conceptualizations of the continents in Swedish scholarship relate 
to international trends of early modern geographical knowledge making?

The chapter adds nuances to earlier scholarship on the continents through a 
more limited time period and its geographical span of inquiry, as well as through 
directing attention specifically at the roles of these concepts in the knowledge 
production process.

The practices of scholarly geography 
In a letter written in March 1685, the Uppsala University professor Olof 
Rudbeck (the Elder, son of Johannes Rudbeckius) commented that ‘those who 
study geography are taught by the professors of mathematics from the large 
maps that hang in the theatre’.140 The ‘theatre’ Rudbeck referred to is still located 
under the dome of the Gustavianum building in Uppsala, and Figure 2 shows 
Rudbeck’s plan of it. The ‘theatre’ is a construction of Rudbeck’s own invention: 
an amphitheatre built on top of the university building to be used for medical 
dissections and, apparently, for teaching geography. The plan shows how the 
maps Rudbeck mentioned decorate the walls of the amphitheatre. The middle 
map is a large hemisphere map, most likely depicting the world. On the walls 
next to this map are four equally large canvases of unidentified topographies. The 

140  ‘dee som läggia sigh på geographiam pläga up i Theatre öfwas af Mathesos professoribus 
på dee stora landtaflorna som der hängia’. Olof Rudbeck, ‘O. Rudbeck till 
Inkvistionskommissionen. Redogörelse för Theatrum Anatomicum och Vattenledningen. 
[Uppsala] d. 7 mars 1685’, in Claes Annerstedt ed., Bref af Olof Rudbeck D.Ä. rörande 
Uppsala Universitet (Uppsala, 1905), vol. III, pp. 219–226, p. 221. As a clergyman, 
Johannes Rudbeckius used the Latin form while his son Olof Rudbeck did not. To 
confuse matters further, Olof Rudbeck had a son who was his namesake, Olof Rudbeck 
the Younger.
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renowned Uppsala professor’s remark reveals several important things about the 
practices that constituted ‘geography’ instruction in early modern Sweden. 

First, Rudbeck’s remark gives us an institutional setting. Academic life in 
Sweden underwent a rapid expansion in the seventeenth century in tandem with 
developments in the military and bureaucracy. Uppsala University, founded in 
1477, had received a renewal of its charters in 1595 and the activities which had 
been dormant during the turbulent years of the Reformation started up again 
at the turn of the seventeenth century. During Gustavus Adolphus reign, the 
royal patronage was expanded, and the number of professorial chairs, library 
collections and influx of students continued to grow throughout the century.141 
In addition to Uppsala, a university was founded in Dorpat (present-day Tartu 
in Estonia) in 1632, in Turku (in Finland) in 1640, and in Lund (in the formerly 
Danish region Skåne (Scania) in southern Sweden) in 1666. Greifswald (in 
northern Germany) with its university also became Swedish in 1648.142 During 
this period, geography was also taught at the gymnasia (sing gymnasium), the 
level below the university, and at schools. The first gymnasium was founded in 
1623 in Västerås by Johannes Rudbeckius, and this was followed by several others 
during the course of the century.143 At the latest from 1649 (although in some 
places earlier) students at these institutions were prescribed instruction in a topic 
called ‘geography’.144 

It was common for ambitious and/or wealthier students to travel abroad as 
part of their education, known as the peregrinatio academica or Grand Tours. 
Most commonly, students journeyed to Protestant universities in Northern 
Germany, but some went further afield to the Dutch provinces, England, France 
or the Mediterranean centres of learning.145 Some of these travelling students 

141  Annerstedt’s history of Uppsala University is still to date the most comprehensive study 
of the university. Claes Annerstedt, Uppsala universitets historia, 3 vols, 5 appendixes 
(Stockholm, 1877–1931); See also Frängsmyr, Svensk idéhistoria, vol. I, passim; Jenny 
Ingemarsdotter, Ramism, Rhetoric and Reform: An intellectual biography of Johan Skytte 
(1577–1645) (Uppsala, 2011), pp. 15–18. 

142  Lindberg, Den akademiska läxan, pp. 24–5;Frängsmyr, Svensk idéhistoria, vol. I, p. 78. 
143  See Åke Åberg ed., Kort historia över kungliga gymnasiet i Västerås bibliotek (Västerås, 

1971); Folke Sandgren, ‘Något om samlingarna i Roggebiblioteket’ Föreningen 
Strengnenses Vårhälsning nr. 16 (1971), pp. 3–16; Sven Almqvist, ‘Braheskolans 
grundande på Visingsö och dess äldsta skolordning’ Pedagogisk tidskrift (1966), pp. 
51–61.

144  ‘1649 års Skolordning’ in B. Rud. Hall ed., Sveriges allmänna läroverksstadgar 1561 – 
1905 (ÅSU, Lund, 1921), pp. 58–191, p. 161. See also Annerstedt, Uppsala universitets 
historia, vol. I, p. 222, vol. II:2, pp. 264–5; Richter, Geografiens historia i Sverige, ch. 3. 

145  See Winberg, ‘Mårten Törnhielm och den Europeiska resan’ in Hodacs & Karlsson eds., 
Från Karakorum till Siljan; Anders Thoré, ‘Maktens kultur: Den svenska högadlens 
utbildning under 1600-talet’ in Anders Florén och Åsa Karlsson eds., Främlingar: Ett 
historiskt perspektiv (Uppsala, 1998).
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would have received instruction in ‘geography’ and this international context is an 
important factor to bear in mind in the analysis of how geographical knowledge 
circulated.146 

The analysis in this chapter focuses on these major centres of learning in 
Sweden, primarily the universities, gymnasia and schools, and on the texts and 
maps produced there. The corpus thus includes both material associated with the 
university level teaching and material aimed at schools. There were differences 
in the structure of the teaching at these levels, yet, with regards to summary 
descriptions of the world and divisions into continents, the differences are not 
significant.147 The authors and mapmakers also moved beyond this scholarly 
setting, as seen in the case of Åke Rålamb who addressed youthful nobility in his 
introduction to ‘geography’.148 Yet, the schools and universities provide an overall 
framework that most authors and mapmakers related to.

It is possible to speak of a realm of scholarly Swedish geography, centred at 
the universities and the scholars active there, but reaching also those who passed 
through the gymnasia and universities as students and then went on to serve in 
different parts of society. We have seen that the different academic institutions 
were spread out across the southern parts of Sweden, Finland and the provinces. 
The texts and maps moved between them, as did the practitioners themselves. 
This was an upper stratum of society, although the students included not only 
those who would devote their lives to academia but also sons of noblemen, civil 
servants and clergymen. The standard language of instruction was, throughout 
the century, Latin. This slowly began to change and it is no surprise that of 
the texts discussed in this chapter, those written in Swedish originate from the 
last years of the seventeenth century.149 The language of instruction reinforces 
the impression that this was an elite project, although it is also important to 
remember that Latin was still the premier language of learning in Sweden 
throughout the century.150 

146  For a discussion of the importance of Grand Tours in shaping geocultural ideas in early 
modern England, see Tony Claydon, Europe and the making of England, 1660–1760 
(Cambridge, 2007).

147  Earlier research has noted that the level of the elementary geography education at early 
modern Swedish schools and universities did not differ greatly. The findings of this 
study corroborate this evidence. Richter, Geografiens historia, p. 68; Dahlin, Bidrag till de 
matematiska vetenskaperna, pp. 79–80.

148  Åke Rålamb, Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom, Medh behörige Kopparstycken (Stockholm, 1690).
149  Primarily Rålamb, Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom; Nils Celsius, Een kort beskrifning öffwer 

geographien [c. 1700]. UUB A 506. The UUB library Catalogue notes that Een kort 
beskrifning is in Celsius’s hand, but there is also contradictory evidence. UUB Catalogue 
A, p. 135. See footnote 254 below.

150  See Lindgren, Den akademiska läxan, p. 71; Gren-Eklund, ‘Språkforskning och 
språkforskare’ in Csató, Gren-Eklund & Sandgren, En resenär i svenska stormaktstidens 
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Figure 3. Johannes Rudbeckius’s earlier worldmap, published in 1626. Johannes Rudbeckius, 
Orbis terrarum in gratiam privatorum discipulorum, rudi penicillo adumbratus (Västerås, 
1626). Size of map: 27 x 37 cm. Västerås Stiftsbibliotek, Västerås.

Figure 4. Detail from Johannes 
Rudbeckius’s chronological 
table. Detail from Johannes 
Rudbeckius, Tabulae duae, una 
geographica, altera chronologica 
(Västerås, 1643). Size of map 
and chronological table: 128 x 62 
cm. Uppsala University Library, 
Uppsala.
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A second aspect that Rudbeck’s comment highlights is that much of early 
modern ‘geography’ occurred outside of printed textbooks. David Livingstone 
has emphasised that the study of geography has, throughout history, been firmly 
grounded in practical application.151 This holds true also for seventeenth century 
Sweden. This is seen in Johannes Rudbeckius’s two world maps, one of which was 
referred to in the introduction. Labels on the two broadsheet maps, published in 
1626 and 1643 respectively, state that the cartographic manuscript material they 
were based on derived from Rudbeckius’s teaching (See Figures 1 and 3).152 The 
national instructions for Swedish schools from 1649 likewise spell out that the 
lecturer in mathematics should teach a ‘section on geography, which however, 
like in the case of the knowledge about globes, not so much should be taught 
to the disciples through books of instruction, but more through direct study of 
terrestrial and celestial globes, and geographical maps’.153 

The Visingsö school in southern Sweden – founded by the prominent 
nobleman Per Brahe the younger and his wife Kristina Katarina Stenbock in 
1636 – adhered to these directives. The school inventory from the last decade of 
the seventeenth century notes that a celestial and a terrestrial globe (described 
as ‘old’) were part of the school classroom, as well as two world maps, two 
maps of Asia, two of Africa, one of Europe, one of America, one of Sweden, 
Denmark and Norway, and one which depicted the Holy Land.154 The library 
catalogue also mentioned Mercator’s Atlas (in the section on mathematics) and 
Münster’s Cosmographia (in the section on history) among several other books 

språklandskap, p. 17; Hans Helander, Neo-Latin Literature in Sweden in the Period 1620–
1720: Stylistics, vocabulary and Characteristic Ideas (Uppsala, 2004).

151  David N. Livingstone, The Geographical Tradition (Oxford, 1993), p. 33. A Dutch 
parallel is seen in Peter van der Krogt, Globi Neerlandici: The production of globes in the 
Low Countries (Utrecht, 1993), p. 240.

152  Rudbeckius was a professor at Uppsala university in the period 1604 to 1613 (with a 
break 1607–9) and as such also presided over a private collegium. Johannes Rudbeckius, 
Orbis Terrarum (Västerås, 1626); Rudbeckius, Tabulæ duæ. The two maps bear some 
similarities in perspective (both show south at the top of the map), and have been 
treated as copies. However, the differences are significant enough that they must have 
been made from two separate woodcuts. For example, while the 1626 map is centred 
on the Atlantic, the 1643 map is centred on the Indian Ocean. See: Forss, ‘Världen 
från ett annat perspektiv’; Åke Åberg, Västeråstryck i 350 år: Utställning i Stifts- och 
landsbiblioteket i Västerås 30 nov.–19 dec. 1971 (Västerås, 1971), p. 21. For alternative 
interpretations, see: Mead, ‘Scandinavian Renaissance cartography’, HOC, vol 3, 
footnote on p. 1794; Ulla Ehrensvärd, History of the Nordic map, pp. 152–3.

153  ‘1649 års skolordning’ in Hall ed, Sveriges allmänna läroverks stadgar 1561–1905, vol. 
IV, p. 96. This sentiment is also seen in later school instructions. See Sveriges allmänna 
läroverksstadgar, ed. Hall.

154  Bibliotheca Scholae Visingzburgensis [ca. 1687–1694]. Växjö Stiftsbibliotek, Ms Fol 78, 
pp. 34–5. See also Almqvist, ‘Braheskolans grundande på Visingsö’.
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on geography and numerous on travel.155 For a small provincial school, this is an 
impressive collection, and it was presumably facilitated by the patronage of the 
wealthy Brahe family. Still, other remaining library catalogues, lists of donations 
and inventories show that there were maps – if not always as numerous as in the 
Visingsö school – in the school and university environments.156

We cannot know exactly what was said in the classroom around a map or 
globe, but the importance given to cartographic material in the seventeenth 
century warrants its inclusion in the analysis.157 The fact that maps and texts were 
both important parts of teaching geography compels a study of geographical 
perceptions to include textual and cartographic material in tandem. Manuscript 
lecture notes also complement the printed textbooks in that they, at least to some 
degree, can be assumed to closer follow the oral instruction.158 All of the works on 
geography considered here were made with the expressed intent of being useful 
in geography education. From this, it is possible to assume that the authors and 
mapmakers wanted to convey useful information, as well as information that was 
well established. The material was primarily not cutting edge research. Rather, it 
presented what was considered the basic components and necessary knowledge.

A third aspect of Rudbeck’s comment about teaching geography is that it 
connects the study of geography to the discipline of mathematics, hereby 
highlighting the historically contingent character of disciplinary categories. There 
was an intense interest in geography in early modern Europe, but ‘geography’ was 
seen as part of, and auxiliary to, other topics rather as a discipline in its own right. 
Geography was defined in connection with mathematics, commerce, history and 
theology.159 For example, the 1626 statutes of Uppsala University stated that a 
professor in mathematics – incidentally known as ‘Ptolemaicus’ – was responsible 

155  ‘Atlas Gerardi Mercatoris’ ‘Cosmographia Munsteri lat’. Bibliotheca Scholae 
Visingzburgensis [ca. 1687–1694]. Växjö Stiftsbibliotek, Ms Fol 78.

156  The library of the gymnasium in Linköping had two maps and two globes in 1632. The 
gymnasium in Strängnäs had a terrestrial and a celestial globe in 1667. The Västerås 
school presumably had, at least, the two world maps by Rudbeckius. See Betänkande 
och förslag angående läroverks- och landsbiblioteken, p. 92; ‘Index Librorum Gymnasij 
Strengnensis…1667’ notes in Swerikes Rijkes Stads Lagh, Roggebiblioteket. For a 
commentary on map ownership among students in early modern England, see Catherine 
Delano-Smith, ‘Map Ownership in Sixteenth-century Cambridge: The Evidence of 
Probate Inventories’ Imago Mundi vol. 47 (1995), pp. 67–93.

157  Maps were also used in research. Rudbeck used a broad range of cartographic material in 
his research for the Atlantica, for example land survey maps that he borrowed from the 
Swedish Land Survey Agency. See Gustaf Edvard Klemming, Anteckningar om Rudbecks 
Atland (Stockholm, 1863), p. 3.

158  Lindberg, Den akademiska läxan, pp. 46–8.
159  See Mayhew, ‘Character of English Geography, c. 1660–1800’; Cormack, Charting an 

empire, p. 15; Livingstone, The geographical tradition.
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for lecturing on ‘geography’.160 The 1649 ordinance for the gymnasium level 
of education gave similar instructions.161 In this manner, mathematics and 
geography were associated through institutional structures. 

At the same time, authorities also connected geography with history. At the 
Västerås gymnasium the professor in mathematics should lecture on ‘geography, 
chronology and history’.162 The motto that geography and chronology were the 
two ‘eyes of history’ summarized this relationship. This expression appeared 
frequently in early modern atlases and texts, stemming from the influential 
sixteenth-century Flemish mapmaker Abraham Ortelius.163 Following this theme, 
Rudbeckius’s 1643 map was published together with a large chronological table 
of history since Adam and Eve up to the present (see detail of the chronological 
table in Figure 4).164 When analysing the descriptions of the continents, it is 
relevant to bear in mind that this was a topic that was discussed in relation to 
several different scholarly disciplines with different central themes and emphasis 
on what was legitimate knowledge. 

Finally, Rudbeck’s comment also points to both the potential and the limits 
of local contexts when characterising the practice of early modern ‘scholarship’. 

160  For this purpose, the professor in mathematics was to use the Italian geographer Magini’s 
commentary of Ptolemy. See Giovanno Antonio Magini, Geographiae universae tam 
veteris, quam novae absolutissimum opus (Venice, 1596). The statutes also prescribed 
Johannes de Sacrobosco’s Tractatus Spheram, a treatise composed in the twelth century 
but still important for early modern astronomy and mathematical geography. See 
Annerstedt, Uppsala universitets historia, vol. I, p. 222, Appendix 1, p. 278; Richter, 
Geografins historia, p. 62–3. A manuscript compendium building on Sacroboso is found 
in UUB, see Anonymous, Quaestiones Astronomica in Spaeram Ioannis de Sacrobosco. 
UUB A 25. See also the cover of this thesis.

161  ‘III. 1649 års skolordning’ in Hall ed, Sveriges allmänna läroverks stadgar, vol. IV, p. 
96; See also the instructions for Strängnäs gymnasium 1628, ‘Constitutiones Collegii 
Strengnensis’ in Thyselius ed., Handlingar rörande svenska kyrkans och läroverkens historia, 
p. 89. 

162  ‘Stadgar och förordningar för Västerås berömda gymnasium…1628’ in B. Rud. Hall, 
Johannes Rudbeckius (Ner.): En historisk-pedagogisk studie (Stockholm, 1911), Appendix, 
pp. 14–54, pp. 17, 53. 

163  The motto appears in Ortelius’s preface to the reader in Theatrum Orbis Terrarum. 
See: Abraham Ortelius, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (Antwerp, 1570). For an Engligh 
translation of this passage, see van den Broecke, Ortelius’ Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, p. 20, 
also footnote on p. 24.

164  Ortelius’s motto was reproduced on the title page of the Royal Academy of Turku 
professor Simon Kexlerus’s school book on geography, and it was repeated by the travel 
writer Per Lindeström as a motivation to the usefulness of descriptions of America. 
Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa. Per Lindeström, Geographia Americae eller Indiae 
Occidentalis Beskrijffningh, Alf Åberg ed. Resa till nya Sverige (Stockholm, 1962) (GA 
Åberg), p. 13.
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The maps Rudbeck points to were most probably not made in Sweden.165 
Geographical thinking, together with geographical artefacts and practices, 
continuously crossed the borders of early modern Europe.166 As a consequence of 
this circulation, ideas changed. At times, these changes were by-products, and at 
times they were conscious appropriations.

This international nature of early modern geography can be seen through 
its practitioners. Students and professors spent time at universities abroad, and 
others came to Sweden to pursue their academic careers.167 Individual professors 
sometimes supplied the cartographic material used for teaching. For instance, 
the mathematician and astronomer Anders Spole notes in his autobiography 
that when passing through Amsterdam on his peregrinatio academica in 1667, he 
bought a ‘globus’ because he had just been appointed professor in mathematics 
at the newly founded Lund University in southern Sweden.168 Since Lund 
University was a new institution, and one which was being established in the 
formerly Danish region Skåne, it might have had an especially acute need for 
globes and atlases. Still, the libraries of the other universities and gymnasia in the 
Swedish realm also received donations throughout the century from individual 
teachers and students, as well as sets of books that had been taken as spoils of 
war in Germany, Denmark and Poland.169 The library catalogues of educational 
institutions in Sweden included atlases and treatises on geography made in the 
Low Countries, Germany, France, and other mapmaking centres across Europe.

Sometimes, national frameworks are altogether obsolete categories. 
Consequently, the 1649 national instructions for the gymnasium stated that the 
Leiden based scholar Philippus Cluverius’s Introductio in Universam Geographiam 
should be used in the geography teaching.170 The instruction also specified that 
a Swedish edition with Latin text of Cluverius’s work should be published, and 

165  The maps were probably imported since there is no record of any Swedish large 
broadsheet hemisphere maps from this period. There is, in contrast, evidence of other 
imported broadsheet maps. See Forss, ‘En värld av kartor’.

166  For a further discussion of this, see chapter 2. 
167  For discussions on the mobility of early modern Swedish scholars and scholars in 

Sweden, see Frängsmyr, Svensk idéhistoria, passim; Winberg, ‘Mårten Törnhielm och 
den Europeiska resan’ in Hodacs & Karlsson eds., Från Karakorum till Siljan; Hans 
Cnattingius, Johannes Rudbeckius och hans europeiska bakgrund: En kyrkorättshistorisk 
studie, Uppsala universitet årsskrift 1946:8 (Uppsala, 1946).

168  Anders Spole, Andreas Spole: hans självbiografiska anteckningar, ed. Paul Wilstadius 
(Tidaholm, 1946), p. 19. Spole later went on to teach at Uppsala University.

169  For recent discussions of war booty and Swedish early modern libraries, see Emma 
Hagström Molin, Krigsbytets biografi: byten i Riksarkivet, Uppsala universitetsbibliotek 
och Skoklosters slott under 1600-talet (Stockholm, 2015); Eva Nilsson Nylander, The mild 
boredom of order: a study in the history of the manuscript collection of queen Christina of 
Sweden (Lund, 2011).

170  ‘III. 1649 års skolordning’ in Hall ed, Sveriges allmänna läroverks stadgar, vol. IV, p. 109.
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in 1651 the Linköping printing press produced such a work.171 Thus, this is a 
work published in Sweden and intended for Swedish geography education, but 
it is also a work whose author was grounded in a different local context. The 
‘us’ Cluverius sometimes refers to is not Sweden. Instead, his work centres on 
Germany, his country of origin, and a more vaguely defined European sphere.172 
In being the first book prescribed for geography education in the country, 
Cluverius’s Introductio in Universam Geographiam is an important part of the 
history of geography in Sweden. However, its somewhat different origins need to 
be taken into account in the analysis.173 This fact serves as a useful reminder of the 
limits of a national framework to studies of early modern scientific endeavours.

For the present study, Olof Rudbeck’s comment, together with his sketch 
of the maps in the anatomical theatre, helps delineate the setting which framed 
the scholarly discussions about the continents. In this outline of the practices of 
‘geography’ in early modern Sweden, I have highlighted a number of important 
issues. This setting was both local and transnational in character, meaning 
that a balance needs to be struck between, on the one hand, attention to the 
particularities of the local context, and, on the other, to its international character. 
The setting followed a different disciplinary logic than those of the present 
day. Geography was a part of mathematics and a part of history. And finally, 
descriptions of geography were grounded in practice as well as in theoretical 
studies; they centred on both maps and texts. 

The vocabulary
After having outlined the practices of seventeenth century Swedish scholarly 
geography, it is now time to focus more directly on the contents of these works. 
More specifically, the first issue to consider is what Swedish scholars meant by 
the word ‘continent’.

It is clear that they generally followed a set formula for presenting this 
information, yet there were differences in content and emphasis. A general trend is 
that the textual sources begin by stating that the earth was divided into ‘water and 

171  Philippus Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam (Linköping, 1651).
172  For example, see Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, pp. 21, 29.
173  I have compared the Linköping 1651 edition, the Leiden edition of 1629 (Philippus 

Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam (Leiden, 1629)) and the Oxford 1657 
edition (Philippus Cluverius, An introduction to geography, both ancient and moderne 
(Oxford, 1657)) (also in Latin). I have found no significant divergences between these 
texts with regards to the descriptions of the continents. The Swedish edition includes 
a dedication to Johan Gyllenstierna by the printer Christoffer Günter. For an outline 
of the different editions of Cluverius text, see H.A.M. van der Heijden, ‘Philippus 
Cluverius and Dutch cartography, An introduction’ Quaerendo 32/3-4 (2002). Note that 
the Linköping edition is not included in van der Heijden’s list.
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land’.174 What follows next is a description of the earth’s bodies of water, and then 
a description of landmasses. These descriptions consist of enumerations of what 
different geographical terms meant. Figure 5 shows a manuscript treatise from 
Uppsala University from the turn of the eighteenth century, entitled Brevarium 
Geographiae, and which gives an example of how the continents were introduced. 
The anonymous author of this work set down the basic principles of ‘geography’, 
starting with the division between water and land, and then continued with 
giving the definitions of geographical phenomena such as ‘islands’ ‘peninsulas’ 
and ‘mountains’. The text also tells us that of the earth’s landmasses, the ‘major 
parts’ are those we call continents, and these are given by name.175 Some authors 
followed different modes of presentation, but the sections on what the terrestrial 
earth looked like was commonly described in a manner similar to Brevarium 
Geographiae.176 

The scholars of the time used several different words to describe what ‘Asia’, 
‘Africa’, ‘America’ and ‘Europe’ were. Of these, the Latin term for continent 
(continens) was the most common.177 Some sources instead used the term ‘part’ 
(Latin pars, Swedish del) when referring to ‘Africa’, ‘America’, ‘Asia’, ‘Europe’ and 
the polar regions.178 In addition, these entities were also referred to as ‘islands’ by 
some authors. 179

174  See Martinus Gestrinius (praeses)/Johan Otto Cuprimontanus (respondens), Disputatio 
Geographica (Uppsala, 1642), fol. 12r (my foliation); Danielus Erici Lidius, Elementa 
geographiae…1693 23 Januarii exhibita. UUB H 463, fol. 2r–2v (my foliation); Johann 
Amos Comenius, Orbis Sensualium Pictus den synliga världen: Första upplagan på svenska 
och latin 1682 i faksimil med nyöversättning, inledning, tre efterord och bibliografi, ed. 
Lars Lindström (Stockholm, 2006), pp. 247–8; Celsius, Een kort beskrifning öffwer 
geographien. UUB A 506, fol. 5v (my foliation); Matthias Thörnblom, Semita geographica 
(>1710). UUB H 442, p. 20.

175  Anonymous, Brevarium geographiae. UUB A 27, fol. 1r (my foliation). The text is bound 
together with notes on other subjects, including another summary of geography from 
circa 1724 which I have not included in the present analysis.

176  Maps were of course different in this regard since they depicted rather than described the 
topographical components of the earth’s surface. 

177  The noun continens is formed of the present participle of the verb contineo, in the 
sense ‘continuous’ or ‘uninterrupted’. It is present in the English word ‘continent’ 
and the Swedish kontinent. See ‘con-tineo’ in Charlton T. Lewis & Charles Short, 
A Latin Dictionary (Oxford, 1879). <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/
text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

178  For example, Celsius used the word ‘pars’ in a Latin treatise, and ‘del’ in a Swedish 
work. Nils Celsius, Annotationes ad geographiam (1694). UUB A503; Celsius, Een kort 
beskrifning öffwer geographien. UUB A 506. In present-day Swedish, världsdel (English 
‘part of the world’) is a synonym to kontinent.

179  Cluverius used ‘parteis’ ‘continenteis’ and ‘insulas magnas’ (English ‘large islands’) 
interchangeably. Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 36. Likewise, 
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Earlier research has taken note of this varying vocabulary, commenting that 
‘continent’ and ‘part’ were used in the way that is familiar today, but also referred to 
larger bodies of land without necessarily denoting parts of what we understand as 
a scheme of continents.180 Wilcomb Washburn stresses that there was a difference 
between these two words, and that ‘part’ was generally preferred by geographers 
before the eighteenth century.181 He points out that the term ‘continent’ did not 
necessarily refer to ‘Africa’ or one of the other entities that we call continents 
today. Instead, the word emphasised continuous land in distinction to water or 
groups of islands.182 While this is interesting, it seems that it does not hold true 
for the works on geography that were part of Swedish geography education in 
the seventeenth century.

In the Swedish works, ‘continent’ and ‘part’ had overlapping meanings. Thus, 
Brevarium Geographiae stated that ‘the major parts of the world [are] called 
continents’.183 The author here used one of the words to explain the other: a part of 
the world was a continent. Another example of this overlapping meaning is seen 
in the Uppsala University dissertation Disputatio Geographica from 1642. The 
dissertation was presided over by the mathematician Martinus Gestrinius and 
defended by the student Johan Otto Cuprimontanus.184 It included a dedication 
to Johannes Rudbeckius, again highlighting that this was an interconnected sphere 
of scholars. Disputatio Geographica defined ‘continent’ as ‘firm and continuous 
land which the sea does not flow through’.185 Towards the end of the dissertation, 
the author186 changed vocabulary and explained that the ‘parts’ of the world 
were, first Europe, Asia and Africa, second America and third Magellanica.187 In 

Davies discusses how Sebastian Münster used the word ‘island’ rather than ‘continent’. 
Davies, ‘America and Amerindians’. 

180  Lewis & Wigen, Myth of continents, p. 29.
181  Washburn, ‘The meaning of “discovery” in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries’, pp. 2–3.
182  Washburn, ‘The meaning of “discovery” in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries’, p. 3.
183  ‘Majores partes dicta continentes’. Anonymous, Brevarium geographiae. UUB A 27, fol. 

1r. Emphasis added.
184  Gestrinius/ Otto Cuprimontanus, Disputatio Geographica. Johan Otto Cuprimontanus 

was ennobled Silfverström in 1666. The epithet ‘Cuprimontanus’ signified that he hailed 
from Falun in Västmanland. I am grateful to Carl Michael Carlsson for advise on this 
point.

185  ‘Continens terra firma & continua quam Mare non interluit’. Gestrinius/ Otto 
Cuprimontanus, Disputatio Geographica, fol. 11v–12r. The word ‘interluit’ is presumably 
a misspelling of ‘interfluit’.

186  That is, the praeses Gestrinius and/or the respondent Otto Cuprimontanus. On genre and 
authorship in early modern dissertations, see Jacobsson, Den sjunde världsdelen; Andreas 
Hellerstedt, Ödets Teater: ödesföreställningar i Sverige vid 1700-talets början (Stockholm, 
2009), pp. 30–31; Erland Sellberg, ‘Disputationsväsendet under stormaktstiden’ in 
Ronny Ambjörsson et al., Idé och lärdom (Lund, 1972).

187  Gestrinius/Otto Cuprimontanus, Disputatio Geographica, fol. 12v.
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this, he used the term ‘continent’ to 
describe landmasses in general, and ‘part’ 
to describe what ‘Europe’, ‘Asia’, ‘Africa’, 
‘America’ and ‘Magellanica’ were. 

However, we might also note that 
‘part’ was a term that could refer to 
different phenomena than ‘Africa’, 
‘Europe’ or the like. Brevarium 
Geographiae tells us that the continents 
are the ‘major parts’ of the world, and 
that islands, peninsulas and others 
are ‘minor parts’.188 Two geography 
works published in Turku and aimed 
at elementary geography education in 
the Swedish realm further illustrate 
this.189 The first, entitled Cosmographia 
Compendiosa, was published in 1666 
and authored by the first professor in 
mathematics at Turku university, Simon 
Kexlerus. Cosmographia Compendiosa 
built on Kexlerus lectures at the university 
in Turku.190 In 1672, the Turku Bishop 

Johannes Gezelius (the Elder) published a three volume school book that built on 
Kexlerus text for the section on geography.191 Both Kexlerus and Gezelius used the 
word ‘part’ when enumerating ‘Arctica’, ‘Antarctica’, ‘Europa’, ‘Africa’, ‘Asia’ and 
‘America’, but they also used this term in other chapters to describe divisions of 
the world into a southern and a northern hemisphere, cardinal directions, winds, 
and elements of astronomy.192 Kexlerus notes that these ‘parts’ were different in 
kind, but that all were ‘parts’.193 

188  Anonymous, Brevarium geographiae. UUB A 27, fol. 1r. See also Thörnblom, Semita 
geographica (>1710). UUB H 442, pp. 28–9.

189  Wieselgren and Richter notes that Kexlerus’ book was used in geography education, see 
Wieselgren, Sveriges sköna Litteratur, footnote on p. 355; Richter, Geografiens historia i 
Sverige, p 67.

190  See Richter, Geografiens historia i Sverige, p. 67; Mija Kallinen, ‘Kexlerus, Simon 
Svenonis’ Biografiskt lexikon för Finland, online edition, Svenska litteratursällskapet i 
Finland 2014. <http://www.blf.fi>. (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

191  Johannes Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica (Turku, 1672) 3 vols.
192  For example, this occurs in the chapter entitled ‘De Munde Partitione’ about different 

divisions of the world. Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 7v–12v (my foliation); 
Johannes Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica (Turku, 1672) vol. 2, pp. 246–52.

193  Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 7v. 

Figure 5. The first page of a set 
of lecture notes on geography from 
Uppsala, late seventeenth century. 
The author was presumably a student. 
Anonymous, Brevarium geographiae. 
Uppsala University Library A 27. 
Uppsala University Library.
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From these comments it is clear that the meanings of the Latin words continens 
and pars were closely intertwined in the setting of early modern geography. With 
regards to describing Africa, America and related terms, they seem to have been 
largely synonymous. The discussions also include an element of circular logic. 
The definition of a continent was ‘Africa, America, Asia and Europe’ and the 
definition of what were the entities ‘Africa, America, Asia and Europe’ was that 
they were continents. To take this discussion further, we need to look closer at 
the underlying principles for how the geographers divided the world into sets of 
entities.

Three ways of defining a scheme of continents
The Swedish geography works presented the division of the world into 
‘continents’ in different ways. I have identified three principal approaches of how 
authors and mapmakers discussed the division of the world into a scheme of 
continents. The sources either adhered to one of three models or discussed more 
than one of them. These are analytical categories in that the sources did not 
discuss them consciously as three models. Highlighting that there were different 
ways of presentation shows the breadth and depth of variation in early modern 
descriptions of the world, and systemizes the ways in which conceptualization 
occurred. Appendix 1 summarizes the ways in which the sources presented 
schemes of continents and the following pages develop the discussion further.

Building on antiquity
The first approach the geographers used built on the tripartite world described 
by authors of Greek and Roman antiquity. These descriptions map out a world 
divided into three entities called ‘Africa’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’.194 From the sixteenth 
century, additional regions were commonly added to this scheme and geographers 
divided the world into three, four, five, six or seven continents building on a 
division between ‘Africa’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ and adding one or several of ‘America’ 
and the ‘northern and southern polar regions’. For instance, Kexlerus and Gezelius 
state that the world can be divided into water and land, and that ‘Land, which, 
with regards to the surface, protrudes above the water, can be divided in six parts: 
The Arctic, Antarctica, Europe, Africa, Asia & America’.195 Danielus Erici Lidius, 
who was lecturer at Strängnäs’ gymnasium, instead presented the reader with four 
continents: Europe, Asia, Africa and America.196 Both of these descriptions built 

194  Hay, Europe: the emergence of an idea, pp. 2–11.
195  ‘Terra, quae secundum superficiem supra aquam eminet, in sex partes dividi potest: 

Arcticam, Antarcticam, Europam, Africam, Asiam & Americam’. Kexlerus, Cosmographia 
Compendiosa, fol. 51r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2, p. 292. 

196  Lidius, Elementa geographiae…1693 23 Januarii exhibita. UUB H 463, fol. 2v–4r.
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on the tripartite world of the Greco-Roman tradition, although with somewhat 
different results. Because Lidius did not include the recently discovered land 
around the poles in his scheme of continents he ended up with a scheme of four 
rather than six continents.

A large number of the authors made an explicit distinction between, on the 
one hand, the oecumene of Greco-Roman antiquity and the Middle Ages (i.e. 
Africa, Asia and Europe) and, on the other, the landmasses Europeans had come 
in contact with in more recent times. They noted that the ‘old’ had divided the 
world in three parts and that ‘our time’ had added further entities. For example, 
the textual description of Johannes Rudbeckius’s 1643 world map stated that it 
delineated the earth ‘which the Old in three parts divided: namely Europe, Asia 
and Africa. To which our generation is in the habit of adding America, Magellanica 
and the northern polar region’.197 Rudbeckius also made this distinction between 
old and new knowledge through a label on the map image stating that ‘America 
or New India, Anno 1492 discovered by Christopher Columbus’.198 What we see 
here is that the authors and mapmakers added entities to a classical scheme, and 
often stressed that this was what they were doing. As a result, an emphasis on new 
and old knowledge led to a presentation of new and old geography.

Continuous land
Another way of presenting a scheme of continents was used in parallel with the 
model described so far. While the tripartite world of ancient geography and 
later additions to the scheme of continents have been discussed extensively by 
earlier research, this line of reasoning, which was in fact widespread, has largely 
been overlooked.199 The approach took as its starting-point the etymology of the 
term ‘continent’ meaning continuous and divided the world into parts based 
on landmasses. The sources following this model most noticeably described 
Africa, Asia and Europe as one continent. As a result, these sources ended up 
with two, three or four continents, different in extent from those looking back 
to classical works. As can be seen in Appendix 1, seven of the nineteen sources 
put forward this definition of an Euroasiafrican continent. This ‘mega continent’ 
is present in the works of such notable authors and mapmakers as Mercator, 

197  ‘quem orbem Veteres in tres partes divisere[unt]; Europam videlicet Asiam et Affricam. 
Quibus Americam, Magellanicam & Terram suppolarem septentrionalem nostra aetas 
addere sol.t. [sic]’. Rudbeckius, Tabulæ duæ.

198  ‘AMERICA Sive NOVA INDIA. A. 1492. a Christophero Columoo inventa’. 
Rudbeckius, Orbis Terrarum; ‘America Sive Nova India A. CHRI: 1492. A Christop: 
Columbo inventa’. Rudbeckius, Tabulæ duæ.

199  An exception to this is seen in Lestringant, ‘La Cosmographie universelle, sources, 
parentés, construction’ in Le Testu, Cosmographie universelle, ed. Lestringant.



 Three ways of defining a scheme of continents       79

Ortelius, Cluverius and Comenius.200 The Oxford English Dictionary refers to 
sources from the late sixteenth and through the seventeenth century that used 
this meaning of the word in English.201 It also appears in geographical works such 
as Richard Blome’s A Geographical Description of the four parts of the World and Sir 
Jonas Moore, A New Systeme of the Mathematicks.202

Let us have a closer look at what this scheme entailed. Brevarium geographiae 
used this model emphasising continuous land as the basis of the description of 
the continents. The anonymous author divided the world into three ‘continents.’ 
The first of these consisted of Europe, Asia and Africa. The second continent was 
America. The third was Magellanica.203 In other words, Europe, Asia and Africa 
were all part of the same ‘continent’, they were all the same ‘major part of the 
world’. The author specifies that the first continent can be divided into three 
parts (i.e. Africa, Asia and Europe as separate sub-regions) only further on in 
the text. Similarly, we have seen that Gestrinius/ Otto Cuprimontanus divided 
the world into three ‘parts’, the first consisting of Europe, Asia and Africa, the 
second of America and the third of Magellanica.204 These authors exhibit a way 
of dividing the world into parts that relates to the Greco-Roman tradition, yet, 
using a different basis for the argumentation. The basis they used is the definition 
of ‘continent’ as a continuous landmass, and other categories are brought together 
to fit this scheme. 

By extension, this definition of the word ‘continent’ dictated how the authors 
presented not only a scheme of continents, but also other elements of geographical 
knowledge. A collective ‘us’ based on continental divides became more inclusive 
in descriptions of Europe as one continent together with Africa and Asia. An 
example of this is seen in the several editions of the Czech pedagogue Johann 
Amos Comenius’s Orbis Sensualium Pictus.205 Four Swedish–Latin editions of 
this well-known reading book for young children appeared in the last decades of 

200  See, for example, Walter Ghim, ‘The Life of the most celebrated and most famous 
man Gerardus Mercator of Rupelmonde’ in Gerhard Mercator Atlas sive cosmographiae 
meditationes de fabrica mundi et fabricate figura in E.M. Ginger, Philip Smith et al. eds., 
Gerardus Mercator Duisburg, 1595: Atlas sive cosmographiae meditationes de fabrica mundi 
et fabricate figura (The Lessing J. Rosenwald Collection Library of Congress, CD-ROM, 
Oakland, 2000), p. 16; Ortelius, Theatrum orbis terrarium, p. 1.

201  ‘continent, n’ OED, <www.oed.com> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).
202  Both speak both of ‘two continents’ and ‘fours parts of the world’. Sir Jonas Moore, A 

New Systeme of the Mathematicks (London, 1681), p. 5; Richard Blome, A Geographical 
Description of the four parts of the World… (London, 1670), passim.

203  Anonymous, Brevarium geographiae. UUB A 27, fol. 1r.
204  Gestrinius/Otto Cuprimontanus, Disputatio Geographica, fol. 12v.
205  Orbis Sensualium Pictus was a popular reader for younger children throughout Europe. 

Comenius spent several years in Sweden involved in reforming the Swedish educational 
system. Frängsmyr, Svensk idéhistoria, vol 1, pp. 110–13.
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the seventeenth century.206 In the corpus of geography instruction material under 
scrutiny here, Comenius’s Swedish language edition constitutes an interesting 
addition partly in that young children learning to read is its intended audience, 
and partly in that it provides a parallel Latin and Swedish text which allows 
for easy comparison of vocabulary. The Orbis Sensualium Pictus is not best 
described as scholarship, but it does represent the first steps on the road towards 
understanding the world, and it followed the same logic as the geography material 
directed at older students or scholars.

Comenius divided the world into two hemispheres. His map images include 
numbers which are explained in the textual description. Comenius tells his 
young reader that the earth is distributed into three landmasses or continents207: 
‘Ours (12) which once more is divided into Europe (13), Asia (14) and Africa 
(15); in America the Southern (16) and the Nordic (16) whose inhabitants are 
those who point their feet towards us; and in the Southern land (17) which is 
yet unknown’.208 If we look closer at the numbers on Comenius’s maps, it is 
clear that 13, 14 and 15 refer to Europe, Asia and Africa respectively, and that 
12 is a reference to the larger entity ‘Ours’ which was seen to encompass all 
three of the above. Later in the text, Comenius describes Europe in a map and 
more detailed text, indicating that this part of the world had special relevance 
for his audience by describing it as ‘in our Europe’.209 However, the definition 
of ‘continent’ as a congruent landmass also opened up for a different definition 
of ‘us’, including all of Europe, Africa and Asia. This did not exclude a sense of 
belonging to Europe, but it is interesting that the ‘us’ could also include parts of 
the world that, in present-day research, are sometimes described to have been the 
perpetual opposites to Europe.210

Another way in which this model of congruent landmasses shaped knowledge 
is that the connection between continent and landmass emphasised topographical 

206  Comenius, Orbis Sensualium Pictus ed. Lindström; Johann Amos Comenius, Orbis 
Sensualium Pictus (Riga, 1683; Turku 1689;1698). Originally published in 1658, the first 
Swedish-Latin language edition was published in Turku 1682, followed by Riga 1683 
and Turku in 1689 and 1698. All versions used the same vocabulary for the Swedish 
translation, but the page number and woodcuts of the Riga edition differs in some 
details from the Turku editions. In references, I give the page numbers of the facsimile of 
the first Turku edition. 

207  The Swedish term is ‘fasteland’ (English equivalent: ‘mainland’) and the Latin 
‘continentes’.

208  ‘Wårt 12 hwilket åtherigen fördelas uthi Europam 13, Asiam, 14 och Africam; 15 
uthi Americam den Södre 16 och den Nordiska 16 hwilkas inbyggiare äro dhe som 
wända sine Fötter emoot wåra; och uthi det Södre landet 17/17 som ännu obekant är’. 
Comenius, Orbis Sensalium Pictus, ed. Lindström, p. 249.

209  ‘Uthi Wår Europa’. Comenius, Orbis Sensalium Pictus, ed. Lindström, p. 251. Map on 
preceding page.

210  For a similar expression, see Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 36.
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features as the underlying definer of geographical entities. Instead of following the 
boundaries between civilizations, this understanding of ‘continent’ emphasised 
water as a separator of spatial entities. At the same time, and partly in opposition 
to the last point, this model also gave emphasis to the difference between the 
Old World and the New World. It emphasised the oecumene of classical antiquity 
and the Middle Ages in distinction to the newly discovered parts of the world. 
This distinction between an old and a New World was present also in sources 
building on the categories of classical antiquity. In Rudbeckius’s world maps, the 
distinction between old and new was made within the parameters of the older 
paradigm, starting with Africa, Asia and Europe and adding the ‘New World’ to 
these. However, in the approach that emphasised that Africa, Asia and Europe 
were one continent, the distinction between old and new was built into the very 
definition of a continent. 

Frank Lestringant argues that this division between a division between the 
‘Old World’ and the ‘New World’ is the underlying factor behind geographers 
describing Africa, Asia and America as the same continent.211 It is difficult to 
determine what individual authors had in mind. However, Ortelius as well as 
an anonymous writer at the Visingsö School in southern Sweden made this 
connection.212 Thus, while showing Africa, Asia and Europe as one continent 
emphasised natural features as important for the division of the world into 
continents, this approach and the one which built on the divisions of classical 
antiquity could be connected to an understanding of geographical knowledge as 
dependent on history.

Some authors presented both models. One example of this is seen in the 
description of geography made by the nobleman and military officer Åke Rålamb 
(son of Claes Rålamb, who will be discussed in the next chapter). Åke Rålamb’s 
magnum opus consisted of an encyclopaedia of multiple volumes of practical 
introductions to diverse disciplines, in addition to reproductions of documents 
relating to Swedish bureaucracy. The project was called Adelig öfning (English: 
‘Noble Training’) and was written in Swedish, aiming at a more general readership 
interested in practical applications rather than traditional scholarship.213 One of 

211  Lestringant, ‘La Cosmographie universelle, sources, parentés, construction’ in Le Testu, 
Cosmographie universelle, ed. Lestringant, pp. 41ff.

212  While describing that Gerhard Mercator had divided the world in three parts with 
Euroasiafrica as one continent, they also noted that ‘the ancients’ had divided this entity 
in three. The Visingsö notes are an abbreviation of Ortelius’s description of the world. 
Ortelius, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, p. 1; Anonymous, Notes on geography (second half 
of the 17th century) in a copy of Giovanni Botero, Relazioni Universali (Venice, [1600]) 
at the Visingö school library, now at Växjö Stiftsbibliotek. The notes are written in a 
contemporary hand.

213  Dahl suggests that Rålamb was inspired by the Swedish-language lectures held by Olof 
Rudbeck, which Rålamb had attended as a student at Uppsala University. Per Dahl, 
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the tomes of Adelig öfning, published in 1690, consisted of an introduction to 
geography. In this, Rålamb first described the world building on the tripartite 
division of ancient geography with Africa, Asia and Europe as separate entities. 
However, after this initial definition he went on to note that ‘geographers’ divide 
the world into two ‘continents’: 

Regarding which it is noted that two continents known to us are depicted 
on the globe (those that are assumed to be situated under the poles are left 
[out] being unknown). The first is Europe, Asia and Africa, which, even 
though they are in names three separate parts, nevertheless are considered 
to be one continent or landmass, since no notable water fully separates 
them from each other, so that they by some of their parts are connected 
with each other. The second is America, both the south and the north.214 

In the following more detailed descriptions of Africa, America, Asia and Europe, 
Rålamb reinforced this distinction between, on the one hand, Africa Asia and 
Europe, and on the other, America, by, for example, again stating that the latter 
was ‘the other continent’.215 Similar to the case with the sources that referred to 
ancient writers, Rålamb established the authority of his statement by referring to 
other geographical authorities.216 

Rålamb’s Adelig öfning is interesting in that it was neither written by a scholar 
nor intended for geography instruction at one of the gymnasia or universities in 
Sweden. It was still, however, a summary geography written with an educational 
purpose. The broader address of Adelig öfning can be seen in that it uses Swedish 
rather than Latin, but also in that the author distances himself from the scholarly 
setting commenting that ‘geographers’ defined the continents in accordance with 

‘Åke Rålamb’ (Svenskt biografiskt lexicon) SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.aspx> 
(Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

214  ‘Hwar widh är att märkia, att oss twänne bekanta Continentes uthi Globen afmålas 
(dhe som förmenas liggia under Polerne lemnar man såsom ovissa.) Den Första är 
Europa, Asia och Africa, hwilka, ehuruwäl de till Namnen äro 3 särskillte dela, lijkwäl 
som een Continens eller fast Land considereras, emedan intet notabelt Wattn dem 
ifrån hwar andra så alldehles afskiär, att de ju till någon sin deel äro medh hwar annan 
hopahängiande. Den andra är America, så den Södre som den Norre’. Åke Rålamb, 
Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom (Stockholm, 1690), p. 8a.

215  Rålamb, Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom, p. 12, see also pp. 14, 17. Note how Rålamb begins 
the section on Asia, which followed the description of Europe, stating that ‘The second 
part of this continent is Asia’ (‘Den andra dehlen af denna Continente är Asia’). Rålamb, 
Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom p. 8h.

216  For further discussion of this point, see for example Robert Mayhew, ‘Mapping science’s 
imagined community: Geography as a Republic of Letters, 1600–1800’ British Society 
for the History of Science 38.1 (2005), pp. 73–92; Mayhew, ‘British geography’s Republic 
of Letters: Mapping an imagined community, 1600–1800’ Journal of the History of Ideas 
65.2 (2004), pp. 251–76.
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continuous landmasses. Here, Rålamb indicated that the definition of the world 
into Euroasiafrica and America as two continents was a scholarly invention in 
distinction from other definitions. Still, as noted, he used this definition also 
elsewhere in the book. Thus, he presented it as a definition authorised by 
geographers, but not as one which he disagreed with.

Who were these ‘geographers’? It is not within the scope of this study to chart 
the full history of continents defined as continuous landmasses. However, some 
comments are called for. Interestingly, Gerhard Mercator’s biographer Walter 
Ghim attributes to Mercator the division of the continents along the lines of 
continuous landmasses. Mercator first used a continuous landmass definition in 
his 1569 world map.217 However, as described by Frank Lestringant, it was also 
used by Nicolas Clément in the manuscript atlas Abrégé de géographie, composed 
in the period 1562–73.218 It is difficult to determine any interdependence between 
Clément and Mercator because of the uncertainty of when Clément’s work was 
made, yet, we can conclude that in the mid-sixteenth century, this model was 
present in more than one western European geographical work. 

In light of earlier research, it is interesting that the model was used to divide 
the world into continents by Swedish geographers as late as the early eighteenth-
century. At the very least, it shows that there is a need to provide greater nuance 
to the hypothesis that the scheme of four continents (Africa, America, Asia and 
Europe) constituted the over-all dominating way of describing the world during 
this time period. 

Historical surveys
The third way in which the sources approached the continents was to discuss 
them together with other categories that had been used historically to describe 
the world. Four of the authors studied here deployed this particular kind of 
historical survey. They described different ways of dividing the world into parts 
used in classical geography as preambles to presenting the continental scheme 
of their times. To some extent, this distinction between present and historical 
divisions of the world is a more complex version of the idea of new and old 
geography seen also in the other models. Some works are, however, distinctive in 
that they consist of longer discussions about alternate ways of defining the world 
rather than simply stating that some are old and some are new. 

217  Ghim, ‘The Life of the most celebrated and most famous man Gerardus Mercator’ in 
Mercator, Atlas, p 16. This is further corroborated by Ortelius, see Ortelius, Theatrum 
Orbis Terrarum, p. 1. 

218  Lestringant, ‘La Cosmographie universelle, sources, parentés, construction’ in Le Testu, 
Cosmographie universelle, ed. Lestringant, p. 41.
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Three scholars active at Swedish universities towards the end of the seventeenth 
century included discussions about different divisions of the continents in 
antiquity. In addition, Cluverius’s Introductio in Universam Geographiam also 
addressed this issue, as did the influential Flemish mapmaker and antiquarian 
Ortelius.219 As noted, this work was printed in Sweden in the mid seventeenth 
century, but it was written and first published in Leiden earlier in the century. 
Thus, discussions about historical divisions between the continents were not a 
specifically Swedish phenomenon, nor one limited to a short time period.

Cluverius’s scholarly endeavours were devoted partly to the realm of historical 
cartography. He aimed to describe ‘both old and new’ knowledge about 
the world.220 It is no surprise that Cluverius and Ortelius in their historically 
oriented works emphasised other aspects than those authors focusing on the 
geographical divisions of their times.221 Yet as seen in Sweden, Cluverius’s work 
was taught by the lecturer in mathematics. Two of the three Swedish scholars 
who followed a similar approach to Cluverius and Ortelius were professors in 
rhetorical eloquence at Uppsala University – namely Petrus Lagerlööf and Anders 
Norcopensis (ennobled Nordenhielm in 1687) – and the other, Nils Celsius, 
was active primarily within the fields of astronomy and mathematics.222 Thus, in 
the Swedish setting, at least, the interest in historical divisions was not limited 
to either geography as history or geography as mathematics. This is a further 
indication of the futility of applying modern disciplinary divisions to early 
modern scholarship.

According to Cluverius, the world was ‘divided in three large islands, which 
the encircling Ocean brings about’, and which he also said could be called 
‘continents’.223 The first of these was the one ‘we inhabit, the second America, the 
third Magellanica’.224 Thus, Cluverius first presented the divisions of terrestrial 
geography using topographical features and the division between water and land 

219  See for example Ortelius’s discussion of Europe as a historical region in Parergon, the 
section about ancient geography added to the later editions of Theatrum orbis terrarum, 
here in an English edition Abraham Ortelius, ‘Parergon’ in Theatre of the whole world 
(London 1606), facsimile with introduction by R.A. Skelton (Chicago & London, 
1968).

220  Already the title of his book specified that this treatise would discuss both old and new 
geography. Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam.

221  van Der Heijden, ‘Philippus Cluverius and Dutch carography’, p. 231. 
222  Richter points out that Lagerlööf was one of the professors outside of the field of 

mathematics who discussed topics related to geography in his teachings. Richter, 
Geografiens historia, p. 68. On this practice, see also Sellberg, ‘Disputationsväsendet 
under stormaktstiden’ in Ambjörnsson et al., Idé och lärdom. 

223  ‘in tres Insulas magnas, quas Oceanus circumfluus efficit, divisus est’. Cluverius, 
Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 36.

224  ‘quarum prima est quam nos incolimus, altera America, tertia Magalanica [sic]’. 
Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 36.
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as the defining factor of the continents. This made him conclude that there were 
three continents: Euroasiafrica, America and Magellanica. However, he then 
quickly went on to discuss different divisions of Euroasiafrica – ‘our continent’ 
– made in history. For example, he described how the world had been divided 
in two parts called Asia and Europe, and with Africa being a part of the former. 
He also combined other entities with the names of the continents, for instance, 
saying that the world had at one point been divided into ‘Europe’, ‘Asia’, ‘Egypt’ 
and ‘Africa’.225 This exposé presented by Cluverius is similar to even more 
elaborate descriptions made more than sixty years later in manuscript treatises 
on geography by Lagerlööf, Norcopensis and Celsius. Similar to their precursors, 
these authors presented the scheme of continents not only by a distinction 
between old and new knowledge centring on the discovery of America, but with 
a closer survey of five or six different ways in which the world had been divided 
by ‘the old’. 

In these descriptions, the divisions between continents were subject to change 
by human definitions. Norcopensis thus informed the students attending his 
collegium on geography, history and politics at Uppsala in May 1685 about 
Ancient modes of dividing the world:

The Ancients divided the world in north and south, but the Greeks 
[divided it] most rudely in Greek and Barbarian, a division due to 
Eratosthenes, who named all people outside Greek Barbarians. But it 
tastes of Greek arrogance.226

Norcopensis approved more of other historical divisions, for example that of 
dividing the world into Indians, Ethiopians, Celts and Scythians. He concluded 
that this division was appropriate ‘because the names of Europe, Asia, Africa in 
that time were unheard of ’.227 Here, we see a close connection between groups 
of people and geographical entities, but also an understanding that geographical 
knowledge had developed over time and that it could be evaluated. 

In a similar vein, Celsius and Lagerlööf also evaluated the different divisions. 
Celsius concluded his historical survey with a division of the world into six ‘parts’ 

225  Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, pp. 37–8.
226  ‘Veteres dividebant orbem in Septentrionalem et Australem, sed valde crasse Graeci vero 

in Graecum et Barbarum, que division debetur Erotostoni, qui omnes extra Graeciam 
gentes, Barbaros vocitabat, sed sapit Graecam arrogantiam’. Anders Norcopensis, 
Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, p. 2. 
Manuscript notes in more than one hand, based on a lecture by Norcopensis.

227  ‘nam Europa, Asia, Africa nomina eo tempore fuerunt inaudita’. Norcopensis, Collegium 
geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, p. 2.
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which he evaluated as ‘the best present-day division’.228 Lagerlööf went one step 
further and had more elaborate discussions on this topic in his collegium on history 
and geography held at Uppsala in 1688–9.229 Similar to Norcopensis, Lagerlööf 
disapproved of the Greek division of the world between Greeks and Barbarians. 
He also thought it had been a conceit, and he also added that this ‘division has 
no natural basis’.230 In fact, the guiding principle for how Lagerlööf evaluated 
all the geographical divisions in his historical survey seems to be whether they 
were ‘natural’ or not. By ‘natural’ he meant the extent to which they followed 
the physical features of the earth. His evaluation built on an understanding of 
geography as tied to the features of land and water. 

Lagerlööf concluded his historical survey in the present day with a division 
described as the ‘best of all’. This included four or six parts. Two surviving copies 
of notes from the lecture series – likely copied by students – presented Asia, 
Africa, Europe, America or the New World as the four parts of the world, and 
noted that if we also consider the ‘natural character of regions’, then it is best to 
add ‘the northern unknown land’ and ‘the southern unknown land’.231 The third 
remaining copy is a somewhat later version and it presented this division of the 
world into six parts as the best, noting that although some of these borders had 
more to do with the distributions of people, many were ‘natural’.232 The differences 
between the copies presumably stem from the fact that the manuscripts have 

228  ‘Optima hodierna divisio’. The six parts were Asia, Africa, Europe, America, ‘the 
northern unknown land’ and ‘the southern unknown land’. Celsius, Annotationes ad 
geographiam. UUB A503, p. 2. Manuscript notes in a mix of Latin and Swedish. UUB 
Catalogue A, s 131. See footnote 254 below for comments on authorship.

229  There are several texts based on Lagerlööf ’s collegium. I have looked at Petrus Lagerlööf, 
Collegium Geographico-politicum (1688–9). KB M3; Petrus Lagerlööf, Collegium 
Geographico-politicum (1688–9). UUB H444; Petrus Lagerlööf, Geographico et civili 
collegio (1688–9). UUB H 441. Note that KB M3 and UUB H444 are near copies, 
while UUB H441 follows the same structure and content, but has somewhat different 
wordings. UUB H441 appears to be a later copy since it addresses Lagerlööf as 
‘Historiogr. Reg. Imperiorum et Rerum Publicarum’ – a title Lagerlööf acquired only 
in 1695. See Bernt Olsson, ‘Petrus Lagerlööf ’ SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.
aspx> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018). Lindberg refers to additional versions of the collegium, 
see Lindberg, Den akademiska läxan, p. 212. Annerstedt approves of Lagerlööf ’s style, 
commenting that the notes from this lecture series probably served as a handbook for 
students. Claes Annerstedt, Uppsala universitets historia (Stockholm, 1877) vol. II:2, p. 
265. The fact that several copies remain supports this impression. 

230  ‘quae divisio nullum naturale habet fundamentum’. Lagerlööf, Collegium Geographico-
politicum, KB M3, fol. 6v (my foliation); Lagerlööf, Collegium Geographico-politicum, 
UUB H 444, fol. 4r (my foliation); Similar expression in Lagerlööf, Geographico et civili 
collegio, UUB H 441, p. 15.

231  Lagerlööf, Collegium Geographico-politicum, KB M3, fol. 7r; Lagerlööf, Collegium 
Geographico-politicum, UUB H444, fol. 4v.

232  Lagerlööf, Geographico et civili collegio. UUB H 441, p. 16.
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been copied and circulated among students. However, all three copies presented 
the sentiment that geographical regions should follow the features of land and 
water, combined with an understanding of geographical knowledge as changing 
through human history. 

The historical surveys by geographers such as Cluverius, Ortelius and 
the Swedish Uppsala scholars Celsius, Norcopensis and Lagerlööf indicate 
a complex relationship between cultural and topographical entities in early 
modern understanding of geography. These authors understood the definition 
of the continents – and in extension geographical knowledge more generally 
– as historically contingent. At the same time, they evaluated this knowledge 
and sometimes gave opinions on which divisions were more appropriate. In 
those discussions, the natural features of topography, on the one hand, and the 
understanding of groups of people, on the other, were the decisive factors for 
how worthy a certain division was.

It is clear from the geographical texts and maps that there was well established 
tropes and a common knowledge paradigm which the authors related to in 
their descriptions of the continents. Generally, the same terms were repeated in 
works throughout the century, in both the Swedish material and in the atlases 
and treatises from across Europe. Since this is a survey of a ‘most likely’ case, a 
situation where these terms and entities were the very subject of discussion by 
definition, this was expected and in line with earlier research.

However, the variations between the sources are significant. The number and 
the names of the entities described as ‘continents’ or ‘parts’ varied. Moreover, 
several parallel ways of defining a ‘continent’ were used simultaneously. Earlier 
research has interpreted the use of the four continents Africa, America, Asia and 
Europe as a trope in baroque culture as evidence for these entities being the 
building blocks of early modern metageographical perception. The division of 
the world along the lines of continuous landmasses has, however, received less 
attention. To some degree it is a model that lost out, a way of viewing the world 
that was superseded and discarded as irrelevant knowledge. At the same time, a 
significant number of the geography works discussed in this chapter presented 
this view of the world. When these books and maps were made, the idea of 
Euroasiafrica as one continent was valid knowledge to include when presenting 
the scheme of continents. The effect of these teaching materials, which 
simultaneously used various principles for dividing the world into continents, 
was a geography that was changeable within its mapped out boundaries.
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Epistemological assumptions in the descriptions of the 
continents
Thus far, this chapter has focused on characterising, first, the practices and the 
people that constituted early modern Swedish scholarly ‘geography’, and second, 
how geographers defined the scheme of continents. In what follows, I examine 
the epistemological assumptions of these presentations of the continents. I argue 
that it was the different emphasis authors and mapmakers placed on water 
and land, religion, political entities, old and new knowledge, discoveries and 
unknown geographies that led them to define and conceptualize the continents 
in different ways.

Water and land
While water covers approximately seventy per cent of the earth’s surface, water 
does not necessarily receive equal attention with regards to how we articulate 
descriptions of what the world looks like. In some contexts, water has been seen as 
something that connects rather than separates, while in other contexts everything 
from large oceans to trickling brooks have been used to mark divisions. In recent 
years, scholars have emphasised the importance of waterways connecting places 
rather than separating them, but also the cultural construction of water as 
meaningful or void of meaning in different times and places.233 In early modern 
scholarly geographical thinking, water played a central role in being used to 
define the scheme of continents.

We have already seen how the Swedish geographers emphasised the difference 
between water and land at the core of the definitions of the term ‘continent’. As 
mentioned earlier, the dissertation Disputatio Geographica from Uppsala spelled 
this out in defining ‘continent’ as ‘firm and continuous land that the sea does not 
flow through’.234 In this statement, land and sea were firmly separated and even 
described as opposites. This does not mean that the author understood water and 
land as independent of each other; the ‘continent-ness’ of the land is dependent 
on water, that which itself is not. This connection is equally clear in those works 
that called Euroasiafrica, America and Magellanica ‘islands’.235 In both cases, it 

233  For further discussion on this theme, see Charles King, The Black Sea: A history (Oxford, 
2004); Jerry H Bentley, Renate Bridenthal & Kären Wigen, Seascapes: Maritime Histories, 
Littoral Cultures, and Transoceanic Exchanges (Honolulu, 2007); John R. Gillis, Islands 
of the mind: How the human imagionation created the Atlantic World (New York, 2004); 
Steinberg, The Social Construction of the Ocean (Cambridge, 2001); Lewis, ‘Dividing the 
Ocean Sea’.

234  Gestrinus/ Otto Cuprimontanus, Disputatio geographica, fol. 11v–12r.
235  See for example; Anonymous, Geographiæ novæ veterisque synopsis (Strängnäs, 1702; 

Skara, 1713), pp. 9, 62; Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 36.
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is the distinction between water and land that forms the basis of what ‘America’ 
or ‘Africa’ is.

Even when there were no clear waterways to follow – and the most prominent 
case for this is the border between Europe and Asia passing through Russia – the 
authors continued to use the water/land-dichotomy, rather than turning to other 
arguments for a boundary. An example of this is seen in the Strängnäs lecturer 
Lidius, who described Europe’s borders in the following manner:

Europe, whose boundary in the north is the North Sea; by the west the 
Atlantic Ocean; by the south the Strait of Gibraltar, the Mediterranean 
Sea all the way to the Aegean Sea; by the east the Aegean Sea, the 
Hellespont, the Sea of Marmara, the Thracian Bosporus, the Black Sea, 
the Kerch Strait, the Sea of Azov, the Don River to the Kama river-bed, 
from where it follows a straight line to the estuary of the Ob River.236

In this description, the oceans, seas, rivers and straits define Europe. Between 
the Russian rivers Kama (a tributary to the Don River) and Ob, Lidius instead 
refers to ‘a straight line’ since there are no waterways in this area.237 Similar 
treatments are seen in contemporary geography works from elsewhere.238 

What we see here is the pragmatic paring of two pieces of knowledge. On the 
one hand, geographers were comfortable defining the borders of the continents 
using waterways. On the other hand, an important tradition, building ultimately 
on ancient Greek authorities, held that Europe and Asia were two entities 
separated by the Bosporus, and thus also had a border somehow running north 
of this strait. Michael Wintle has shown how the border between Europe and 
Asia meandered back and forth over time in European cartography.239 The strait 
line from Kama to Don was one of the solutions presented in early modern 
works on geography, and it was a compromise that allowed the geographers to, 
at least mostly, use water as a dividing principle without having to redefine the 
scheme of continents spelled out by Ancient authorities, or significantly move 
the border between Asia and Europe. 

This issue was, however, not easily resolved. The Swedish traveller and 
mapmaker Philip Johan von Strahlenberg was among the first to propose that 

236  ‘Europa, cujus termini a septentrione Mare Hyperboreum ab occidente Oceanus 
Atlanticus, a Meridie Fretum Herculeum, mare Mediterraneum ad Mare usque 
Aegaeum, ab oriente mare Aegaeum, Hellespontus, Propontis, Bosphorus Thracius, 
Pontus Euxinus, Bosphorus Cimmerius, Palus Maotis, Tanais ad fossam Kamus, unde 
linea recta ad Obii ostia’. Lidius, Elementa geographiae…1693 23 Januarii exhibita. UUB 
H 463, fol. 2v. 

237  Kexlerus and Gezelius uses similar descriptions. Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, 
fol. 60r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica vol. 2, p. 300.

238  See Bassin, ‘Russia between Europe and Asia’.
239  Wintle, The Image of Europe, pp. 50–1.
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the border between Asia and Europe should run along the Ural Mountains. In 
his 1730 treatise on this topic, Strahlenberg stressed that ‘[e]very one who is 
conversant in Geography knows, that there has, for a considerable Time, been a 
Disagreement among Geographers, about the Certainty of these boundaries’.240 
Indeed, several of the geographers discussed in this chapter noted or debated this 
ambiguity.241 A result of using water as a divider between geographical entities 
was that a certain amount of ambiguity became inherent to the descriptions of 
Europe and Asia’s common border north of the Black Sea. This is one situation 
where the authority of ancient authors was probed, both through comparisons 
between authors, and with references to the actual geography of the world. 

The distinction between water and land also says something about what kind 
of entities early modern geographers understood the continents to be. When 
focusing on the distinction between land and water, the geographers emphasised 
that the continents were categories pertaining to the lay of the land, thus making 
topography the more important factor to society, religion, politics or any other 
theme. In other situations, these terms could refer to, for instance, societal unities 
with spatial dimensions, yet, when specifically discussing the definitions and 
boundaries of continents, they stressed primarily topography, and most notably, 
the distinction between water and land. 

Nils Erik Villstrand notes that an emphasis on water and land was put to 
practical application in the peace treatise between Denmark and Sweden in 1645 
(Brömsebro) and 1658 (Roskilde) when the Swedish side argued that both God 
and nature had drawn the border between the two countries across the strait 
Öresund.242 It is interesting to note that in relation to conceptualizing ‘land’, 
‘water’ was central, yet it was central through its separating quality. Naturally, that 
which divides also has the potential to create unities, yet the emphasised function 
of water here was one of separation. This does not mean that water could not also 
be seen as a mode of connecting places or as the focal point in descriptions about 
geography as well as culture.243 In chapter 5, we will see examples of water both 
as a separating force and as the focal point of geographical descriptions. However, 
in the case of the peace treatises between Denmark and Sweden, it was beneficial 

240  Philip Johan von Strahlenberg, An histori-geographical description of the north and 
eastern part of Europe and Asia (London, 1736), p. 106. The German language original 
published in 1730. See also, Drace-Francis, European Identity, p. 47. 

241  For example Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, pp. 37–9; Edmund 
Bohun, A geographical dictionary representing the present and ancient names of all the 
countries…(London, 1688), p. 137.

242  Vilstrand ed., Sveriges Historia, p. 297.
243  One example of water as a focal point of a cartographic depiction is seen in Rasmus 

Ludvigsson’s maps of King Gustavus Vasa’s holdings in central Sweden, made in the 
middle of the sixteenth century. The maps are kept at RA, reproduced in Ehrensvärd, 
History of the Nordic map, p. 142.
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to the Swedish side to emphasise that a division between water and land was a 
border given by nature and God.

This comment also shows that focusing on nature did not necessarily mean a 
more secular approach. Early modern ideas about the layout of the natural world 
were closely tied to religious worldviews. Not only is the natural landscape generally 
a product of decades and centuries of human moulding, human distinctions 
between what is ‘nature’ and what is ‘culture’ are historically contingent.244 
Historian Alexandra Walsham points out that the natural world was impinged 
with moral and religious significance to its early modern observer. Importantly, 
she notes that the boundaries of what was deemed to be of the natural world 
were different from the present day.245 These insights are important in that they 
highlight that it is an act of interpretation rather than simply identification to 
categorize ideas. While bearing these difficulties in mind, it can still be fruitful to 
consider how authors and mapmakers associated different topics with each other. 
Even though – or perhaps because – nature and culture are much more complex 
concepts than what might be expected at first sight, there is value in examining 
how the continents were defined as entities tied to water and land. 

What people, what states, what cities
We have seen so far how the authors and mapmakers grappled with terminology 
and borders to describe the continents. After these clarifying discussions, most 
of the texts turned to describe each geographical region separately, and this 
is also how many of the contemporary European atlases were structured.246 
In these descriptions, the geographers tended to structure their descriptions 
around political entities more clearly than in the presentation of a scheme of 
continents. We get an indication of this already in the quote at the beginning of 
this chapter. In this quote, Martinus Miltopaeus, professor at Turku University, 
complemented Johannes Gezelius on his new textbook in geography, spelling out 
that the cosmographer’s task was to explain the continents and ‘what people…
what states, what cities’ they included. This focus on human society was the 
central theme of a descriptive tradition of geographical surveys going back to 
Greek and Roman authors such as Strabo and Pliny the Elder. As discussed 

244  See for example, Schama, Landscape and memory, p. 7.
245  Alexandra Walsham, The Reformation of the Landscape: Religion, identity, & memory in 

early modern Britain and Ireland (Oxford, 2011), p. 5. 
246  There are many examples of this. See, for example, Joan Blaeu, Atlas Maior of 1665, ed. 

Peter van der Krogt (Tachen, Köln, 2005); John Speed, A Prospect of the Most famous 
parts of the World… (London, 1631); Ortelius, Theatrum orbis terrarum. See also, 
Akerman, ‘The Structuring of Political Territory’. 
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by McLean, Renaissance works on geography were clearly influenced by this 
tradition.247

An illustrative example of this is seen in the Stockholm school headmaster 
Matthias Thörnblom’s manuscript treatise on geography from the turn of the 
eighteenth century. Thörnblom discussed the borders of Europe – relying on 
the distinction between water and land – and the place names used by Ancient 
authorities. After this, he told his reader that ‘Europe today, of course, is divided 
into many principalities and kingdoms’ and went on to enumerate these.248 He 
described what regions, cities and notable lakes each of the principalities and 
kingdoms consisted of. We see here that the division between water and land 
remains important, but that the presentation also was structured around human 
habitation and institutions.

Another important trend in the descriptions of each separate continent is 
that Europe generally received more attention than the other continents. The 
dominance of Europe in terms of words and pages is clearly seen in Cluverius’s 
work. He spent around 220 pages on describing states in Europe, fifty-four 
on Asia, twenty-two on Africa, eleven on America, and only half a page on 
Magellanica. A significant part of the pages on Europe focused on Germany, 
Cluverius’s country of origin and a region he had written about in earlier 
works.249 This was a common trend. In fact, some of the geographers never got 
around to talking about anything else than ‘Europe’.250 This interest is reflected 
also in works focusing exclusively on this part of the world. Such works are not 
the focus of this study, but their existence reinforces the impression that ‘Europe’ 
took precedence over the other continents in terms of interest devoted to this 
part of the world.251

Partly, this bias was due to the fact that much more was known about nearby 
regions than about those far away. It is no surprise that ‘Magellanica’ received 
least space in Cluverius’s description since hardly anything was known about the 
southernmost part of the globe from a European point of view. Moreover, the 
bias was also due to the fact that authors and mapmakers thought that the topic 

247  McLean, Münster’s Cosmographia, p. 46.
248  ‘Hodie dividitur Europa in complures principatus et regna scilicet’. Thörnblom, Semita 

geographica (>1710). UUB H 442, p. 33. Thörnblom was headmaster at St. Jacob School 
in Stockholm and died in the plague in 1710. 

249  Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam. See van der Heijden, ‘Philippus 
Cluverius and Dutch cartography’.

250  For example see Celsius, Annotationes ad geographiam. UUB A503; Anonymous, 
Brevarium geographiae. UUB A 27. Although note that the latter stops in the middle of a 
sentence. There might have been a continuation that has been lost.

251  Richter mentions examples of dissertations on Europe as well as other parts of the world. 
See Richter, Geografins historia i Sverige, p. 112.
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was important for the basic geography education. It is difficult to separate these 
two intentions, and especially so since they probably reinforced each other. 

In addition to devoting more words and pages to Europe, Cluverius told 
his readers Europe was the best part of the world.252 Comments expressing 
this sentiment appeared in early modern geography works both in Sweden 
and elsewhere in Europe.253 An illustrative example of the processes at work 
here is a set of manuscript notes on geography attributed to Nils Celsius. The 
manuscript is signed 1694 and written in Swedish and Latin, often with shifts in 
language within a sentence. The style of presentation and the changes in language 
indicate that this is a draft or lecture notes rather than a full treatise.254 The 
description of the continents is a historical survey of different ways in which 
antiquity divided the world in ‘parts’. After this follows some notes on regions 
located in the northern polar regions, including Spitsbergen and Island.255 The 
next section treats ‘Europe in general’ and proposes why Europe is the best 
part of the world. The text gives reasons such as ‘[o]nly in Europe the liberal as 
well as the mechanical arts flourish’ and that Europe is best ‘on account of the 
Europeans’ fortitude because 100 of them can (with God’s help[)] chase 1000 of 
Asians and Indians’.256 In the description of Europe’s parts, the text is structured 
around states, but also enumerates the languages and the modes of government 
in Europe. 

In the value statements about Europe, Celsius goes further than most of the 
authors discussed in this chapter. However, the method of portraying Europe as 
better than the other parts of the world, on the grounds of its populations and 

252  Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 46.
253  Lagerlööf, Geographico et civili collegio, UUB H 441, p. 55; Lagerlööf, Collegium 

Geographico-politicum. UUB H 444, fol. 10v; Lagerlööf, Collegium Geographico-politicum, 
KB M3, fol. 21r. Lindberg reproduces this passage but from another manuscript. See 
Lindberg, Den akademiska läxan, pp. 206–7. See also, for example, Speed, A Prospect of 
the Most famous parts of the World, p. 7.

254  Celsius, Annotationes ad geographiam. UUB A503. Parts of the text consist of lists rather 
than full sentences. SBL and UUB Catalogue attribute authorship to Celsius himslef. 
However, this manuscript is written in a different hand than Celsius, Een kort beskrifning 
öffwer geographien – which UUB Catalogue also identifies as written in Celsius’s hand. 
Annotationes ad Geographiam is, however, written in the same hand as another treatise on 
geography in the same volume which is also attributed to Celsius. See Nils Celsius, In 
geographiam. UUB A503. In geographiam is left out of the present analysis since it does 
not include a description of the continents; UUB Catalogue A, pp. 131, 135. 

255  This mirrors Celsius’s discussion in Een kort beskrifning öffwer geographien which 
enumerated these parts as newly discovered regions. Celsius, Een kort beskrifning öffwer 
geographien. UUB A 506, fol. 6v. It is also similar to Lagerlööf ’s descriptions of Europe, 
see footnote 253 above.

256  ‘In Europa sola, artes tam liberales que Mechanica florent’ ‘ob fortitudinem 
Europaeorum  ty 100 af dhem kunna (näst Guds hielp jaga 1000 af Asiatiska och 
Indianor’. Celsius, Annotationes ad geographiam. UUB A503, p. 4.
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societal institutions, was widespread. This did not mean that the other continents 
always were described as having less value. Some authors emphasised how good 
Asia was because this was where Christianity originated. The fact that Christianity 
was so closely connected to Asia means that the impression that Europe was the 
foremost part of the world is mediated in several of the geography works.257 

Taken together, the coverage  of Europe and, to a somewhat lesser degree, 
Africa and Asia, was more extensive than for the more newly encountered parts 
of the world. In combination with this, Europe – and sometimes Asia and Africa 
– were to a greater extent connected to state structures, peoples and institutions. 
This resulted in descriptions where Europe, and to some extent also Africa and 
Asia, were presented as more central to the human experience than America 
and the polar regions. The early modern period did not necessarily understand 
nature and culture as opposites. Still, there was a difference in what themes were 
associated with the different continents and it is probable that this contributed 
to the overall understanding of what kind of entities they were.

Old and new geography
As noted in the introduction to this chapter, earlier research has emphasised that 
the geographical knowledge of antiquity went through a process of rediscovery 
and antiquation in the early modern period. Swedish geographers followed this 
path, but with some interesting side steps. 

To begin with, the ongoing antiquation of Greco-Roman knowledge is seen 
in the distinction between ‘new’ and ‘old’ geographical knowledge that appeared 
frequently, often paired with a distinction between an old and a New World. The 
geographical authorities of classical antiquity were amended by newer authorities. 
It is thus no surprise that when Uppsala University prescribed Ptolemy’s Geography 
as the basis for geography teaching in 1626, it was recommended in Magini’s 
1596 edition and commentary.258 

Old knowledge also filled the purpose of explaining the past, and not least 
the biblical past. By connecting the place names of antiquity and their modern 
adaptations, geographers could help readers interpret ancient authors. One 
example of this is Abraham Ortelius’s Synonymia geographica (1578), a catalogue 
of ancient place names and their modern equivalents.259 Two similar catalogues 
were published in the Swedish realm towards the end of the seventeenth century, 

257  See for example Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 57v; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia 
synoptica, vol. 2, p. 298. Blome goes so far as saying that Asia is the best part of the 
world. See Blome, A Geographical Description of the four parts of the World, pp. 1–2.

258  See Annerstedt, Uppsala universitets historia, vol. I, p. 222, Appendix 1, p. 278.
259  Abraham Ortelius, Synonymia geographica (Antwerp, 1578). An expanded version 

appeared in 1596. See Abraham Ortelius, Thesaurus geographicum (Antwerp, 1596). See 
also Karrow, Mapmakers of the Sixteenth century, pp. 14, 25. 
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and one of these, the Indiculus Geographicus written by an anonymous author, 
was intended as teaching material in schools.260 Indiculus Geographicus consisted 
of an index of geographical place names, with a distinction between ‘Latin 
[names of ] Antiquity’ and ‘Modern’ names.261 Here, geography clearly was the 
‘eye of history’, helping to make sense of the past.

What was the effect of emphasising that geographical knowledge had a history 
in this manner? I would like to suggest that it contributed to an understanding 
of geography as changeable. The distinction between old and new knowledge 
shows a historicist approach to geography. With this perspective, geographical 
knowledge could grow and the categories deployed by earlier geographers were 
relevant information to mention even if they were not considered sufficient for 
describing the world of today. I would like to further suggest that as Swedish 
geographers commented that earlier geographers had divided the world in a 
different way, they paved the road for future discussions, which allowed different 
interpretations to coexist.

This being said, the old geographers were not fully outdated. The textual 
description of Johannes Rudbeckius’s 1643 map refers the reader and viewer 
of the map onwards, stating that ‘For a fuller and more exact delineation of 
the world and its parts, see the writings of old geographers or recent such as 
[Giovanni Antonio] Magini, [Abraham] Ortelius, Gerhard Mercator’.262 This 
comment perhaps indicates a humility and insight as to the shortcomings of the 
work under scrutiny, yet it does not say that only newer authors can give better 
information. A distinction is made between old and new geographers, but they 
are all given co-equal status of authorities on the geography of the world. 

There is also evidence that different aspects of Ptolemy’s work had different 
spans of relevance. When discussing the borders of ‘Germany’, Kexlerus and 
Gezelius mentioned both contemporary and earlier borders. They referred to 
how Ptolemy and other classical writers had treated this subject, but in so doing 
they made a distinction between older knowledge and that of the present day.263 
At the same time, Kexlerus and Gezelius referred to Ptolemy as an authority 
on the source of the River Nile, making no distinctions between old and new 

260  Anonymous, Indiculus Geographicus (Linköping, 1695). See Lorenzo Hammarsköld, 
Förtekning på de i Sverige, från äldre, till närvarande tider, utkomna schole- och 
undervisnings-böcker (Stockholm, 1817), pp. 160–1. The other publication was Johannes 
Uppendorff, Schematismus geographicus (Riga, 1687).

261  ‘Antiq. Latin.’ and ‘Moderna’. Anonymous, Indiculus Geographicus.
262  Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae. Similar comments are found for example in Norcopensis, 

Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, p. 2.
263  Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 64r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2, 

p. 304.
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knowledge regarding this piece of information.264 As noted by Cormack, Ptolemy 
could thus be treated both as an antiquated perspective and as a sufficient source 
for a geographical description in one and the same text.265 

What we see here is that Ptolemy and contemporary geographers such as 
Strabo and Pliny the Elder were in the process of becoming antiquated, yet also 
that throughout the seventeenth century they continued to be important and to 
be discussed at some length in Swedish geography books. Where earlier research 
has seen Ptolemy repositioned to the realm of antiquated knowledge by at least 
the middle of the seventeenth century, the Swedish geography sources indicate a 
continuing importance of ancient authorities beyond this date. 

What is particular with the Swedish case is that the authority of Ancient 
geography was reinforced rather than abated in the last decades of the seventeenth 
century. At this time, Olof Rudbeck launched his four volume treatise Atlantica, 
which relied heavily on authors from antiquity to prove that the Swedes stemmed 
from the ancient Goths.266 Ideas tying contemporary groups of people to the 
ancient Goths had appeared in different parts of medieval and early modern 
Europe, but the tradition arguably reached a zenith with Rudbeck’s Atlantica.267 
In the Atlantica, Rudbeck presented the hypothesis that Sweden was the 
sunken continent Atlantis. Figure 6 shows the frontispiece of Atlantica’s first 
volume, displaying Rudbeck at work in uncovering the hidden geography of 
Sweden while he is surrounded by learned men. In the lower left hand corner, 
Ptolemy contemplates a set of mathematical instruments. To Rudbeck, the only 
amendment that classical authorities needed was his own clarifying touch.

Rudbeck was professor of medicine at Uppsala University and one of the front 
figures of Swedish seventeenth century scholarship. He discovered the lymphatic 
system when he was in his early twenties and made important contributions 
to, among other topics, botany and the development of scientific instruments 
in Sweden.268 We have also met him earlier in this chapter as the designer of 
the anatomical theatre at Uppsala university. Most of his career was, however, 
devoted to the study of ancient Swedish history. The Atlantica was not a work on 

264  Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 56r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2, 
p. 297.

265  Cormack, ‘Ptolemy at Work’ in Burnett & Shalev eds., Ptolemy’s Geography in the 
Renaissance.

266  Olof Rudbeck, Rudbeck, Olof, Atland eller Manheim (4 vols. Uppsala, 1679–1702).
267  The edited volume Northern Antiquity provides a survey of different Gothicist traditions. 

Andrew Wawn ed., Northern Antiquity: The post-medieval reception of Edda and Saga 
(Enfield Lock, Middlesex, 1994).

268  For an introduction to Rudbeck’s work, see Gunnar Eriksson, Rudbeck 1630–1702: Liv, 
lärdom, dröm, i barockens Sverige (Stockholm, 2002); Gunnar Eriksson, The Atlantic 
vision: Olaus Rudbeck and Baroque science (Canton, Massachusetts, 1994); Johan 
Bernström, ‘Olof Rudbecks solur och kartor’ Ymer 56 (1936), pp. 184–201.
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Figure 6. The frontispiece from the first volume of Rudbeck’s Atlantica, showing 
the author surrounded by authorities on geography and history. Olof Rudbeck, 
Frontispiece from Atland eller Manheim (Atlantica), vol. 1 (Uppsala, 1679). 
Size: 49,5 x 30,5 cm. Uppsala University Library, Uppsala.
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summary geography intended for geography education, but its ideas reverberated 
in several of the late seventeenth century tracts on geography discussed in this 
chapter.269

One of the authors Rudbeck influenced was his friend and fellow 
professor at Uppsala, Anders Norcopensis. As the probable translator (from 
Swedish to Latin) of the first two volumes of the Atlantica, Norcopensis was 
well versed in the Gothicist tradition.270 Surveying the authors of antiquity 
in a collegium held in 1685, Norcopensis noted that ‘the old delineated the 
terrestrial globe, and no part more accurately than the Northern itself ’.271 For 
those familiar with ancient geography, this statement appears surprising. The 
treatises of ancient geographers are generally lacking in descriptions of the 

269  For example, Anonymous, Indiculus Geographicus; Norcopensis, Collegium geographico-
historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3.

270  See David King, Drömmen om Atlantis: Olof Rudbecks jakt på en försvunnen värld 
(Stockholm, 2005), p. 151.

271  ‘Orbem terrarum delinearunt veteres, et nullam partem accuratius ipso Septentrione’. 
Norcopensis, Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, 
p. 1.

Figure 7. Rudbeck’s illustration of the travels of the Argonauts. Olof 
Rudbeck, ‘TAB. IV. Fig. 8. Tabula ex Geographia Antiqua Horny 
excerpta Argonautarum reditus ex Orpheo’ in Taflor eller tabulae 
(Uppsala, 1679). Uppsala University Library, Uppsala.
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far north of Europe. However, Norcopensis was here voicing the Gothicist 
reinterpretation spearheaded by Rudbeck where the descriptions of authors such 
as Pliny the Elder were seen as descriptions of the northern parts of Europe. 

All of this began with a dream. In a letter to the council of the realm, Rudbeck 
explained that he was working on making a map of Sweden when 

like in a dream I perceived that I had read [the Swedish place names] in 
the writings of the old Greeks; I began to read through all the writings of 
the old Greeks and Latins again and was thus daily given more and more 
such insight into the actions of our ancestors, that I began (so as to get 
some peace) place my thoughts on paper.272  

The result was the four volumes of the Atlantica. Together with these, Rudbeck 
published a volume with maps and engravings to support his argument.273 Figure 
7 shows Rudbeck’s understanding of the travels of the Argonauts to the far north. 
The map builds on a map by the Leiden-based cartographer Georg Hornius, but 
the interpretation is Rudbeck’s own In line with his overall argument, Rudbeck 
argued that the Golden Fleece was located in Sweden.274 

While Rudbeck’s reinterpretations were lauded by some contemporaries, 
there were also those who questioned their soundness. Rudbeck (with the 
aid of colleagues such as Norcopensis) quickly became entrenched in debates 
with other scholars. Thus, we should not surmise that the Rudbeckian theories 
were representative of the majority of the late seventeenth century geographers 
discussed here. However, Rudbeck’s interest in Ancient geographers aligns with 
a wider early modern attention – in Sweden and beyond – to such works. I 
would like to suggest that Rudbeck’s theories and the debates they stirred in 
Sweden were part of the reason why Ancient geographers continued to be seen as 
authoritative sources in this setting throughout the century.

Religious geography
Embedded in the early modern connection between history and geography was 
the idea that a knowledge of place names and the features of the earth would help 
to explicate religious knowledge. Historical geography was useful for interpreting 

272  ‘jag lika som i en dröm tyckte mig hafva läsit uti dhe gambla Graekers skrifter; begynte 
jag å nyo läsa alla gambla Graekers och Latiners skrifter igenom och gafs så dageligen 
mehr och mehr et sådant ljus uti våra Förfäders handlingar, at jag begynte (för en liten ro 
skull) upsättja mina tankar på papperet’. Olof Rudbeck, ‘Rudbecks skrifvelse till rådet 12 
Nov. 1677’ in Gustaf Edvard Klemming, Anteckningar om Rudbecks Atland (Stockholm, 
1863), p. 35.

273  Olof Rudbeck, Taflor eller Tabulae (Uppsala, 1679).
274  See Georg Hornius, Argonavtica in Acuratissima orbis antiqui delineatio (Amsterdam, 

1653); See also Eriksson, The Atlantic Vision, pp. 29–30.
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passages from the Bible. Moreover, the geography of the present day was not 
separated from religious interpretation. This interest ensured a large production 
of works on geographia sacra, sacred geography, and religious insights informing 
works that did not primarily discuss biblical geography.275 We have seen that 
many of the geography texts and maps discussed in this chapter were made 
and used in connection to mathematical pursuits, but also that the connection 
between history and geography continued to be important. In this sense, religious 
knowledge was an integrated part of geographical knowledge. 

An interesting example of this pursuit of sacred geography is Heinrich 
Bünting’s Itinerarivm sacræ scripturæ. This German folio (first published in 1581) 
was a description of world geography and journeys to the Holy Land and it 
appeared in two Swedish language editions in the late sixteenth century.276 The 
book was not prescribed as geography teaching material in Swedish schools, but 
Bünting’s symbolic map of the world is an illustrative presentation of religiously 
informed geography (Figure 8). The world map centred on Jerusalem, much like 
medieval TO-maps. However, instead of encircling Jerusalem in the manner of 
a TO-map, Africa, Asia and Europe are portrayed as clover leaves spreading out 
from the centre on Bünting’s map. 

Interestingly, Bünting’s ambition to produce a religiously informed geography 
has shaped his way of describing the scheme of continents. He described Africa, 
Asia and Europe as ‘the three most prominent parts of the world’.277 America, 
in contrast, he relegated to a corner of the map and labelled as ‘the newly 
discovered land’. He conceded that the map was primarily symbolic and therefore 
accompanied it with what he described as a more topographically accurate map 
of the world (Figure 9). This map also placed America in one corner of the map. 
In the accompanying text, Bünting notes that it is not necessary to describe this 
newly discovered part of the world ‘because nothing is said about it in the Holy 
Book’.278 Thus, Bünting’s religious focus caused him to place America on the 
periphery of both what he understood as the symbolical and the topographical 
world map. 

Significantly, Bünting’s text has changed in the translation process. The 
original German text describes the choice of representing the world as a clover 
with the motivation that this is, first, the best way to depict the world and, second, 

275  Shalev, Sacred Words and Worlds. 
276  Heinrich Bünting, Itinerarium sacrae scripturae, thet är een reesebook, öffuer then helighe 

Schrifft, vthi twå böker deelat, transl. Laurentius Johannis Laeilus (Stockholm, 1588 & 
1595). I have compared the Swedish editions with a German edition: Heinrich Bünting, 
Itinerarivm sacræ scripturæ, (Helmstadt, 1585). If not stated differently, the following 
references are to the Swedish 1595 edition.

277  ‘tree Jordennes förnemste Deeler’. Bünting, Itinerarium sacrae scripturae, p. 4.
278  ‘effter om henne intet bliffuer talet uthi then helghe Scrifft’. Bünting, Itinerarium sacrae 

scripturae, p. 5.
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Figure 8 and 9. Heinrich Bünting’s two world maps, organized around biblical 
knowledge. From Heinrich Bünting, Itinerarium sacrae scripturae, thet är een 
reesebook, öffuer then helighe Schrifft, vthi twå böker deelat, transl. Laurentius 
Johannis Laeilus (Stockholm, 1595). Lund University Library, Lund.
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that it is a tribute to Bünting’s home city Hannover, whose coat of arms included 
a clover.279 The reader of the Swedish language editions is simply informed that a 
clover is the best way to represent the world, without any patriotic references.280 
This may seem a minor difference, yet a layer of meaning is obviously lost in 
translation. Shalev remarks that Bünting’s map is not a worldview, as has often 
been suggested, but primarily a tribute to Hannover. However, it can of course 
be both. Bünting does not present this as a geographically correct map, but he 
does say that this is a view of the world, in addition to its being a reference 
to Hannover. Moreover, it is no longer a tribute to Hannover in the Swedish 
translation.281

Another way in which Biblical elements played into the presentation of the 
continents in an earlier period is seen in the idea that the descendants of Noah 
populated different parts of the world after the flood. Using the ninth and tenth 
chapters of the Genesis, medieval and early modern scholars connected the 
tripartite world of classical antiquity to the genealogies of Noah’s sons. Japheth’s 
descendants were supposed to have populated Europe, Shem’s Asia and Ham’s 
Africa.282 Historian Denys Hay notes that this association ‘remained possible, 
though perhaps after 1600 a little precious’.283 The theme of Noah’s sons did not 
generally structure the presentations in Swedish seventeenth-century scholarly 
geography, but recurring references show that the connection was still viable, and 
it had a more prominent role in some works. 

Several of the Swedish geographers made passing reference to Noah’s sons. 
For example, the chronological table accompanying Johannes Rudbeckius’s 1643 
world map noted that after the deluge ‘the land [was] divided between Noah’s 
descendants’ (see Figure 4), but the actual map or the description of it did not.284 
Kexlerus and Gezelius noted in passing in their descriptions of Europe that this 
region was inhabited by the descendants of Japheth.285 Neither of these authors 
structured their presentations of the continents around the theme of Noah’s sons, 
but they all included it as one piece of information among others. 

279  ‘Heinrich Bünting, Itinerarivm sacræ scripturæ (Helmstadt, 1585), p. 3. 
280  ‘Then förste uthwijser heele Jordennes lägenheet, liknandes ett Klöffverbladh effter 

thet man kan henne icke enfalligare uthmåla’. Bünting, Itinerarium sacrae scripturae 
(Stockholm, 1595), p. 1.

281  Shalev, Sacred Words and Worlds, p. 101.
282  Benjamin Braude, ‘The sons of Noah and the construction of ethnic and geographical 

identities in the medieval and early modern periods’ The William and Mary Quarterly, 
vol. 54, nr 1 (1997), pp. 103–142; Hay, Europe: The emergence of an idea, pp. 8–11. 

283  Hay, Europe: The emergence of an idea, p. 108.
284  ‘terra inter posteros Noae Divisa’. Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae, 1643.
285  Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 60r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2, 

p. 300.
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As a contrast, a short treatise by Ericus Fabricius published in Stockholm in 
1615 made the theme the focal point of a survey of the distribution of peoples 
to different parts of the world.286 This treatise is a useful example of how the 
theme of Noah’s sons could structure the presentation of knowledge about the 
continents. Fabricius discussed how Noah’s descendants came to populate Africa, 
Asia and Europe. Towards the end of the book, he noted that for information 
about America and Magellanica, the reader should turn to other authors.287 
For Fabricius, the focus on biblical authority formed the presentation of the 
continents by focusing the attention on Africa, Asia and Europe. Dissimilarly, 
the theme of Noah’s sons for Kexlerus and Gezelius was one more piece of 
information to incorporate in a presentation based on other principles. 

In the light of the above discussion on Fabricius, it is interesting to note that 
Cluverius treated the theme of Noah’s sons in a somewhat original way. Cluverius 
stated that the connection between Shem and Asia, Ham and Africa and Japheth 
and Europe had become corrupted over time. He told his reader that: 

‘the first borders of those [the continents], have been changed because 
of the rulings of empires, which have appeared, and also because of the 
fancy of geographers, so that several parts of Ham and Japheth have 
fallen to the descendants of Shem’.288 

In this passage, Cluverius does not contradict the trope of Shem, Ham and 
Japheth, yet, neither does he find it very useful.289 What we see here is that the 
theme of Noah’s sons was slowly becoming antiquated geographical knowledge. 
The difference between, on the one hand, Fabricius’s description and, on the other 
hand, Kexlerus and Gezelius’s presentations align with earlier research indicating 
that the theme of Noah’s sons became less important and even questioned over 

286  Ericus Fabricius, Introductio historica Ostendes Ordine & discrete tres illas orbis partes 
Evropam, Asiam, et Africam; a filiis, et posteritate Noe, succesione temporis, fuisse occupatas 
& inhabitatas (Stockholm, 1615). There is no evidence that this book was written for 
school instructions in ‘geography’, but the author is likely the same Ericus Fabricius 
who was headmaster of the Stockholm school circa 1623. I have thus not included the 
book in Appendix 1, but it is an interesting complement to this material. See Stockholms 
storskolas journal, eds. Severing Solders & Albert Wiberg (ÅSU; Stockholm, 1951), vol. 
83–84, pp. 24, 72.

287  ‘de America & Magelanica alias acturi’. Fabricius, Introductio historica, p. 62 (my 
pagination). Although note that he in fact also mentions America earlier in the text as 
well,  Fabricius, Introductio historica, p. 20.

288  ‘primi earum limites, pro imperiorum, quae exorta sunt, ratione, vel etiam 
Geographorum libitu, mutati fuerunt, ita, uti nonnulli Chami Japhetique partes Schemi 
posteris accesserint’ Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 37.

289  Kexlerus and Gezelius also mentioned that Europe belonged to Japhet’s descendants. 
Kexlerus, Cosmographia compendiosa, fol. 60r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2, 
p. 300.
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time. Cluverius’s geography was first published in 1624 in Leiden; in other words 
it is relatively contemporary with Fabricius. There is not enough evidence to say 
if the difference in presentation between the two works is the result of personal 
perspective, or a difference between local contexts. However, the importance of 
the local context is clear in how some of the late seventeenth-century Swedish 
authors discussed the theme of Noah’s sons populating the continents. In 
Rudbeckian Gothicism, the idea of Noah’s sons received renewed attention and 
this influence is seen, for instance, in Norcopensis’s description of geography. In 
fact, Norcopensis uses this theme as a starting point for a longer discussion about 
the movements of people.290 

Earlier research has traced the effects of the trope of Noah’s sons into the 
present day, and focused on its growing incompatibility with changing conditions 
in the age of discovery, namely the discovery of people living in America and the 
expansion of Christendom beyond the borders of Europe.291 The late seventeenth 
century Gothicist debates in Sweden show that the gradual decline of Noah’s sons 
was not always linear.

Discovered geography
The theme of ‘discovery’ continued to be important throughout the seventeenth 
century in Swedish geography books, yet, where research on Renaissance 
geography has mapped the shock of discovery or gradual invention of America, 
what we see here is an established theme of discovery that was part and parcel of 
knowledge about this part of the world. I argue that by this time, the discovery 
narrative was a fundamental part of how America was conceptualized, and it was 
a component that allowed for continuing ambiguity as part of this concept.

The geography books and maps referred to ‘America’ to describe a region 
encountered by Christopher Columbus and other explorers, but the extent and 
internal composition of this entity was often ambiguous. The land west of the 
Atlantic Ocean was also called the ‘New World’ (Latin Novus Orbis) or ‘Western 
India’ (Latin India Occidentalis). One example of this variation in vocabulary is 
seen around the year 1700 in the Uppsala professor Nils Celsius’s description 
of geography. Celsius noted that America could be divided into two parts, 
the northern which ‘some call Mexican and the southern [which is called] the 
Peruvian West India’.292 ‘America’ is the overarching category for these regions, 
but Celsius also notes that it consists of parts that ‘some’ give specific names. 

290  Norcopensis, Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, 
pp. 3, 6.

291  Braude, ‘The sons of Noah and the construction of ethnic and geographical identities’; 
See also Davies, Renaissance ethnography.

292  Celsius, Een kort beskrifning öffwer geographien. UUB A 506, fol. 6v. A similar 
terminology is seen in Rudbeckius, Tabulae duae.
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As seen in Appendix 1, Celsius was not alone in giving this part of the world 
different names, although he did take the theme of discoveries further than most 
in noting that in addition to the ‘parts’ already described, there were those that 
were ‘now just discovered’. These included Nova Zembla in present-day Russia, 
Spitsbergen outside the north Atlantic coast of Norway, Greenland, ‘the Hudson 
and Davis strait’, ‘New Demark’ and ‘New Holland’.293 This list clearly included 
localities in what contemporaries usually saw as several continents, and in both 
regions Celsius had just defined as ‘the New World’ and ‘the New World’. Here, 
there is an ambiguity in exactly which places were part of America, and this is 
exacerbated by the theme of discovery.

Focusing on the discovery of ‘America’, Johannes Rudbeckius’s two world 
maps from 1626 and 1643 noted on the map images ‘America or New India, Anno 
1492 discovered by Christopher Columbus’.294 The maps singled out America as 
being not only a geographical entity, but also an entity with a discovery, and thus 
with a history. In the same vein, Anders Spole – in a manuscript he authored 
for lectures held at Lund University – noted that America was discovered in 
1492 by Columbus. Like Celsius, Spole mentioned that the north of America 
was called ‘Mexican’ and the south ‘Peruvian’.295 Interestingly, Spole also referred 
his audience to other authors. He noted that there were those who argued that 
America had actually been known before, and urged his audience to consult 
Cluverius regarding this. For information on the geography of America, he also 
recommended the Dutchman Johannes de Laet’s Nieuwe Wereldt ofte Beschrijvinghe 
van West-Indien.296 Thus, Spole presented his audience with information about 
what the world looked like, that this knowledge had a history, and that some 
issues remained unresolved in the present day. The habit of referring to the 
‘discovery’ of America reinforced the division between the new and old parts of 
the world, and I would like to suggest that it helped frame an understanding of 
geographical knowledge as changeable.

As a result of these discussions about discovery and the changing definitions of 
the continents through history, the texts and maps came to present geographical 
knowledge as historically contingent. We have seen already that the geographers 
again and again came back to the distinction between the old and the new 
continents. This distinction emphasised that there was old and new knowledge. 
The definitions of the authors of antiquity were not invalid; they represented the 

293  ‘nu nyss upfunder ähro; Såsom Nova Zembla, Spetsbergen, Grönland, Fretum Davis 
och Hudsonii, Dania nova… Hollandia Nova’. Celsius, Een kort beskrifning öffwer 
geographien. UUB A 506, fol. 6v.

294  ‘AMERICA Sive NOVA INDIA. A. 1492. a Christophero Columbo inventa’. 
Rudbeckius, Orbis Terrarum; Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae.

295  Spole, Proemium Cosmographia. UUB A 504, fol. 63r. 
296  Spole, Proemium Cosmographia. UUB A 504, fol. 63r. 
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geographical knowledge of a different time period. Because of the importance of 
being able to interpret the Bible and the continuing interest in the culture and 
literary works of antiquity, the geography of that period also had a value in itself. 
To this, the seventeenth century geographers added the new discoveries. The act of 
addition changed the ‘old knowledge’ visibly – for example when they redefined 
Euroasiafrica as one ‘continent’– but it also affected the very understanding of 
knowledge making in that it emphasised that geography could change.297

The historical surveys discussed earlier in this chapter show how the changeable 
nature of geography played out in the treatment of historical divisions. The 
importance given to Columbus’s discovery of America – seen in for example 
Rudbeckius and Spole’s works – had a similar effect. The Uppsala professor 
Norcopensis’s treatment of the discoveries clearly illustrates this. Norcopensis 
tells us that:

Ptolemy, who lived in the time of [the Roman Emperor] Antoninus Pius, 
invented the division of the world into Africa, Asia and Europe, to which 
was added the New world or America by [Christopher] Columbus and 
[Amerigo] Vespucci, whence the division in the old and the new world 
exist.298

Norcopensis expresses the understanding that Columbus and Vespucci added to 
what was known about world geography, and he notes that this has resulted in 
the geographical division into the ‘New World’ and the ‘Old world’. The making 
of geographical knowledge is in this presentation closely intertwined with the 
definition of a scheme of continents, and both are described as dependent on 
human invention. 

Norcopensis’s successor to the chair of rhetorical eloquence at Uppsala 
University, Petrus Lagerlööf, further adds to this discussion. Lagerlööf held a 
series of private lectures and in these he included a longer passage on the status 
of America. He noted that one way to describe the world geographically was to 
divide it into the Old World (Africa, Asia, Europe) and the New World (America):

By the New [part of the world] they mean the newly discovered 
America, by the Old the three other parts of the world. That division 
has an advantage, which is that America is not wrongly likened to the 
other parts, because it measures up to them quite well in size, but not 

297  For this point, see also Carla Lois, ‘Quinta pars o terrae incognita? La cuestión de la 
verosimilitud en la representación cartogramfica de lo desconocido’ Terra Brasilis (Nova 
Série) 4 (2015).

298  ‘Ptolomaeus qui vixit tempore Antonini Pii, divisionem orbis invenit in Africam, Asiam 
et Europam, cui per Columbum et Vesputium accessit novus orbis sive America, unde 
divisio existit in veterem et novum orbem’. Norcopensis, Collegium geographico-historico-
politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, p. 2.
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completely as far as in multitude of men; However, for this reason it 
has an disadvantage, that it is called the new world, America should not 
be called the New World in that it was newly created, nor in that it 
was newly inhabited by men, indeed the learned [men] have taught us 
it is likely America became occupied by men at once after the deluge: 
therefore it is called New World for it is newly noted by us.299

Lagerlööf evaluated divisions of the world into different parts according how 
‘natural’ they were, in other words, how closely they followed the topographical 
features of water and land. At the same time, we see here a further example of 
how he also understood geographical knowledge and perspectives as historically 
contingent. America is not the ‘New World’ because of a quality of its own – it 
is new from our perspective. 

Who were the ‘us’ in Lagerlööf ’s text? In two of the three preserved versions 
of Lagerlööf ’s lecture, written down and copied by students, the passage quoted 
above ends with the comment that ‘One says the New World for it is newly 
noted by us Europeans’.300 Here, the perspective is that of a larger ‘European’ 
commonality that had a shared knowledge of geography. It shows that it was 
possible to write from the perspective of a European perspective with regards to 
geographical knowledge.301 

Norcopensis and Lagerlööf held their lectures on geography in the late 1680’s, 
nearly two hundred years after Columbus’s fabled voyage. The discussions 
of America’s discovery and status as a New World are best understood as a 
continuation of the process of inventing ‘America’, as discussed in earlier 
research. However, by the time Norcopensis and Lagerlööf discussed this subject 
it was no longer primarily a discourse on contemporaneous discovery. Rather, 
the discovery narrative had become part of the standard definition of America.

Unknown geography
Early modern geographers frequently included two polar regions in their 
descriptions of the world, and these were often described as ‘unknown’ or ‘not yet 

299  ‘per Novum intellexerunt Americam nuper detectam, per veterem 3 reliquas orbis partes: 
Ista divisio habet commodi, quod America non male aequiparetur reliquis partibus, 
nam magnitudine fere eis respondet, quia non plane quod multitudinem hominum; hoc 
autem habet incommodi, quod novus dicatur orbis, America Novus Orbis non dici debet 
eo quod creatus sit nuperius, neque eo quod nuperrime inhabitatus sit a hominibus, 
docuerunt namque nos eruditi, verosimile etiam Americam hominibus occupatam statim 
post diluvium: sed propterea novus orbis dicitur, quod nobis nuperius innotuit’. Petrus 
Lagerlööf, Geographico et civili collegio, UUB H441, p. 16.

300  Petrus Lagerlööf, Collegium Geographico-politicum, UUB H444, fol. 4v. Emphasis added.
301  Celsius also notes that America is ‘Europaeis nuper cognita’ – but does not mention ‘nos’. 

Celsius, Annotationes ad geographiam. UUB A503, p. 2.
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known’. Paradoxically, it was an integral part of early modern geography books 
and maps to include statements contending that not all was known about the 
world they described. These lands ‘unknown but not unthought’ – as Alfred 
Hiatt puts it – were an actual part of early modern geographical knowledge.302 
The idea of an unknown land can be seen in works from Greco-Roman antiquity 
through the medieval period, and again picked up and given new significance 
by Renaissance geographers. Hiatt points out that while the unknown was often 
depicted on medieval maps, it was conceived as fundamentally unreachable. 
However, the resurfacing of Ptolemy’s geographical views in the fifteenth century 
together with the voyages of discovery meant that the unknown came closer to 
the inhabited world. It took the form more of land that was yet unknown than 
something intrinsically distant.303 Hiatt ends his study where this study begins, 
around 1600. However, the polar regions continued to be partly unexplored for 
a much longer time, and they likewise continued to be represented as ‘unknown’ 
on maps. In light of this, it is relevant to follow the fate of the idea of ‘unknown 
land’ further through the seventeenth century, and to integrate it with other 
elements of early modern geographical thinking. 

Rodney Shirley notes that ‘nearly all’ late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
century European world maps included the contours of an unknown continent 
around the South Pole.304 The names given to this area by early modern 
geographers varied between a version of ‘the Southland’ (Latin Terra Australis, 
Terra Subaustralis, Swedish Söderlandet), Antarctica or Magellanica. Similar 
to how ‘America’ was derived from the name of the Italian Amerigo Vespucci, 
‘Magellanica’ was coined after the Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan, 
who led the first expedition to circumnavigate the globe in 1519–22.305 The 
waters just south of South America were in time given the name ‘the Straits of 
Magellan’, and Magellan’s name was, by extension, used for the large landmass 
which early modern geographers thought lay beyond this strait. Carla Lois calls 
this area ‘Quinta pars’, the fifth part of the world, but this terminology can 
be misleading since the order in which the continents were presented varied. 
For example, in Lagerlööf ’s Geographico et civili collegio, the ‘quinta pars’ is the 

302  Alfred Hiatt, Terra incognita: mapping the antipodes before 1600 (London, 2008), p. 11. 
303  Hiatt, Terra incognita, pp. 6–7.
304  Shirley connects the longevity of this idea to the popularity of Mercator’s 1569 world 

map which showed a southern continent and which was extensively reproduced. Rodney 
Shirley, The Mapping of the World: Early printed World Maps 1472–1700 (Ilkley, 1983), p. 
139.

305  Although Magellan himself passed away before finishing the circumnavigation.
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northern polar region.306 Likewise, the polar regions are the first in Kexlerus and 
Gezelius enumerations of continents.307 

The scholars used a similar variety of names for the northern polar regions: 
the Arctic, the Northern polar lands and the Northland (Latin Terra Suppolaris 
Septentrionalis or Suborealis, Swedish Norrlandet). Interestingly, while the text 
accompanying Rudbeckius’s 1643 map mentioned the northern polar lands, the 
actual map image depicted land and water around the north pole but did not 
give this area a specific name. This is a reminder that works are not necessarily 
consistent within themselves. 

Some of the authors described the polar regions as continents, while others 
left their status unsettled. One of the latter authors was Åke Rålamb.  In the 
presentations of the continents, Rålamb told his noble reader that ‘the two 
continents known to us are depicted on the globe (those that are assumed to be 
situated under the poles are left [out] being unknown.)’.308 Rålamb decided to 
exclude the polar regions from his description of the continents since they were 
‘unknown’. 

Other authors and mapmakers included the polar regions as continents, 
but still called them ‘unknown’.309 In fact, Anders Spole structured his entire 
presentation of the surface of the terrestrial globe around the two categories 
‘known’ and ‘unknown’. According to Spole, the ‘known parts’ of the world 
consist of Africa, Asia, Europe – which were known to the ancient geographers – 
and America, which was more recently discovered. Spole then goes on to divide 
the ‘unknown land’ into the northern and southern polar regions.310 

This denoting of land as known and unknown is seen both in texts and on 
maps. For example, a vague continent spans the southern halves of Comenius’s 
maps of the hemispheres, and the text describes this as the ‘southern land that is 
yet unknown’.311 Rudbeckius’s maps showcases a large southern continent labelled 
‘[t]he southern or unknown land’ and ‘Magellanica’ in parallel.312 Likewise, 
Ortelius’s famous world map is one of many that included a large unknown 

306  ‘De hac quinta parte seu de Terra Boreali incognita’. Lagerlööf, Geographico et civili 
collegio. UUB H 441, p. 16.

307  Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 51r. Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2, 
p. 292.

308  ‘oss twänne bekanta Continentes uthi Globen afmålas (dhe som förmenas liggia under 
Polerne lemnar man såsom ovissa.)’. Rålamb, Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom, p. 8.

309  This theme was also important in relation to other issues, as seen for example in 
Disputatio Geographica’s description of the longitudes and latitudes. Gestrinius/Otto 
Cuprimontanus, Disputatio Geographica, fol. 8r.

310  Spole, Proemium Cosmographia. UUB A 504, fol. 63r.
311  ‘det Södre landet som ännu obekant är’. Comenius, Orbis Sensalium Pictus in Lars 

Lindström ed., Orbis Sensualium Pictus, p. 249.
312  ‘Terra Australis seu incognita’. Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae.
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southern continent.313 Considering a region as ‘unknown’ did apparently not 
stop mapmakers from placing it on the map.

The status of being unknown could also be partial. Cluverius writes of 
Magellanica that ‘the same is called the southern and the unknown, because 
apart from the shores, nothing is known to us’.314 The textual description of 
Rudbeckius’s 1643 map similarly notes about this southern land that ‘hitherto 
[it] remains almost unknown, being known along the coastlines only’.315

Denis Cosgrove suggests that the unchartered part of early modern world 
geography was a source of discomfort for early modern Europeans, pushing 
them to explore more.316 Similarly, Eviatar Zerubavel sees this ambiguity in the 
descriptions of the continents as a sign of anxiety about that which was new, 
rather than as a part of conceptualization and knowledge making.317 However, 
the geography sources studied here do not seem to be troubled by the unknown 
aspects of the world. 

On the contrary, Kexlerus and Gezelius simply noted regarding America’s 
borders that ‘between it and Asia is the Strait of Anian, yet nor are those missing, 
who deny that the Strait of Anian is at all, [saying that] the lands of Asia and 
America are continuous, because we cannot refute them through the testimony 
of experience, we leave it undecided’.318 Anders Spole likewise laconically noted 
about the unknown part of the earth that ‘it is called land, although it is doubted 
whether it is land or water’.319 Authors and mapmakers acknowledged that some 
regions of the world were unknown; yet, they did not add any obvious value 
statements to these comments. Katharina Piechocki, in her study of the fate of the 
Riphean mountain range in Renaissance geography, points out that elements of 
outdated and fictitious knowledge could be included in geographical descriptions 

313  The world map was sold as a broadsheet, but was also part of Ortelius, Theatrum Orbis 
Terrarum.

314  ‘eadem terra Australis & Incognita vocitata, quia praeter litora, nihildum a nobis 
cognitum est’. Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 36. Rudbeckius 
Tabulae Duae contains a similar phrase.

315  ‘Magellanica seu terra Australis adhuc incognita fere jacet, secundum litora tantum nota’. 
Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae. 

316  Denis Cosgrove, Apollo’s Eye: A Cartographic Genealogy of the Earth in the Western 
Imagination (2003), pp. 12–13.

317  Zerubavel, Terra Cognita, p. 103.
318  ‘inter eandem & Asiam est fretum Anian, nec tamen desunt, qui fretum Anian omnino 

esse negant, terras Asiae & Americae esse continuas [dicunt], quos quia experientiae 
testimonio refutare non possumus, in medio relinquimus’. Kexlerus, Cosmographia 
Compendiosa, fol. 52v–53r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2, p. 294.

319  ‘dicitur terra etiamsi dubitatur num sit terra vel aqua’. Spole, Proemium Cosmographia. 
UUB A 504, fol. 63r. Added emphasis. Rålamb similarly leaves issues unresolved, see 
Rålamb, Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom, p. 16.
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and on maps as theoretical constructs, rather than objects of empirical study.320 
I would like to emphasise that describing some parts of world geography as 
‘unknown’ is best understood as a component of early modern conceptualization 
and an element of knowledge in the field of summary geography. That a part of 
the world was ‘new’ or ‘unknown’ was a piece of information that authors and 
mapmakers used to put together their descriptions of what the world looked like.

This possibility of leaving blanks on the map is a significant difference from 
our present-day understanding of the geography of the world. It was not new 
for the early modern period, but it is different from present-day descriptions 
of the continents. While it is relatively easy for us to imagine a world where 
Europe is not a fortress and America not a country, it is perhaps more difficult 
today to comprehend how both the unknown and discovery were ever present 
in early modern discussions about the geography of the earth’s surface. In the 
material studied here, it is the names of places on the fringes of the known world 
that varied most. Thus, we see a relationship between unsettled geography and 
unsettled vocabulary. More than anything, these approaches are reminiscent of 
present-day understanding of the depths of the oceans or unknown planets and 
galaxies.

Scholarly geography, local and entangled
In the construction of geographical knowledge, the maps and treatises made in 
Sweden throughout the seventeenth century were intricately part of international 
practices. In fact, this chapter shows more similarities than differences in how 
the continents were described in scholarly geography works from across early 
modern Europe. Nevertheless, I would like to point out two ways in which the 
Swedish works were notably shaped by a local context.

To begin with, some Swedish authors and mapmakers used the existence of 
an international literature on geography as a motivation to why their own works 
were needed, or why they did (or did not) cover a particular topic. For example, 
Anders Spole wrote in a letter to the mapmaker, architect and antiquarian 
Erik Dahlberg, that he was working on a book in Swedish on astronomy and 
geography, noting that 

I see how the foreign go astray in the description of Sweden, as recently 
a Frenchman Monsieur De la Croix in his la Geographie universelle pour 
apprendre facilement cette Science, not only does he introduce incorrect 

320  Katharina N. Piechocki, ‘Erroneous Mappings: Ptolemy and the Visualization of 
Europe’s East’ in Karen Newman & Jane Tylus eds., Early Modern Cultures of Translation 
(2015), pp. 93–95. 
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names, but that which is in one region, he transfers to the other, and 
much else, and so does nearly everyone else too.321

Spole was writing this book in Swedish and for a local audience. He motivated 
his work on geography in relation to an international field, saying that their 
faulty descriptions of Sweden warranted his own, presumably superior, book.322 
Similarly, we have seen how the text accompanying Rudbeckius’s world map 
of 1643 cautioned the map viewers that it presented a particular ‘Nordic’ 
perspective and referred readers to other new and old geographers for more 
accurate depictions. Numerous of the other works likewise referred to other 
geographers.323 This type of comment shows an awareness of a larger field of 
geographical writings, and expresses the justification for a particular Nordic 
perspective.

The entangled nature of early modern geography is also clear in the example 
of Erik Oxenstierna. In 1643, Uppsala University received a donation of a copy 
of Joan Blaeu’s Atlas Novus (Amsterdam, 1640) and two globes. The donation 
came from the nobleman Erik Oxenstierna who completed his studies at the 
university the same year.324 The globes referred to in the donation are presumably 
a pair of two large globes, one celestial and the other terrestrial, still in the 
possession of the library. These globes bear the inscription of Erik Oxenstierna’s 
name and the date of the donation on the stand, and a (belated) dedication 
to king Gustavus Adolphus from Willem Blaeu on the globe gore.325 Erik 

321  ‘Jag ser hurulunda de främmande fara vilse uti Sveriges beskrifning, som nyligen en 
Frantzman Monsieur De la Croix uti sin la Geographie universelle pour apprendre 
facilement cette Science: icke allenast införa galna namn, utan det som finnes i det 
ena Landskapet, förer han til det andra, och mycket annat, så giöra och mäst andra’. 
Anders Spole, ‘Tre Bref från Professor Anders Spole til Kgl Rådet och Fältmarsalken 
Gref Dahlberg, angående Svenska Antiquiteter, m.m’ in Samuel Loenbom ed. Svenska 
Archivum (Stockholm, 1768), vol. 2, p. 196. Emphasis added.

322  Unfortunately, no printed geography book by Spole is known. Notes in his hand from 
Lund (circa 1675) give us some idea of his understanding of the scheme of continents. 
See Spole, Proemium Cosmographia. UUB A540. A manuscript compendium on 
geography based on Spole’s teaching at Uppsala in 1698 has also survived, but this does 
not include descriptions of a scheme of continents and has therefore not been included 
in the analysis. Anders Spole, Collegium geographicum. Vetenskapsakademins bibliotek, 
Stockholm.

323  For example Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 41r–41v, 42r; Norcopensis, 
Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, p. 2; Celsius, 
Annotationes ad geographiam. UUB A503, p. 1.

324  N.E. Taube, ‘Några ord om utländska kartor i Uppsala Universitetsbibliotek’ Särtryck ur 
Uppsala Universitetsbiblioteks Minnesskrift 1621–1921 (1921), p. 529.

325  One pair of celestial and terrrestrial globes. Joan Blaeu (Amsterdam, 1640) at UUB. 
These maps bear the date 1640, several years after King Gustavus Adolphus, as well as 
Willem Blaeu, passed away. However, it was not uncommon to reuse map gores. 
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Oxenstierna – son to the formidable Axel Oxenstierna, who was the figure head 
of Swedish politics for much of the middle of the seventeenth century – went on 
to have a successful political career in his own right under Charles X Gustavus. 
Incidentally, this included an active interest in the Swedish Delaware colony New 
Sweden which is the topic of chapter 5.326 He was also related to the traveller 
Bengt Oxenstierna, who figures in chapter 4. Erik Oxenstierna did not author 
any of the geography tracts or travel narratives discussed in this book, but he was 
part of the seventeenth century political elite in Sweden and his case highlights 
the interconnectedness between the different pursuits of geography and what we 
might call a consumer perspective. He was part of the very top stratum of Swedish 
seventeenth century society and thus not representative of most who studied 
geography at school or read the narratives of travellers. Nonetheless, he illustrates 
how scholarly geography and travel writings existed in the same national setting. 
Moreover, Oxenstierna’s donations of the Dutch atlas and globes also highlights 
how scholarly geography in Sweden was not a self-contained national endeavour.

These examples say something about early modern circulation of knowledge. 
Not only did pieces of information, people and texts and maps as material objects 
change in the process of circulating, local knowledge making could relate to this 
context and use it as a motivation for providing alternative perspectives. In terms 
of elaborate maps and detailed geographical information about faraway places, 
the Swedish scholarship could generally not compete with the formidable Dutch 
mapmakers and publishers. Nevertheless, by providing local knowledge and 
perspective, some authors tried to promote their own works to the local readers 
and map viewers. Rudbeckius also chose not to include certain topics with 
the motivation that these were covered by ‘better authors’ and by ‘geographers 
from abroad’.327 Without the insight that the Swedish geography books were 
used together with maps and texts from other places, it would be difficult to 
understand statements such as these.

Benjamin Schmidt argues that the elaborate Dutch geography books at the 
turn of the eighteenth century adjusted their address from a national framework 
to accommodate a European readership. In these works, the appeal to ‘Europeans’ 
rather than ‘the Dutch’ meant a significant increase in potential audience, and 
Schmidt sees this as one of the underlying factors of the Dutch success within 
the field of printed geography.328 The present survey of geography works in 
Sweden indicates that somewhat different dynamics were at work here. Many 
geography books and maps that the Swedish writers and map makers referred to 
were originally addressed to different national contexts. Apparently, an address 

326  Stellan Dahlgren, ‘Erik Oxenstierna Axelsson’ SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.
aspx> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

327  For example, see Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae.
328  Schmidt, Inventing exoticism, p. 9.
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to ‘us Italians’ or ‘us Germans’ did not invalidate the relevance of a specific work 
in Sweden. However, this body of international works did still affect the Swedish 
output of scholarly geography in that authors and mapmakers could motivate 
the need for their works as complements to works written in other local settings.

In close connection to the fact that some Swedish geographers motivated 
the need for their works by saying that they provided information about local 
geography or a local perspective, several of the authors also spent more time 
discussing Nordic geography than what can be seen in contemporary geography 
from continental Europe. As noted earlier, geographical treatises and maps are 
not only of something; they are also made from an implicit or explicit vantage 
point. The Swedish geographers used several vantage points in parallel. They 
related to a Swedish setting, they understood themselves to be in ‘Europe’, and 
they wrote from the view point of a Nordic ‘we’.

These biases are seen in several ways. As noted above, authors often gave more 
space to descriptions of nearby than faraway regions. This was not only true of 
Europe, but also of places closer to home. For example, Kexlerus and Gezelius 
wrote most extensively about the geography of the Nordic countries and they 
presented the reader with vernacular place names in addition to Latin terms.329 
They used Sweden as a reference point, noting that the British Isles ‘like Sweden’ 
did not have the climate for growing wine.330 In addition, these Turku based 
authors gave more information about the eastern parts of Sweden, Finland and 
the province Livonia, than the other authors discussed here. There are no clear 
value judgements or emotional emphasis in their descriptions of Sweden and 
Finland, but these parts were given more space. Here, we see how geographical 
knowledge is formed in relation to an author’s vantage point. Kexlerus and 
Gezelius wrote for a local audience, and thus they included more information 
about local Finnish and Swedish geography. 

There are also references in the Swedish geography works to ‘our’ land 
when referring to Sweden, or to a Nordic region, or to Europe. For example, 
in his historical survey, Norcopensis tells his audience that at one point, Scythia 
‘included our north, Sweden, Demark, Norway, Prussia.331 The commonality 
described here is not rooted in ‘Europe’, nor is it the national boundaries of Sweden 
that provide unity. Rather, this Nordic domain included both Sweden with its 
Baltic possessions, and the neighbour and often geopolitical nemesis Denmark-

329  For example, see Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 71r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia 
synoptica vol. 2, p. 312. 

330  ‘ut Sveci’. Kexlerus, Cosmographia Compendiosa, fol. 63r; Gezelius, Encyclopaedia 
synoptica, vol. 2, p. 303.

331  ‘complectebat hunc nostram Septentrionem, Sveciam, Daniam, Norvegiam, Borussiam’. 
Norcopensis, Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, 
p. 2. Emphasis added. 
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Norway. For Norcopensis, this Norden was not primarily a present-day political 
entity. Rather, Norden was a geocultural homeland. This idea was important for 
the Gothicist tradition and Rudbeck’s Atlantica.332 We have seen that Lagerlööf 
wrote about geographical knowledge from a ‘European perspective’. To this we 
should add geography from a ‘Nordic’ vantage point. 

Authors and mapmakers who were not active in Sweden also wrote about 
northern Europe and made or published maps of this part of the world. For 
example, Ortelius’s put forward the idea that America was colonized by the 
Nordic countries. What is specific with the Swedish Scholarship on geography 
is precisely that they describe this part of the world as ‘ours’. Local perspectives 
as well as references to geographical works that contained other vantage points 
enabled Swedish scholars to situate their presentations of what the world looked 
like. 

Conclusions
This chapter has shown that in Swedish scholarly geography, the continents 
continued to be wedged between the old and the new, between Ptolemy and 
discovery, throughout the seventeenth century. Ancient authorities and the 
expanded horizons of discovery continued to be central for a conceptualization 
of the continents in this setting. The investigation shows that the decline of 
ancient geography as authority was not linear. In contrast, the Gothicist interest 
towards the end of the century counteracted the on-going antiquation of ancient 
geography mapped out by Shalev, Cormack and others. As part of Gothicist 
projects like Rudbeck’s Atlantica, Ptolemy and other scholars from Greco-
Roman antiquity received renewed legitimacy as sources on geography in and 
of themselves. In parallel, the narrative of a discovery continued to be important 
throughout the century. The invention of America described by O’Gorman and 
built on in later research was still ongoing at the turn of the eighteenth century. 
However, by this time it was not the shock of discovery that was central anymore. 
The Swedish scholars described America as newly discovered, but this was 
primarily a trope expected in the description of this part of the world. The two 
themes of old and new geography were clearly important in scholarly geography, 
and they were both used in how scholars conceptualized the continents.

At the centre of this chapter (and of the thesis) is the question of 
conceptualizations. The chapter investigates the processes of making geographical 
knowledge in Swedish scholarly works and what the continents meant in this 
setting. The analysis shows that there was significant variation in the names 

332  Norcopensis, Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3, 
pp. 3–6.
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and numbers of continents described on maps and in texts, as well as in how 
they were defined as entities. This is a variation in conceptualization and it was 
not random. Rather, it was the result of different emphases and in how authors 
and mapmakers interpreted and valued elements of knowledge related to the 
continents. 
 The first part of the chapter set out the framework of the scholarly pursuit 
of ‘geography’ in seventeenth century Sweden. This investigation highlights 
how this was a pursuit primarily of the literate elite, closely intertwined with 
the growing state administration, but also, how it had a broader reach in that 
it was knowledge intended to be conveyed in schools. The analysis shows a 
close connection between maps and text, and between printed and manuscript 
materials. It also demonstrates how the local context was connected to 
developments elsewhere, both in the movement of material objects such as maps, 
globes and texts, and through people’s travels. Importantly though, the chapter 
clearly shows that these connections did not always mean that the same ideas 
were dominant at the same time and in the same guises.

Scholarly geography in seventeenth-century Sweden adhered to three different 
ways of presenting what ‘Africa’, ‘America’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ were. First, one 
group of the works followed the definitions set out in classical antiquity and 
added new entities to the tripartite world of the old. The resulting scheme of 
continents centred on Africa, Asia and Europe, with the additions of America 
and – sometimes – the polar regions. A second approach is seen in the works 
that focused on the distinction between water and land as the defining feature of 
‘continents’. In these descriptions, the scheme of continents took on a new guise. 
Rather than four, five or six continents, the approach mapped out two or three 
large landmasses. The authors and mapmakers who adopted this approach also 
noted that some regions and/or knowledge about them were old (Africa, Asia, 
Europe) and some were new (America and the polar regions). Finally, a third 
model for presenting the continents appeared in a smaller number of authors. 
With a primarily historicist approach to geographical knowledge, these authors 
presented several different ways in which people in antiquity had divided the 
world into spatial entities. In these descriptions, the divisions were presented as 
dependent on historical circumstances, although a smaller number of Uppsala 
University scholars, active in the last decades of the seventeenth century, also 
made judgements on what divisions were most appropriate for the present day.

What these three models show is that the definition of a scheme of continents 
was not only an issue of the past, but one that continued to receive varying 
interpretations throughout the seventeenth century. Geographical knowledge 
was continuously being made and redefined, and this had implications for how 
the scheme of continents was understood. This insight is especially relevant in 
relation to studies of the continents as geocultural concepts and of the ‘idea 
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of Europe’, which have tended to focus on the long-term evolutions of these 
concepts and on set structures rather than variations in conceptualization. The 
present study shows that a focus on a shorter time period and grounded in 
contemporary practices of knowledge making provides increased understanding 
and clarity to these long-term developments.

Three recurring features reinforced the ambiguities in how the continents 
were understood. First, authors and mapmakers alike noted that geographical 
knowledge had changed through history. Second, they noted that parts of the 
world were unknown in the present day, indicating that further discoveries were 
to be expected. Third, and as a result of the previous two features, several authors 
presented more than one scheme of continents. It appears that the multiple 
schemes of continents were not a source of explicit conflict, but a topic that 
could be debated and resolved by saying that there were or had been varying 
interpretations. These features were both aspects of the flexibility of how the 
continents were described, and core factors in enabling the acceptance of 
continuing ambiguities. Together, they opened up for future negotiations of 
geographical truth-claims. The parallel definitions of the continents shed light 
on how processes of knowledge making and conceptualization are interlinked. 
On the one hand, the continents were defined on the basis of other elements of 
knowledge, leading to different emphases in the presentation of the scheme of 
continents. On the other hand, new knowledge was readily fitted into already 
existing conceptual categories. 

It is clear that for the purpose of scholarly geography the scheme of continents 
could be conceptualized in more than one way. However, was this only a 
scholarly exercise, or were the boundaries between Africa, Asia and Europe in 
fact less important than those between these ‘old’ parts and the ‘new’? The works 
that presented Africa, Asia and Europe as one continent usually also noted that 
the Euroasiafrican continent could be divided in three parts along the lines of 
ancient geographers. Thus, it was the definition of continent that was different 
here, rather than the definition of what part of the earth Africa, Asia or Europe 
was, or indeed whether these were one or three entities. This model did not 
negate Africa, Asia and Europe as distinct regions. This being said, the authors 
also clearly made a distinction between the Old World and the New World, 
throughout the material. In this distinction, it seems that they attributed specific 
qualities to, on the one hand, Africa, Asia and Europe, and, on the other, to 
America and the polar regions. 

The epithet ‘our’ was generally used as an attribute to Europe, yet there are also 
some interesting examples of ‘our continent’ being Euroasiafrica. As noted above, 
this did not mean that the writers and mapmaker disregarded that this continent 
also consisted of three parts (and many more than that of course when including 
states, cities and local municipalities). Still, it is an interesting observation in 
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light of earlier research such as Wintle’s study of the idea of Europe manifested 
in visual sources that concludes that Europe was a clear identity marker by this 
time. The Swedish scholarly geography show examples of Europe as an ‘us’, but 
the use of Euroasiafrica also complicated this picture.

It is not enough to know that the continents were used in the geography 
teaching material. To gain a deeper understanding of what the continents meant, 
we need also to look at the arguments authors and mapmakers put forward to 
support the divisions they presented. To do this, the investigation has focused on 
the epistemological assumptions present in the descriptions of the continents. It 
is clear that in addition to discussions of old and new knowledge and discoveries, 
the scholarly geography emphasized the division between water and land in 
defining the continents. The investigation also indicates the importance of 
religious thinking and ideas about people and states.

Not all of the scholarly works discussed why the borders of the continents 
should be where they said that they were. Nevertheless, those who did generally 
emphasised topographical features such as water and land. In these situations, 
the continents appeared as spatial entities bound to the layout of landscape. A 
connection made between the continents and landscape does not preclude that 
these entities were also bound to religiously informed ideas about God’s presence 
in the natural world. The references to the division of the world between Noah’s 
sons highlight how religious geography was an integral part of early modern 
scholarship. However, in the discussions about the borders of the continents, the 
religious theme was generally not the focal point. In these instances, references to 
land, water, mountains and the like were not expressively connected to religious 
ideas which might still have underpinned the worldviews of these authors. 

The continents functioned as entities of higher order of abstraction into 
which other phenomena could be placed. As noted, these enumerations included 
both references to the landscapes of different parts of the world and human 
habitation. Generally, more aspects in the form of human institutions (states, 
cities, universities et cetera) were associated with Europe, Asia and, to some extent, 
Africa, than what was the case with the more newly discovered parts of the world. 
To some extent, this is the result simply of the fact that more was known to 
the Swedish authors about this part of the world, and the same was generally 
true of the authors who served as sources for the Swedish geographical accounts. 
However, the result is that Europe and Asia received much more attention and 
is described as somewhat different kind of entities from the other continents. 
This tendency is not visible in the presentations of the divisions of the whole 
world into continents, but appears more clearly in the sections centring on each 
continent in turn. 

How central were these concepts for an understanding of what the world 
looked like to Swedish scholars? Research in the school of Begriffsgeschichte and 
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related fields have often focused on concepts that have been judged central for a 
particular time period, a specific discussion or a prevailing mentality. Here, we 
are instead dealing with a set of concepts that might have been central, but which 
might also have been irrelevant to contemporary worldviews. Koselleck and 
Skinner respectively have discussed this question of centrality noting that central 
conceptual structures are often expressed in a set terminology and are often a 
topic of conflicting opinions. The evidence of the present investigation does not 
align with this characterization. Discussions about the continents in scholarly 
geography centred on a core vocabulary, but there were significant variance in its 
application. There were conflicting opinions about what these words signified, 
yet, this was not often portrayed as a problem. 

A valuable supplement to this discussion can be achieved by looking at what 
these words did in the geography education material. As noted already in the 
introduction to this chapter, the continents constituted a central theme in the 
geography education of the early modern period. These entities were used as 
building blocks that structured maps and treatises on summary geography. This 
meant that they were indeed central for an understanding of what the world 
looked like in this setting. Authors and mapmakers used them with the intentions 
to organize narratives and sort information, as well as inform their readers and 
viewers about what the world looked like.

At the same time, these genre restrictions – the very fact that the continents 
were part of the standard curriculum – makes it difficult to determine the extent to 
which they were central to worldviews outside the setting of scholarly geography. 
We cannot know from these investigations if authors and mapmakers referred to 
the continents because this was part of the body of knowledge they believed they 
were required to present, or if they actively chose to include them because they 
thought they were important. In fact, these different motives are probably only 
distinguishable in theory. In practice, elements of knowledge tend to become 
important because they have been treated as important before. These discussions 
about centrality show the limitations of a study of conceptual structures that 
focus on a particular genre of writing, or mapmaking for that matter. To take the 
analysis further, the next chapter changes perspective and setting.
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Figure 10, 11, 12 and 13. Drawings in gouache and ink showing Ottoman clothing and 
people. From right to left: Rumeli kadıasker, Armenian woman, Rumeli beylerbey and man 
carrying food. From Claes Rålamb’s collection of drawings. Size: 14,5 x 10 cm. Turkiska 
klädedrägter. Royal Library (KB) Rål. 8:o 10, nr. 77, 21, 29, 13. Royal Library, Stockholm.

Figure 14. Depiction of a procession through Istanbul. Commissioned by Claes 
Rålamb. 'Tab. T'. Claes Rålambs ambassad till Höga porten. NM.0991072. 
Nordiska museet, Stockholm.
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4. The continents in accounts of journeys to 
the eastern Mediterranean 

The nobleman Bengt Oxenstierna, known to posterity as ‘Bengt the traveller’, 
was buried with much grandeur in Stockholm on 6 August, 1643.333 The rector 
Olavus Laurelius presided over the funeral and held a sermon in memory of the 
deceased. He lauded Oxenstierna for his many virtues and good deeds, but above 
all, he praised Oxenstierna for his travels. According to Laurelius, Oxenstierna 
had seen ‘the largest part of the world with his own eyes’.334 As a young student, 
Oxenstierna had travelled through continental Europe and then crisscrossed the 
Mediterranean seeing ‘the most prominent places and cities on the shores in 
Africa and Europe’.335 He had travelled east ‘into Asia’, visiting Jerusalem and 
sacred places such as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.336 Laurelius proclaimed 
that Oxenstierna had been motivated by a strong desire ‘to see for himself what he 
had read in [the texts of ] the old authors, and what he had heard described from 
others’.337 This description of Oxenstierna’s travels presented the audience at the 
funeral (as well as those who read the printed version of the sermon afterwards) 
with an account of geography intertwined with the experiences and itinerary of 
a traveller. 

The south-eastern border between Asia and Europe, as was alluded to in 
the above-mentioned sermon held in memory of Oxenstierna, was consistently 
placed at the Bosporus in early modern scholarly geography. The border between 
Asia and Africa was placed either along the Nile, or at the Suez isthmus.338 In 

333  The epithet ‘traveller’ (in Swedish resare-Bengt) dates back to, at least, the second half of 
the eighteenth century. Oxenstierna had the Swedish title friherre. HG-m, ‘Oxenstierna, 
släkt’ SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.aspx> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

334  ‘största deelen af werlden med sina egna ögon beskodat’. Olavus Laurelius, Lijkpredican 
Öfwer Then Ädle och Högwälborne Herre Herr Bengt Oxenstierna Frijherre til Ekebyholm 
och Söderboo Sweriges Rijkes Råd Rijksstalmästare och General Gubernator öfwer Lifland 
([Stockholm], 1644), fol. 15r (my foliation),

335  ‘the förnämste orter och Städer wid Siökanten i Africa och Europa’. Laurelius, 
Lijkpredican, fol. 22r.

336  Laurelius, Lijkpredican, fol. 21r–21v. Oxenstierna brought back a certificate showing that 
he had seen the empty tomb of Christ. See Sven Hedin, Resare-Bengt (Stockholm, 1921), 
pp. 173–5.

337  ‘hwad han hoos gambla Scribenter hade läsit eller och aff androm hördt förtelias sielf tat 
uti ögonsyn’ Laurelius, Lijkpredican, fol. 21r .

338  America and the polar regions occupy minor roles in this chapter. 
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some sense, then, an idea of the eastern Mediterranean basin as a meeting point 
between different regions was present in early modern geographical thinking in 
Sweden. Still, scholarly geography tells us little of how – or to what extent – 
these boundaries were experienced by people as they moved through this part 
of the world. The scholarly works of the time mapped what was considered to 
be the basic components of geographical knowledge and clearly show that the 
continents were part of erudite worldviews. They do not, however, tell us how 
these concepts were used outside of scholarly maps and textbooks. 

In Laurelius’s description, we instead meet the continents as concepts 
that helped make sense of Oxenstierna’s travels. The present chapter situates 
conceptualization as a process through contrasting the definitions of the continents 
in scholarly geography with how these words were used in descriptions of travels 
to a particular part of the world. While individual persons could be, and often 
were, involved in both scholarly geography and in travel writing, these were also 
different activities and they occurred, to some extent, in different practical and 
geographical settings. The descriptions of travels took on many different formats, 
but they all produced and articulated knowledge about the world in a manner 
intertwined with travel. This makes travel accounts ideal for an investigation into 
situated conceptualization.

The part of the world that this chapter focuses on is one which scholarly 
geography mapped as the intersection of the three parts of the ‘Old World’. The 
chapter examines travel accounts of journeys through the Balkans, the Ottoman 
Empire, Persia and the Maghreb. This covers the meeting point between Europe, 
Asia and Africa mapped in scholarship. With an overarching term, I refer to 
this area as the ‘eastern Mediterranean’.339 The idea that the surface of the world 
could be divided into an old and a new part was a recurring theme in scholarly 
geography, and one which was important to how knowledge about the continents 
was shaped in that setting. A focus on the eastern Mediterranean allows me to 
investigate how, and to what extent, this theme of an Old World transcended the 
scholarly works. 

With this focus, the chapter examines travel accounts describing journeys 
to a part of the world that at this time was under the influence of the Ottoman 
Empire. Not all of the travellers visited the imperial city Istanbul, yet all came in 
contact the Ottoman sphere of influence. This had practical implications for how 
the journeys could be conducted, but it also mattered when the travellers were 
conceptualizing their experiences. 

339  I have consciously chosen a vague geographical denotation for this region, and one 
without the bagage of terms like the Middle East or Europe and Africa. For further 
discussion about the Middle East as a geographical term, see, for example, Bonnie, 
Amanat & Gasper eds., Is there a Middle East?; and Keddie, ‘Is there a Middle East?’.
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The purpose of the chapter is to expand the understanding of what the 
continents meant in seventeenth century Sweden by analysing how they were 
conceptualized in descriptions of journeys through the eastern Mediterranean. 
These travel accounts constitute instances of knowledge making, but the setting 
is different from the setting discussed in the previous chapter. The principal 
question addressed in this chapter is: How did travellers and their biographers 
in seventeenth-century Sweden conceptualize the continents to present the 
knowledge and experiences of journeying through the eastern Mediterranean?

The source material
The primary source material of this chapter consists of a variety of travel accounts 
– letters, journals, reports, notes on images and a poem – detailing journeys from 
Sweden to the eastern Mediterranean in the seventeenth century. The central 
source material consists of eighteen textual accounts, four sets of drawings, prints 
and paintings340 and three collections of letters. These were made by an estimated 
seventeen individuals341 and describe seven different journeys. The texts vary in 
length from a few paragraphs to several hundred pages. This corpus makes up 
the majority of the preserved Swedish seventeenth century travel accounts to 
the lands surrounding the eastern Mediterranean. Appendix 2 summarizes the 
central sources.

To delineate the practices that governed how geographical knowledge was 
made in this setting I use several different approaches. Most importantly, I have 
looked at the circumstances of the individual travellers and writers. In this, I 
have used their own writings, the official instructions for the diplomatic envoys 

340  The visual material stems from Claes Rålamb’s embassy. It consists of, first, sketches 
belonging to Rålamb, see Claes Rålamb, Beskrivning och ritning på en turkisk badstugua. 
KB Rål. Fol. 208; Claes Rålamb, Beskrifning och ritning på byggnaderna…wid Seraliern 
uti Constantinopel. Rål. Fol. 209; second, drawings of Ottoman clothing and people, 
with notes by Rålamb, see Turkiska klädedrägter. KB Rål. 8:o 10; third, engravings 
depicting Ottoman life by the secretary Wallich, see Johann Ulrich Wallich, Religio 
Turcica (Stade, 1659); and fourth, twenty paintings of a procession through Istanbul, 
comissioned by Rålamb, see Claes Rålambs ambassad till Höga porten. Nordiska Museet, 
Granhammarsamlingen. The drawings and paintings are reproduced in Ådahl ed., The 
Sultan’s procession.

341  It is notoriously difficult to attribute authorship to travel writing. The number given is an 
approximation of main contributors, rather than an absolute number. The total number 
of is larger. One publication often include contributions by several people. For example, 
Rålamb’s printed account has an introduction and dedications from several other people, 
see Claes Rålamb, Kort beskriffning om thet som wid then Constantinopolitaniske resan är 
föreluppit (Stockholm, 1679); Moreover, authorship sometimes came about in stages. 
For example, the maker of the drawings of Ottoman cloting and people is unknown, 
presumably a painter or studio in Istanbul. On top of these drawings, Rålamb has added 
commentary. See Turkiska klädedrägter. KB Rål. 8:o 10.
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and secondary literature about them. As a complement, I have looked at earlier 
research on European travel writing and the history of relations between the 
Ottoman Empire and its neighbours. 

Between the continents and Christendom
The eastern Mediterranean is habitually portrayed as a meeting point and melting-
pot of civilizations in politics, popular culture as well as in scholarship today. 
Istanbul is often described as a crossroads between East and West.342 The Bosporus 
is known as the boundary line between Asia and Europe. The Mediterranean is a 
place where regions and states meet and clash and the Balkans constitute a bridge 
between distinctly different societies.343 There is relevance to these depictions, yet 
it would be simplistic to suppose that geographical perceptions have always taken 
the same guise. The idea that the Mediterranean and the Balkans are places where 
spatial, cultural, religious and political entities meet is a cultural construct as well 
as a fact of history. Moreover, the idea that the Bosporus is a border between 
continents has a – albeit long and persistent – genealogy. The focus of the present 
chapter allows me to explore this genealogy. 

This focus speaks to a concern in earlier research with religious identities in the 
early modern world. To begin with, an important theme in the literature on the 
‘idea of Europe’ has been to connect Europe with the concept of ‘Christendom’. 
The term ‘Christendom’ in this context refers to the idea that the Christian faith 
is manifested in a geographical place.344 Earlier research has argued, on the one 

342  This is a city which has had many names. Swedes of the seventeenth century knew it 
primarily as ‘Constantinople’ or ‘Stambol’. Following modern research convention, I use 
‘Istanbul’ in the discussion, and ‘Constantinople’ in citations from the sources that used 
this term.

343  Some examples of authors who have built on this theme are Doğan Kuban, Istanbul: 
An urban history (Istanbul, 2010), pp. xiv–xv; Hilary Sumner-Boyd & John Freely, 
Strolling through Istanbul: A guide to the city (Istanbul, 2006), pp. 1–2; Said, Orientalism; 
Amanda Wunder, ‘Western Travelers, Eastern Antiquities, and the Image of the Turk in 
Early Modern Europe’ Journal of Early Modern History 7 (2003), pp. 89–119; Bisaha, 
Creating East and West: Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks; This theme 
has also been further problematized in recent research, such as Olof Heilo & Ingela 
Nilsson eds., Constantinople as Center and Crossroad (Transactions of the Swedish 
Research Institute in Istanbul, forthcoming 2018); Maria Todorova, Imagining the 
Balkans (Oxford, 2009); King, The Black Sea, pp. 5–6, 9; Molly Greene, A shared World: 
Christians and Muslims in the early modern Mediterranean (Princeton, 2000), p. 37.

344  The corresponding term in Swedish is Kristenheten, in Latin Christianitas. For a 
discussion of Christendom as a spatial concept, see for example Hay, Europe: The 
emergence of an idea, p. 21–36; The meaning of this concept has also changed over time, 
see Nora Berend, At the Gates of Christendom: Jews, muslims and ‘pagans’ in medieval 
Hungary, c. 1000–c.1301 (Cambridge, 2001), p. 43; William Chester Jordan, ‘”Europe” 
in the middle ages’ in Anthony Pagden ed., The idea of Europe From Antiquity to the 
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hand, that Christendom and Europe were close to synonymous in early modern 
thought, and that, on the other hand, there also was a gradual shift where the 
medieval idea of Christendom gave way to a more secular concept of ‘Europe’. 
Denys Hay’s 1957 book Europe: the emergence of an idea has had a long-lived 
influence in propagating this view.345 

Hay argues that Christendom lost its relevance as a geospatial signifier 
when the religion spread to different parts of the world. Moreover, he argues 
that the internecine struggles of the Reformation made the religious concept 
Christendom inadequate to describe a community of both Protestants and 
Catholics. According to Hay, these processes prepared for ‘Christendom’ to 
become obsolete and ‘Europe’ to take its place in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries.346 Building on Hay’s work, Malcolm Yapp sees the shift somewhat 
later and argues that Christendom remained an important cultural signifier 
throughout the seventeenth century. Yapp identifies a shift at the turn of the 
eighteenth century and emphasises specifically the importance of the Ottoman 
‘Other’ as constitutive in both the idea of Christendom, and in what he sees as the 
more secular concept Europe.347 Peter Burke likewise connects the development 
of ‘Europe’ as a cultural idea with the perceived Ottoman threat.348

In these presentations, there is a sense that ‘Europe’ as a cultural signifier 
could be important only when ‘Christendom’ became obsolete. Moreover, there 
is a sense that ‘Europe’ inherently is a primarily secular concept. However, we 
have seen in the last chapter that more than one articulation about what the 
world looked like could exists at the same time, and that multiple views could 
even be proposed by one and the same person. Likewise, both Europe and Asia 
were imbibed in sacred geography in the scholarly works. After all, Heinrich 
Bünting presented his readers with two world maps, one that was symbolical and 
religious, and one that was topographical, yet also organized around knowledge 
learned from the Bible.349 In light of this, there is a need to examine closer the 
dynamics of ‘Europe’ and ‘Christendom’. 

European Union (New York, 2007), p. 75. Herrin uses the ‘Christendom’ both in a 
spatial sense and to refer to the Christian religion as a faith. See Judith Herrin, The 
formation of Christendom (Oxford, 1988), pp. 8, 103.

345  See for example Seth’s discussion of Hay’s claim in Seth, Europe’s Indians, pp. 25–7.
346  Hay, Europe: The emergence of an idea, p. 95. See also Berend, At the gates of Christendom, 

p. 43; Phillips locates this development somewhat earlier. Seymour Phillips, ‘The outer 
world of the European Middle Ages’ in Stuart B. Schwartz ed., Implicit Understandings: 
Observing, reporting, and reflecting on the encounters between Europeans and other peoples 
in the early modern era (Cambridge, 1994). See also Hay’s comment on this in his later 
reappraisal of the original book, Hay, ‘Europe revisited: 1979’, p. 2.

347  Yapp, ‘Europe in the Turkish Mirror’, pp. 142–3. 
348  Burke, ‘Did Europe exist before 1700?’, pp. 24–5.
349  See Figures 8 and 9.
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A focus on travellers who came in contact with the Ottoman Empire is 
especially interesting in light of this research on Europe and Christendom as 
identity markers. The interactions between the Ottoman Empire and its northern 
and western neighbours during the early modern period have been the focus 
of much scholarly attention. Researchers have identified the religious clashes 
and conflicting military interests of the period as constitutive in creating the 
Ottomans as enemies in the cultural imaginary of their Christian neighbours. 
Historian Cemal Kafadar notes that it is an ‘inescapable fact that the two worlds, 
western Christian and Ottoman Muslim, perceived each other as other, and that 
their historical trajectories display enough significant divergences to validate this 
perception’.350 Following this line of reasoning, and if one accepts the claim, 
mapped out by Hay and others, that ‘Europe’ was by this time a rallying point 
for identity, then the territories under Ottoman rule on the Balkans would have 
been difficult to place geographically. 

Finally, the issue of religious ideas tied to spatial demarcations is relevant to 
discuss also in relation to research on religious confessionalism and tolerance 
as forces in early modern society. While some have emphasised the extent to 
which early modern people pragmatically cohabited religiously diverse societies, 
others have emphasised the importance of confessional cultures.351 In relation to 
this, accounts of journeys to the eastern Mediterranean and their use of spatial 
concepts create an opportunity to examine how the confessional culture of early 
modern Sweden merged and/or contrasted with a wider world.352 In this chapter 
I examine how the Swedish travel writers navigated between the conceptual 
boundaries of, on the one hand, the continents and, on the other, ‘Christendom’.

Research questions and outline of chapter
To reiterate, the central question of the chapter is to determine how travellers and 
their biographers in seventeenth-century Sweden conceptualized the continents 
to present the knowledge and experiences of journeying through the eastern 
Mediterranean. 

350  Cemal Kafadar, ‘The Ottomans and Europe’ in Handbook of European History 1400–1600: 
Late middle ages, renaissance and reformation, Thomas A. Brady, Jr., Heiko A. Oberman 
and James D. Tracy eds. (Leiden, 1994), p. 625.

351  See, for example, C. Scott Dixon, Dagmar Freist & Mark Greengrass eds., Living with 
religious diversity in early-modern Europe (Farnham, 2009); Heinz Schilling, Early modern 
European civilization and it political and cultural dynamism (Hanover & London, 2008).

352  For an outline of Sweden as a confessionalized society, see Schilling, Early modern 
European civilization, pp. 22–25. Ljungberg discusses how religion and politics 
interlinked for a somewhat later period, see Johannes Ljungberg, Toleransens gränser: 
Religionspolitiska dilemma i det tidiga 1700-talets Sverige och Europa (Lund, 2017).
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Similar to the previous chapter, the present chapter begins with outlining 
important features of the practices and practitioners involved in producing 
the source material. I mark central features of how the making of geographical 
knowledge occurred in travel writing and in relation to journeys to the eastern 
Mediterranean. The following introductory section provides a framework, 
grounding the analysis of ideas in the processes of knowledge formation. This 
section is important also because it lays the ground for comparison between the 
chapters in the thesis. 

• What practices, relevant to making geographical knowledge, structured the 
Swedish seventeenth century travel accounts of journeys through the eastern 
Mediterranean and surrounding lands?

• Who were the persons involved in travelling, writing and editing the travel 
accounts?

After establishing this framework, the investigation focuses on the meaning of 
the continents in the travel accounts. Here, the first question addresses what 
geographical concepts were important in the sources. This issue is an essential 
part of the investigation in that it contributes to a move beyond the restricting 
idea of ‘European’ travellers to ‘Africa’ or ‘Asia’. Instead, I take the words these 
travellers used themselves as the starting point for the following analysis.

While chapter 3 focuses on how authors and mapmakers defined the scheme 
of continents, this chapter and the following one treats a different kind of 
source material and therefore needs to use a somewhat different method. The 
travel writers seldom explicitly defined what they meant by their references to 
the continents. To get at the meaning of these words I examine the intentions 
in instances of usage, in other words, how meaning was articulated through 
application. The investigation begins by focusing specifically on terms and then 
expands to discuss underlying themes that were important in how the continents 
were used in these travel accounts. 

• What geographical regions did the travellers and their biographers mention in 
their descriptions?353

• With what sense and reference and with what intentions did travel accounts 
refer to Africa,   Asia, Europe and associated concepts?

• What themes were important in how the travellers and their biographers used 
these words? 

353  I pay particular attention to the continents, but the broad formulation of this question 
has allowed me to identify important concepts that appeared together with or instead of 
these.
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The last section of the chapter takes on the issue of local particularity. Building 
on the analysis of a ‘Nordic’ perspective discussed in the previous chapter, I 
ask:

• How do the conceptualizations of the continents in Swedish scholarship relate 
to international trends of early modern geographical knowledge making?

Through these questions, the chapter moves from the concrete study of specific 
words to how these fit into broader patterns of thought. Throughout, it is the 
proposition of this chapter – and this thesis – that the meaning of words is bound 
to usage situations. The usage situation examined in this chapter is travel writing 
as practiced by Swedish authors writing about the eastern Mediterranean in the 
seventeenth century.

The practices of travel and knowledge making
Laurelius’s comment that Oxenstierna’s travels were driven by a wish to 
corroborate what he had learned from ‘the old authors’ highlights the close 
connection between scholarly literature and travel writing. Many times, the 
persons who were involved in scholarly geography also travelled, and those 
who travelled and wrote about their experiences had certainly passed through 
the educational regime of scholarly geography. Oxenstierna had studied at the 
universities in Uppsala and Rostock and the travels he undertook between 1613 
and 1620 were an extension of his education, a peregrinatio academica.354 The 
specific expectations and conditions of travelling depended to some degree on 
the student’s social background, but generally, the early modern peregrinatio 
was intended to provide continued education as well as foster young men 
with experience of the world.355 Later on in the century, the peregrinatio had 

354  Oxenstierna’s journal from the easternmost parts of his journey is lost, but his letters 
together with Laurelius’s sermon give insights into this part of the journey. The surviving 
parts of the journal and letters by Oxenstierna have been printed by Hedin, who also 
discusses the lost part of the diary, see Hedin, Resare-Bengt, esp. pp. xi–xvi, 48–61.

355  Most Swedish peregrinatios of the early modern period were directed towards German, 
Dutch, and later English and French universities, with some also venturing south to 
Italy or Spain. Comparatively few travelled further and documented their journeys in 
text or images that remain today, but Oxenstierna and Truls Kåhre who are discussed 
in this chapter are two exceptions. For further discussion on Swedish learned travels, 
see Winberg, ‘Mårten Törnhielm och den europeiska resan’ in Hodacs & Karlsson, 
Från Karakorum till Siljan, p. 102; Thoré, ‘Maktens kultur’ in Florén och Karlsson eds., 
Främlingar; C. Vilh. Jacobowsky, J.G. Sparwenfeld: Bidrag till en biografi (Stockholm, 
1932), pp. 29–31.



 The practices of travel and knowledge making       129

become standard enough that it was expected that those seeking work in state 
administration had spent time abroad.356

Nevertheless, Laurelius’s comment also indicates that the pursuit of knowledge 
in schools and through travel were to some extent different in the eyes of the 
early modern observer. Oxenstierna had read the ‘old authors’ of antiquity and 
learned what the world looked like, but he had wanted to explore this on his own 
as well. A further indication of the perceived contribution of travel accounts is 
seen in the introduction to the nobleman Claes Rålamb’s published account of 
his journey to Istanbul in 1657–8.357 The introduction ensured the reader that 
travel writing revealed ‘the curious works of the Lord, that is the way of the world 
in other places’.358 Early modern travel accounts were not a coherent genre, but 
they constituted a setting seen by contemporaries to present information about 
faraway places, mores and peoples, and did this in close proximity to the personal 
experiences of a traveller. The investigation in this chapter centres on the language 
used to convey knowledge of ‘the way of the world in other places’ presented 
through the narrative of a journey. What then were the relevant practices for the 
making of geographical knowledge in this setting?

To begin with, the accounts were naturally formed by the itineraries of the 
travellers. This is an important point to bear in mind, because when describing 
journeys, vocabulary is hardly independent from itinerary. Some of the accounts 
described journeys aboard ships from Italy or France (the travels of Truls Kåhre, 
Bengt Oxenstierna and Anna Åkerhielm). Others came in contact with the 
Arabian Peninsula and Persia from the south via the Red Sea and the Indian 
Ocean (Nils Matson Kiöping and Anders Toreson). Others used the land routes 
from the north (the Rålamb embassy) or northeast (Aslan Aga). The diverse 
itineraries were motivated by factors such as the course of established trade routes, 
the purposes of the journeys, or political and climatological considerations.359 
Thus inevitably, when examining the words used by travellers, I also examine 
their travel routes. This is not necessarily a problem, but it means that it is seldom 
productive to say that one specific traveller referred to Africa more often than 

356  Winberg, ‘Mårten Törnhielm och den europeiska resan’ in Hodacs & Karlsson, Från 
Karakorum till Siljan, p. 101.

357  Claes Rålamb was the father of Åke Rålamb who was discussed in the previous chapter.
358  ‘Skaparens underliga Wärk, nemblig Werldennes skickelse på andra Orter’. Johan 

Hadorph, ‘Til Läsaren’ in Claes Rålamb, Kort beskriffning om thet som wid then 
Constantinopolitaniske resan är föreluppit (Stockholm, 1679), p. 2.

359  Aslan Aga’s report to the Swedish crown describes how, because of bad weather, the 
emissary was at one point delayed enroute for five months. Aslan Aga, Relation om resan 
och förrättandet hoos Stoor Viziren, RA Turcica I. Svenska beskickningar till Turkiet brev 
och arkiv, vol. 4, fol. 1r. On Aslan Aga’s role as an emissary between Sweden and the 
Ottoman Empire, see Kaj M. Ettlinger, ‘Aslan Aga – turkisk ambassadör till Sverige eller 
svenskt sändebud med diplomatiska uppdrag till Turkiet?’ Personhistorisk tidskrift (1998).
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another if they did not travel the same route, and this is important to bear in 
mind in the analysis.

The character of the Swedish accounts was also to a large degree formed 
by the specific context of the eastern Mediterranean, and all of the accounts 
related in some way to the cultural and political framework of the Ottoman 
Empire.360 While earlier generations of scholars often have characterized the 
seventeenth century as a period of decline for the Ottoman Empire, more recent 
research has largely abandoned this notion and instead stresses the continued 
dynamic workings of a large and complex state.361 The Ottoman Empire that the 
Swedish travellers came in contact with was a formidable force. Geographically, 
the conglomerate of the Empire stretched from the Balkans in the north to the 
Arabian Peninsula in the south, and from north Africa in the west to the border 
to Persia in the east.362

One important group of travel writing stems from diplomatic missions to 
the Ottoman Empire. Sweden and the High Porte had sporadic diplomatic 
relations throughout the early modern period in the form of official and semi-
official envoys, letter writing and communications through third parties. As 
noted by recent research, early modern diplomatic relations occurred through 
official, semi-official and unofficial channels and needs to be understood on its 
own terms rather than through modern definitions.363 The present study adheres 
to this perspective by, for instance, analysing the reports of the diplomatic envoys 
as integrated with other forms of travel writing. Moreover, while some of these 
Swedish travellers had clear diplomatic missions, others moved between roles.364 

360  In the Swedish edition of Said’s Orientalism, Kahle discusses this framework in relation 
to the development of a Swedish Orientalism, focusing primarily on the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. See Sigrid Kahle, ‘Orientalism i Sverige’ in Edward Said, Orientalism 
(Stockholm, 2008). For earlier research on Swedish interaction with (and worldviews in 
relation to) the Ottoman world, see for example Karlsson, Kronberg & Sandin eds., Karl 
XII och svenskarna i Osmanska riket; Karlsson, ‘Främling eller vän?’ in Florén & Karlsson 
eds., Främlingar.

361  Greene refers to this idea as the ‘famous meat-grinder known as the “Ottoman decline 
thesis”’. Greene, A shared world, p. 20.

362  For an introduction to the history of the Ottoman Empire in the early modern period, 
see, for example, Caroline Finkel, Osman’s dream: the story of the Ottoman Empire 1300–
1923 (New York, 2005); See also Daniel Goffman, The Ottoman Empire and early modern 
Europe (Cambridge, 2002); Peter F. Sugar, Southeastern Europe under Ottoman rule, 
1354–1804 (Seattle, 1996); On Ottoman cartography and worldviews, see Alev Taşkın, 
Pîrî Reis’ten Önce ve sonra: Tokapı Saray’ında Haritalar/ Before and after Pîrî Reis: Maps at 
the Topkapı Palace (Istanbul, 2013). 

363  For example Tracey A. Sowerby & Jan Hennings, Practices of diplomacy in the early 
modern world c. 1410–1800 (New York, 2017).

364  Swiecicka notes that Bengt Oxenstierna might have had a role as a semi-official envoy. 
See Elzbieta Swiecicka ‘Den diplomatiska trafiken mellan Sverige, Tartariet och 
Osmanska riket från Gustav Vasas tid till Karl XII’ in  Rut Boström Andersson ed., Den 
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The issues discussed in the diplomatic exchanges between Sweden and the 
Ottoman Empire shifted over time, but possible alliances were a recurring theme, 
as was the issue of prisoners of war and the taking of slaves.365 In the present 
study, the already mentioned embassy of Claes Rålamb is especially important 
because of the wealth of material produced by Rålamb and his aids, and also 
because accounts from this journey were well known and widely spread in late 
seventeenth-century Sweden.366 Rålamb was entrusted with the task of convincing 
the High Porte that its vassals should side with Sweden in the ongoing conflicts 
in Northern Europe. Sweden was especially interested in the support of the 
Ottoman vassal Prince George II Rákóczi (György Rákóczi II) of Transylvania.367 
Shortly after Rålamb had left for Istanbul, the Swedish king Charles X Gustav 
sent a second ambassador, Gotthard Welling, to enforce the message. In the end, 
the Ottomans opposed Rákóczi’s affairs with Sweden and the initiative cost him 
his title. Meanwhile, the Swedish war efforts shifted from Poland to Denmark, 
making a joint military effort less of a priority from a Swedish perspective. 
Nevertheless, before all of this was resolved, Rålamb, Welling and their entourage 
had spent more than eight months in Istanbul, producing a large number of 
documents that chronicled their enterprise.368

Sweden was a political and military power of some significance in northern 
Europe, yet, it is clear that within the Ottoman sphere of influence, the Swedish 
travellers were often at the mercy of circumstance. For individual travellers, this 
was partly the natural result of being in an unfamiliar environment far away 

nordiska mosaiken: Språk- och kulturmöten i gammal tid och i våra dagar, humanistdagarna 
vid Uppsala universitet 1997 (Uppsala, 1997), p. 295; Elzbieta Swiecicka, ‘Ottoman 
manuscripts in Europe: the collection of Ottoman-Turkish documents in Sweden’ in 
Colin Imber, Keiko Kiyotaki & Rhodas Murphey eds., Frontiers of Ottoman Studies: 
State, province, and the west (London, 2005), vol. 2, p. 50.

365  See Swiecicka ‘Den diplomatiska trafiken’ in Boström Andersson ed., Den nordiska 
mosaiken. For the eighteenth century, an important issue was also the taking of slaves 
in the Mediterranean. See Joachim Östlund, Saltets pris: svenska slavar i Nordafrika och 
handeln i Medelhavet 1650–1770 (Lund, 2014).

366  The introduction to Rålamb’s 1679 printed account of the journey notes that the original 
manuscript report was both appreciated and widely distributed. See Hadorph, ‘Til 
Läsaren’ in Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 2.

367  For a thorough discussion of Rålamb’s official assignment, see Kármán, ‘Främlingskapets 
grader’, pp. 45–9.

368  This material consist of official reports and diaries by Rålamb and his secretary Jonas 
Kling, a printed account by Rålamb, a journal by the German priest Conrad Jacob 
Hiltebrant, a published account of religious life by the German secretary Wallich, 
economic bookkeeping, notes, drawings and sketches to which Rålamb added 
information, a set of large paintings that Rålamb comissioned, and letters from primarily 
Rålamb and Welling. I have surveyed the entirety of this material, but the analysis 
focuses on the journals and reports. For an overview to the source material associated 
with Rålamb, see also Ådahl ed., Sultan’s procession.
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from information networks and other support structures. For example, for the 
student Truls Kåhre, even the route of travel was beyond control. Kåhre, who 
made a journey through the Mediterranean in 1641–5, ended up crisscrossing 
the Mediterranean in a rather haphazardous fashion, hindered in his progress by 
both wars and the weather.369 For the diplomatic envoys, this lack of control of 
the journeys was heightened because they were dependent on the good will of 
their Ottoman hosts. Their accounts are full of references to a desire to return 
home, and worrying about lack of information about what was going to happen 
to them.370 

At the same time, the Swedish travellers could control the accounts they 
presented back in Sweden. In fact, the Swedish travel accounts were to an equal 
degree situated in Sweden and situated along the routes the travellers followed. 
The authors came from, and intended their accounts to be read in, Sweden. 
This was especially true for the diplomatic envoys on mission for the Swedish 
authorities. However, this was true also for the authors who did not travel within 
the framework of Swedish institutions. Both groups of authors used familiar 
concepts to explain new phenomena to an audience back home. This was both 
a question of legibility and of establishing the authority of a narrative.371 An 
example of this appears when the sailor, soldier, interpreter and adventurer Nils 
Matson Kiöping tried to explain the form of government in Mecca by noting that 
officials rotated, just ‘as is done here in Sweden in Uppsala Academy’.372 Kiöping 
travelled wide and far between 1647 and 1656 in the employment of Dutch 
merchants, the Persian Sha Abbas II and a Dutch ambassador, but he wrote for 

369  Truls Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, 1641–1645, ed. Olof G. Sundberg, (Stockholm, 1948). The 
manuscript of Kåhre’s account, kept at UUB, is not the original but a contemporaneous 
copy. See comment in Olof G. Sundberg ed., Truls Kåhres resa (Stockholm, 1948), p. 
5–6; Rålamb was also troubled by the weather. See Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 18.

370  For example, see Jonas Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske hofwet uthi 
een summa föfattat. UUB N 439, fol. 150v; Jonas Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till 
Konstantinopel, 1657–8. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 16v–17v, 33v; Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 
84–5.

371  Sandmo discusses this issue in relation to Kiöping’s narrative, see Erling Sandmo, Tid 
för historia: en bok om historiska frågeställningar (Lund, 2017), p. 23. See also Stephen 
Greenblatt, Marvelous possessions: The wonder of the New World (Oxford, 1991).

372  ‘även såsom här i Swerige skeer uthi Ubsala Academia’. Nils Matson Kiöping, Nils 
Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Martin Rundkvist (Falun, 2016), p. 46. This is a modern 
edition of Kiöping’s account. I have also looked at the original 1667 account, but 
unless otherwise stated, the references in the footnotes are to the 2016 edition. See Nils 
Matson Kiöping, Beskrifwes een Reesa som genom Asia Afrika och många andra hedniska 
Konungariken sampt öiar…är förättat, ed. Johann Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå 
Trenne Resor och Peregrinationer sampt Konungariket Japan (Visingsö, 1667). See also 
footnote 374 below.
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an audience in Sweden.373 Indeed, he was successful in this. His account became 
a best-seller when it was published in 1667, and appeared in a new edition in 
1674.374 The national context was not of paramount importance in all instances 
of travelling and writing, yet, it was one factor that the travellers related to. 
And while Swedish travellers might be at a disadvantage while travelling, the 
roles were reversed after their return journey. They lacked power in the direct 
relationship to the Ottomans, yet the accounts of their journeys could portray 
events differently.375 

Because many of the travel accounts circulated already in the seventeenth 
century, they became an important source of knowledge about the Ottoman 
Empire in Sweden.376 Earlier research has noted that the scholarly study of 
the languages of the eastern Mediterranean was primarily tied to theology in 
seventeenth century Sweden.377 As Rålamb observed, the travel accounts claimed 
to provide more mundane information about ‘the way of the world in other 
places’, while at the same time connecting it to a religious framework in showing 
‘the curious works of the Lord’. This comment highlights how the early modern 
travel account was never devoid of ideological elements. 

The experiences of travellers seem to have been sought after. The documentation 
surrounding Rålamb’s embassy is a clear indication of this. Rålamb wrote an 
official report of his journey and kept a longer manuscript journal.378 In 1679, he 

373  Kiöping is one of the most well-known Swedish travellers of the period. Recent 
discussions of Kiöping include Sandmo, Tid för historia, pp. 17–28; Rundkvist ed., Nils 
Mattsson Kiöping: Reesa som genom Asia, Africa; Lidström, Berättare på resa, ch. 2.

374  I have compared the 1667 and 1674 editions of Kiöping’s account. There are some 
differences between them. For example, the 1674 edition exhibits fewer critical remarks 
on Dutch affairs. See Nils Matson Kiöping, Beskrifwes een Reesa som genom Asia Afrika 
och många andra hedniska Konungariken sampt öiar…är förättat, ed. Johann Kankel, 
Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor och Peregrinationer sampt Konungariket Japan 
(Visingsö, 1674); See also, Elisabeth Westin Berg ed., A glimpse of the world: non-
European in Skokloster Castle (Linköping, 2006), pp. 90–1; Ture Johannisson ed., Nils 
Matson Kiöpings resa: parallelltexter ur andra och tredje upplagorna (Stockholm, 1961).

375  Expressions of an opposition between Christians and Ottomans are seen, for example, in 
Åkerhielm Anna, Anna Åkerhielm (Anna Agriconia), ed. Samuel Åkerhielm (Lund, 1970), 
pp. 64, 86; Oxenstierna, Resare-Bengt, ed. Hedin, p. 59; Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 67.

376  The fact that several of the narratives are known in more than one seventeenth century 
copy is one indication of this. 

377  See Göran Bäärnhielm, ‘Orientalistiken i Sverige fram till 1720-talet’ in Éva Á. 
Csató, Gunilla Gren-Eklund & Folke Sandgren, En resenär i svenska stormaktstidens 
språklandskap: Gustaf Peringer Lillieblad (1651–1710) (Uppsala, 2007).

378  A copy of Rålamb’s journal is published by Callmer, see Claes Rålamb, Diarium under 
resa till Konstantinopel 1657–1658, ed. Christian Callmer (HH, 37: 3, Stockholm, 1963); 
The official report is preserved in RA, see Claes Rålamb, Kortt Berättelse Om det som 
wid den Constantinopolitaniske resan är förelippit, Anno 1658. RA, Turcica I. Svenska 
beskickningar till Turkiet brev och arkiv, vol. 3. I have compared these two accounts with 
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published a version of the official report with the motivation that the manuscript 
had ended up ‘in the hands of many people but very badly copied; wherefore 
many for a long time have looked forward to seeing this description in print 
and rightly published’.379 Rålamb’s account provided the readers in Sweden with 
knowledge about the eastern Mediterranean, and naturally also with the biases 
and opinions Rålamb held. Earlier research has tended to stress how Rålamb 
seems to have been particularly free from prejudices, but the evidence for this 
has been somewhat selective.380 Rålamb did describe Ottoman customs relatively 
free from judgements, but he also made harsh remarks against Islam and Turkish 
society.381 In other situations in early modern Sweden, comments about the 
Ottoman Empire were decidedly derogatory.382

Even seemingly private correspondence could reach a wider audience. For 
example, the lady in waiting Anna (Agriconia) Åkerhielm’s letters were used 
by her brother Samuel Åkerhielm as a source for the Stockholm-based news 
journal Stockholmiske Posttidender, which he presided over.383 Anna Åkerhielm 
travelled as part of the Swedish noblewoman Catharina Charlotta De la Gardie 
household through Greece in 1686–9. De la Gardie’s husband General Otto 
Köningsmark was commander of the Venetian Army in the Venetian–Ottoman 
War and De la Gardie accompanied him. Åkerhielm wrote a journal during the 
campaign in Greece, and she sent letters to her brother and to Königsmark’s 
secretary, Johan Rabel, about the comings and goings of the circa forty Swedish 
officers in the Venetian Army, so that this information could reach anxious 

the 1679 published account, that is, Rålamb, Kort beskriffning. The official report and the 
1679 published account follow each other closely, while the journal is significantly longer 
and different in content. In the footnotes, I give references to the 1679 account rather 
than the official report, unless specifically noted. 

379  ‘fins nu i många Menniskors händer dock myckit orätt affskrefwen; hwarföre och många 
länge hafwa thenne Beskriffning i Trycket åstundat och rätt publicerat’. Hadorph, 
‘Til Läsaren’ in Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 2. Other contemporary copies also exist. 
See Christian Callmer, ‘Inledning’ in Chrisitan Callmer ed., Diarium under resa till 
Konstantinopel 1657–1658 Callmer (HH, 37: 3, Stockholm, 1963).

380  For example, Brendemoen describes Rålamb’s description of Islam as ‘extremly positive’. 
See Brendemoen, ‘Some Remarks on Claes Brodersson Rålamb’ Turcica et Orientalia, 
p. 17; See also Göran Larsson, ‘En svensk 1600-talsbeskrivning från den Stora Porten i 
öster’ Folkets historia 27:2 (1999), pp. 2–12.

381  For example Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 69.
382  See, for example, Charlotta Forss, ‘Concepts of Europe in seventeenth-century Sweden 

and England’ (Unpublished MPhil dissertation in history, University of Cambridge, June 
2011); see also Malmstedt, ‘Gud bevare oss för papister och turkar’ in Berg & Trépagny 
eds., I andra länder, pp. 94–5.

383  Compare Stockholmiske Posttidender 13/02–1688 with Letter from Anna Åkerhielm (AÅ) 
to Samuel Åkerhielm (SÅ), 22 Dec. Athens, published in Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, 
ed. Åkerhielm, p. 76. Note that the twentieth century publisher of Anna Åkerhielm’s 
letters and journal is a namesake of her brother Samuel Åkerhielm.
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relatives back home.384 Thus, her letters reached a broader public. The survival of 
Anna Åkerhielm’s journal and letters is a reminder that travel accounts were not 
exclusively a male enterprise, which one might otherwise have surmised given 
that the rest of the sources analysed in this chapter were written by men.385

It is also relevant to stress, in connection to the issue of circulation of travel 
accounts, that early modern travel writing was to a large degree an international 
phenomenon, much like scholarly geography. As noted by Laurelius, travellers 
like Oxenstierna read authors from a range of places and time periods before 
setting out. They also met and interacted with people, read books and observed 
environments along the way and the evidence suggests that they continued to take 
in and rework their material after completing the actual voyages. Following, the 
work of an individual travel writer is usually a composite of influences. Rålamb 
referred to the interactions with intermediaries and with the other diplomatic 
envoys in Istanbul.386 Similarly, Kiöping ended a lengthy description of all the 
wonders of Isfahan387 by concluding that he could not remember everything 
rightly and therefore referred his reader to the more detailed ‘journal by Olearius 
about the Holsteinian embassy’s journey to Persia’, a well-known travel journal by 
the German Adam Olearius describing his journey as part of Holstein-Gottorp’s 
embassy to Russia and Persia.388 Likewise, the poet Lars Johansson, known by the 
pseudonym ‘Lucidor’, expanded the elegy he composed over Truls Kåhre in 1672 
with references in the margins to authorities on geography. Lucidor noted that 
the sixteenth-century French travel writer Pierre Gilles had called the Syrian city 
Aleppo ‘Beroea’ and that Gilles’s countryman and fellow traveller Pierre Belon 
had named it ‘Hierapolis’.389 The Ancient Greek geographer Strabo had instead 

384  Examples of this are seen in Letter from AÅ to SÅ, 18 Dec. 1986, Zante; Letter from AÅ 
to SÅ, 20 Jun., Porto di Poro, published in Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, 
p. 58–61; 77–8. See also Åkerhielm ed., Anna Åkerhielm (Anna Agriconia) (Lund, 1970), 
p. 25, footnote p. 46. See also a list of the Swedish officers in an appendix to the same 
publication.

385  For a recent discussion of the study of female travel writers, see Carl Thompson, 
‘Journeys to authority: Reassessing women’s early travel writing, 1763–1862’ Women’s 
Writing 24:2 (2017), pp. 131–50. 

386  For example see Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, pp. 40–2, 70.
387  Strictly speaking, Kiöping is moving beyond the geographical boundaries of the eastern 

Mediterranean. I have intentionally kept the spatial coverage of the chapter loosely 
defined so as to pick up a variety of utterances.

388  ‘Olearij Dagebook om the Holsteenske Gesandters reesa till Persien’. Kiöping, Nils 
Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 74. 

389  Gilles and Belon travelled through the eastern Mediterranean and published narratives 
of their journeys. Belon comments on the naming of Aleppo, see Pierre Belon, Les 
obseruations des plusieurs singularitez & choses memorables, trouuèes en Grece, Asie, Iudèe, 
Egypte, Arabie, & autres pays estranges… (Antwerp, 1555), fol. 279v. Belon is today 
perhaps more known for his anatomies of birds and fishes, discussed by Foucault in 
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called the city ‘Bambica’, according to Lucidor.390 With references such as these, 
the Swedish travel writings related to a broader genre of travel accounts and other 
sources on geographical information.

These references also functioned as a means to enhance the authority of a 
narrative. References to the tomes of old and new authorities would leave the 
reader with the impression of a well-informed author, while personal information 
and first-hand observation lent a different kind of credibility to a narrative.391 
As seen in Laurelius comment about Oxenstierna’s motivation to undertake a 
journey, both establishing authority and making first-hand observations were 
important for building the accounts and presenting information as trustworthy 
knowledge. This is not to say the Swedish travellers did not assess the value of 
or alter the sources they came in contact with. On the contrary, the narratives 
include passages where the authors note discrepancies between sources, or 
comment that their sources were not as good as they would wish them to be.392

Like in the scholarly literature, the existence of an international market for 
travel accounts did not negate the importance placed on a national setting. The 
first collection of travel accounts published in Sweden – including Kiöping’s 
account – shows how writers and publishers navigated the existence of other 
accounts.393 This volume was published under the auspice of the nobleman Per 
Brahe (who also supported the school at Visingsö, discussed in the previous 
chapter). In the preface, the printer Johan Kankel discussed the volume in 
relation to other accounts:

Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (London 
& New York, 2002); Lars Lucidor Johansson, ‘Hela Wärldens Pilgrims Färd wid...Herr 
Truls Kores... Jordsettnings dagh then 18 augusti anno 1672’ in Fredrik Sandwall ed., 
IV. Samlade dikter av Lucidor (Stockholm, 1930), vol. 1, p. 240; See also Sandwall’s 
commentary in Fredrik Sandwall ed., IV. Samlade dikter av Lucidor (Stockholm, 1930), 
vol. 2, pp. 244–5; and Lucidor, Samlade dikter, ed. Stina Hansson (Stockholm, 1997), p. 
271.

390  See Strabo, Geography, Volume VII: Books 15-16, transl. Horace Leonard Jones (Loeb 
Classical Library 241; Cambridge, MA, 1930), Book 16, Chapter 1, 27, p. 235; also 
Sandwall’s commentary Sandwall ed., IV. Samlade dikter av Lucidor, vol. 2, pp. 244–5.

391  The reasons for referring to others could thus also be more mundane. For instance, 
Åkerhielm referred to other writers regarding the sights in Athens, but the reason she 
gave for this was that the illness of General Köningsmark had taken most of her and her 
fellow travellers attention. Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, p. 72.

392  For example, Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25 fol. 20r; 
Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske hofwet, UUB, N 439, fol. 148r; Rålamb, 
Diarium, ed. Callmer, pp. 68–69.

393  Johann Kankel ed. Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor och Peregrinationer sampt 
Konungariket Japan (Visingsö, 1667; 1674). The volume includes the accounts of 
Kiöping, the sailor Olof Willman (who we will meet in chapter 5) and an anonymous 
Russian traveller.
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especially one finds now for some time several narratives published in 
print about the landscapes in Africa, Asia, China, Japan and the islands 
thereabouts that through the seafaring of the English and the Dutch 
and some others not long ago have begun to become well-known and 
better known. But because these are all foreign and in their languages, 
and because it would be good and useful to have such a description 
in Swedish, it is fortunate that some of our own have recently had the 
chance to see the above-mentioned countries and afterwards these their 
journeys put down in writing.394

Kankel motivated publishing the travel accounts with reference to works in other 
languages.395 This is similar to the arguments put forward by Rudbeckius and 
Spole in the publication of their respective works on geography, discussed in 
the previous chapter. Kankel did not propose that the Swedish accounts were 
specifically different in content from their foreign language counterparts, but 
emphasised that they are in Swedish by ‘our own’.396 This highlights that the 
analysis of conceptualization should not only pay attention to how they presented 
knowledge about ‘the way of the world in other places’, but also pay attention to 
how they defined these ‘other places’. As discussed in the introduction, geography 
is not the ‘view from nowhere’. 

The practitioners of knowledge making that appear in this chapter make 
up a heterogeneous group. The examples of the two student travellers Bengt 
Oxenstierna and Truls Kåhre, with their distinct backgrounds, exemplify this 
fact. Oxenstierna was a member of one of the most influential noble families 
in seventeenth-century Sweden and a cousin of the formidable Lord High 
Chancellor (rikskansler) Axel Oxenstierna. Kåhre was instead the son of a farmer. 
He excelled in his studies and was given the opportunity to make a peregrinatio 

394  ‘Serdeles finner man nu på een Tijdh åthskillige Berättelser uthi Tryck uthgångne om 
the Landskaper uthi Africa, Asia, China, Japan och the öyar ther om kring, som igenom 
then Engelske och Holländske, sampt någre fleres Siöfahrt, icke länge sedan hawfa 
begynt att giöras nampnkunnige och nogare bekiende. Men effter the samme äre alle aff 
Fremmande och uthi theras Tungomåhl uplagde, Och thet lijkwäl skulle wara godt och 
tiänligit, att man hade någon sådan Beskriffning på Swänska. Så är thet lyckeligen händt 
at någre aff wåre Infödde hafwa nyligen hafft Lägenheet till besee ofwanberörde Länder, 
och samma theras Reeser sedan skriffteligen att författa’. Johann Kankel, ‘Gunstige läsare’ 
in Johann Kankel ed., Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor och Peregrinationer sampt 
Konungariket Japan (Visingsö, 1667), fol. 1r–1v (my foliation).

395  For further information about Kankel and his work as a printer and publisher at 
Visingsö, see Sven Almqvist, Johann Kankel: Per Brahes boktryckare på Visingsö 
(Stockholm, 1965).

396  He repeated the argument in the second edition which was published in 1674. Kankel, 
Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor (1674), p. 304.
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academica through stipends and as travel companion of young noblemen.397 These 
circumstances played a part in forming the experiences of travelling by dictating 
possible itineraries as well as by what kinds of pursuits the travellers could indulge 
in along the way. At the same time, there are also many similarities between 
the journeys of Oxenstierna and Kåhre and the accounts resulting from their 
journeys. Both Oxenstierna and Kåhre wrote accounts in Swedish to audiences in 
Sweden and these accounts were circulated already in the seventeenth century.398 
Both had passed through school and university in Sweden. Not only Oxenstierna 
but also Kåhre was the subject of a funeral sermon. Both sermons praised the 
deceased specifically for how learned and well-travelled they had been.399 There 
are thus both similarities and differences in the characteristics of Oxenstierna and 
Kåhre’s travels and accounts. Whether or not these factors influenced how the 
authors discussed the continents is a question that needs to be kept in mind in 
the empirical investigation. 

To conclude, in the case of seventeenth century Swedish travel accounts 
describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean, geography was interlaced 
with factors such as the itineraries of travel, the Ottoman sphere of influence, 
the borrowing and reworking of information in an international network of 
information exchange, as well as the expected audience back in Sweden.400 In this 
situated pursuit for knowledge, the travellers used ‘Africa’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ to 
make sense of what they – or others – experienced. 

The vocabulary
The majority of the travel accounts mentioned one or more of the terms ‘Africa’, 
‘Asia’ or ‘Europe’. The term ‘Africa’ was used somewhat less frequently than the 
other two. In around two thirds of the instance where Europe was used, the 

397  One of his benefactors was, in fact, Axel Oxenstierna. See Sundberg ed., Truls Kåhres 
resa, p. 23; Robert Murray, ‘Truls Kåhre’ SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.aspx> 
(Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

398  Swebilius used an account of Kåhre’s travels for composing his sermon, as did Lucidor 
and the histogiographer Johannes Videkindi for their respective ephitats. Likewise, 
Laurelius seemingly had access to Oxenstierna’s diaries when composing his funeral 
sermon. See Sundberg ed., Truls Kåhres resa, pp. 5–6; Hedin, Resare-Bengt, p. xvi.

399  Swebilius, Lijk-predikan wijdh ehreborne, wälwijse och wijdtförfarne, nu hoos Gudh Salige, 
hr. Truls Kohres...hederliga jordafärd (Stockholm, 1672), p. 8.

400  The last point is less evident in the case of Wallich and Hiltebrant’s texts. These were 
written in German and, as such, reached a wider audience. However, Hiltebrant’s 
account was dedicated to King Charles X Gustav of Sweden. Wallich’s text was published 
in Stade, in present-day Northern Germany. However, Stade was at the time a part of 
the Swedish province Bremen-Verden. Moreover, German was a familiar language to 
much of the early modern Swedish elite. Thus, while these texts also could reach broader 
audiences, they did relate to a Swedish sphere.
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word referred to the continent with that name, and in the remaining instances 
it described a part of the Ottoman Empire. Similarly, the word ‘Asia’ referred to 
both a larger landmass, provinces of the Ottoman Empire, and a part of Istanbul. 
From this it is clear that a basic count of how many times the words were used 
would not tell us how they were conceptualized. However, from the fact that a 
majority of the travellers referred to the continents it is clear that these terms were 
part of the vocabulary of describing journeys. 

Interestingly, the term ‘Christendom’ appears as frequently as ‘Asia’ or ‘Europe’, 
and references to this term are spread out through the sources. Throughout the 
material, the term ‘Christian’ was the standard way in which the travellers refer to 
people from France, Spain, England, Germany, Italy, and Scandinavia (to name 
some). The word ‘Orient’ (in Swedish Österlandet) also appears in the accounts, 
as did versions such as the ‘Levant’, yet less frequently than references to the 
continents or Christendom. References to other geographical concepts like the 
names of states, cities and provinces abound in the material, and I comment on 
these from time to time.

The term ‘America’ does not appear in the descriptions of the Ottoman 
Empire.401 This highlights the connection between itinerary and language use 
discussed above. Perhaps more surprisingly, the expression ‘the Old World’ 
is also altogether absent from the sources examined here. While this was an 
important way in which scholars framed world geography and conceptualized 
the continents, this theme did not – at least not explicitly – transfer over to the 
Swedish travel accounts describing the eastern Mediterranean. 

It is not possible, however, to conclude only from knowledge of this vocabulary 
that the travel writers imagined that they were ‘Europeans’ who travelled to ‘Asia’. 
One of the main critiques directed against Edward Said’s Orientalism has been 
that Said presupposes the existence of a coherent ‘Occident’ that constructed an 
exotic ‘Orient’.402 Likewise, studies examining the ‘idea of Europe’ have often 
focused on an opposition between ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’ without defining the 
meaning and extent of these terms. In the present study, whether the travellers 
saw themselves as coming from ‘Europe’ or elsewhere and travelling to ‘Asia’ or 
‘Africa’ is thus an empirical question. This approach identifies situations where the 
continents were important for the travellers’ conceptualizations of their journeys; 
meanwhile it also sheds light on cases where they did not adhere to this scheme.

401  ‘Brasilia’ and ‘West India’ and the ‘southern land’ do, however, appear in other parts of 
Toreson’s accounts. See, Anders Toreson, Anders Toresons Ostindiska resa 1674–1683, ed. 
Olof G. Sundberg (Stockholm, 1948), pp. 9, 12.

402  See, for example, Todorova, Imagining the Balkan’s, p. 11.
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How were the continents used?
It is clear from the discussion about the practices that governed Swedish travel 
writing about the eastern Mediterranean that the travel accounts are in important 
ways different from the material of the previous chapter. We are no longer 
concerned with maps and texts that spell out what the continents were as their 
main ambition. Rather, the travel writers produced knowledge about geography 
and societies in relation to the experiences of travel and used the continents in 
this narrative process. This was still a process of conceptualization in the making 
of knowledge, but it represents a different kind of language use with regards to 
the continents. Rather than being the end-all of the description, the continents 
are here tools to describe particular places, events, movements and the like. Thus, 
a relevant theme to explore is whether different themes were important in these 
usage situations, or, did the continents constantly mean the same thing? 

Organize, orient and exalt
Utterances including the continents performed a range of different speech acts. 
Analysing this function is a first step towards answering the question about what 
the continents meant in the travel accounts. This section thus examines three 
types of illocutionary forces that appear to be especially important in the source 
material: organize, orient and exalt.

To begin with – and as we would expect from present-day usage – places 
were mentioned in relation to the continents, locating them in larger regions. 
For instance, when describing the itinerary of Oxenstierna, Laurelius noted both 
place names and their locations. Laurelius described how Oxenstierna came to 
‘the large and well-known city Alcair, which is also called Babylon of Egypt, in 
Africa by the river Nile’.403 Laurelius located Alcair in Africa, using this term to 
place Alcair (albeit somewhat vaguely) in the world. In this example, Africa is a 
spatial entity and of a higher order of abstraction than the city Alcair. There are 
no obvious value judgements, no praise and no condemnation. This is primarily 
a sentence which orients the reader in the narrative.

Similarly, Kiöping used the continents to guide the reader through his 
autobiography. When he came home from his meandering journeys, he penned 
his adventures in a set of autobiographical notes. Towards the end of these notes, 
he was careful to mention that, in addition to travelling to the places he had 
described in the text, he had ‘also seen in Africa: Madagascar, Tristan da Cunha, 
Cape of Good Hope, St. Helena, Ascension, Cape Verde and the Canary Islands’. 

403  ‘stora och widtberömde Staden Alcair, hwilken och kallas Babylon Egypti, uti Africa 
widh floden Nilo’. Laurelius, Lijkpredican, fol. 24r. The name corresponds to Babylon 
Fortress in present-day Egypt.
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He noted that previously, he had seen ‘in Europe some places in Spain, Portugal, 
France, Holland and Germany’.404 In his printed account, he likewise used the 
continents to direct the reader through the narrative, concluding the first section 
of the account saying that ‘[t]his is in brief what I have seen and experienced 
in Africa. Now I will turn to Asia, which is better known to me than Africa 
and Europe’.405 Furthermore, he oriented the reader by noting the location of 
individual places in relation to the continents. Socotra was thus an island that ‘lies 
right in the distinction between Africa and Asia’ in the Arabian Sea.406 Likewise, 
Madagascar was ‘an island situated in Africa under the Tropic of Capricorn’.407 In 
all of these utterances, the continents located and oriented the reader in Kiöping’s 
narrative. If the reader had some prior knowledge of the scheme of continents, 
he or she could use it to make sense of where in the world Kiöping had travelled. 

The orienting and organizing function of these words did not necessarily 
mean that they were used consistently. For example, while the continents were 
used as entities into which other places could be sorted, they also appeared 
bundled together with other kinds of concepts. One example of this is seen in the 
introduction to the printed version of Kiöping’s account, cited above. The printer 
Kankel notes in the introduction that while there were no Swedish-language 
travel journals printed before, there were several English and Dutch journeys to 
‘lands in Africa, Asia, China, Japan and surrounding islands’.408 Here, ‘Africa’ and 
‘Asia’ appears as the same kind of concepts as China and Japan, and the islands 
were understood as being located between these rather than being part of them. 
Similarly, the poet Lucidor noted that Kåhre had seen the ‘Pillars of Hercules’ 
located in ‘Africa’ and in ‘Spain’ respectively.409 This shows how descriptions of 

404  ‘ock besigtat uti Africa: Madagascar, Kumba de Tristan, Caput bonae spei, S. helena, 
Ascension, Caput Vaerde och Canariae insuler. Desförutan uti Europa några platser I 
Hispanien, Portugal, Frankriket, Holland och Tyskland’. Nils Matson Kiöping, ‘Skepps-
Lieutenantens i Kongl. Swensk tjänst, Nils Matthsson Kiöpings antekningar om sit 
lefnadslopp’, ed. Samuel Loenbom, Anecdoter Om Namnkunniga och Märkwärdiga 
Swenska Män, vol. 2. (Stockholm, 1773), p. 38. All of these names except Madagascar 
refer to islands in the Atlantic Ocean. 

405  ‘Thetta är nu så korteligen hwadh iagh uthi Africa seedt och ärfarit hafwer. Nu wil iagh 
begifwa migh till Asiam, hwilken är migh bätter bekiänt än Africa och Europa’. Kiöping, 
Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 42.

406  ‘Sokatatora är een lijten Öö ungefähr 2 Mijl i Runden, Thenne ligger rätt uthi skillnan 
emellan Africa och Asia’. Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, pp. 41–2.

407  ‘Madagasscar eller S. Laurentz är een Öö belägen uthi Africa under Steenbockens Kretz’. 
Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 39.

408  ‘om the Landskaper uthi Africa, Asia, China, Japan och the öyar ther om kring’. Kankel 
‘Gunstige läsare’ in ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor (1667), fol. 1r.

409  ‘Herculs Stoder’. Lucidor, ‘Hela Wärldens Pilgrims Färd’, ed. Sandwall, IV. Samlade 
dikter av Lucidor, vol. 1, p. 239. Kåhre himself described this part of the journey in 
somewhat more detail. His text makes less of an opposition between ‘Africa’ and ‘Spain’, 
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geography were not always built around comparable entities, even though the 
continents commonly were used as regions into which other places could be 
organised.410

In all of these cases, the expressions about the continents oriented the reader or 
listener, but the texts also pinned down what places belonged to each continent. 
When following Kiöping’s account, the reader was told both about the places 
Kiöping had visited in Africa, and what places were, in fact, part of Africa. This 
articulation thus both expressed Kiöping’s understanding of the continents, and, 
given the performative power of language, could influence the perceptions of his 
readers. Of course, this perpetuated certain uses of these words and ambiguities 
in them. For example, we might note that the preface to Kiöping’s printed travel 
journal described islands as located between continents, yet Kiöping also referred 
to islands like the Cap Verde and the Canary Islands as parts of Africa.411 

Parallel to orienting the reader, the cited passages in Kiöping, Kankel and 
Laurelius’s texts were also meant to convey to the reader that Kiöping and 
Oxenstierna had travelled extensively. In line with this, Kiöping was careful to 
point out that he had much more to tell about his journey ‘not only in speech 
but also in writing to communicate, whenever requested to do so’.412 This 
cunning comment was intended for the ears of a possible benefactor.413 As such, 
it was successful. We have already seen that Per Brahe supported the printing of 
Kiöping’s account some years later. In light of this, Kiöping’s comment should 
be seen as self-promotion, with close parallels to the social functions of travel 
writing discussed by earlier research.414 Kiöping, Kankel and Laurelius’s texts 
had, thus, the expressed aim of presenting the respective subjects in as positive a 
light as possible. All three authors stressed how extensive their travels had been, 
and used the continents with the intention of exalting Kiöping and Oxenstierna 
respectively.415

but Kåhre also uses these two words to describe where the Pillars of Hercules were 
located. Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Olof G. Sundberg, p. 31.

410  The fact that this usage is similar to today does not make it less valid. While this is 
perhaps more readily accepted for the present day, we often forget that the past can be as 
illogical as the present.

411  Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 29.
412  Kiöping, ‘Skepps-Lieutenantens…Kiöpings antekningar’, ed. Loenbom, Anecdoter, vol. 

2. p. 39.
413  See also Loenbom’s comment in Samuel Loenbom ed., Anecdoter Om Namnkunniga och 

Märkwärdiga Swenska Män (Stockholm, 1773), vol. 2, p. 39.
414  See, for example, Jacob Orrje, Mechanicus: Performing an early modern persona (Uppsala, 

2015); Lisa Hellman, ‘Using China at Home: Knowledge Production and Gender in the 
Swedish East India Company, 1730–1800’ Itinerario vol. 38.1 (April 2014), pp. 35–55. 

415  For a further example, see Kiöping, ‘Skepps-Lieutenantens…Kiöpings antekningar om 
sit lefnadslopp’, ed. Loenbom, Anecdoter, p. 31.



 How were the continents used?       143

It was not only the names of the continents that were used to present a traveller 
as globetrotter. When Kåhre passed away in 1672, the priest Olof Swebilius 
presided over the funeral ceremony in the Stockholm cathedral (Storkyrkan). 
In his sermon, Swebilius praised Kåhre, who by this time had become a city 
magistrate (rådman) in Stockholm, and described Kåhre’s youthful travels in 
some detail.416 Kåhre’s account of his own travels paired with Swebilius’s funeral 
sermon offers a chance to compare different ways of presenting the language of 
travel writing. To begin with, Kåhre’s journal provides a steady stream of place 
names. In one passage, Kåhre described how he reached Istanbul and travelled 
through the adjacent region:

[I came to] Constantinople the magnificent Turkish capital, which before 
I had very much longed to see. I travelled two years through this country, 
and its cities Abdera, Nicopolis, Philopopolis, Perinctus, Trjoanoppolis 
and others. Thereafter through the outer parts of Macedonia and its cities 
Thessaly, Thessaloniki, Sturgia, Skopje, Philippis back to Constantinople 
again417

It is improbable that the early modern Swedish audience would have known where 
all of these places were located. Rather, the place names should be understood as 
markers signalling how well travelled and erudite Kåhre was.418

Instead of piling place names like Kåhre did, Swebilius used the continents to 
show the reader how experienced a traveller Kåhre had been. Swebilius told his 
audience that Kåhre had travelled ‘in Europe and Asia, as well as in a large part of 
Africa, the three major parts of the world’.419 ‘Europe’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Africa’ referred 
to the continents as spatial entities, they were the names of the areas through 
which Kåhre had travelled. The difference between Kåhre and Swebilius show 
that there were several linguistic tools available to the early modern writer. It was 

416  Swebilius, Lijk-predikan. Similar to Laurelius’s sermon, Swebilius’s sermon was published 
after the funeral. 

417  ‘Constantinopel den heerliga Turqveske residensstaden, dhen iag tillförena hade myckit 
åstundat beskåda. Iag förreeser [sic] här ähn tu åhr genom landet, och thess städer 
Abetora, Nicopolis, Philopopolis, Perinctus, Trojanoppolis och andre sedan genom 
ändan af Macedonia och thess städer Tessalia, Thessatonica, Stugria, Scopia, Philippis 
till Constantinopel igen’. Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 44. The enumerated 
places are primarily found in present-day Greece and Macedonia. I have changed the 
tempus of ‘travel’ in the translation to give the text better syntactic flow.

418  In fact, several of the places he enumerated belonged rather to antiquity than to the 
seventeenth century. See Sundbergs comments on the place names, Sundberg ed., Truls 
Kåhres resa, p. 44.

419  ‘uthi Europa och Asia, som till een stoor deel uthi Africa, the trenne Werldenes 
förnemblige deelar’. Swebilius, Lijk-predikan, p. 8.
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not necessary to use the continents to explain trajectories, as Kåhre’s account 
shows, yet, it was a possibility, as Swebilius’s account shows. 

Furthermore, Swebilius’s description is interesting in that it designates ‘Africa’, 
‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ as ‘the three major parts of the world’. In this, Swebilius failed 
to mention America (and other parts such as Magellanica, for that matter). 
The Swedish word he used was ‘förnämblig’, which in seventeenth-century 
Sweden meant ‘major’, ‘prominent’, ‘excellent’ or ‘outstanding’.420 However, 
the translation is complicated by the fact that the meaning of ‘förnämblig’ 
ranged from describing something (or someone) that was prominent in itself, 
to something (or someone) that was prominent in relation to other entities.421 
Swebilius could have meant that Africa, Europe and Asia made up the three only 
prominent parts of the world, or that they were the three most prominent of a 
larger number of parts of the world.

Swebilius was an educated theologian and well versed in law and political 
science – he went on to become archbishop in 1681 – and it is unlikely that he 
imagined Europe, Asia and Africa to be the only parts of the world. Years of study 
in Sweden and at several German universities, in addition to visits to Rome and 
Paris, make it implausible that Swebilius was unacquainted with contemporary 
theories of geography and the existence of more ‘parts of the world’ than the 
three he mentioned.422 Moreover, as archbishop he was engaged in sending 
clergymen to the former colony New Sweden. A 1696 letter from Swebilius to 
the Swedish congregation is indeed addressed to ‘the Christian and honourable 
Swedish congregation in America’.423 

Swebilius’s choice of words can still have been intended as a reference to 
the pre-Columbian world order, although in a symbolic way rather than as a 
reference to actual geography. As seen in the previous chapter, the delineation 
of a New World and an Old World continued to be conceptually important 
in scholarship in ‘geography’ throughout the seventeenth century. Swebilius’s 
comment indicates that this idea extended beyond the pages of scholarly 

420  See Swedberg’s early eighteenth century dictionary, Jesper Swedberg, Swensk Ordabok, ed. 
Holm (Värnamo, 2009), ‘förnemliga’, p. 275. We will meet Swedberg again in chapter 
5 as bishop of Skara, in southern Sweden, and America, a bit further away. See also 
‘förnämlig’, Svenska akademins ordbok (SAOB) (Lund, 1893–), www.saob.se (Accessed 16 
Jan. 2018).

421  Both uses are documented in contemporary sources. Swedberg notes that, among other 
words, ‘excellens’ (translating to both ‘outstanding’ and ‘excellent’) is a synonym of  
‘förnämlig’. Swedberg, Swensk Ordabok, ed. Holm, p. 275.

422  Folke Petersson, Olaus Svebilius intill Ärkebiskopstiden: en biografisk studie (Stockholm, 
1940), pp. 1–73, spec. p. 66. 

423  Letter from Olaus Swebilius to the Swedish congregation in America, 25 June 1696. 
ULA Nyköpings Alla Helgona (före 1989 Nyköpings Östra) kyrkoarkiv, P1, 2. 
Dokument rörande Nya Sverige.
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descriptions. As will discussed later, this was in fact the only instance in the 
travel accounts describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean where a writer 
referred to this old-world order. 

The examples discussed in this section show how the inclusion of the 
continents could ‘do’ things in a description of a journey. Studying these speech 
acts is one step towards understanding what the words meant. The continents 
were used here as tools for navigation and orientation, but also as more abstract 
markers of the erudition and worldliness of authors and travellers. While the 
continents seldom were the driving force of the authors’ narratives, they helped 
to present well-travelled writers and to structure the presentation of knowledge 
about the journeys.

Travelling across water and land
A distinction between water and land was central for the descriptions of the 
continents in the scholarly works, and this theme was important also in how 
the travel writers referred to the continents. Nine of the twelve authors who 
described crossing seas or straits referred to at least one continent in relation to 
these crossings. The case of Nils Matson Kiöping shows how this could play out. 

Kiöping almost literally travelled the seven seas during a period of eight years, 
1648–56. His autobiographical manuscript notes and published travel accounts 
traverse large expanses of land and water within the space of a few sentences. 
Kiöping used a method of narrating where he sweepingly described the world 
located the many places he visited within it. When doing so, he frequently 
referred to locations in relation to the continents.424 For example, Kiöping noted 
– in addition to describing the island Socotra as being in-between two continents 
– that the southernmost end of the Red Sea was so narrow that, holding a stone 
in each hand, one could throw ‘the right into Asia and the left into Africa’.425 
Kiöping did not explicitly comment on the borders of the continents, but he 
positioned himself on the waters between them. Moreover, he marked out the 
Red Sea as separating two spatial regions. 

Similarly, the diplomat Rålamb retold news of a raid on the Black Sea coasts, 
saying that:

the Don Cossacks with 65 ships sailed in the Black Sea, [then they] 
divided themselves, 35 came upon the coast of Europe and burned 

424  As a result, the analysis in this chapter captures only parts of Kiöping’s extensive travels.
425  ‘medh then högra kasta in uthi Asiam, och med then Wenstra in i Africam’ Kiöping, Nils 

Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 43.
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and pillaged nine villages and cities, the others went for the other coast 
towards Asia.426 

Similar to Kiöping’s account, Rålamb distinguished the coasts of the Black Sea 
with the help of the names of the continents. The report about recent events 
was clarified using these terms, and the choice of words reinacted the division 
between the two entities called ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’ separated by water.

Meanwhile, this vocabulary also had a narrower meaning in the specific 
context of the Bosporus region. The manuscript journal of Rålamb’s secretary 
Jonas Kling427 illustrates how the names of the continents were used in this way.428 
Kling did a fair bit of sightseeing during the Rålamb embassy’s eight months 
in Istanbul. In the beginning of July 1657, Kling somewhat discontentedly 
commented in his diary that ‘I fell into the sea when I was out with Mr Wallich 
[another secretary] in the evening’.429 A couple of weeks later, he had recovered 
and noted: 

On the 23 July/ 2 August were we on the Bosporus and saw the Sultan’s 
summer house in Asia, which is called [blanc], and afterwards [we saw 
the place] where his hunting dogs are kept, and where there is also a small 
palace in which we had our dinner.430 

426  ‘Cossaci Dunenses med 65 Skiepp ströfwade utj Ponto Euxino, hade sig deelt, 35 hade 
gifwit sig på Kusten af Europa och der upbrändt och plundrat Nije Byar och Städer, 
de andre hafwa gådt på den sijdan åt Asien’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 133. I 
have changed verb forms in the translation for readability. Note also that Rålamb used 
the Latin name Pontus Euxinus for the Black Sea, rather than the Turkish Karadeniz or 
Swedish Svarta havet. For a novel take on the history of this region, see King, The Black 
Sea.

427  Kling was ennobled Klingstedt in 1660. His name appears in several versions in both 
contemporary sources and the modern literature, for example Klingius, Cling and 
Klingen. See Anonymous, ‘Klingstedt, släkter’, SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.
aspx> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

428  Kling kept a journal during the journey, and handed in an official report afterwards. 
These are two different accounts, not copies. See Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till 
Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25; and Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske 
hofwet. UUB N 439.

429  ‘föll iag uthi Siön när iagh war medh her Wallich om aftonen’. Kling, Diarium på 
bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 9r. Many of the accounts were 
written after the journeys, but it seems that Kling wrote at least parts of his journal on 
the road. The incomplete manuscript consists of notes and ‘Nota Bene’ in the margins. 
Parts of the text are written on Turkish paper, and several pages have been cut out or 
crossed over as if indicating that information has been used for a write up. See Callmer, 
‘Inledning’ in Callmer ed., Diarium, p. 11.

430  ‘den 23 Juli /2 Aug woor wij uthi Bosphorus och besåghe Keysarens lusthuus uthi 
Asien, som heter [blanc], och sedhan dher som hans jacht hundar ähre, hwarest också 
ett lusthuus ähr, der wij åte middagen tidh’. Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till 
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Kling left space in his notes for a later insertion of the name of the Sultan’s 
summerhouse, but he never got around to filling it. In contrast, the place where 
the summerhouse was situated was clear to him: he used the term ‘Asia’ to describe 
the geographical region commencing on the eastern shores of the Bosporus. In 
comparison with the name of the Sultan’s summerhouse, ‘Asia’ was a more well-
known term to Kling. The reference was presumably not intended to evoke the 
geographical entity ‘Asia’ in its entirety; rather, the word distinguished different 
parts of the city from each other. However, Kling’s comment also captures the 
practice of seeing the Bosporus as a division between the two entities ‘Asia’ and 
‘Europe’, even if they were parts of a city rather than continents. 

An exception to the lack of discussion about the borders of the continents 
is seen in a passage in Rålamb’s manuscript journal, where the author described 
an excursion on the Bosporus and mentioned that ‘[t]his strait divides Asia and 
Europe from one another’.431 Here, Rålamb made an active statement about the 
division between the two continents. Like the comments about the Black Sea 
and the Red Sea, it was a statement that invoked a metageographical scheme, 
dividing the world into spatial regions.

Interestingly, this usage was paired with comments where the divisions between 
the continents were less clear, but where they were still connected to movement 
over sea between different landmasses. Laurelius noted that Oxenstierna travelled 
the Mediterranean and in doing this saw ‘the most prominent places and cities by 
the coast in Africa and Europe’. The places Laurelius then enumerated as especially 
important included Tunis, Algiers, Cartage, Corsica, Sicily and Malta.432 Which 
of these places were located in Africa and which were in Europe was left to the 
reader to decide. As a result, the status of the two continents as separate regions 
faded into ambiguity. 

Similarly, Laurelius described that in the summer of 1616, Oxenstierna had 
travelled east ‘for the second time out of Europe and into Asia, and came through 
Corsica, Cephalonia, Zakynthos and Morea’.433 The following year, Oxenstierna 
had ‘set out from Constantinople towards Asia’.434 Again, in both of these cases, 

Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 12r. Kling gives the date in both the Julian and the 
Gregorian calendar.

431  ‘Detta Sundet skilljer Asien och Europam ifrån hwar andre’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. 
Callmer, p. 123.

432  ‘the förnämste orter och Städer wid Siökanten i Africa och Europa, i synnerhet Tunis, 
Chartago, Algir, Corsica, Capreia, Sardinien, Panthalaria, Cicilien, och Maltha’. 
Laurelius, Lijkpredican, fol. 22r.

433  ‘begaff han sigh uthur Europa andra gången uti Asien, och kom igenom Corsu, 
Cefalonia, Zanthe och Morea, whilken och fordom kallades Poloponesus’. Laurelius, 
Lijkpredican, fol. 22v. 

434  ‘begaff han sigh på reesan ifrån Constantinopel åt Asien’. Laurelius, Lijkpredican, fol. 22v. 
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‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’ are somewhat abstract geographical entities located on either 
side of the act of travelling. Laurelius presents the continents as overarching 
categories and names localities in relation to them, but in the end, he does not 
say to which continent places belong. In contrast to the usage seen in Kiöping’s 
accounts, where places were specified in relation to what continent they were in, 
these terms do not structure Laurelius’s narrative. Laurelius did use the continents 
to organize the knowledge in the narrative, but in a more symbolic than practical 
manner.

Laurelius presumably felt that his audience would understand the description 
without further explanation. Addressing an audience with shared geographical 
points of reference, he did not find it necessary to elaborate. The exact boundaries 
of the continents were not important for his account, more central was to show 
that Oxenstierna had travelled through many places than specifying exactly where 
these places were. Another possibility is that, by specifying that Oxenstierna 
travelled from Europe to Asia, Laurelius intended to convey that Oxenstierna 
was adventurous. If Europe was seen as ‘us’, and Asia as the foreign ‘Other’, then 
Laurelius could use these entities to create a sense of distance, emphasising the 
daring nature of Oxenstierna’s journey. This line of reasoning is perhaps best 
captured in the concept of Orientalism as developed by Said. However, while it 
is possible that Laurelius had this exoticizing intent, it is not possible to draw 
this conclusion only from his use of the names of the continents, since that 
interpretation requires a prior interpretation of the term ‘Asia’ as signifying 
foreign. Such an interpretation is not possible from Laurelius’s sermon. What 
we can say is that for Laurelius, the continents were categories into which places 
could be sorted, and he expected his readers to understand them. At the same 
time, the continents were not the driving force of his argument, nor were they 
identity markers. 

As seen in these examples, the references to the continents were made as the 
travellers were passing from one to another. The writers could have – and did – 
use the names of states and cities instead of referring to continents. Nonetheless, 
crossing water was one of the situations in which they most frequently evoked 
the names of the continents. It seems that the vocabulary came to mind most 
naturally when describing, often in schematic terms, how a journey passed from 
one continent to the other or travelling by islands or coastal regions. References 
to the continents in connection to crossing waterways were predominantly 
topographical; the names of the continents described what areas surrounded a 
particular body of water. The words filled the function of orienting the readers, 
and sometimes, structure a narrative. Moreover, the expressions also indicated 
how far and wide travellers had come and, as in Laurelius’s case, this could also 
indicate that the terms should be understood as representing either ‘far away’ or 
‘here’.
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This evidence reflects and enforces the divisions of the continents along 
waterways seen in the summary descriptions of scholarly geography. As discussed 
in the previous chapter, the definitions of the continents clearly payed attention 
to the division between water and land, and the travel accounts show parallels 
to this. Since these activities were contemporaneous and interconnected, it is 
difficult to say if one of laid the foundation for how the terms were conceptualized 
in the other, or vice versa. Likely, the scholarly descriptions of geography and 
the travel accounts reinforced each other in associating the continents with the 
shores of seas and straits.

Religious geography and the borders of Christendom
Religion was of paramount importance in the Swedish travel accounts 
describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean. The travel writers referred to 
‘Christendom’ as often as they spoke about ‘Europe’. Moreover – and as noted 
in the discussion about vocabulary – while the term ‘Europeans’ appeared only 
a handful of times, ‘Christians’ was the overall most common way in which the 
travel writers referred to people from neighbouring countries. The term was 
used to describe individuals or a group of people in general, and used instead of 
enumerating different nationalities. For example, Kiöping refers to Dutch and 
English traders, to name some, as ‘Christians’.435 In comparison, references to 
‘Europeans’, ‘Africans’ or ‘Asians’ are negligible. 

That religious themes were important in descriptions of western European 
journeys into Muslim countries in the early modern period has been discussed 
extensively by earlier research. In a Swedish context, earlier research has 
emphasised the prevalence of anti-Muslim and anti-Turkish sentiments in public 
discourse.436 For the present analysis, it is primarily important to emphasise that 
these religious ideas had implications for how travel writers conceptualized places.

This is seen in references to how religious ceremonies were organised for 
the travellers. Thus, in a letter from the newly captured Athens, Åkerhielm told 
her brother that ‘a beautiful mosque have we been given as a Lutheran Church 
and two have they made Catholic’.437 Interestingly, we can also trace this piece 
of information further. The reader of the journal Stockholmiske Posttidender 

435  For example, see Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, pp. 34–5, 40, 57. 
Less frequently, Kiöping also mentions ‘Europeans’. See Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings 
resa, ed. Rundkvist, pp.  72, 78. See also, for example, Laurelius, Lijkpredican, fol. 22r; 
Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, p. 64; Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation 
till Turkiske hofwet. UUB N 439, fol. 143r, 143v.

436  Malmstedt, ‘Gud bevare oss för papister och turkar’ in Berg & Trépagny eds., I andra 
länder.

437  ‘En wacker mosquee hafwa wij fått här till luthersk kijrcka och twå hafwa dee giort till 
catoliske’ Letter from AÅ to SÅ, 18 Oct. 1687, Athens, published in Åkerhielm, Anna 
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could, on 13 February 1688, learn that a letter from Greece had arrived with 
the information that ‘the evangelical has here [in Athens] been given a mosque 
as a church’.438 Anna Åkerhielm’s brother Samuel Åkerhielm was the editor-in-
chief of Stockholmiske Posttidender and included intelligence about the war in 
Greece, received from his sister, for the benefit of the wider public. This example 
is enlightening in that it shows how both the letter writer and the compiler of 
the newspaper have chosen to emphasise the distribution of places for religious 
worship. 

Similar religiously informed references are seen in the account of Anders 
Toreson, a sailor and later in life alderman of the coopers’ guild, who was 
employed by the Dutch East India Company circa 1674–83 and who during 
this period crisscrossed the Indian Ocean.439 Little is known about Toreson’s life, 
but a manuscript detailing his journey remains.440 Toreson’s account is structured 
chronologically and gives an overview of the places he passed by or visited. Often, 
the account simply mentions places, yet, a few times the narrator441 stops and 
gives some more details. Toreson thus described how his ship, returning from 
Japan, passed Mount Ararat on the Arabian Peninsula, noting that: ‘here we saw 
a rather tall mountain, called Araret, on which they say that the Ark of Noah 
stayed during the deluge’.442 In reality, Mount Ararat can be found in present-
day eastern Turkey, far away from any coast. The idea that the mountain was 
connected to Noah’s Ark is, however, seen in the works of a number of early 
modern authors, and several of the Swedish travel writers commented on the 
religiously significant places in this region.443 Others specifically pointed out that 

Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, p. 74. Åkerhielm also writes about this event in her journal, 
see Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, p. 72.

438  ‘The Evangeliske hafwa här fått en Mosqwee til Kyrkio’ Stockholmiske Posttidender, 13/02 
1688.

439  Sundberg, ‘Inledning’ in Toreson, Anders Toresons Ostindiska resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 6.
440  The manuscript is kept at UUB, see Anders Toreson, Extract af Anders Toresons 

Tunnbindares uthi Wästerwijk, Ostindiske resa, och alle dee orter, som han under nemmda 
samma resa besedt. UUB Cederhjelmska samlingen X 359:a. Sundberg has published the 
account with a commentary that I refer to in the footnotes. See Toreson, Anders Toresons 
Ostindiska resa, ed. Sundberg.

441  Sundberg suggests that Toreson might not have written down the account himself. See 
Sundberg, ‘Inledning’ in Toreson, Anders Toresons Ostindiska resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 6. 

442  ‘här fingo wij see ett ganska högt berg, kallat araret, på hwilket dee säija Noacks ark har 
stannat under syndafloden’. Toreson, Anders Toresons Ostindiska resa, ed. Sundberg, pp. 
15–16.

443  Kiöping described the religious practices of mountain monasteries in some detailnoted 
the religious significance of mountains on the Arabian peninsula. Kiöping, Nils 
Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, pp. 59–62. For further examples, see Laurelius, 
Lijkpredican, fol. 21v; and the 1710 map of the ‘Orient’, made by a Swedish military 
engineer. This map is kept at the National Gallery in Stockholm, see Cornelis Loos, 
Karta över Mindre Asien och östra Medelhavet. Nationalmuseum, NMH THC 9100.
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they had visited religious sites, like Oxenstierna, or like Kåhre who mentioned that 
he had seen ‘the precipice of Christ’.444 This precipice presumably corresponds to 
Mount Precipice outside Nazareth, a hill that has been associated with a passage 
in the New Testament where a group of people rejected Jesus as Messiah and 
tried (but failed) to push him off a cliff.445 To Kåhre, the hilltop was significant 
beyond its topography. Tony Claydon calls these kinds of references a ‘rhetorical 
mapping’ of space, where the religious elements speak to the expectations of 
both travel writer and audience.446 It might be that Toreson did not actually see 
Mount Ararat, or even think that he did, but by including the reference in his 
narrative he adhered to ways of describing the world in religious terms that were 
well-known and even expected by his readership.

The theme of religious geography is especially noticeable in the accounts 
in relation to the concept ‘Christendom’. As noted in the introduction to this 
chapter, ‘Christendom’ is closely associated with the idea of ‘Europe’ as a cultural 
unity in earlier research. We will have reason to come back to Christendom as 
a concept more than once over the following pages, but to begin with, let us 
consider this concept in relation to its borders. 

The practice of associating borders between geographical entities with 
waterways was present in the references not only to ‘Asia’, ‘Africa’ and ‘Europe’, 
but also when the travel writers spoke about ‘Christendom’. They referred to 
‘Christendom’ as they described the progress through different regions. When 
Rålamb’s secretary Kling reiterated the negotiations regarding the homeward 
journey, he noted of the embassy, of which he was a part, that ‘we are inclined to 
travel through Morea [in Greece], and there board a ship towards Christendom’.447 
This wish was not granted by the Ottoman officials, and instead, the group had 
to take the land route through the Balkans and via Budapest home to Sweden.448 
In Kling’s description, ‘Christendom’ was a physical destination that – if they had 
had the freedom of movement – the Swedish group would have liked to take a 
ship to.

Similarly, Lucidor wrote in his lyrical eulogy of Kåhre that:

Then he [Kåhre] travelled to Corinth, with a wish to land
In Christendom, and thereby end

444  ‘Precipetium Christi’. Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 37. 
445  Sundberg notes that this refers to Luke: 29–30. See Sundberg ed., Truls Kåhres resa, p. 37.
446  Claydon, Europe and the making of England, p. 28.
447  ‘wij wara böjd att reesa igenom Morea, och sättia oss der på något skiepp till 

Christenheeten’. Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 
64r. 

448  Hiltebrant also used this vocabulary, see Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob 
Hiltebrant’s Dreifache Schwedische Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. Franz Babinger (HH 30:2; 
Stockholm & Leiden, 1937), p. 157. 
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The long journey; but was by the Turk driven
Towards Barbary though after that by luck given
To France and from there back to Rome449

Throughout the source material, ‘Christendom’ was in this manner used with 
spatial connotations. As was the case with the continents (and, of course, 
other spatial terms), ‘Christendom’ could be passed through or passed by, it 
could be entered and it could be left. It is noticeable that the travellers seldom 
oriented the readers by explaining that specific places were located inside or 
outside ‘Christendom’, as was the case with the continents. Instead, the spatial 
connotations of ‘Christendom’ appear most clearly in reference to its borders and 
the itineraries of the travellers. 

One of the most interesting examples of the spatial use of ‘Christendom’ 
happened when Rålamb and his fellow travellers described how they crossed the 
Danube River. On the journey to Istanbul, this happened by the city Silistria 
in Wallachia, in present-day south-eastern Romania. Rålamb noted both in his 
official report and printed account that the party had reached the Danube ‘where 
Wallachia by this river is divided from Turkey, and where I allowed myself to be 
transported by boat across the water and stepped out of Christendom and into 
Turkey’.450 He used the same expression on the homeward journey, when the 
embassy crossed the Danube close to Budapest outside the village Komárom (on 
the border between present-day Hungary and Slovakia) moving from Ottoman 
Hungary to Habsburg lands.451 In the subject index of Rålamb’s printed account, 
the reader is told that the text describes ‘Christendom’s border from Turkey’ at 
two places, and these are the pages where Rålamb commented how the embassy 
crossed the Danube on the way south and north respectively.452 

Rålamb also used this language in his manuscript journal that was composed 
earlier than the printed report.453 In other words, this was an expression he 
deemed relevant to keep as he reworked and shortened the text. In describing the 

449  ‘Seen fohr han till Corjinth, mäd willia til at lända/ I Kristenheten, ok giöra thermäd 
ända/ På långa resan; men bleff utaff Turken kiörd/ In under Barbarijt dok sen aff lyckan 
förd/Till Frankerijk’ ok ther ifrån til Rom tilbaka’. Lucidor, ‘Hela Wärldens Pilgrims 
Färd’ in Fredrik Sandwall ed., IV. Samlade dikter av Lucidor, vol. 1, p. 242.

450  ‘ther Valachiet aff berörde Flodh skillies ifrån Turkiet, ther lät iagh med Färior sättia mig 
uthöfwer Wattnet och satte foten uthur Christenheeten in uthi Turkiet’ Rålamb, Kort 
beskriffning, p. 23. 

451  Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 92.
452  ‘Christenhetennes Gräntzeskillnad ifrån Turkiet’. Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, index.
453  Rålamb spoke of crossing the Danube in terms of crossing a ‘border’ both when 

travelling north and south. When travelling south he referred to the crossing in terms of 
a passage to ‘Christendom’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, pp. 87–8, 203.
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homeward journey in his manuscript journal, he further commented on crossing 
the Danube at Komárom:

Thus, we travelled speedily and in every village changed coaches all the 
way until a village one mil from Komárom. There the Turkish escort 
came to a halt at one end, and the Hungarians at the other took over 
together with Christendom itself. When we had arrived, and had said 
farewell to our Turks and to Turkey, came first a Hungarian official with 
around fourteen hussars giving us a greeting in Latin in the name of the 
commandant of Komárom454

A frontier was drawn then not through the Bosporus, but further north across 
the middle of the Balkans. The Danube was likewise portrayed as a boundary 
in Kling’s manuscript journal, and in the official report of the journey that he 
handed in to the Swedish authorities after returning home. Kling spoke of a 
‘border’ to the Ottoman Empire at the Danube, although he did not name what 
areas the river separated.455 Likewise, Hiltebrant also mentioned the border of 
‘Christendom’ located at the Danube.456 

‘Europe’ and ‘Christendom’ were defined spatially in different ways in the 
travel narratives. As noted, earlier research has tended to emphasise the similarities 
between how Europe and Christendom were defined in relation to the Ottoman 
Empire in this period. This earlier research has depicted a development in 
conceptualization which happened over a long period of time. I would like to 
stress that this development had a number of intermediary stages and shifts that 
are better understood in their own terms than as steps along the way to the final 
dominance of ‘Europe’. While it seems that ‘Europe’ and ‘Christendom’ could be 
used interchangeably in some settings, they did not have the same spatial extent 
to the early modern traveller.

Hay notes that the term ‘Christendom’ did not figure on medieval maps, even 
though cartographic material generally was permeated with religious thinking. 
He furthermore connects this absence of ‘Christendom’ to the fact that it was an 
idea with a universal ambition, rather than one permanently tied to one specific 

454  ‘Wij reste således fort och utj hwar by ombytte wagnar alt in till en by en mijhl ifrån 
Comorra. Der blef wijd den ene ändan hållandes det Turckiske Convoyet, på andre 
ändan det Vngerske som då med sielfwe Christenheeten tog wijd oss. När wij ankommo 
och hade gifwit ware Turckar och Turkiet farwäl, kom först en Vngersk Commissarius 
med wijd pass 14 Husarer undfick oss med ett Latinskt Complement i Commendatens 
nampn af Comorra’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 203. 

455  See, for example, Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, 
fol. 68v; Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske hofwet. UUB N 439, fol. 142v, 
152v.

456  Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant’s…Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. Babinger, p. 166.
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area.457 The term ‘Christendom’ was likewise marginal or absent from early 
modern maps and geography textbooks, even though these were also steeped in 
religious ideas. However, instead of connecting this to a universalising ambition 
of Christianity, I would like to suggest that it is better explained by focusing 
on the situated nature of language use. Christendom was a spatial concept that 
was highly useful in reference to specific topics and places, such as the Ottoman 
Empire. It was, however, not used to orient readers on a map, as Laurelius 
explained that Alcair was a city in Africa. What we see here is a difference in 
conceptualization tied to the specific situation in which the language is used.

The Ottoman Empire in Europe, Asia and Africa
The lands on either side of the Bosporus and the Mediterranean were called 
‘Europe’, ‘Africa’ or ‘Asia’, but where did that leave the Ottoman Empire that 
straddled the strait and controlled the shores of these waters? In fact, our travellers 
seem not to have been troubled by the fact that the Ottomans were present in all 
three of the continents Asia, Africa and Europe. As seen, Rålamb demarcated the 
boundary between Europe and Asia at the Bosporus, and he noted that Edirne 
(Adrianople) was the first city that the Ottomans had established ‘in Europe’.458 
He also frequently referred to parts of the Ottoman Empire located in different 
continents. For instance, he noted that Venice had taken several Turkish islands 
in the Mediterranean, and that this had hindered ‘all import from Egypt and 
other places in Africa’ to the rest of the Empire.459 Moreover, he commented – in 
a section where he described the contemporary politics of the Ottoman Empire 
– that the Ottoman advances towards the south of Egypt had stuttered to a 
halt because ‘these Asians and Europeans cannot well endure the air’.460 Rålamb 
suggested that the Ottomans, consisting of Asians and Europeans, could not bear 
the hot weather, and that the military campaign had failed as a result. He used 
the terms ‘European’ and ‘Asian’ to say something about people, giving them 
character traits based on a connection to place, and making a subtle reference 
to a long tradition of associating the climate of particular places to the character 
of the people living there.461 Moreover, Rålamb used the term ‘Europeans’ to 
describe a group of people which he clearly was not a part of himself. In this 
instance, ‘Europe’ referred to a place and connections between place and people, 

457  Hay, Europe: the emergence of an idea, p 55. 
458  ‘utj Europa’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 168.
459  ‘all Tillförsel utur Aegypten och andre orter i Afrika hindrat’ Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, 

p. 63, see also pp. 45, 77; and Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 122. 
460  ‘thesse Asiaticis och Aeuropaeis Lufften icke heller wäl kan fördragas’. Rålamb, Kort 

beskriffning, p. 79.
461  See, for example, Davies, Renaissance ethnography, pp. 25–9.
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yet, not in opposition to the Ottoman Empire, and not as a marker of identity 
for the speaker.

Another interesting example of this is found in the introduction to Rålamb’s 
published account, where the antiquarian Johan Hadorph explained to the reader 
that the Swedish king had previously sent some envoys to ‘Christian rulers in 
Europe, but only one outside Christendom to the Turkish emperor and his city of 
residency, Constantinople, which is a dangerous city far away from Sweden’.462 In 
describing Istanbul as distant and unsafe, Hadorph emphasised the extraordinary 
nature of the journey and exalted Rålamb as a courageous traveller. This manner 
of expression enacted a process of ‘Othering’, strengthening the perceived alien 
nature of the Ottomans. At the same time, the emphasis of the passage is that the 
sultan in Istanbul is non-Christian, not that he is outside of Europe. If anything, 
Hadorph seems to indicate that the sultan is also a ruler in Europe. 

The idea that the Ottoman Empire was a part of both Europe and Asia was 
similarly expressed in contemporary works on geography.463 Other areas were 
also placed ‘in Europe’ and ‘in Asia’ simultaneously. For example, Hiltebrant, 
who was a member of Rålamb entourage, mentions ‘Scythia in Europe’.464 Here, 
Hiltebrant refers to the Roman province with the same name, yet, there was 
also a more general trend where place names with roots in antiquity lived on in 
early modern geography. We have seen this in the previous chapter through the 
close connection made between geography and history in works like Indiculus 
geographicus. Not least, the two Roman provinces Asia Minor and Asia Maior 
were used in texts and on maps.465 For example, Kåhre located Iskenderun, in 
present-day south-eastern Turkey close to the border to Syria, in ‘large Asia’,466 
while situating other locations in ‘lesser Asia’.467 The geographical terms of 
antiquity were thus part of the vocabulary of early modern travellers, although, 
often referring not specifically to former provinces of the Roman world, but to 
places in the present. 

462  ‘til Christne Potentater i Europa, men en allenast uthom Christenheeten till Turkiske 
keysaren och hans Residentz stad Constantinopel, som är en farligh och widt aflägen 
Orth ifrån Swerige’. Hadorph, ‘Til Läsaren’ in Rålamb, Kort Beskriffning, p. 2.

463  See Lewis & Wigen, Myth of continents, p. 26 footnote 39, on page 216. See for example 
Blome, A Geographical Description of the four parts of the World, fol. 4v.

464  ‘Scythia in Europam’. Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant’s…Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. 
Babinger, p. 75. 

465  Lewis & Wigen, Myth of continents, p. 53. Lewis and Wigen also comments that ‘Asia’ 
was at a time used for a region of the Roman Empire in western Anatolia. 

466  ‘stoora Asien’. Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 33. 
467  For example Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 41. Reiterating the itinerary in 

his funeral sermon, Swebilius used a similar vocabulary. Swebilius, Lijk-predikan, pp. 75, 
78–9. 
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At one place in his manuscript journal, Rålamb shifted focus and disregarded 
the division between Europe and Asia at the Bosporus that he had established 
earlier in the text. This happened as he described how the Swedish group had 
travelled north towards Edirne in January 1658 and had chanced upon a group 
of Ottomans chasing an animal. The Swedes first took the animal for a dog, 
but then realised it was a wolf. Rålamb gleefully commented that ‘[t]his wolf 
was not half as large in size as our wolves in Europe, only so big as an average 
hunting dog, had a short tail like our German sheep, grey hair, but its extremities 
[were] black’.468 In fact, both Rålamb and the wolf he saw were at this point in 
the geographical region Europe – as he defined it earlier in the same text – yet 
he seemingly understood the situation as distinct from Europe. Here, ‘Europe’ 
appears as something else than a solely geographical region, and more as a marker 
to distinguish between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

In this case of the non-European wolf, Rålamb used ‘Europe’ to categorize 
what he saw. Similarly, Kiöping in passing commented that the bucks in Persia 
were ‘not different from our European’ bucks.469 And Rålamb described the 
Ottoman tributary state Wallachia as ‘by situation and the goodness of nature 
among the best provinces in Europe’.470 In all three cases, knowledge that the 
travellers gained on the road was arranged with the help of the continents. In the 
case of the wolf, this categorization was misleading in that the wolf (at least at 
the moment of observation) was in Europe. In this case, the categorization was 
not, however, only an aid to organize new knowledge, but was used to convey a 
value about the wolf.471 What we see here is a more abstract conceptualization, 
or idea, of a place. By using the possessive pronoun ‘our’, Rålamb and Kiöping 
positioned themselves in relation to ‘Europe’, treating that entity as a marker for 
something they were a part of.472 This is especially significant in Rålamb’s case, 
where he elsewhere speaks of the region he is in when he encounters the wolf as 
‘Europe’, yet at the same time finds it suitable to talk pejoratively about the wolf 
as being foreign. 

468  ‘Denne Warg war icke till hälfften af den stoorleek som wåre Wargar utj Europa allenast 
så stoor som en medelmåttig Stöfware, hade en stäckot swantz som wåre Tyske Fåår, grå 
af håår, men dess extremiteter swarta’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 181.

469  ‘wåre Europiske slätt inthet olijke’ Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, 
p. 89.

470  ‘aff Situation och Naturens Godheet til at skatta ibland the bäste Provincier aff Europa’. 
Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 22.

471  See also Lewis & Wigen, Myth of continents, p. 2.
472  A further example is seen in Videkindi’s epitat to Kåhre, describing him as ‘of Europe’. 

See [Johannes Videkindi], Epitaphium D.n Troilii Kåhre senatoris Regiae Svecorum Urbis, 
in Storkyrkan, Stockholm. Reproduced in Johann George Rüdling, Det i flor stående 
Stockholm eller korteligen författad Beskrifning öfwer den nu för tiden widt-berömda Kongl. 
Swenska Residence hufwud- och handels-staden Stockholm…(Stockholm, 1731), pp. 54–56.
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In the majority of instances where the travellers referred to ‘Europe’, that 
word was primarily understood as a spatial entity, devoid of any explicit value 
judgements in relation to a sense of identity. A close examination of Rålamb’s use 
of these geographical categories shows that the idea of ‘Europe’ and the Ottoman 
Empire as always opposing entities needs to be elaborated further. The evidence 
suggests that the Swedish travellers could envision Europe as a topographical 
entity including the Ottoman Empire or parts thereof, but that they, at the 
same time, could speak of themselves as part of a community distinct from the 
Ottoman world by using the words ‘Europe’ or ‘Christendom’.

Europe and Asia in the Ottoman Empire
To the early modern observer, then, the Ottoman Empire was located on several 
continents. Furthermore, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ were places in the empire. That this 
was the case is clear from Rålamb and Kling’s accounts of the audience they 
had with Sultan Mehmet IV on 19 May 1657. Following court protocol, the 
diplomats ate together with the Grand Vizier while the Sultan himself observed 
the meal from a separate room. Both Rålamb and Kling described the seating 
arrangements and the progress of the proceedings. In this, they mentioned 
that at a table nearby two ‘judges, one of Asia and the other of Europe’ were 
seated.473 The ‘judges’ they referred to thus were the kadıasker, officials whose 
titles translate approximately as ‘judges of the army’ (See Figure 10). These two 
dignitaries had jurisdiction over the Asian and European parts of the Ottoman 
Empire respectively.474 In Turkish, the kadı with jurisdiction over the European 
territories was called Rumeli kadıasker and his colleague in Anatolia Anadolu 
kadıasker. This was an administrative division of Ottoman held territories dating 
back to the early days of the empire.475 The terms Rumeli and Anadolu had 
different connotations for the Ottomans than ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’ had for Rålamb 

473  ‘twenne Iudices eller Öfwerdommare, den ena af Asia den andra af Europa’ Rålamb, 
Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 105; ‘twenne Judices Asiae & Europae’. Rålamb, Kort 
beskriffning, p. 33; ‘begge Judices Asia och Europa’. Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation 
till Turkiske hofwet. UUB N 439, fol. 144r. It is likely that Rålamb and Kling relied on 
the same source to identify these men.

474  Gy. Káldy-Nagy, ‘Kadi Askar’, Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition  <http://
referenceworks.brillonline.com.ezp.sub.su.se/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/kadi-
askar-SIM_3756> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018); For further discussion of the administrative 
hierarchy of the Ottoman Empire, see Sugar, Southeastern Europe under Ottoman rule, 
pp. 32–43.

475  In Anglophone research, the terms ‘Rumelia’ and ‘Anatolia’ are common. The latter 
concept has come to refer to the landmass of the present-day Turkish state, rather than a 
more specifically Ottoman concept. I use the Ottoman terms so as to distinguish when I 
am referring to the Ottoman administrative units rather than the modern understanding 
of these words.
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and Kling. Rumeli had been used to describe the Byzantine Empire, and later to 
refer broadly to Orthodox Christianity. Western Christians were instead referred 
to as ‘Franks’. Neither term was, however, used to describe exactly a continent.476 
Thus, the translation somewhat changed the connotations of these titles.

Throughout the accounts of Ottoman political affairs, Rålamb and his fellow 
travellers noted that the kadıasker were of ‘Asia’ or ‘Europe’.477 Similarly, other 
institutions were associated with this division. For instance, the sipahi (regionally 
organized cavalry) were described as being of ‘Asia’ or ‘Europe’. Kling wrote 
about ‘the Sipahi of Asia, from the other side of the Sea of Marmara’, and Rålamb 
referred to the sipahi of ‘Asia’ and of ‘Europe’.478 In these references, ‘Europe’ and 
‘Asia’ were both administrative and spatial categories. Implied in the utterances 
was the specification that ‘Asia’ meant ‘the territories of the empire to the east of 
the Bosporus and the Nile’, or ‘the Asian parts of the empire’.479 

As noted, before the advent of the Ottomans there were Roman and Byzantine 
provinces named ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’. Consequently, it is not farfetched that when 
translating Rumeli and Anadolu, western visitors, steeped in classical authority, 
adopted earlier divisions and called them ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’. Nevertheless, this 
use of the terms to refer to parts of an empire straddling the Bosporus needs to 
be taken into account when interpreting the frequency of the terms ‘Europe’ and 
‘Asia’ in the material. In total, around half of the times when ‘Asia’ was used, the 
authors actually referred to a part of the Ottoman Empire. One third of the times 
‘Europe’ is mentioned consists of direct references to an Ottoman administrative 
region or a part of Istanbul. Obviously, this would create a problem of validity if 
we were to interpret ‘Asia’ or ‘Europe’ as always referring to a continent. 

We are here witnessing a process of translation, both in linguistic terms, and 
in cultural understanding. Rålamb and his fellow travellers tried to make sense 

476  Yapp mentions an interesting example where an Ottoman diplomat in Stockholm 
in 1732 referred to ‘Europe’ as distinct from Sweden. Yapp, ‘Europe in the Turkish 
mirrror’, p. 139. Alexander Mallett, ‘Franks’, Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE <http://
referenceworks.brillonline.com.ezp.sub.su.se/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-3/franks-
COM_27178> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

477  See, for example, Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, pp. 48, 52, index. Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob 
Hiltebrant’s…Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. Babinger, p. 123. 

478  ‘Spahierer af asien, ab altera parte maris marmorei’. Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till 
Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 5v. Note that Klings changes from Swedish to Latin 
halfway through the sentence. This is one more indication of the informal character of 
his diary, he seems to have noted down different pieces of information as they came to 
him. Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, pp. 51, 61. See also Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 
111.

479  Likewise, Rålamb referred to the Anadolu agasi, the commendant of the Janissary troops 
from the Anatolian parts of the empire, as ‘the bassa of Asia’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. 
Callmer, p. 157. See also Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 
25, 4:o., fol. 4v.
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of their surroundings. When encountering phenomena that were unfamiliar, 
Swedish travellers used a variety of tools to make the experiences comprehensible, 
both for themselves and for their audiences in Sweden. One important strategy in 
this process was getting people to explain different phenomena and it is apparent 
that they consulted a variety of sources to gain knowledge about Ottoman 
society. Often, it is difficult to follow how individual cases of mediation occurred. 
However, looking closer at one case from Rålamb’s correspondence offers an 
exception to this rule. While it is not possible to simply generalize the findings 
of one case, the following example functions well to illustrate the complexities 
at work here. 

Preserved among the manuscript sources at the Royal Library in Stockholm 
is a collection of 121 drawings in gouache and ink that have belonged to Rålamb 
(See Figures 10–13).480 These drawings belong to a genre of costume books that 
was popular among western European visitors to the Ottoman Empire in the 
early modern period. In addition, there were also costume books made in, among 
other places, Germany and Italy. Indeed, the drawings bought in Istanbul were 
often made by Ottoman artists but tailored to fit the expectations of western 
consumers.481 These catalogues of clothing and people call the early modern 
wunder kammer to mind, showcasing in an encyclopaedic form different people 
from various countries, continents, or – in the case of the costume drawings 
produced in Istanbul – parts of the Ottoman Empire. Ulinka Rublack calls the 
early modern costume albums ‘moral geographies’ in the sense that they described 
and attributed value to different modes of dress.482 

The motifs of Rålamb’s drawings range from the Şeyhülislam483 and 
Janissaries484 to Greek and Turkish women. In the margins and on the backsides, 
notes in Rålamb’s handwriting indicate the identity of the persons depicted. 
Presumably, Rålamb bought these drawings in Istanbul.485 However, it might 
have been difficult for Rålamb to make much sense of the moral geography of 

480  Turkiska klädedrägter. KB Rål. 8:o 10. The drawings are painted on single paper sheets, 
measuring circa 10 x 7 cm. For a commentary and reproduction of the drawings, see 
Tadeusz Majda, ‘The Rålamb Album of Turkish Costume’ in Karin Ådahl ed., The 
Sultan’s Procession: the Swedish embassy to Sultan Mehmed IV in 1657–1658 (Istanbul, 
2006), pp. 197–265.

481  William Kynan-Wilson, ‘Costume albums’. Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE. <http://
dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_26886> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

482  Ulinka Rublack, Dressing up: Cultural identity in Renaissance Europe (Oxford, 2010), 
p. 146.

483  The Grand Mufti, the highest religious dignitary of the Ottoman Empire.
484  Elite corps and the Sultan’s household guards.
485  It is most probable that Rålamb commissioned the drawings in Istanbul, but they can 

have been made by foreign artists there. See Majda, ‘The Rålamb Album of Turkish 
Costume’ in Ådahl ed., The Sultan’s Procession, pp. 202–203; Kynan-Wilson, ‘Costume 
albums’. Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE (Accessed 5 Jan. 2018).
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these drawings on his own. In this particular setting, the traveller was dependent 
on help to identify the different persons in the drawings.

This ‘help’ varied. Throughout his stay, Rålamb spoke to other diplomatic 
envoys in Istanbul. Callmer notes that the movements of foreign diplomats were 
restricted, and this is also clear from the travel accounts.486 Yet, there is also ample 
evidence of contact. There was an established practice of sending messengers 
back and forth between the envoys, and visits also took place. Especially, the 
Swedish diplomats seem to have communicated and relied on the English 
emissary Thomas Bendysh for information.487 Rålamb also had contact with 
a range of Ottoman interpreters and intermediaries like the dragomans.488 The 
typical dragoman spoke Turkish but was often originally from the north-western 
parts of the empire. They functioned as intermediaries between the Ottomans 
and foreign visitors, and they provided Rålamb with information on a range 
of different topics.489 For example, a person acquainted with Ottoman society 
accompanied the Swedish group as they watched a procession of Sultan Mehmet 
IV through the streets of Istanbul.490 Rålamb used this information in his own 
publications and when commissioning 20 large paintings of a procession through 
Istanbul (see Figure 14).491 Moreover, in 1668 – ten years after the completion 
of the journey – Rålamb lent parts of the material he had gathered through 

486  Callmer, ‘Introduction’ in Callmer ed., Diarium, pp. 18–21.
487  For examples of contact, see Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 

4:o 25, fol. 21r, 33r; Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske hofwet, UUB, N 
439, fol. 146r, 148v.

488  For example Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, pp. 40–2, 70. 
489  See Callmer, ‘Introduction’ in Callmer ed., Diarium, pp. 18–21.
490  Hiltebrant explains that they put on Greek clothing and hid from view as they watched 

the procession. Both he and Rålamb describe the participants of the procession in 
some detail. Both also mention that the kadıasker of ‘Europe and Asia’ were part of the 
procession. See Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant’s…Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. Babinger, 
137; and Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, pp. 156–8.

491  See Claes Rålambs ambassad till Höga porten. Nordiska museet, NM.0315161–
NM.0315165, NM.0091059–NM.0991073. According to Callmer, the paintings likely 
illustrate the procession Rålamb witnessed in September 1657. Callmer ed., Diarium, p. 
156, footnote 8. Ådahl notes that although the depictions are realistic, the background, 
style and materials indicate that the paintings were not made in Istanbul. See Karin 
Ådahl ‘The twenty paintings depicting the sultan’s procession’ in Karin Ådahl ed., The 
Sultan’s procession: the Swedish embassy to Sultan Mehmed IV in 1657–1658 (Istanbul, 
2006), pp. 92, 107, 110–111. The large size of the paintings further supports this. 
Anything that the embassy bought in Istanbul would have had to have been transported 
back. Five of the procession paintings Rålamb comissioned are so badly damaged that 
it is not possible to see what they depict, but future restoration might reveal that the 
kadıasker were depicted on these (mostly likely NM.0991068).
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intermediaries to the secretary Wallich who had been a part of the embassy and 
was working on a publication about his own experiences.492 

In these different stages, information was blended and its origins not 
necessarily noted. The terminology used to refer to Ottoman officials such as the 
kadıasker remained varied throughout the stages of borrowing and reworking. 
Figure 10 depicts the Rumeli kadıasker, with two inscriptions stating that this 
was the ‘kadı of Europe’, using titles in the French and German respectively.493 
Apart from German and French, inscriptions on the reverse of the drawings 
were written in Italian, Swedish and Latin.494 On three of the drawings, Rålamb 
used the term ‘Rumeli’ instead of ‘Europe’ to describe someone associated with 
the western Ottoman territories.495 We also find the attribute ‘Rumelian’ in the 
inventory of the loan between Rålamb and Wallich.496 These examples show how 
Rålamb adopted the terms used by other western Europeans, but also that this 
terminology was not consistently applied. As noted, Rumeli and Europe were not, 
with regards to their respective semantic fields, synonymous expressions. This 
seems not to have been important for Rålamb in his descriptions of Ottoman 
officials or regions. To a certain extent, the variation can be connected to his use 
of different languages, yet it is also in itself interesting that the Swedish diplomat 
did not seem to have had access to a clear vocabulary, or to have cared whether 
the titles differed between or within a text or painting.

The associations of Europe and Asia with parts of the Ottoman Empire were 
relatively frequent in the sources from the Rålamb embassy, but not as visible in 
the other accounts. Rålamb and the other members of that embassy commented 

492  Rålamb wrote that Wallich wanted to ‘describe this journey, asking from me various 
documents and descriptions as well. These I sent accordingly, and [they were] quite 
numerous’. See Sammanbundna originalbrev och handlingar. KB, Rål. Fol. 185. Wallich 
died before completing his account, but, he had published a description of Ottoman 
religious life in which he included some personal experiences already in 1659, see 
Wallich, Religio Turcica. It seems probable that Rålamb wanted the material returned not 
only because for nostalgic reasons, but because he was planning the publication of his 
own account. 

493  ‘Cadi lescher d’Europe’, ‘Kadilesher aus Europa’. Turkiska klädedrägter. KB Rål. 8:o 10, 
nr 77. See also Majda, ‘The Rålamb Album of Turkish Costume’ Ådahl ed., The Sultan’s 
procession, p. 242.

494  For example, a note on one drawing says in Swedish ‘the person who carries the heads to 
the Vizier of those who have been killed in the war’; ‘den som bära hufvuden till Viziren 
af dem som de i kriget hafwer ihiälslsgit’. Turkiska klädedrägter. KB Rål. 8:o 10, nr. 15.

495  For example, the ‘Rumeli Beglerbeg de Bosnia’. Turkiska klädedrägter. KB Rål. 8:o 10, 
nr 29. (See Figure 12). Note that beylerbey could also be an honorary title. See Sugar, 
Southeastern Europe under Ottoman rule, p. 41. The inscription could also be in Spanish, 
but the fact that French is used repeatedly on the drawings but Spanish is not makes it 
more probable that the inscription is in French. 

496  The inventory, in several different languages, mentions a drawing of a ‘Beg di Rumelia’ 
and a ‘Rumeli Chiaus’. Sammanbundna originalbrev och handlingar. KB Rål. Fol. 185.
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more on the governmental structure of the Ottoman Empire, and it is in this 
context they used ‘Asia’ as a reference to the Anatolian part of the Empire 
and ‘Europe’ to refer to Rumeli. The terms ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’ had primarily 
administrative connotations when understood as parts of the Ottoman Empire, 
while at the same time also clearly referring to spatial regions. What implications 
does this have for an understanding of the concepts Europe and Asia in the 
travel accounts? The specific use of Europe and Asia discussed here was not 
evidently considered problematic, or in conflict with other understandings of 
these concepts. This plurality of associations is similar to the multiple definitions 
of the scheme of continents that scholarly geography entertained. It is also a 
useful reminder that words can have more than one meaning without necessarily 
being incompatible.497

Europe and Christendom as society
At a handful of places, the travel accounts referred to ‘Europe’ as a vaguely 
defined society. Kiöping tells us that after having traded with costly goods in 
‘India’, ‘Tartary’ and ‘Persia’, Armenian merchants from Persia would bring 
their wares ‘into Europe’.498 Here, ‘Europe’ had spatial connotations in that the 
merchants were described as transporting their merchandise from one location 
to another (and that other being ‘Europe’). Yet, a more societal, or at least 
commercial, entity was also implied in this example. Kiöping used the term 
‘Europe’ not to refer to the topographical features or to an exactly defined part 
of the globe, but rather to a collective of people living, and trading, in one place. 
Likewise, a reference to ‘Europe’ as a commercial unit appears in a comment by 
Oxenstierna about Frankfurt am Main’s markets, of which he writes that they are 
the site of competition for ‘all of Europe’s trade’.499 Similarly, when discussing 
the establishment of an international postal network, Hiltebrant notes that the 
difficulties involved are troubling all of ‘Europe’.500 These cases show that the 

497  This usage is also seen in the descriptions of the Swedish scholar Eneman who travelled 
through this part of the world in the early eighteenth century. See Michael Eneman, Resa 
i Orienten 1711-12, ed. K.U. Nylander (Uppsala, 1889).

498  ‘Indien’, ‘Tartarien’, ‘Persien’, ‘in uthi Europa’. Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. 
Rundkvist, p. 60. Kiöping uses the term ‘Lesser Armenia’ (‘Mindre Armenia’). The fact 
that he also mentions the city ‘Eriwana’ (Yerevan, present-day capital of Armenia) tells 
us that he refers to a part of present-day Armenia, rather than to Cilician Armenia in 
present-day Turkey and Syria.

499  ‘hele Europae köphandell’. Oxenstierna, Resare-Bengt, ed. Hedin, p. 50. This passage 
could either be understood as Oxenstierna saying that all of Europe is trading in 
Frankfurt am Main, or that he is claiming that all the trade in Europe passed through 
this city. Regardless, Europe is defined as a commercial region. 

500  Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant’s Dreifache schwedische Gesandtschaftsreise, Babinger 
ed., p. 68.
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term ‘Europe’ could be used to refer to a way of life or a society, rather than 
exclusively a topographical place. The borders of ‘Europe’ were not defined 
in either of these examples, but they needed not be, since the function of the 
term in these situations was to indicate a place or society and not necessarily to 
spatially demarcate it.

In Kiöping’s accounts, although not in the other sources, ‘Europe’ also 
appears as an epithet when the author discusses questions about religion. In 
1650, Kiöping served in the army of Shah Abbas II of Persia, and he mentioned 
that he did this ‘together with many other European Christians’.501 The phrase 
‘European Christians’ also appeared in distinction to Christian Armenians in 
Kiöping’s narrative. For instance, Kiöping commented that ‘[t]he Persians and 
Muslims who are being baptised, and have adopted the Christian faith, have also 
erected on their houses such wooden crosses as the ones European and Armenian 
Christians have’.502 In both of these cases, different groups of Christians are 
distinguished with reference to their respective geographical origin. 

Kiöping continued to distinguish between ‘European’ and ‘Armenian’ 
Christians when describing a city he calls ‘Korastan’.503 He began by noting that 
this city was of a comparable size to the Swedish town Strängnäs, and that it had a 
Christian population.504 Here, Kiöping used a familiar reference point to describe 
a faraway place. He also noted that Korastan had ‘two Catholic monasteries, 
and one Armenian’ that had dealings with each other, yet that neither was fully 
comfortable with ‘a European Christian’ such as himself. Kiöping attributed their 
unease to the fact that they were not used to anyone but their clerics speaking 
Latin.505 He possibly meant ‘Protestant’ when saying ‘European Christian’, 
since those whom he distinguished from the ‘European Christians’ included 
Catholics. However, the emphasis of the passage is on the local inhabitants on 
the one hand, and on visitors on the other. Kiöping’s reference to ‘a European 
Christian’ who speaks ‘some Latin’ is, thus, more likely a reference to Christians 
from Europe. Kiöping’s use of ‘European Christian’ distinguishes between, on 
the one hand, Christians of the Catholic and Armenian churches who were living 
in ‘Korastan’, and, on the other, visiting Christians from Europe. Interestingly, 
Kiöping’s vocabulary indicates a difference in conceptualization not only between 
different Christian denominations, but between Christians from different parts 

501  ‘medh många andra Europiske Christne’. Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. 
Rundkvist, p. 72.

502  ‘The Persianer och Mahometister som äro blefne döpte, och hafwa antagit then Christne 
Lähran hafwa upreest uppå sine Huuuss ett äfwen sådant Träkorss, som the Europiske 
och Armeniske Christne’. Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 88.

503  Kiöping locates Korastan in Persia.
504  Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 78.
505  ‘twenne Catholiske Kloster och ett Armeniskt’, ‘een Europisk Christen’. Kiöping, Nils 

Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 78.
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of the world.506 Moreover, the expression ‘European Christian’ creates a group 
of Christians from ‘Europe’ without distinguishing denominational belonging.

These expressions where Europe represented an entity with societal and 
religious connotations were not frequent. Nevertheless, it is clear that it was 
possible to refer to ‘Europe’ as a societal or cultural as well as a religious entity. This 
complements the primarily topographical connotations of this word seen earlier 
in this chapter, and is also interesting in relation to earlier research on Europe as 
an identity marker in the early modern period. In discussing Dante Alighieri’s 
description of Italy as being ‘the finest part of Europe’, Denys Hay comments that 
the author gave ‘Europe’ ‘relevance beyond that of mere description’.507 What we 
see here is something similar to that, although expressed three hundred years later 
and in a different setting. Tying into other kinds of uses of the continents, these 
instances connote an abstract idea of a society. 

The references to Europe as a society were paralleled in how the travel writers 
spoke about ‘Christendom’. When describing the activities of the foreign envoys 
in Istanbul, Rålamb noted that they differed from ‘the practice which otherwise 
is in Christendom’.508 Hiltebrant lamented that he had fallen into the water 
together with his Bible during the journey, and that the bindings of that most 
holy book had been damaged so that he had to ‘repair it in Christendom’.509 
Kling referred, albeit quite exaggeratedly, to the Swedish king as ‘the most 
prominent ruler in Christendom’.510 These examples invoked ‘Christendom’ as 
a societal entity in a similar way to ‘Europe’. These utterances do not specify 
the borders of Christendom, but refer to it as a place or community. For the 
purposes of characterisation and comparison with Ottoman society, this societal 
Christendom was meaningful to the travellers. 

In Kåhre’s account, ‘Christendom’ also took on emotional overtones by 
being associated to the author’s longing for home. Kåhre’s travels did not always 
progress smoothly. In Istanbul, he complained that he had begun ‘to greatly 
long for Christendom’, but that he could not find a ship that was sailing in that 
direction, and so he had to prolong his journey.511 He managed to reach Corinth 
in Greece, and describes how he ‘found a Greek Polacca [ship] going hither to 

506  See also Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 66.
507  Hay, Europe: The emergence of an idea, p. 59.
508  ‘the bruk som elliest är uthi Christenheten’. Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 28.
509  ‘in der Christenheit wieder reparieren’. Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant’s…

Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. Babinger, p. 127. 
510  ‘den mechtigaste Potentat i Christenheten’. Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation till 

Turkiske hofwet. UUB N 439, fol. 142r.
511  ‘begynte iagh stoorligen förlängdta efter Christenheeten igen’. Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, 

ed. Sundberg, pp. 43–44.
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Christendom’.512 Kåhre’s original plan was that the Greek ship should let him 
off on Malta. However, due to an attack by ‘Turkish galleys’, he ended up in 
Marseille instead of Malta. He described his arrival to Marseille as entering ‘again 
into Christendom’.513 Similar to Kling’s account discussed earlier, Kåhre did not 
present Ottoman Greece as part of Christendom.514

Moreover, Kåhre clearly situated himself as belonging to Christendom. He 
described that when travelling through present-day Iraq, he reached Babylon, yet 
that route seemed too arduous to continue:

the journey seemed so dangerous and difficult, and aggravating, that I 
there [in Babylon] crestfallen cut of my trip further east and hurried the 
same way back again, to little Alexandria, with the intent of going back 
home to Christendom again.515

In this passage, the term ‘Christendom’ was clearly conceptualized as home. It 
is likely that Kåhre stressed the hardships of his wanderings and the safety of 
home in an attempt to exalt himself as adventurous to a readership in Sweden. 
By emphasising that he was far away and in unfamiliar territory, he constructed 
a positive image of himself.516 As seen earlier, Lucidor also described Kåhre’s 
progress in terms of a return to ‘Christendom’.

It is clear that both ‘Europe’ and ‘Christendom’ were words that could be 
used with connotations to societal unities, and both could be tied to religious 
sentiments. In the use of ‘Christendom’, there are also examples of emotionally 
charged language that was not used in these Swedish sources in their reference to 
Europe. For these travellers, it seems that Christendom was a concept with more 
emotional overtones than Europe. 

Unity and discord in Christendom
The secretary Kling described how he and his fellow travellers had met a courier 
from Vienna when they were on their way home from Istanbul in the spring 

512  ‘fann een Greekisk Pollacca williandes hijt öfwer i Christenheeten’ Kåhre, Truls Kåhres 
resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 44. The ship was French in Swebilius account, and he referred to 
‘Christian countries’ rather than ‘Christendom’. Swebilius, Lijk-predikan, p. 79.

513  ‘igen in uthi Christenheeten’ Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 45.
514  See Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 64r.
515  ‘reesan syntes mig så fahrlig och mödosma, och förtreetelig, att iag dher slätt moodfallen, 

afskar mind wandring längre Öster åth förreesa och skynnade mig samma wäg tillbakers 
igen, till lilla Alexandria, i meening begifwa mig hem till Christenheeten igen’, Kåhre, 
Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg, pp. 34–35. The city ‘small Alexandria’ probably refers to 
Alexandretta, present-day İskenderun in southeastern Turkey.

516  Swebilius used a different language in his funeral sermon, naming Kåhre’s arrival to 
Marseilles not as a return to ‘Christendom’, but to ‘France’. Swebilius, Lijk-predikan, pp. 
79–80, citation on p. 80.
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of 1658. They had asked the courier for news about recent events: ‘because we 
had no knowledge of the situation in Christendom we asked the courier that 
he would give us intelligence about this’.517 The courier told them about the 
situation in Poland, then about the relationship between Swedish and Hungarian 
authorities and about recent developments in the war between Sweden and 
Denmark. All of these news items related to Swedish political interests, but they 
also included Denmark, Poland and the Habsburg Empire. When requesting 
news of ‘Christendom’, Kling was apparently comfortable in including both 
Protestants and Catholics in that concept. 

This evidence of Christian unity should not lead us to question the intensity 
of religious hostilities between Lutherans and Catholics, nor make us conclude 
that ‘Christendom’ always referred to both Lutherans and Catholics together. As 
earlier research has shown, there was a strong sense of a common international 
Lutheran unity in Sweden in the wake of the Thirty Years’ War.518 This sentiment 
is also present in the sources. For instance, the secretary Wallich devoted a 
substantial part of his treatise on Ottoman religious life to a comparison between 
‘the two Oriental and Occidental Antichrists the Ottomans and the Papists of 
Rome’.519 Rålamb comments that the power of the Ottomans has increased 
because of the conflicts in ‘Christendom’.520 However, the overall tendency in 
the material indicates that the conflicts between Christians in the wake of the 
Reformation and Counterreformation should not be interpreted by routinely 
excluding a sense of a common Christendom. Parallel, rather than in conflict 
with, a Lutheran identity, the Swedish travellers referred to a group of Christians 
of different denominations as belonging to a common Christendom. 

On 14 January 1658, towards the end of the stay, the Swedish diplomats had 
an audience with the kaymakam Kör Hasan Pasha, an official representing the 
Grand Vizier and in extension the Sultan.521 Kling commented in his diary that 
he was content with the meeting, noting that the kaymakam was friendly 

and asked about the state of affairs in Christendom, if we were neighbours 
with the Emperor, who had the larger territory, the King of Sweden or 

517  ‘eftersom wij ingen kundskap hadhe om tillståndet uthi Christenheten begärade wij 
af bemälte courrier att han wille gifwa oss ther oom någon underrättelse’. Kling, Hans 
Kongl Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske hofwet. UUB N 439, fol. 152r.

518  See Schilling, Early modern European civilization, pp. 22–25.
519  ‘Comparation oder Vergleichung derer beyder Orientalischen und Occidentalischen 

Antichristen des Türcken und Papstes zu Rom’. Wallich, Religio Turcica, p 141.
520  Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 69.
521  See Callmer, ‘Inledning’ in Callmer ed., Diarium, p. 23.
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the Roman emperor. We praised what was ours, and said that we had war 
with five rulers and were victorious against them all.522

It is difficult to tell whether Kör Hasan Pasha was impressed with this boastful 
statement, though the fact that the Ottoman officials had delayed the departure 
of the Swedes for several months indicates that they were probably far from 
overwhelmed by this self-aggrandisement. Whether Kör Hasan Pasha used the 
word ‘Christendom’ when questioning the Swedish diplomats is difficult to tell. 
As noted in relation to the images and descriptions of the Ḳāḍī ʿAsker, some 
Ottoman terminology was adopted by the foreign diplomats. In any case, it is 
interesting that Kling writes that they were asked about ‘Christendom’, rather 
than anything else.523 To Kling, ‘Christendom’ included both Catholics and 
Protestants. Moreover, Kling used the term both in his official report and in his 
notes. Seemingly, ‘Christendom’ was not just a rhetorical figure, but a phrase that 
came easy to him. 

Rålamb repeatedly portrayed ‘Christendom’ and the Ottoman Empire as 
adversaries in his descriptions of contemporary politics. He commented that 
when the Mughal Empire in India approached the Ottomans to seek an alliance 
against Persia, the reply they got was that ‘the Porte was engaged [in war] against 
Christendom’ and therefore would not break its truce with Persia.524 Similarly, 
Rålamb described how the Pope avoided trading with the Ottomans since they 
were ‘the enemies of Christendom’.525 Even more noticeably than when talking 
about common societal features of ‘Christendom’, the language Rålamb used 
here presented Christendom as a religious and political unity. Like when referring 
to the borders of Christendom, Rålamb’s comments are made in opposition to 
the Ottoman Empire.

Åkerhielm used the term ‘Christendom’ only once, and then with primarily 
religious connotations. The reference is found in a letter to her brother, written 
on 7 August 1688 from the ship St Johannes anchored outside the island Euboea 
in eastern Greece (Åkerhielm uses the Venetian name Negroponte). Describing a 
recent battle, Åkerhielm exclaims: ‘God who gives victory he blesses the weapons 
of his Christendom for the sake of Jesus Christ’.526 The language is not primarily 

522  ‘och frågadhe efter sakernas tillståndh i Christenheeten, om wij war granna medh 
Keysaren, hwilken hadhe större landh, Kånungen i Swerige eller Romerske Keysaren. Wij 
berömde wårt, och sadhe att wij hadhe krigs medh 5 potentater och victorieradhe emot 
alle’. Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 51v–52r. 

523  Rålamb wrote a report to the Grand Vizier about ‘recent changes in Christendom’; ‘desse 
i Christenhetens nyligen förelupne förändringar’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 165.

524  ‘thet Porta wore emot Christenheten engagerat’. Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 78.
525  ‘Christenhetens fiender’. Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 77.
526  ‘Gudh som gifwer seger han välsigne och sin christenhets wapen för Jesu Christ skuld’. 

Letter from AÅ to SÅ, 7 Aug. 1688, Negroponte, published in Åkerhielm, Anna 
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spatial, but clearly religious and emotional. In addition, it connotes a unity of 
Christians opposed to Muslims, a meaning seen also in other sources in relation 
to military conflicts.527

There are also moments in the narratives when the distinction between 
Christendom and the Ottoman Empire breaks down. This is seen especially 
in Rålamb’s interactions with the Ottoman-Polish dragoman Ali Ufki Bey 
(also referred to as Albertus Boo Bovius or Wojciech Bobowski).528 This well-
known dragoman, who was an accomplished musician in his own right, moved 
between different linguistic and cultural settings – as the many versions of his 
name indicates – and he and Rålamb met on several occasions to discuss various 
issues. Ufki Bey told Rålamb ‘all about the Topkapı Palace and its household’.529 
A few months later, Rålamb and Ufki Bey discussed, among other things, ‘in 
what aspects the Turkish and the Persian religion differ from one another’.530 
Moreover, Rålamb noted in his diary that Ufki helped him buy a pocket-size 
Quran, and he mentioned in letters that Ufki Bey had written down accounts 
about, among other things, Islam and religious life in the Ottoman Empire that 
Rålamb brought back to Sweden.531

Intermediaries like Ufki Bey complicates the distinction between East and 
West, both for the modern researcher, and in Rålamb’s descriptions. In an 
interesting passage, Rålamb carefully noted that Ufki Bey was waiting to be 
‘secretly helped out of the Turkish state and into Christendom again, because he 
was in his heart a Christian of the Protestant creed’.532 In fact, it was Ufki Bey’s 
close familiarity with Ottoman society, politics and religion that made him a 

Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, pp. 80–81.
527  Hadorph makes a similar reference, see Hadorph, ‘Til Läsaren’ in Rålamb, Kort 

beskriffning, p. 2; Swebilius, Lijk-predikan, p. 20; Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant’s… 
Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. Babinger, p. 141. 

528  For further comments about Rålamb and Ufki Bey’s relationship, see Callmer ed., 
Diarium, p. 168, footnote 58; and Karin Ådahl, ‘Claes Brorson Rålamb’s embassy to the 
Sublime Porte in 1657–1658’ in Karin Ådahl ed., Sultan’s Procession: the Swedish embassy 
to Sultan Mehmed IV in 1657–1658 (Istanbul, 2006), p. 16.

529  ‘hele omständigheten af Seraglien och dess Huushåld’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, 
p. 168.

530  ‘hwar utj den Turckiska och Persianiska Religionen med hwar andra Differera’. Rålamb, 
Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 175.

531  Sammanbundna originalbrev och handlingar. KB Rål. Fol. 185, nr. 4. From his 
accountant’s papers we learn that it cost Rålamb 16 piaster. Rålamb’s library catalogue 
also included a Quran and a Turkish almanac. See Göran Bäärnhielm, ‘The Rålamb 
collections in the National Library and the National Archives’ in Karin Ådahl ed., The 
Sultan’s procession: the Swedish embassy to Sultan Mehmed IV in 1657–1658 (Istanbul, 
2006), p. 284; Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 175.

532  ‘hemligen uthur Turkiske Rijket och in uthi Christenheten igen hulpen, effter som 
han och war uthi sitt hierta en Christen aff the reformerade Lähran’. Rålamb, Kort 
beskriffning, p. 70. For a similar example, see Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 73.
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valuable source for Rålamb. It was Ufki Bey’s position within Ottoman society, 
and his knowledge of Islam as a practitioner that Rålamb benefited from, and 
this was also something Rålamb emphasised – parallel to his comment about 
Ufki Bey being Christian – as a way to give authority to his narrative. In Rålamb’s 
presentation, Ufki Bey is, on the one hand, someone who upholds the distinction 
of ‘us’ and ‘them’ by being portrayed as secretly a Christian, but, at the same time, 
someone who breaks down the distinction between two separable spheres.

There were also many Christians living in the lands of the Ottoman Empire 
and beyond. Interestingly, this did not noticeably affect the use of ‘Christendom’ 
in the Swedish narratives. As seen, both Kling and Kåhre discussed possible 
routes for their respective homeward journey and in doing this placed Greece, 
which had a large Christian population, outside Christendom. In their accounts, 
Greece and parts of the Balkans and the Christians living there were not parts of 
Christendom. Does this mean that the Swedish travellers were not aware of the 
Christians living under Ottoman suzerainty and beyond? On the contrary, they 
frequently commented on the existence of such groups.533 Earlier research has 
noted how early modern travellers payed attention to confessional differences 
as they journeyed though different parts of Europe. Claydon describes how 
early modern English travellers practiced a ‘confessional geography’ where they 
specifically noted what cities were Protestant or Catholic.534 In accordance with 
this, Rålamb, on several occasions, noted the religious affiliations of villages he 
travelled through.535 We have seen how Kiöping distinguished between different 
groups of Christians living in Persia, and Kling made a list of noteworthy things 
in his travel journal, including the fact ‘that many Calvinists are on this side of 
the Danube’, referring to the Ottoman side of that river.536 

Thus, it was not due to ignorance that the Swedish accounts placed Greece 
outside Christendom. Similar to the contemporary English travellers Claydon 
has studied, the Swedes were interested in the religious geography of the places 
they visited. Instead, the boundaries of ‘Christendom’ were tied to the religious 
affinity of the ruler of an area. When Rålamb and his companions travelled 
homeward in 1658, the crossing of the Danube close to Budapest meant that 
they left Ottoman territory behind and entered the Habsburg-controlled part of 
Hungary. Peter F. Sugar notes that the actual border of the Ottoman Empire was a 
fluctuating region, even though peace treatises in theory showed a clear boundary 

533  For example, see Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 50.
534  Claydon, Europe and the making of England, pp. 16, 23. 
535  For example Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, pp. 92–3.
536  ‘många Calviner som ährer på denna sidan om Donau’ Kling, Diarium på bestickningen 

till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 68v.
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line.537 It is interesting, then, that the point where the Rålamb party crossed the 
Danube was so consistently conceptualized in terms of a border. In the case of 
the northward journey, this sense of a border was probably strengthened by the 
fact that the Danube at this time also worked as a concrete divide between two 
institutional settings in that the travellers changed escort there, as illustrated in 
Rålamb’s description of the crossing discussed earlier in this chapter. 

When crossing the Danube in Wallachia, Rålamb and his party was really 
crossing from one vassal state of the Ottoman Empire to other Ottoman-controlled 
lands. Rålamb was aware of the political status of the Ottoman tributary states 
in the Balkans. In his official report, he enumerated ‘the Prince Rákóczi, the 
Moldavians, the Wallachians, the Tartars and the Ragusans’ [envoys], who are 
all tributary states to the Porte and not to be considered foreign’.538 However, 
Silistria on the southern side of the Danube was differently administered than 
was Wallachia. While Wallachia retained a Christian prince and the status of a 
province, eyalets like Silistria were ruled by Muslim beylerbeys appointed from 
Istanbul, and were integrated parts of the Empire.539 This made the status of 
the two regions different in the eyes of the Ottomans, but seemingly also to 
foreign visitors. We see here that ‘Christendom’ was conceptualized as a religious 
and political entity referring to Christian states rather than to the entirety of 
Christians in the world. This mirrors the 1555 Augsburg principle of letting 
the religion of the ruler decide the religious status of parts of the Holy Roman 
Empire, as expressed in the maxim cuius regio, eius religio. The language seen in 
the Swedish travel accounts – placing the border of Christendom at the Danube 
– emphasised the political elements of the otherwise primarily religious concept 
Christendom, and presented a geography tied to the religious identity of the 
sovereign. 

The absence of the ‘Old World’ and the presence of the ancients
The Old and the New World was a central theme in the conceptualization of 
the continents in seventeenth century scholarly geography. However, neither the 

537  Sugar, Southeastern Europe under Ottoman rule, p. 105. This is similar to the gradual 
establishment of the French-Spanish border in the Pyrenees, analysed by Sahlins. See 
Peter Sahlins, Boundaries: The Making of France and Spain in the Pyrenees (Berkeley, 
1989).

538  ‘Fursten Rakotzis, Moldavernas, Walachernes, Tartarernes och Ragusanernes, hwiljke alle 
äre tributarije Portae och icke för främmande at skatta’. Rålamb, Kort beskriffning, p. 43. 
Ragusa is another name for Dubrovnik. This city state had a complicated relationship to 
Ottoman as well as Venetian authorities. See Sugar, Southeastern Europe under Ottoman 
rule, p. 168. Kling also comments on Ottoman tributary states, see Kling, Hans Kongl 
Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske hofwet. UUB N 439, fol. 143v, 145v.

539  Sugar, Southeastern Europe under Ottoman rule, ch. 6–8. 
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old nor the New World is mentioned by any of the travel writers discussed in 
this chapter. It is notoriously difficult to interpret silences, yet, it is clear at least 
that these Swedish travellers did not explicitly frame their accounts to the eastern 
Mediterranean as being explorations of the Old World.

In scholarly geography, the theme of an Old World was important in 
descriptions of what the world looked like, what parts it consisted of, but, it 
was equally closely connected to the actual process of making knowledge. The 
geographers stressed who had understood the world in a certain manner at the 
same time as they said that Africa, Asia and Europe were the Old World. It 
was the geographical authorities of antiquity who had understood the world to 
consist of these parts: the authors of old had known about the Old World. 

While the Swedish travel writers did not make this connection, a few of them 
did comment on how the area they travelled through was steeped in the history 
of Greek and Roman antiquity. One of the most illustrative examples of this is 
seen in a letter from Åkerhielm to her brother. In September 1686, Åkerhielm 
wrote from the seaport town of Nafplio in the eastern Peloponnese, Greece. 
Addressing her brother in third person, she encouraged him to

recall what he has read about the well-known Argos, the palace of 
Agamemnon, the plains of Palastro Clytemnestra, where we are presently 
anchored, and see before his eyes that about which so much has been 
written. And I, poor I, when I leave this place, will surely strive more to 
read about it.540

According to Greek mythology, as well as developed in later plays and works 
of art, King Agamemnon and his wife Clytemnestra held court at Mycenae, or 
Argos, not far from Nafplio. In Åkerhielm’s mind, then, the present-day bay of 
Nafplio was intimately bound up with events and places of antiquity. 

At another instance, Åkerhielm noted in her diary that her ship had sailed by 
the island ‘Cerigo’ (Kythira) where the goddess of love, ‘Venus’, supposedly was 
born.541 This comment is interesting for two reasons. First, it is a further example 
of how a traveller can fill places with cultural and historical significance, much 
like her comment to her brother about the well-known Argos. As pointed out 
by earlier research, the observations of travellers in the Age of Discovery – and 
probably those  of any and every other age for that matter – relied as much on 

540  ‘erindra sig hwad han har läst om dät nambnkundige Argos, Agamemnons slått, 
Palastro Clytemnestras slätt, där wij ligga nu, och se det för ögonen hwarom så mycket 
är skrifwit. Och lärer jag arma sedan, när jag kommer här ifrån, mehra beflita at läsa 
därom’. Letter from AÅ to SÅ, 3 Sept. 1686, published in Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, 
ed. Åkerhielm, p. 55. 

541  Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, pp. 56–7.
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prior learning as on the first hand experiences of travelling.542 Furthermore, the 
language Åkerhielm used is also telling. She sailed on a Venetian ship, and she 
used the Italian names for both the island and the goddess.543 This is a reminder 
of the embeddedness of travel accounts, both in the prior conceptions travellers 
had, and in the itineraries and specific situation of travel.

Åkerhielm’s references to Greek antiquity, much like Laurelius’s emphasis on 
the religious sites Oxenstierna had visited in and around Jerusalem, show how 
topography was bound up with ideas about history and religion. We have also 
seen that Kåhre referred as much to cities in his present-day world, as he gave 
the place names of antiquity. In these instances, the geographical descriptions 
are also tied into the use the authors intended their works to have. For Kåhre, 
mentioning places in Ancient Greece would presumably signal to the reader 
that he was educated. Likewise, Swebilius sweeping remark that Kåhre had 
travelled through the ‘prominent parts of the world’ was such an aggrandizing 
remark. The Ancients were thus present in at least some of the accounts of the 
eastern Mediterranean. However, the authority of antiquity was not tied to the 
conceptualization of the continents in this setting. Antiquity played a part in the 
making of knowledge in this setting, but not in explicit relation to the continents.

Local and entangled: Travelling from Norden
The previous chapter showed how the Swedish scholars worked with different 
definitions of who ‘we’ were. It is clear that a Nordic perspective was one relevant 
subject position for scholarly works on geography from seventeenth century 
Sweden. As a follow up on this discussion and as a point of comparison with 
the analysis of the continents, I have payed particular attention to Norden as 
a conceptual construct in the travel accounts discussed in this chapter. This 
discussion also helps to problematize the ways in which the Swedish accounts 
were local and at the same time entangled with international developments. 

Most of the time, the travel writers discussed in this chapter described 
themselves as Swedish or Christian, yet, at a handful of places, writers referred 
to Norden or ‘the Nordic’. In addition to locating themselves in the geographical 
area Europe, and within the borders of Christendom, some of them noted that 
they came from the north or from Norden.544 These instances were not many, 
yet they provide interesting examples of how perspective could play a part in 
conceptualization.

542  See, for example, Leos Müller, ‘”Vi kom för att hitta kristna och kryddor”’ in Hodacs & 
Karlsson, Från Karakorum till Siljan.

543  See also Letter from AÅ to SÅ, 18 Oct, 1689, Athens, published in Åkerhielm, Anna 
Åkerhielm, ed. Åkerhielm, p. 73.

544  Forss, ‘Den tillfälliga omvärlden’ in Ågren ed., Goda Exempel, pp. 83–86.
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To begin with, Åkerhielm referred to herself as being ‘Nordic’. In a letter 
to her brother, she described how she and her party had been approached by a 
group of Greeks as they were visiting Corinth together with the English consul 
of Athens. This event caused Åkerhielm to contemplate: ‘I do not know to 
whom it seemed more strange, to us seeing ourselves so far away in the world 
and at so famous a place, or them to see Nordic women on their beach’.545 When 
Åkerhielm spoke of ‘Nordic women’ in this manner she presumably intended to 
convey that Norden was a place far away and distinct from Greece. Åkerhielm 
uses the attribute Nordic to emphasise how foreign she and her companions were 
to this place. In her reference, ‘Nordic’ is a geographical designation, emphasising 
the distance of her home to the Mediterranean world.

In another tell-tale passage, Rålamb recounted a situation where the Swedish 
embassy was told that a large amount of birds that ‘usually move here towards the 
north from the orient’ had turned back in mid-flight.546 Rålamb here used the 
Swedish word for north (‘Nårr’) and the Latin for east (‘Orient’) to describe how 
the birds had flown. However, rather than being references to the North and the 
Orient as civilizations, this expression referred to the cardinal directions. This was 
primarily a reference to topography and climate, rather than society. 

In contrast, Rålamb tied specific attributes to these cardinal directions in 
the following sentence, noting that everyone else had been puzzled by seeing 
birds flying south in the spring, yet, ‘us Swedes well understood, that they had 
been met by some unusually cold air from Norden, which had made them turn 
around’.547 Here, being from the north was a condition which gave the Swedes a 
superior knowledge of the birds’ behaviour. This example shows the complexities 
of interpreting geographical terminology, but also the importance of paying 
attention to how words are applied in individual cases.

In another passage, Rålamb made a similar connection between being Swedish 
and understanding cold weather, albeit this time without any explicit reference 
to Norden. Rålamb described how a group of Ottomans who shared a lodge 
overnight with the Swedish party on the homeward journey tried to dissuade 
them from travelling the following morning because of the risk of a snowstorm. 
Rålamb commented that the other travellers ‘advised us from going out, because 
it was unbearably cold and snowy, we were very entertained by this because we 
are born and raised in the very winter land, with whose air no Turkish winter can 

545  ‘Jag weet intet för hwem det kom underligare, oss at see oss så widt i wärlden och wyd en 
så namnkunnig orth, eller dem at se nordijska quinfolk på sin strand’. Letter from AÅ 
to SÅ, 19 Sept. 1687, Isthmus of Corinth, published in Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm, ed. 
Åkerhielm, p. 70. Swedish ‘orth’ can be translated to either ‘place’ or ‘city. 

546  ‘pläga flytta hijtt Nårr åt ifrån Orient’ Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 188.
547  ‘Men wij Swänske understode nogsamt, at dem någon owan Kall lufft Norden ifrån hade 

bemött och dem omwändt’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, p. 188. Added emphasis.
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be compared’.548 Grand words as those may be, it turned out that the weather was 
too cold also for the Swedes and they suffered badly during the following days. 

Interestingly, through these two examples we gain insights into situations of 
knowledge exchange. In both cases, the opposition portrayed in the exchange 
is between the cold north and everywhere else. And, importantly, these are two 
examples where the identification of knowledge with one side of this binary plays 
a role in how Rålamb evaluates the knowledge itself. It is the fact that the Swedish 
know more about snow and winter that makes him – mistakenly – disregard the 
warnings from the Ottomans about the weather conditions on the road. In these 
examples, we can see the importance of categories in the making of knowledge. 
Apparently, Åkerhielm and Rålamb could clad their experiences in a Nordic 
garb, and in Rålamb’s case this clearly affected his actions and way of thinking. 
Moreover, these examples of ‘Nordic’ exceptionalism are useful reminders that 
more than one binary could be important in an account of a journey.

Conclusions
The purpose of the chapter has been to expand our understanding of what the 
continents meant in seventeenth century Swede by analysing how they were 
conceptualized in descriptions of journeys through the eastern Mediterranean. 
These travel accounts constituted instances of geographical knowledge making. 
The travel writers used the continents to organize their descriptions of the eastern 
Mediterranean lands and to orient readers in their narratives. The continents 
were clearly treated as spatial categories that an audience back home would 
recognize. The distinction between water and land put in relation to personal 
travel itineraries was a way of conceptualizing the continents. There was also a 
certain amount of flexibility. In this setting, the continents could refer both to 
large continents and parts of a city. 

However, the analysis demonstrates that it was not primarily the continents 
that the travel writers referred to when they wanted to emphasise a sense of 
cultural fidelity or foreignness. In contrast, Christendom was used as a spatial 
concept and was sometimes emotionally charged. Rather than mirroring the 
geographical frameworks of scholarly geography, the travel writers used these 
terms in ways that were tied to the specific setting they were in.

This chapter began with an exploration of what the making of geographical 
knowledge meant in relation to journeys through the eastern Mediterranean. In 
this investigation, several persons who were mentioned in the previous chapter 

548  ‘rådde oss ifrån at begifwa oss ut, effter der wore en odrägelig kiöld och yrwäder, hwilcket 
wij med löije uptoge, effter wij wore födde och uppfödde i sielfwa winterlandet, med 
hwilcketz lufft ingen Turckisk Winter kunde jämnföras’. Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer, 
p. 179.
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came back into view. For example, the influential Oxenstierna family and Per 
Brahe who functioned as a mecenat in both scholarly geography and travel 
writing. Moreover, where the last chapter analysed the contents of Åke Rålamb’s 
introduction to geography, this chapter has followed the travels of his father, 
Claes Rålamb. The individuals who wrote the travel accounts were not the ones 
who authored the scholarly works. However, it is clear that both groups of people 
were connected through professional and family ties. 

In light of these interconnected settings, it is especially interesting that the 
evidence of this chapter shows a pursuit of knowledge that, in important ways, 
was articulated differently than in the scholarly geography. The geographers of 
the previous chapter formulated knowledge about what the world looked like 
and what the continents were. They emphasised different elements in this process 
and this led them to different presentations of what the scheme of continents was. 
The travel writers of the present chapter formulated knowledge about geography, 
societies and about personal experiences, and they used the continents to do 
this. The continents were still parts of a process of making knowledge, but rather 
than describing what the continents were, the travel writers described with the 
continents, using references to the continents to make sense of other things. 

In the setting of travel writing, the continents could be included in the 
accounts, but they could also be left out. A few of the travel writers indeed did 
not use this vocabulary. Still, the majority of them did refer to one or several of 
the continents. Doing so, they explained the experiences of travelling with the 
help of a metageographic vocabulary. In the setting of instruction in geography 
at schools and universities, the definition and explanation of the continents were 
instead part of the main subject of the texts. Thus, the roles of the continents 
in these two settings were different. The evidence from both settings show that 
the continents were considered well-known terms. What is interesting is how 
the continents in the two settings function in somewhat different ways. The 
geography teaching material discussed in the previous chapter showed that the 
continents were basic building blocks in geography education, and the evidence 
of the present chapter add how references to the continents were used in what 
we might call a practical language application. The travel writers seldom or 
never paused to explain where or what the continents were. On the contrary, 
they used these words to locate other places or explain itineraries. This indicates 
that they expected their readers to be familiar with what these terms meant and 
that they felt they could to them to explain other phenomena. The fact that the 
travel writers used these words to orient readers and organize narratives of travel 
strengthens the results of the previous chapter. 

Generally, Africa, Asia and Europe referred to spatial entities, places and/or 
regions. Apart from a set of references to Europe, the continents were used to 
outline geography. In this, the expressions did not have obvious emotional biases. 
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This impression is strengthened when the use of the continents is compared to 
references to Christendom, which the travel writers used with more emphasis 
to make a distinction between Ottomans and Christians. Often, the names of 
the continents were not used with any attributes. The continents were used to 
refer to large expanses of land, but – with the exception of some references to 
Europe – not primarily to refer to social groups or cultural adherence. A further 
indication of the topographic but not ideological use of the continents in these 
sources is clear from what areas these terms described. There was some variation 
as to what geographical places the continents referred to, yet, this did not cause 
any discussions or signs of conflict in the accounts. Two parts of Istanbul and 
two parts of the Ottoman Empire were called ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ respectively. At 
the same time, an opposition between the Ottoman Empire and the Christian 
states is clearly present in the sources. In these instances, the travel writers did 
not conceptualize ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’ in terms of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The Ottomans 
could be ‘them’, but they were also present in Europe, and to Rålamb could even 
be called ‘Europeans’.

Parallel to this topographical use of the continents, ‘Europe’ was used in a 
different way. It seems that simultaneous to the topographically informed use of 
Europe, some travel writers referred to this word more to denote a society. We 
see here two parallel conceptualizations of one word. References that emphasised 
‘Europe’ as a society and references that referred to ‘Europe’ as a primarily spatial 
extension of land were closely entwined semantically, yet, these references were 
not synonymous. This difference in conceptualization of ‘Europe’ points both 
to the benefits and the limitations of studying the continents as a stable set of 
related concepts. On the one hand, focusing on the continents as a necessarily 
coherent scheme would have obscured the different application that ‘Europe’ 
had in travel writing. On the other hand, a study that focused only on ‘Europe’ 
would have missed how the primarily spatial conceptualization of Europe tied in 
with the use of the other continents. 

Denys Hay’s account of how ‘Christendom’ as a concept that lost its traction 
after the Reformation has long been influential. This narrative is nuanced by the 
evidence of how the term was used in the Swedish travel accounts describing 
journeys to the eastern Mediterranean in the seventeenth century. Here, 
‘Christendom’ was portrayed as including both Protestants and those faithful 
to Rome. Furthermore, the evidence of this analysis show that while ‘Europe’ 
and ‘Christendom’ by this time were used in, at times, interchangeable ways, 
they referred to different geographical regions. The south-eastern borders of 
‘Europe’ were most commonly placed at the coastlines of the Mediterranean, the 
Bosporus and the Black Sea. In contrast, the travel writers noted that they crossed 
the borders of ‘Christendom’ when traversing the Danube River much further 
north. Christendom was conceptualized in religious and spatial terms, but also 
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with connections to politics in that the religious affiliation of a sovereign played 
a part in whether an area was considered part of Christendom or not. 

Moreover, ‘Christendom’ was more consistently used with connotations to a 
social and cultural unity. This is seen in references to the customs and the society 
of ‘Christendom’, to the unity of ‘Christendom’ against the Ottomans or those of 
other religions more generally, and moreover, in emotionally charged references 
depicting ‘Christendom’ as a home and an ideal. In relation to this, the concept 
sacred geography, as developed by Zur Shalev, pinpoints how religion functioned 
as an underlying theme with which the travellers interpreted experiences and 
places they visited. This could sometimes be a confessional geography – as 
discussed by Tony Claydon – but it could also be a cross-confessional spatial 
and religious orientation. In relation to the Mediterranean, and primarily to the 
Ottoman, world, religion continued to be a significant factor throughout the 
seventeenth century. 

The previous chapter highlighted how waters such as the Mediterranean and 
the Bosporus were important in marking distinctions between the continents in 
summary descriptions of what the world looked like. The evidence of how these 
terms were used in travel accounts complements this. The continents were often 
used in relation to the crossings of waterways. To begin with, this probably has to 
with the fact that the continents often, albeit not always, were used to orient the 
reader of a travel account, specifying a place or itinerary. There are some examples 
where the continents were used in descriptions of crossings but where the borders 
between them were unclear. In these cases, references to the continents did not 
serve to orient a reader in any concrete way, but they could still mark a passage 
from one place to another. Moreover, ‘Christendom’ was used in a similar way 
to the use of the continents when it marked crossings of the Danube and of 
travelling on the Mediterranean Sea. The evidence of this chapter suggests that 
the act of crossing water had concrete, topographical and symbolic significance 
when traversing boundaries.

Knowledge making and conceptualization were processes that fused in shaping 
the travellers’ expectations, and in processing and presenting their experiences – 
both as they occurred, as well as long afterwards. From time to time, the travel 
writers presented geographical information in relation to the continents as spatial 
categories. Reversely, in the case of Rålamb’s observation about the wolf, the 
conceptualization of what ‘Europe’ was made him categorize the wolf as non-
European. In contrast, the Ottomans could be portrayed as European when 
‘Europe’ was understood as a primarily spatial category. 

The continents were part of how these writers made sense of journeys to the 
eastern Mediterranean, but they were not the only categories used. As noted 
already, ‘Christendom’ was important. There are also a small number of examples 
of how travellers interpreted their experiences in relation to belonging to ‘the 
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north’. When we look not only at the journeys themselves but extrapolate, it 
is apparent that the categorizations of conceptualization were fluid. Rålamb 
saw dichotomies, oppositions and imagined an ‘Other’. The knowledge he had 
gained through his travels was framed both in terms of such oppositions, yet, 
over time, dichotomies became incorporated into the familiar. This is a reminder 
that binary categories can function as tools for the researcher, but they are seldom 
stable. Furthermore, while the travel writers did conceptualize some of their 
experiences in terms of clashing antagonists, generally, it was not the continents 
that clashed.

One of the most important themes in the geographical education material 
was the distinction between an old and a New World.  However, this theme 
was hardly present in how the travel writers describing journeys to the eastern 
Mediterranean made sense of the continents. They did refer to the authorities of 
classical antiquity, but they did not frame these discussions as being about an Old 
World. One possible exception to this is seen in Swebilius’ reference to Europe, 
Africa and Asia as the ‘principal parts of the world’. Nevertheless, the absence of 
this theme from almost all of sources on journeys to the eastern Mediterranean 
makes it clear that it was not dominant. Nor was the idea of unknown geography 
important in this setting. We have seen that Kling left a blank space in his account 
of an excursion on the Bosporus, but this was a minor piece of information. 
None of the entities discussed here were described as ‘discovered’ or as ‘known’ 
or yet ‘unknown’. 

Should we conclude from this that the old, the new and the unknown worlds 
constituted an important theme exclusively in scholarly conceptualizations, or 
were there other settings where this theme was important? One insight from this 
chapter has been the importance of itineraries for a travel writers’ conceptualizations 
of geography. If the old and the New World were not dominant themes in the 
descriptions of the geography of the eastern Mediterranean, they might still have 
been significant in the descriptions of travel to other parts of the world. In the 
scholarly material on world geography, these themes were most closely associated 
with America and the polar regions. The next chapter turns attention to what 
happened with the old, the new and the unknown in the setting of travels to this 
region.
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5. The continents in accounts of journeys to 
New Sweden

The surveyor and military engineer Per Lindeström put the final touches to his 
Geographia Americae on 8 December, 1691. By this time, Lindeström was an old 
man, and a sick man at that. Not much was left of the energy he had commanded 
in his youth, when in 1654 he had travelled on board the ship Örnen (The Eagle) 
to the Swedish colony New Sweden. Lindeström had been sent to produce a 
cartographical survey of the colony and to plan new fortifications. He had made 
the maps and planned the fortifications, yet the colony was nevertheless overtaken 
by its Dutch neighbours only the year after, in 1655, and Lindeström was forced 
to return home together with the rest of the Swedish colonial administration.549 
Many years later, Lindeström fell ill and as he lay confined to his bed he looked 
back to the journey of his youth. He decided to compile a description of his time 
in New Sweden, and to give it the title Geographia Americae. He hoped that the 
text, maps and sketches would further knowledge about geography and please 
his readers. He especially wanted to attract the attention of the king and crown 
prince to whom he dedicated his work and whose economic support he hoped 
for.550 

Moreover, Lindeström’s account brings together pieces of knowledge and 
personal experiences and presents them as the ‘geography of America’. He stressed 

549  The short history of New Sweden (1638–1655) has received much attention from 
scholars in a range of fields. Johnson’s 1911 two volume The Swedish settlements on the 
Delaware River is still an invaluable starting point and reference work. Dahlgren & 
Norman provide a useful overview of the history of the colony. In recent years, Fur’s 
work on the Swedish relations with their Native American neighbours stand out, as does 
the archaeological work by Naum & Nordin. See Magdalena Naum & Jonas M. Nordin 
eds. , Scandinavian colonialism and the rise of modernity: Small time agents in a global 
arena (New York, 2013); Fur, Colonialism in the margins; Dahlgren & Norman, The Rise 
and fall of New Sweden; Johnson, The Swedish settlements on the Delaware, 1638–1664, 
vols. 1 –2. 

550  Per Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 153r; Lindeström GA Åberg, p. 13. Two versions of 
Geographia Americae exist. The older copy has been largely overlooked in research on 
New Sweden. It is kept at Värnermuseet in Lidköping, as a loan from the high school 
De la Gardiegymnasiet. The more well-known copy is most likely a rewritten version. It 
is kept at the National Archives (RA) and was published by Alf Åberg in 1962. I refer in 
the footnotes to the Lidköping copy as GA Lidköping + page (note that there are more 
than one series of pagination in GA Lidköping), and the copy at the National Archives as 
GA Åberg + page. See also Dahlgren & Norman, The Rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 40.



180       5. The continents in accounts of journeys to New Sweden

how ‘the wise and erudite men write and teach’ that knowledge of geography was 
crucial for an understanding of history.551 Similar to the travel accounts describing 
journeys through the eastern Mediterranean, Lindeström used metageography to 
describe his journey and the places that he passed through. Lindeström, like 
other travel writers, expected that his account would be of the highest interest. 
Nevertheless, he motivated this in a somewhat different way from what we have 
seen so far. Lindeström told his readers how, already upon his return from New 
Sweden, the authorities had indicated to him that:

because one does not find from any world cosmography, nor from the 
terrestrial globe,552 that knowledge or information about the outermost 
part of America, which they learnt from me, who have been there not 
so long ago and these things closely observed, /…/ [they wished] that I 
should not let such knowledge die with me but publish, because many its 
lover could thereby get his satisfaction and entertainment.553

Where travellers such as Bengt Oxenstierna had wanted to travel so as to confirm 
what they had read in the old authors and heard from others, Lindeström claimed 
to supply new information through his travels where none had existed before. He 
motivated the need for his account on the grounds that the existing cosmographies 
and globes lacked the information he could provide about that ‘outermost part of 
America’. In this statement, we encounter a process of knowledge making in the 
setting of newly explored lands that works as a counterpoint to erudite geography 
and the travel accounts describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean. 

Lindeström’s motivation for his study shows that there is a need to probe 
the relationship between settings of knowledge making and conceptualization 
further. The previous chapter supplied a contrast to early modern scholarly works 
on geography. The present chapter functions as a way to further investigate 
conceptualization in early modern knowledge making outside of the scholarly 
setting. The travel accounts that described journeys to New Sweden, and more 
broadly to a region called ‘America’, constitute a contrast to travel writing in the 
eastern Mediterranean in that they investigate the relationship between itinerary 

551  ‘som de vise och lärde män skriva och lära’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 13; Lindeström, 
GA Lidköping, fol. 154r.

552  This refers to the model rather than the actual globe.
553  ‘emedan man ej befinner av någon Cosmographiam mundi, ej heller ex Globo Terrestri 

någon kunskap eller vetenskap om den yttersta delen in America, som de erfarit av mig, 
som där ej så länge sedan varit haver samt accurat och noga sådant observerat, och att jag 
en sådan kunskap med mig ej skulle låta bortdö utan publicera låta, som mången dess 
liehaber kunde därav åtnjuta sin satisfaction och nöje’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 16; GA 
Lidköping, fol. 156r. The Lidköping copy enumerates the names of the noblemen who 
Lindeström claims urged him to write down his experiences, the National Archives copy 
refers to them as a group.
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and language use from a different angle, and offer an opportunity to examine 
what became of the idea of a New World in this setting. 

The numerous accounts that remain of journeys to New Sweden belong to 
the same broadly defined genre of travel writing as those discussed in the previous 
chapter. The accounts in both settings presented geographical knowledge through 
the narrative of an individual’s experiences, and the social functions of the 
travel accounts made in both settings bore similarities. Similar to Lindeström’s 
travel account Geographia Americae, the narrative of, for instance, Kiöping was 
intended to both inform and entertain readers, and to exalt the author. At the 
same time, itinerary was an important factor in describing journeys through 
the eastern Mediterranean. Was this true also in the setting of New Sweden? 
From Lindeström’s comment, a reader senses that the itinerary of travelling to a 
relatively (from a Swedish perspective) unknown part of the world intertwined 
with how he presented his account and how he conceptualized the world. In the 
case of New Sweden, the categories of classical scholarship were combined with 
personal experiences and new information, as well as a lack of information. 

The purpose of this chapter is to further contribute to an understanding of 
what the continents meant in seventeenth century Sweden, by analysing how 
the they were conceptualized in relation to travel accounts of the Swedish colony 
New Sweden. Similar to the two previous chapters, this case study focuses 
on conceptualization in the situated process of making knowledge. I analyse 
this process to answer the question: How did travellers and their biographers 
in seventeenth-century Sweden conceptualize the continents to present the 
knowledge and experiences of journeying to New Sweden?

The source material
The central source material consists of thirteen individual manuscript accounts 
and journals, two published accounts, around twenty-six letters and petitions, as 
well as fifteen maps and sketches and one ballad.554 This material was made by 
more than thirty individuals in relation to journeys to New Sweden.555 Much like 
the travel accounts describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean, the sources 

554  The maps and sketches are part of textual descriptions. See, Per Lindeström, En Kort 
Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges situation ok beskaffenhet (1). KB Rål. Fol. 
201; Lindeström, GA Åberg; Lindeström, GA Lidköping; Johannes Campanius, Lutheri 
Catechismus, öfwersatt på american-virginiske språket. Vocabularium barbaro-virgineorum, 
ed. Thomas Campanius Holm (Stockholm, 1696); Thomas Campanius Holm, Kort 
beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige uti America (Stockholm, 1702).

555  This is an approximate number. Several of the petitions as well as the letter from the 
Swedish congregation in Pennsylvania were signed by multiple people. Moreover, copiers 
and, in some cases, editors were also involved in the production of these documents.
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range in length from a few pages of text to several hundred pages. Appendix 3 
summarizes the central source material.556 

The case of New Sweden provides many opportunities for comparing accounts 
between sources, partly because they all relate to the same place and partly because 
several were copied over time. For instance, while Lindeström made some maps 
during or directly after his stay in the colony, he made other maps later and 
included these in his travel account Geographia Americae.557 At the turn of the 
eighteenth century, the armchair traveller Thomas Campanius Holm published 
maps building on Lindeström’s work. The maps portray the same region and 
are accounts of Lindeström’s journey there, but they do so with a difference in 
distance to the actual journey. Campanius Holm’s book furthermore offers an 
opportunity to compare the sources in several different versions, because he edited 
accounts from the colony which also exist in manuscript form.558 Of Lindeström’s 
longest account, Geographia Americae, two manuscript copies remain. These were 
composed between circa 1679 and 1691, and their contents differ in significant 
ways. While the later copy has been published and translated, the older copy has 
received scant attention.559 In the present study, the two versions are analysed and 
compared with each other and with other accounts. This is of interest both to the 
history of New Sweden, but also more broadly for research on how knowledge 
was made and how it gradually changed in the early modern world.

When defining the setting of knowledge making, I have, as in the case of 
the eastern Mediterranean, looked at the travellers and their biographies, and 
to earlier research on travel writing and geography in this setting. There is also 
a wealth of material concerning the colony that is not directly related to the 
perspective of a traveller, which I have used for characterizing the setting. For 
example, the governors received instructions from Swedish authorities about 
how to administrate the colony, and individuals in Sweden, among others count 
Per Brahe, took a personal interest in the colonial venture and corresponded with 
the governors. 560 

556  Several accounts and letters have been published in the twentieth century and some 
also translated to English. I have looked at the published versions and surveyed the 
corresponding manuscript at KB, RA, ULA and UUB. In cases where the use of words is 
important for the analysis, I have compared the modern editions with the manuscripts. 
In addition, I have analysed the unpublished archival material.

557  See figures 15, 16 and 17 for three of Lindeström’s maps. Lindeström made several 
different textual accounts, see appendix 3.

558  See Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige.
559  See footnote 550 above. 
560  These letters are primarily found at the National Archives in Stockholm (RA). See 

Handel och sjöfart, RA. Some letters have been published in the works of nineteenth- 
and twenthieth-century historians. See Johnson, The instruction for Johan Printz, 
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Between the Old World and the New
The European westward voyages in the early modern period make up an extensive 
field of academic interest. In this context, the Swedish case provides an interesting 
complement to studies of the burgeoning seafaring nations of Western Europe. 
The colony New Sweden was located on the banks of the Delaware River. The 
settlement was spread out primarily on the western banks of the river, just 
south of the Dutch settlement New Netherlands and with the English colony 
Virginia to the south-west. Today, this area is located in the US east-coast states 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Maryland and Delaware. The colony centred on 
present-day Wilmington in Delaware. Figure 15 shows Lindeström’s depiction of 
the neighbouring colonies, and Figures 16 and 17 New Sweden and the Delaware 
River. Apart from the Dutch and English colonies, the area was inhabited by 
two main groups of Native Americans, the Lenni Lenape who belong to the 
Algonquian language group and the Iroquoian-speaking Susquehannocks (called 
‘Minquas’ by the Swedish colonists). The Lenape controlled the lands along the 
Delaware, while the Susquehannocks were important contacts as both producers 
of fur and brokers for trade with groups further inland.561 

Sweden was not one of the great colonial powers of early modern Europe. It 
was, however, a nation with ambitions and, for the better part of the seventeenth 
century, one of the most important military and political forces in northern 
Europe. A colonial outpost in the New World and the prospect of trade with 
valuable and exotic goods appealed to its political and cultural elite. Some 
scholars have seen the Swedish trading companies of the seventeenth century 
as in effect outposts of Dutch mercantile interests. Research in the last decades 
has, however, come to emphasise that for a period there were forces in Sweden 
that were willing to invest money and time in a colonial venture.562 The resulting 
settlement was under the control of Swedish authorities for 17 years, between 
1638 and 1655, before the Swedes were ousted by Dutch rivals in neighbouring 
New Netherlands. The Dutch in turn lost the colony in 1664 when it came under 
the rule of English authorities. The former Swedish colony and its remaining 

Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, 2 vols.; Carl K. Sprinchorn, Kolonien 
Nya Sveriges historia (Stockholm, 1878).

561  For an overview of relations between the Swedes and the Lenape and Susquehannocks see 
Fur, Colonialism in the margins.

562  Dahlgren and Norman describe the founding of Swedish trading companies as evolving 
‘gradually’. The first attempts were made in the 1620s, but it was only fifteen years later 
that an effective organization was set up in cooperation between Dutch and Swedish 
initiative and investments. See Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 
4. For comparison, see Nováky’s study of the Swedish Africa Company. This company 
had similar origins and trajectory to the New Sweden company, see György Nováky, 
Handelskompanier och kompanihandel: svenska Afrikakompaniet 1649–1663, en studie i 
feodal handel (Uppsala, 1990), particularly chapter 3. 
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Swedish and Finnish speaking settlers were incorporated into the area allotted 
to William Penn in 1681 and became part of the British colony Pennsylvania.563 

By all accounts, then, New Sweden quickly became a failed colonial venture. 
Unlike, for example, England or France, early modern Sweden did not become 
a global empire. This makes Sweden and interesting case to study in relation to, 
for example, the history of the early English colonial period in America.564 By 
focusing on a marginal player, new light can be shed on the history of established 
colonial powers. Where earlier research has connected ideas about the geography 
of the world to the emergence of empires, the present study contributes with a 
case study where the ambitions were present, but the results differed.565

While the present study examines the conceptual world of the colonizers, 
this inevitably touches on the lives of Native Americans as well. The people 
living in America prior to 1492 suffered dire consequences of the voyages of 
exploration of their eastern neighbours. Societies were decimated due to low 
resistance to hitherto unknown viruses, and as a direct result of the actions of 
European traders and colonisers. Gunlög Fur has scrutinized the relationship 
between the Swedish state, New Sweden and the Lenape and Susquehannocks 
who were the main Native American groups that the Swedes interacted with. Fur 
emphasises the Native American agency in these interactions, and the fact that 
at the middle of the seventeenth century, European colonizers in the region were 
still to a large extent dependant on Lenape and Susquehannocks goodwill and 
expertise to survive.566 As stressed by New Historicist approaches to history and 
literature, encounters between colonizers and colonized are difficult to decode.567 
The Swedish travellers interpreted what they saw of Lenape and Susquehannocks 
societies using the categories they were familiar with from before. Still, it is an 
ambition of this study to situate the accounts not only in Sweden, but also 
in relation to the itineraries and experiences of the travellers in New Sweden. 
Although fraught with difficulties, it is relevant here to consider how interactions 

563  Holme’s survey map of Pennsylvania, made on William Penn’s orders, show the new 
settle-ments as well as some Swedish, Dutch and Lenni Lenape place names. See Thomas 
Holme, A mapp of ye improved part of Pensilvania in America (London, [ca. 1687]).

564  For other works that have used the Swedish case similarly, see Fur, Colonialism in the 
margins, p. 14; Hellman, Navigating the foreign quarters, pp. 29–30; Games points out 
the merits of comparative approaches to colonial history, and especially in the setting 
of the Atlantic. See Alison Games, ‘Atlantic History: Definitions, Challenges, and 
opportunities’ American Historical Review (June 2006), pp. 741–757, p. 744. 

565  For studies which have connected worldviews and empire, see Cormack, Charting an 
empire; David Armitage, The ideological origins of the British Empire (Cambridge, 2000).

566  For example, Fur, Colonialism in the margin, pp. 136, 165. 
567  See Greenblatt, Marvelous possessions; Stuart B. Schwartz, ed., Implicit Understanding: 

observing, reporting, and reflecting on the encounters between Europeans and other peoples in 
the early modern era (Cambridge, 1994).
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with the Lenape and Susquehannocks played a part in knowledge making and 
how these processes were a part in the conceptualization of the continents. 

As discussed in chapter 3, contradictory views have been put forward in 
earlier research with regards to how early modern Europeans understood the 
discovery of land across the Atlantic. On the one hand, the discovery of America 
has traditionally been seen as a radical rupture, as an event that profoundly 
changed European ways of thinking about the world and their place in it. On 
the other hand, as discussed in previous chapters, modern scholarship has argued 
that this discovery was less world changing than is often assumed, partly because 
Europeans continued to use already established categories of understanding 
when making sense of the new. Earlier research has also pointed out that the 
conceptualization of ‘America’ as the fourth continent was not a foregone 
conclusion in 1492.568 Columbus died wrongly believing he had travelled to Asia, 
and, as seen in chapter 3, it was only gradually that America came to be defined 
as a separate continent. 

There are varying ideas about how long this process of ‘invention’ was productive 
in the shaping of European worldviews. Through a survey of representations of 
the continents in art, Clare Le Corbeiller suggests that this theme went from being 
of very active interest in the sixteenth century to becoming ‘transfigured into the 
passive dream of Arcadia’ by the eighteenth century.569 The study of the Swedish 
geography education in chapter 3 instead indicated that America continued to be 
understood in terms of ‘newness’ and ‘discovery’. America was no longer viewed 
in the shock of discovery in the seventeenth century, but ‘discovery’ still remained 
an important narrative theme. This theme served as a dynamic function in 
shaping a wider understanding of the scheme of continents, at least throughout 
the seventeenth century. At the same time, it was not an important theme in 
relation to travels in the eastern Mediterranean world, as seen in chapter 4. In 
that setting it was instead religious and political geography that most forcefully 
set the frames for how travellers conceptualized geography in relation to their 
journeys. This shows that there were differences in conceptualization between 
contexts. The present chapter continues the investigation by paying particular 
attention to what happened with the division of old and new continents in 
relation to journeys to New Sweden. 

Research questions and outline of chapter
To reiterate, this chapter asks: How did travellers and their biographers in 
seventeenth-century Sweden conceptualize the continents to present the 
knowledge and experiences of journeying to New Sweden? To answer this 

568  See Davies, ‘America and Amerindians’.
569  Le Corbeiller, ‘Miss America and Her Sisters’, p. 219.
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question, the structure of the chapter follows closely that of the previous chapter. 
I begin by examining the factors that set the boundaries of knowledge making for 
early modern Swedish travel accounts about New Sweden and America. Again, I 
approach this issue with a focus on what practices governed the journeys and the 
documentation of them, and with a particular attention to the people involved 
in these endeavours. These issues are discussed in relation to the results of the 
preceding chapters.

•	 What practices with relevance for the making of geographical knowledge 
structured the Swedish seventeenth century travel accounts describing journeys 
to New Sweden?

•	 Who were the persons involved in travelling, writing and editing the accounts?

Following the chapter’s first section which discusses practices relevant to 
geographical knowledge making, the analysis turns to identify what words the 
authors and mapmakers used in their descriptions of New Sweden and their 
journeys. In this, I have formulated a broad question of what geographical 
regions the travellers and their biographers referred to in their descriptions. The 
broad scope of inquiry allows me to identify expressions that were used together 
or interchangeably with Africa, America, Asia and Europe. While the last chapter 
gave particular attention to the concept ‘Christendom’, this is not a term that 
appeared with any frequency in the material relating to New Sweden. However, 
‘West India’ was used parallel to America and I examine the significance of this 
term in the analysis.

The next question specifically addresses the notion that meaning is made in 
application. Similar to the previous chapter, I build on Skinner’s speech act theory 
to discuss the sense and reference of these words and the intentions with which 
they were used. The following question addresses more directly what themes were 
central for how the continents were used in accounts of New Sweden.

• What geographical regions did the travellers and their biographers mention in 
their descriptions of New Sweden and ‘America’?

• With what sense and reference, and with what intentions, did they refer to 
Africa, America, Asia, Europe and associated concepts?

• What themes were important in how the travellers and their biographers used 
these words in describing New Sweden and ‘America’? 

The final question returns to the issue of how the Swedish material connects 
to works from other places, and to what ‘the north’ meant in the accounts. 
Building on the analysis of the two previous chapters, I focus here on the roles 
the ‘Nordic’ and ‘the north’ played in accounts to New Sweden.
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• How do the conceptualizations of the continents in Swedish scholarship relate 
to international trends of early modern geographical knowledge making?

As in the previous two chapters, the structure of the chapter follows the outlined 
questions. The first two questions – which relate to the practices and practitioners 
of writing about journeys to New Sweden – are discussed first. Subsequently, I 
treat the vocabulary, the uses of these words and the themes that were central 
in the process of conceptualization. It is my hope that this recurring structure 
facilitates comparison between the three case studies.

The practices of travel and knowledge making 
In his reports from New Sweden written in the year 1643, the governor Johan 
Printz wrote that he was worried about the surrounding settlements of Dutch 
and English colonizers who wanted to take over the Swedish settlements, as well 
as concern about the Lenape populations living nearby and the Susquehannocks 
which the Swedes traded with.570 Adding a touch of melodrama, Printz wrote the 
next year again to the administration in Stockholm, complaining that ‘I look at 
myself at least 100 times a day in this mirror, God knows with what doubts, for 
I sit here alone and [there are] hardly 30 men, of all that are here, upon whom I 
can rely in such cases’.571 Printz appealed to the Swedish authorities to prioritize 
a mapping of the colony in response to his security concerns. He claimed that it 
was ‘of greatest importance’ to map and to fortify the colony if the state wanted 
to protect its possessions.572 This appeal did not fall on deaf ears. One of the first 
tasks prioritized by Printz’s successor Johan Risingh when he arrived to New 
Sweden in the early summer of 1654 was to order a survey and mapping of the 
colony so that he could send it back immediately with the ship returning to 
Sweden.573 A Dutchman named Andries Hudde assisted in this mapping of the 

570  Johan Printz, ‘Printz to Brahe, April 12, 1643’ in ed. Amandus Johnson, The instruction 
for Johan Printz, Governor of New Sweden (Philadelphia, 1930), pp. 149–52, p. 150.

571  ‘Jagh seer migh fulla i denna spegelen 100 reesor om dagen, Gudh weett medh hwadh 
betänchiande, ty iagh sitter här allena, och näpeligen 30 kerler, vtaff alle de här ähro, som 
iagh migh vthi sådana fall på förlåta kan’. Johan Printz, ‘Relation till dätt höghloflige 
West Indische Compan: vthi gambla Sverige…’ in Clas Odhner ed., Kolonien Nya 
Sveriges grundläggning 1637-1642 (Stockholm, 1877), pp. 27–36, p. 31. English text in 
Johan Printz, ‘Relation to the Noble West India Company in Old Sweden, despatched 
from New Sweden on June 11, Anno 1644’ in Amandus Johnson ed., The instruction for 
Johan Printz, Governor of New Sweden (Philadelphia, 1930), pp. 105–126, pp. 113–14; 

572  Lindeström explains that he was sent to New Sweden as an answer to Printz’s appeal. 
Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 30r. 

573  Letter from Johan Risingh to the National Board of Trade, 13 July 1654. RA, Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 194, 7; For published versions, see Johan Risingh, ‘Johan Risings 
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colony.574 Lindeström also planned fortifications for Fort Christina and mapped 
surrounding settlements.575 The project of mapping New Sweden provides an 
entry point to a discussion regarding the practices through which knowledge was 
made and presented in this setting. 

To begin with, the mapping of New Sweden highlights the close connection 
between, on the one hand, textual and cartographic accounts made by travellers 
to New Sweden and, on the other, Swedish state interests. Lindeström was sent 
to New Sweden to map the colony in an attempt to control the area, to ease 
settlement by plotting land for prospective settlers and to provide information 
to the authorities back in Sweden. His maps of New Sweden, as well as the 
travel accounts in general, need to be interpreted in relation to an ambition from 
the Swedish state to map its territories and land it was seeking to control.576 
More clearly than in the travel accounts discussed in the previous chapter – 
partly excluding the diplomatic reports – the accounts made in relation to New 
Sweden directly related to the Swedish state’s ambitions and material resources. 
While individual travellers could have been motivated to undertake the journey 
for solely personal reasons, they inevitably came to relate to the framework of 
the colonial enterprise. Moreover, a significant number of the accounts were 
addressed directly to Swedish authorities.577 Of principal interest are the reports 
of Governors Printz (1643–53) and Risingh (1654–5) who were governors during 
the thriving and declining periods of the colony’s history. The people writing 
about journeys to the eastern Mediterranean also related to state and crown, and 
especially so the diplomats giving their official reports. Generally, however, the 
state as a framework is more visible in the accounts written in relation to New 
Sweden. This is true for the documents made during the actual period of Swedish 
colonial rule, but also for the reports of a group of clergymen who stayed in the 
area towards the end of the century.

Relation’ in Carl K. Sprinchorn, Kolonien Nya Sveriges historia (Stockholm, 1878), pp. 
92–101; and English text in Johan Risingh, ‘Governor Risingh’s report’ in Albert Cook 
Myers ed., Narratives of Early Pennsylvania, West New Jersey and Delaware, 1630–1707 
(New York, 1912), pp. 136–151; See also Johnson, The Swedish settlement on the 
Delaware, vol. 2, p. 517–19. 

574  Johnson discusses the relationship between Hudde and Printz in some detail. See 
Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, vol. 1, pp. 408–434. 

575  See Lindeström’s plans of the fortification in GA Lindeström and GA Åberg. An earlier 
plan is also kept at RA, reproduced in Dahlgren and Norman, The rise and fall, p. 168. 

576  For this argument, see Charlotta Forss, ‘Kartläggningen av kolonin Nya Sverige’ Kart 
& Bildteknik, nr 2 (2016), pp. 12–15. On the early modern Swedish state’s ambition 
to map its territories, see further Höglund, Kampen om fredsmilen; Gussarsson Wijk, 
Höglund & Lundström, Med kartan i fokus.

577  Mainly to the National Board of Trade, and to the chancellors Axel Oxenstierna (until 
his death in 1654) and Erik Oxenstierna. 
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A second way in which the issue of mapping is illustrative is how it draws 
attention to a concern that numerous actors expressed about the Swedish claims 
on the colony. Printz’s demand that New Sweden needed mapping indicates an 
awareness of the power of making maps. The argument went that mapping the 
Delaware River would make the position of the Swedish colony more secure. 
Apparently, the actors involved saw mapping as a means of state control over 
territory. At the same time, this comment tells us that there was a concern that 
the Swedish claims on the land were not sufficiently strong. Indeed, this was 
an issue that the governors struggled with throughout the period of Swedish 
rule (and with reason, as it turned out in 1655 when they lost the colony). 
Interestingly, as we will see, the delineation of the continents in this setting was 
closely interlinked with this issue.578 

Third, and in close relation to the issues already named, Printz’s frustration 
reflects the difficulties of maintaining communications between Sweden and the 
colony and how these places were perceived as being far away from each other. 
A significant factor for the travel accounts describing journeys to New Sweden 
was the long distance between Sweden and New Sweden, and the fact that the 
journey was dangerous. The journey from Sweden to New Sweden took several 
months and was a passage full of hardships.579 All of the twelve580 Swedish ships 
that set sail to New Sweden in the period 1638–55 used the same route, following 
the Atlantic winds. After leaving the west coast harbour of Gothenburg, where 
they had stocked up with supplies and personnel, they headed west and then 
south along the east coast of the British Isles. After passing through the English 
Channel they sailed south, heading for the Canary Islands. Having passed these 
islands, they set a course due west and reached the Caribbean Islands after 
crossing the Atlantic. From here, they sailed north, heading for the mouth of 
the Delaware River.581 The clergymen who travelled to the Delaware River in the 
1690s sailed first to London, and from there journeyed with English ships using 
a more northerly route. 

Another significant issue that actors had to grapple with in the making 
of knowledge about New Sweden and America was the access to reliable 
information. As Risingh had just arrived when he ordered the first maps to be 
made of the colony, the task of mapping the Delaware River and the surrounding 

578  For the clergymen who travelled to the remaining Swedish congregations towards the 
end of the century, the issue of controlling the Delaware River was not relevant in the 
same way. Thus, there is a shift in the framework over time which provides a ground for 
comparison. 

579  Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 82. See also the discussion 
below, on page 231–5.

580  Two of the twelve ships never reached New Sweden.
581  Dahlgren & Norman describes the crossing. See Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of 

New Sweden, pp. 82–4.
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land must have been a challenge even with the help of the Dutch Hudde. The 
military engineer and mapmaker Lindeström had arrived together with Risingh, 
so neither he would have been well acquainted with the area yet. However, it 
transpires from Risingh’s journal that they had further assistance to conduct the 
survey. Risingh writes that during a couple of days:

I travelled with three men on a yacht down towards Bahien, or the water 
by the inlet,582 to inspect the characteristics of the river and make a 
correct map of it; Peter Lindeström also went along as engineer…I also 
travelled with the same yacht…up the river all the way to the falls with 
some men who knew that area well, with the intent to map the whole 
River through. I was told by a sachem, Huingarackan by name (who 
lived a short distance from the falls), that this river continues ten of their 
daytrips further up, in the land of the Minquas [Susquehannocks], where 
it begins as several springs…583

From this passage, we learn that Risingh relied on different people to gather 
information about the lay of the land. Significantly, this included not only 
the Hudde and Swedish colonists, but the Lenape chief Huingarackan. The 
information Huingarackan provided was also coded in categories relevant to 
him: instead of giving distance in miles, Huingarackan described the flow of the 
river in term of how long it would take for the Lenape to travel it.

Lindeström’s maps and his textual account of the river further indicate how 
Native American knowledge was incorporated in the descriptions. Figure 16 
shows one of his earlier maps. This map – and the detailed textual description 
with which it is bound today – probably constitute the excerpts for a larger map 
that Lindeström presented to the Swedish authorities upon his return from New 

582  Risingh uses the English term ‘bay’ and explains it by noting that it was the water 
by the inlet of the river. Note that this translation builds on Dahlgren and Norman’s 
hypothesis that Risingh misspelled the Swedish word ‘fjärden’ (a stretch of water), 
because the manuscript says ‘fjällen’ (mountains). Whether this is correct or not does not 
significantly change the meaning of the passage for the present analysis. See Dahlgren & 
Norman, The Rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 234, footnote 112.

583  ‘Reste jag med 3 män på ett Jaktskepp neder åt Bahijen eller fjällen vid inloppet till att 
bese Rivierets lägenhet, och taga därav en rätt Charta, var och Petter Lindström med, 
såsom Ingenieur…Jag reste sedan samma Jakten…uppåt Rivieret med någre män som 
däruppe kunniga voro, allt upp till fallet, således till att avrita hela Rivieret igenom, och 
förnam jag av en Sackiman Huingarackan benämnd (som där från fallet ett stycke bode), 
att detta fallet sträcker sig 10 deras dagresor uppåt, uti Minquese Land, där de begyntes 
av åtskillige källor…’. Johan Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse om Resan till Nya Sverige uti 
America’ in eds. Stellan Dahlgren & Hans Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden 
(Uppsala, 1988), p. 234. English and Swedish parallel texts. The translations used here 
are based on Dahlgren and Norman’s, with minor adjustments. 
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Figure 16. Per Lindeström’s map of the Delaware River, including 
numerous Lenni Lenape place names. Per Lindeström, En Kort 
Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges situation ok beska enhet 
(1). Royal Library (KB) Rål. Fol. 201. Royal Library, Stockholm.
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Figure 17. Per 
Lindeström, ‘Nova 
Svecia’ in Thomas 
Campanius Holm, 
Kort beskrifning 
om Provincien Nya 
Swerige (Stockholm, 
1702). Lund 
University Library, 
Lund.
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Sweden.584 The larger map was displayed at the Stockholm castle until it was 
destroyed by the fire that devastated most of the castle in 1697.585 The top of the 
map shows the inlet of the Delaware River, mentioned by Risingh in his journal. 
After this follows an assortment of places located on either side of the river. Some 
of these places have Dutch names, such as ‘Blommers Kijl’586, and some Swedish 
names, for example ‘Lillefallsudden’587 and ‘Mordare Kijl’.588 Yet, most places 
Lindeström marked have Algonquin names, such as the creek ‘Naamans Kijl’ 
and an area on the southside of the river called ‘Ackan Manangåhå’.589 Some 
places were also supplied with informative comments, like the creek ‘Åleskins Kil’ 
that is described as a ‘Lenape hunting place’.590 Lindeström’s textual description 
mirrors this practice of giving information about Lenape living conditions 
along the river. For example, he mentions a fish and adds that ‘the wild call [it] 
Manitto’.591 The term ‘wild’ was one of several words used to refer to the Lenape 
and Susquehannocks. I return to this vocabulary below.

It is clear from Lindeström’s maps and texts that the Swedish settlers were 
not the only inhabitants of the Delaware River, and, that the Lenape were an 
important source for information about the land. Unlike the Relacíones Geográficas 
that the Spanish government ordered to be made of Spanish America, the maps 
of New Sweden were made by an administrator who stayed in the region only for 
a short time.592 Still, even in this case, Native American information was central 

584  The map is bound together with a textual description of the Delaware River and the 
Swedish colony. See Per Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges 
situation ok beskaffenhet (1). KB Rål. Fol. 201. Two additional copies of this text are kept 
at RA. Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 196. I have compared the three versions and note where 
they diverge. The RA copies do not include maps, but they note that an earlier map has 
disappeared. I distinguish between the three texts by giving the numbers 1–3. See also 
Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 41, footnote 145.

585  Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, pp. 168–9, 234–5, footnote 113.
586  Today not in use. The name comes from the Dutchman Samuel Blommaert. See A.R. 

Dunlap, Dutch and Swedish Place-Names in Delaware (Newark, 1956), p 17.
587  Today not in use. See Dunlap, Dutch and Swedish Place-Names, p. 40. A literal translation 

of this word would be ‘The cape of the little waterfall’. 
588  Today Murderkill Creek. The name first appears on Lindeström’s map, but Dunlap notes 

that it may well have been used by earlier Dutch settlers as well. See Dunlap, Dutch and 
Swedish Place-Names, pp. 41–2.

589  A.R. Dunlap, Indian place-names in Delaware (Wilmington, 1950), pp. 8, 29. The name 
‘Naamans Creek’ is still in use today.

590  ‘Åleskins Kil. Renappi Jageplatz’. Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning (1). KB Rål. 
Fol. 201.

591  ‘dhe willde kalla Manitto’. Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning (1). KB Rål. Fol. 
201, p. 12; Per Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges situation 
ok beskaffenhet (2). RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 196, p. 7.

592  On the mapping of Spanish America, see Barbara E. Mundy, The mapping of New Spain: 
Indigenous cartography and the maps of the Relacíones Geográficas (Chicago, 2000).
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to the mapping endeavour. As discussed by earlier research, the European survival 
was wholly dependent on the Native American neighbours who knew how to 
provide sustenance, how to survive the harsh winters, and who had information 
about what the land looked like. In the words of Marie Louise Pratt, this was 
a ‘contact zone’ where ‘the interactive, improvisational dimensions of imperial 
encounters’ came to the fore.593 This did not mean that it was a zone devoid of 
power struggles. Indeed, contact often meant conflict. Still, what we see here is, 
simply put, that the Swedish colonists did not conceptualize geography on their 
own.

The importance of interaction with indigenous groups did not just matter 
in the local mapping of the river, but equally when it came to determining the 
extent of the landmass they had reached. In his later description of the colony, 
Lindeström wrote that:

However, it is not known any end to this land further in, instead it 
is supposed to be a terra continens. Nor have the Swedes yet had their 
trade or conversation with any of the wild people who live further in the 
country, except the black and white Minquas [Susquehannocks], who 
neither know any end to this land. Instead, as far into the country as 
they have been it is inhabited by wild nations next to nations of several 
different kinds.594

From this passage, we see the ongoing process to define what kind of geographical 
entity this was, as well as the fact that this was not only an exercise for the scholarly 
study, but something that happened in the field and in conversation with others 
as well.

Here, we also see an interesting difference between those writers and 
mapmakers who described New Sweden and those who travelled in the eastern 
Mediterranean. Both groups relied on locals and intermediaries to assist their 
travel, but the travellers to the eastern Mediterranean were less in need of 
topographical information than they were in need of cultural knowledge. With a 
few exceptions, the travellers to the eastern Mediterranean mentioned that they 
had received information primarily in relation to the conditions of travelling, to 
cultural practices in the countries they were visiting, and to news from home. 
The travellers to New Sweden were likewise interested in such issues, but the 

593  Pratt, Imperial eyes, p. 8.
594  ‘Är dock detta landet inåt där man ej vet någon ände på utan förmenas vara en terra 

continens, ej heller hava de svenske ännu med längre in i landet boende vilde eller någre 
annor vilde nationer haft sin handel och konversation med än som de svarte och vite 
minkesser, vilke ej heller veta någon ände på detta landet, utan så långt, som de have 
varit inår landet, så är landet med de vildes nationer bredevid natiioner av åtskillige slag 
besatt’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, pp. 97–8.
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governors and Lindeström were also especially anxious to learn more about the 
actual topography, as well as climate and wildlife, of the place they had travelled 
to.595 This was presumably an effect of the fact that they were charged by the 
authorities to gather information about the land, yet, presumably also an effect of 
the fact that there was much about the land of which they were ignorant.

Another important aspect of the colonial enterprise was the issue of claiming 
authority through naming. Most of the legends on Lindeström’s earliest preserved 
map (Figure 16) are found on the centre right side of the map, where the Swedish 
settlements were. Here, the viewer can make out a representation of fort Christina 
Skans and, further north, a fort located at a place bearing three names: Algonquin 
‘Tamakongk’, Dutch ‘Sandhoek’ and Swedish ‘Trefaldighet’.596 This reflects a 
compromise between placing information on the map and promoting Swedish 
names and thereby authority.597 In a letter to Governor Printz in 1643, Per Brahe 
urged him that ‘All rivers and streams as well as herbs and woods [should] be 
called with old Swedish names; abolish all expressions from the Dutch which 
now seem to be somewhat ingrained’.598 Following the same principle, Risingh 
changed the name of the Dutch Fort Casimir, located at Sandhoek (also a Dutch 
place name), to Swedish ‘Fort Hela Trefaldighet’ (English, ‘the Fort of the Holy 
Trinity’). He noted that this was done so as ‘all Dutch names to exclude’.599 Over 
time, many of the Dutch and Algonquin names disappeared from the maps. 
The later maps Lindeström made of the colony as well as versions of his maps 
published by the armchair traveller Thomas Campanius Holm show fewer 
Lenape place names (Figures 15 and 17). This tendency is even more noticeable 
in maps produced as part of the English colonial administration, such as Thomas 

595  For example seen in Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning (1). KB Rål. Fol. 201; 
Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges situation ok beskaffenhet 
(2). RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 196; Per Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning 
öfwer Nya Sweriges situation ok beskaffenhet (3). RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 196.

596  The map is found in Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning (1). KB Rål. Fol. 201. 
597  Dunlap discusses how names for places are gradually established in communication 

between groups. See Dunlap, Dutch and Swedish Place-Names, pp. 2–3.
598  Per Brahe, ‘Brahe to Printz, 9 November, 1643’ in ed. Amandus Johnson, The instruction 

for Johan Printz, Governor of New Sweden (Philadelphia, 1930), pp. 155–8, p. 156. 
599  ‘alla holländske Namn att utsluta’. Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse om Resan till Nya Sverige 

uti America’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 166. 
However, Risingh approach was sometimes more pragmatic. In a description of the 
colony written after it was lost to the Dutch, he simply noted that the area was called by 
different names by the Native Americans, English, Dutch and Swedish. Johan Risingh, 
Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (1) [no date]. RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 
196, fol. 1v (my foliation). There are two versions of this text in RA. I have given them 
number 1 and 2 to distinguish between them.
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Holme’s map A mapp of ye improved part of Pensilvania in America.600 Over time, 
most of the Swedish names were likewise replaced.601 

The mapping of the colony also shows the complicated relationships between 
the European colonizers as well as between Europeans and the Native Americans. 
In the context of the eastern Mediterranean, and especially for the diplomats 
in Istanbul, the English and the Dutch were allies who eased dealings with the 
Ottoman hosts and provided information where the Swedes possessed little or 
none.602 Almost at the same period of time, but on the other side of the world, 
the relationship was significantly different. As seen on Lindeström’s map of the 
English and Dutch neighbouring colonies (Figure 15), the area was somewhat 
crowded by newly arrived settlers. As Printz noted, this quickly resulted in conflict 
over the control of land and the sought-after trade with the Native Americans.

However, the fact that the Dutchman Hudde helped with the initial 
mapping complicates the picture of constant conflict. Over time, the Swedes 
allied periodically with the English, the Dutch, the Lenape and Susquehannocks 
against one or more of the other colonial groups.603 Indeed, Risingh’s superiors 
at the National Board of Trade urged him to maintain good contacts with the 
Dutch and the English and the ‘wild Americans’ who were his neighbours.604 
Moreover, individuals from all parties moved in between settlements in this 
contact zone.605 A comparison between the diplomats in Istanbul in the late 
1650s and the colonial authorities in New Sweden in the early years of that 
same decade shows that the positions of friend and foe were not set in stone 
but dependent on circumstances. For the clergymen who came to New Sweden 
in 1697, the situation was again different. The Delaware River was no longer a 
Swedish territory, but an English one. By this time, the Swedes were eager to 
foster good relations with the English, indeed, and not least because they were 
there as guests. Here, the power dynamics of the contact zone had changed. 

600  Holme, A mapp of ye improved part of Pensilvania in America .
601  See Dunlap, Dutch and Swedish place-names; See also Per Hallman, ‘Kartografi och 

kolonisering vid Delawareflodens mynning: En undersökning av kartografiska namn 
och deras utveckling i området som koloniserades som Nya Swerige 1638–1655’ 
(Unpublished Bachelor thesis in history, Stockholm University, Autumn 2016). 

602  See Callmer, ‘Inledning’ in Callmer ed., Diarium, pp. 18–21.
603  Johnson discusses the changing alliances in some detail. See especially Johnson, The 

Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, vol. 1, ch. XXXV–XXXVII.
604  ‘wilde Americaner’. ‘Instruction, Hwarefter Generale Commercie Collegium will…

att… Johan Rissing…sigh skall hafva att förhålla’, in ed. Amandus Johnson, The Swedish 
Settlements on the Delaware 1638-1664(Philadelphia 1911), vol 2, pp. 727–733,  p. 728.

605  For example, some Swedish settlers moved to Virginia. Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse om 
Resan till Nya Sverige uti America’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New 
Sweden, p. 156. 
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Moreover, even when there were tensions between states, individuals could also 
get along well together.

Finally, like the travel accounts discussed in the previous chapter, the 
practitioners involved in documenting journeys to New Sweden were not acting 
in a world separate from the scholarly geography. Lindeström’s biography is a 
clear illustration of this.606 Born in 1632, he was the son of a secretary to the 
Board of Mines in Stockholm. He received a thorough education and training 
in applied mathematics, landing him the position of military engineer to New 
Sweden at the tender age of 21 years. As part of his education he attended 
several provincial schools as well as Uppsala University.607 At Uppsala, he studied 
under the professor in practical mathematics, Benedictus Hedraeus, who was 
a prominent astronomer and maker of astronomical instruments.608 Assuming 
Lindeström was a conscientious student with dutiful teachers – and there is no 
obvious evidence to the contrary – his education would have exposed him to 
those views on summary geography that were common in mid-century Swedish 
geography education, as discussed in chapter 3. Moreover, Lindeström referred to 
the works of others in his travel account Geographia Americae, although making 
many unorthodox assumptions partly on the basis of these authorities, as we will 
see. A quick glance at Lindeström’s early education, thus, gives one more example 
of the many overlaps and points of merger between the individuals involved in 
early modern travel writing and scholarship.609 

It is, however, worth pointing out that the accounts relating to New Sweden 
were to a somewhat lesser extent made exclusively by a literate elite. The longer 
accounts and letters by the governors and clergymen were indeed very much 
made by people from the upper stratum of society. Petitions by disgruntled 
sailors, however, provide brief viewpoints into the language used by a somewhat 
different set of travellers. Such letters primarily treated overdue salaries and the 

606  The biographical details come primarily from the autobiographical section of GA 
Lidköping, a section which is not part of the copy at the National Archives (published 
GA Åberg). Åberg also includes some biographical comments in his introduction. See Alf 
Åberg, ‘Inledning’ in Alf Åberg ed., Resa till nya Sverige (Stockholm, 1962), pp. 7–8.

607  According to the autobiography, Lindeström attended school in Södertälje, received 
private instruction and then gymnasium in Linköping and attended Uppsala University. 
Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 9r–26r.

608  The autobiography mentions a letter by Lindeström and Hedraeus to Lindeström’s 
parents, asking for books about the art of fortification. Lindeström, GA Lidköping, 
fol. 28r. See also Arne Losman, ‘Benedictus Christierni Hedræus’ SBL, <https://sok.
riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.aspx> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

609  Similarly, Willman notes that he had 14 years worth of education before setting out 
on his journey. Olof Willman, Een kort Beskriffningh På een Reesa till Ostindien in 
ed. Johann Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor och Peregrinationer sampt 
Konungariket Japan (Visingsö, 1667), p. 185.
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hardships the sailors suffered during their journeys.610 They are brief, yet the 
words in which they describe the journey and its destination give insights into 
the conceptual world of ordinary sailors.611 

The framework of knowledge making presented here was not unique to 
only the mapping of New Sweden. Rather, the practices I have highlighted are 
illustrative of broader trends that were important for the Swedish travellers to 
New Sweden, and in the descriptions of this place and the journey. What follows 
is an examination of how the travel writers described these journeys. 

The vocabulary
The term ‘America’ was relatively frequently mentioned in the accounts discussed 
in this chapter. Not all of them mentioned ‘America’, yet, taken together, it is 
evident that the term was a relevant reference point for those who gave accounts 
of New Sweden and their experiences there. Swedish authorities writing about 
colonial affairs and armchair travellers also referred to ‘America’, as did travel 
writers who journeyed to other parts of the continent during this period.612 The 
other potential continents – Africa, Asia, Europe and the polar regions – also 
appear in the accounts, but they are decidedly less frequent. To some extent, the 
vocabulary follows the itineraries of the travellers. It is unsurprising that ‘America’ 
was a more commonly used term in relation to New Sweden than in relation to 
the eastern Mediterranean and considering the ships’ itineraries, it makes sense 
that the polar regions, Africa and to some extent Asia would play minor roles in 
the descriptions of journeys. Still, all ships sailed from ‘Europe’, as defined by 
the scholarly works, but only a handful accounts called the point of departure 
‘Europe’ while the majority referred to the destination as ‘America’ or ‘West 
India’.613 Apparently, itinerary was a factor, but not always the only determiner of 
metageographic vocabulary. This indicates that the use of the terms needs further 
examination.

Another factor that motivates a closer study of how America was conceptualized 
is that the vocabulary used to describe these journeys was not altogether settled. 

610  See, for example, Petition by Håkan Bengtsson to Axel Oxenstierna [1650]. RA Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 194, 12; Petition by Ambrosius Jöransson et al. to Axel Oxenstierna 
[1647]. RA Handel och sjöfart, vol. 194, 16; 7; Petition by Michell Johansson to K.M:t. 
[2 sept 1646]. RA Handel och sjöfart, vol. 196, 7.

611  Note that he sailors and colonizers would not necessarily have written these accounts 
themselves, but it is an approximation of a less elite perspective.

612  See for example Willman, Een kort Beskriffningh, ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå 
Trenne Resor, p. 192.

613  For an example of an account that describes the starting point of the journeys as 
‘Europe’, see Johan Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2) (1658). 
RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 2, fol. 6r, 23r (my foliation). 
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As frequently as the references to ‘America’, the travellers described the Swedish 
colony as located in an elusive western India. The expressions varied between 
‘Wäst-Indien’ (West India) and the Latin equivalent India Occidentalis, with a few 
references simply to ‘Indien’ (English India). The accounts also used other place 
names, like ‘New Sweden’, ‘Virginia’, ‘Pennsylvania’ and ‘Brasilia’ to describe the 
destination of the journeys, but these words referred to regions within America 
or West India, rather than being understood as synonymous with ‘America’ or 
‘West India’. I have payed particular attention to ‘West India’ and variants of 
this term because of its ubiquity in the source material, and because it frequently 
appeared together with or in similar usage as ‘America’. 

The term ‘Christendom’ was not mentioned in relation to New Sweden in 
the sources examined here, although references to ‘Christians’ were common. 
This, in combination with references to the Native Americans as ‘Americans’, 
has led me to look closer at how the accounts referred to groups of people in the 
setting of New Sweden. The travel writers used a variety of different terms to refer 
to their Lenape and Susquehannocks neighbours. Primarily among these, they 
spoke of ‘wild people’, ‘Indians’, ‘heathens’, ‘Americans’ or the Swedish words for 
Lenape (Renappi) and Susquehannocks (Minquas). The term ‘wild people’ has 
in earlier translations of the source material relating to New Sweden generally 
been translated as ‘savage’. I have chosen to retain the expression ‘wild people’ in 
citations because it is a closer translation. Fur comments that this term included 
both notions of the noble savage and the ignoble barbarian.614 

I have also payed particular attention to expression about people coming from 
‘Norden’ in this setting. Finally, I have studied expressions about a ‘New World’ 
and an ‘Old World’. This theme appeared less frequently than did ‘America’ or 
‘West India’, but for some authors it was an important category. This is especially 
interesting in relation to the importance this theme had in structuring the 
scholarly works of the period, and in light of its absence in the travel writing 
describing journeys through the eastern Mediterranean. 

How were the continents used?
To determine what the continents meant in the travel accounts, it is not sufficient 
to know simply that they were used. The more important question is: how were 
they used? The investigation now turns to this issue, beginning with how specific 
words were used, and then exploring the themes that were central to these usages.

614  Fur, Colonialism in the margins, pp. 33–4.
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Organize, orient and exalt
As established in the previous two chapters, ‘Africa’, ‘America’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ 
were part of a vocabulary that the practitioners of early modern Swedish geography 
expected their readers to be, at least vaguely, familiar with. Like in the travel 
accounts describing journeys to and through the eastern Mediterranean, the 
travel writers discussed in this chapter seldom defined exactly what they meant 
when they used these words. As a result, it has been necessary to use alternative 
methods to pinpoint what they meant when they referred to the continents in 
this kind of material in contrast to the scholarly works that explicitly described 
what the continents were. The previous chapter highlighted how the continents 
performed organizing, orienting and exalting speech acts. These were important 
also in the travel accounts describing journeys to America and New Sweden, yet, 
also played out somewhat differently in this material.

To begin with, the travel writers habitually placed New Sweden in ‘America’, 
as when Risingh notes that ‘New Sweden is situated in the northern part of 
America’.615 Letters home were dated and signed with phrases such as ‘New Sweden 
in America’ or ‘Christina Creek in America Pennsylvania’.616 The latter phrase, 
including ‘Pennsylvania’ in the specification, is seen in the material from the late 
seventeenth century, when New Sweden was part of English Pennsylvania. There 
are examples of the expression ‘New Sweden in America’ both from the period 
when New Sweden was a Swedish colony, and from the turn of the eighteenth 
century when the area was under English sovereignty. Using a similar language, 
the instructions from the Swedish authorities to the colonial governors located 
the colony in ‘America’, as did writers in Sweden.617 

The references to America were not restricted to descriptions of New Sweden. 
I have looked at a complementary selection of three published accounts in 
Swedish which describe other parts of the region we call ‘America’ today.618 As 

615  ‘Nova Svecia ähr i Nordre delen aff America belägit’ Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova 
Suecia uthi America (1). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 1, fol. 1v; Risingh, Een Beskrifning 
om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 2, fol. 1r, 17v.

616  ‘Christina Kihl i America Pennsilvania’. Letter from Erik Björk to Olaus Swebilius, 29 
June 1702. KB Engeströmska samlingen (Enge.), B.X.1 63, Handlingar rörande Svenska 
Församlingen i Pensylvanien ifrån År 1697 till 1704; See also Brahe’s letter to Printz, 
noting that Brahe had received a letter dated in ‘America’, Brahe, ‘Brahe to Printz, 9 
November, 1643’ in ed. Johnson, The instruction for Johan Printz, p. 155.

617  See ‘Instruction’, in ed. Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, vol 2, p. 732; 
Gustaf Peringer Lillieblad, ‘Företalet’ in Johannes Campanius, Lutheri Catechismus, 
öfwersatt på american-virginiske språket. Vocabularium barbaro-virgineorum, ed. Thomas 
Campanius Holm (Stockholm, 1696), fol. 5v.

618  See Toreson, Anders Toresons Ostindiska resa, ed. Sundberg; Willman, Een kort 
Beskriffningh, ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor; Anonymous, Kort 
Berättelse om WästIndien eller America, som elliest kallas Nya Werlden, ed. Johann Kankel 
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these accounts play only a minor role in the analysis, I have not included them 
in Appendix 3. Still, these accounts provide some interesting examples which 
complement the accounts of the colony New Sweden. For example, the two sailors 
Olof Willman and Anders Toreson used similar metageographic expressions as 
they described their journeys on board Dutch ships in the second half of the 
seventeenth century.619 According to the titles of their accounts, both travelled 
to ‘East India’, yet, to reach that part of the world they had to pass numerous 
other places.620 Willman concluded his narrative by praising God that he had 
returned home in 1654 ‘after I had in this year all the four parts of the world 
sailed through and passed. New Year’s day I was in Asia, Easter Day in Africa, 
Pentecost under America, and now in Europe again’.621 Earlier in the account, he 
mentioned that his ship had passed by Pernambuco, in Brazil, noting that this 
was ‘in America’, and he also referred to America as ‘the New land’.622 Toreson 
instead used the term ‘West India’, commenting that he ‘passed by the country 
Brazil which is in West India’.623 

Specifying the location of places with the names of the continents mirrors 
how travel writers situated places in ‘Africa’, ‘Asia’ or ‘Europe’ in the setting of 
journeys to the eastern Mediterranean. This language was intended to organize 
the accounts and orient readers, telling them where in the world the traveller had 
been. Moreover, in cases such as Willman’s comment that he had been in all four 
parts of the world (and, for example, Swebilius’ note that Kåhre had travelled the 
three principal parts of the earth) there was probably also an intention to exalt 

(Visingsö, 1675); The publication Kort Berättelse om WästIndien is sometime attributed to 
the Dutchman Michael Hemmersam. I have not been able to substantiate this claim, and 
therefore follow Kankel’s biographer Almqvist in noting that the author is anonymous. 
See Almqvist, Johann Kankel, p. 140. 

619  Toreson was referred to in chapter 4. Willman’s account was published in the same 
volume as that of Kiöping. I give references to the 1667 edition of Willman’s account in 
the footnotes unless otherwise noted.

620  Willman’s title in English: ‘A short description of a journey to East India’. Willman, Een 
kort Beskriffningh, ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor. The manuscript 
copy of Toreson’s account specifies that it describes Toreson’s ‘East Indian journey, and 
all of the places that he has visited during that journey’ (freely translated). See Anders 
Toreson, Extract af Anders Toresons Tunnbindares uthi Wästerwijk, Ostindiske resa, och alle 
dee orter, som han under nemmda samma resa besedt. UUB Cederhjelmska samlingen, X 
359:a.

621  ‘effter iagh uthi detta åhr alla fyra Werldennes Dehlar igenom seglat och förbij reest hade. 
Nyåhra Dagen war iagh i Asia PåskaDagen uthi Africa Pingestijdh under America och 
nu uthi Europa igen’. Willman, Een kort Beskriffningh, ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning 
Uppå Trenne Resor, p. 244. 

622  See Willman, Een kort Beskriffningh, ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor, 
pp. 192, 240, 241.

623  ‘Passerade landet Brasilien förbij som ligger i westIndien’. Toreson, Anders Toresons 
Ostindiska resa, ed. Sundberg, p. 9.
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the traveller by accentuating how wide and far he had travelled. In this regard, 
there is a similarity in narrative framing in how the continents were used in travel 
accounts describing journeys to different parts of the world.

At the same time, the frequent comments of New Sweden being located in 
‘America’ is also an interesting contrast to some of the travel accounts discussed 
in the last chapter. Rålamb and his fellow travellers who were part of diplomatic 
missions to Istanbul had a similarly concrete travel destination as did the travellers 
to New Sweden. Yet, on the whole, Rålamb and company referred more to the 
continents when they crossed from one to the other or when referring to the 
administrative parts of the Ottoman Empire. Their destination was not ‘Asia’ or 
another continent, but ‘Istanbul’ or ‘Turkey’. On the one hand, this reflects the 
geographical location of Istanbul. To specify where that city was located using 
continents, one would have had to say ‘Istanbul in Asia and Europe’, and that 
was presumably neither helpful nor elegant. On the other hand, I would like to 
suggest that this difference also was connected to the difference in how familiar 
geographical entities were in the eastern Mediterranean versus in the part of the 
world where New Sweden was located. Both travellers and their audiences in 
Sweden were familiar with a large number of places around the Mediterranean 
basin that could work as reference points. However, far less was known to a 
Swedish readership about governance structures or regions in the region known 
as ‘America’. As noted in the case of scholarly geography, the information about 
‘America’ was generally schematic in textbooks and on maps. When a Swedish 
travel writer wanted to explain to a reader where New Sweden was located, 
‘America’ and ‘West India’ were two of a rather small number of entities that they 
found usable. As discussed earlier, there were also Native American societies in 
this area, but the travellers did not refer to these as territories in which their own 
colonies were situated. The Lenape and Susquehannocks existed in the Swedish 
accounts as groups of people rather than as formal state structures, even though 
the Swedes recognized them as the ‘rightful owners’ of land along the Delaware 
river.624 

Although the other continents were decidedly less common than ‘America’ in 
the accounts of New Sweden, they did appear from time to time. In these instances, 
the most common practice was to use them as references to self-explanatory 
geographical entities. For example, Risingh tells us that he had announced to the 
Dutch in New Netherlands that any of them who wanted to send goods back to 
‘Europe’ were welcome to do so.625 Likewise, he notes that Sweden was located 

624  See Fur, Colonialism in the margins, pp. 101, 107. 
625  Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New 

Sweden, p. 162. 
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‘outermost in Europe’.626 In Risingh’s instruction, his superiors spelled out that 
trade was to be conducted ‘towards Africa and Europe.627 Other sources used 
the continents in similar ways by referring to geographical entities that could 
be explored, traded with or passed by.628 In these examples, the continents were 
concrete geographical places. This form of language usage constructed disparate 
geographical locations into apparently coherent entities. However, we see no 
emotional values tied to the continents here. Such references to ‘Europe’ or 
‘Africa’ were primarily intended to orient the narrative, not to express affiliation.

Interestingly, Risingh in one account – of which several versions exist – used 
the other continents to exalt America.629 The text is not an account of his journey, 
but an argument for the benefits in having colonies, based on Risingh’s experiences 
as governor of New Sweden.630 In the account, Risingh praises the natural 
environment of the Delaware River and its strategic situation for ‘commerce, 
with the wild as well as with the Christians’, concluding that it was as ‘wholesome 
and well situated [a] land as any that can exist in Europe’.631 In another version 
of the same text he goes even further, saying that it was ‘[i]n sum such a pleasant 
and comfortable land like any that can exist in Europe or the other parts of the 
world’.632 Here, the references to the other parts of the world are intended to 
enforce how very commendable America is. The quotes also indicate that Risingh 
expected his readers to assume that Europe was pleasant and comfortable, since 
he uses that entity as the reference point by which America is measured. Similar 
to Willman’s comment that he had been in the four parts of the world (or the 
examples discussed in the previous chapter for that matter), this is a situation 

626  Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 
2, fol. 6r. See also: Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise 
and fall of New Sweden, p. 148.

627  ‘åth Africa och Europa’. ‘Instruction’, in ed. Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the 
Delaware, vol 2, p. 731; See also, Risingh, ‘Johan Risings Relation’ in Sprinchorn, 
Kolonien Nya Sveriges historia, p. 94; Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi 
America (2). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 2, fol. 4r.

628  For example, see Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 15.
629  Johan Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (1). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 

196, 1; Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). RA, Handel och 
Sjöfart, 196, 2. These accounts bear the same title and have overlapping (although not 
identical) contents. 

630  I have included these texts in the present analysis because they continuously relate to 
Risingh’s experiences. 

631  ‘Commercier, så medh willde som medh Christne’, ‘sundt och wallbeläget Land som 
något i Europa finnas kan’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (1). 
RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 1, fol. 2r.

632  ‘In summa ett så godl lustigt och bequembligt landh som något i Europa eller andre 
wärdennes deelar finnas kann’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). 
RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, fol. 1v, see also fol. 2v.
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Figure 18. The frontispiece 
of the armchair-traveller 
Thomas Campanius Holm’s 
account of New Sweden. 
Thomas Campanius 
Holm, ‘Novae Sveciae 
Seu Pensylvaniae in 
America Descriptio’ in Kort 
beskrifning om Provincien 
Nya Swerige (Stockholm, 
1702). Lund University 
Library, Lund.

Figure 19. The frontispiece of the 
Swedish-Algonquin Catechism, showing 
Sweden and America personified. 
Elias Brenner, ‘Catechismvs Lutheri 
Lingva Svecico-Americana’ in Johannes 
Campanius, Lutheri Catechismus, 
öfwersatt på american-virginiske språket. 
Vocabularium barbaro-virgineorum, ed. 
Thomas Campanius Holm (Stockholm, 
1696). Lund University Library, Lund.
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where a continent is used for exaltation, yet, the two situations tell us somewhat 
different things about what the authors meant by the words they used. From 
Willman’s comment we can deduce that the continents together equalled large 
distances and many dangers (to travel across all in a year was impressive). From 
Risingh’s comparisons, it is not the size of the continents that is central, but how 
beneficial they are for trade and how pleasant climate they have. Europe functions 
as a measurement of good qualities, and America is equally good. Compared to 
the references to the continents as geographical places that could be passed by or 
where places were located, the meaning that Risingh gives the continents in these 
passages is more complex.

Given the performative aspect of language, actors such as Risingh took part 
in defining what the continents were when he used these works. I commented 
on this issue earlier in the previous chapter and in the theoretical discussion. I 
would like, however, to examine the mechanisms involved in this performativity 
in some greater detail here. The travel writers placed New Sweden in ‘America’ 
through references in the titles of accounts, maps and images. This was one of 
the more common ways to refer to New Sweden’s place in the world, and it is an 
instance where ‘America’ was used to orient readers and to structure the narrative. 
These titles and references also defined what those places were. For instance, 
Risingh’s journal bore the title ‘A short Account of the journey to New Sweden 
in America…’.633 This title told his readers that they held in their hands a travel 
account of a journey to New Sweden, but also, that this colony was located in a 
place called ‘America’, and – through the account – what America was. 

This performative aspect is perhaps especially clear in visual material. Two 
illustrations of ‘America’ from the turn of the eighteenth century show this. The 
first case is the engraved frontispiece of Thomas Campanius Holm’s account 
of New Sweden (Figure 18). A banner at the top of the image states that this 
is ‘the description of New Sweden or Pennsylvania in America’.634 As in the 
case of Risingh’s journal, the audience is told that New Sweden is located in 
America. Below the banner, the frontispiece exhibits scenes that (one has to 
assume) describe life in New Sweden, Pennsylvania and America. This includes 
conversation – and possibly trade – between a group of men in European clothing 
and scantly clothed Native Americans in fanciful headgears. Native Americans 
are also portrayed engaging in battle among themselves, and are seen involved 
in a burial ritual towards the back of the image. The natural environment is 
grass-covered hills with broad-leaved trees and the occasional palm. No palms 
grew in Delaware, but they were a common exoticising trope in European art at 

633  ‘En kort Berättelse om Resan till Nye Sverige uti America’. Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse’, 
in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 130.

634  ‘Novae Sveciae Seu Pensylvaniae in America Descriptio’. Campanius Holm, Kort 
beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige.
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the time.635 What we see here is an example of how, by orienting the reader and 
placing the narrative in ‘America’, the frontispiece also took part in shaping the 
image of what that ‘America’ was.

Thomas Campanius Holm seems to have been particularly interested in taking 
part in this furthering of knowledge about America in Sweden. Starting out with 
account by his grandfather Johannes Campanius who had acted as minister in 
the colony in the 1640s, Campanius Holm combined his grandfather’s account 
with letters from other travellers and with other sources.636 He published the 
first comprehensive book on New Sweden in 1702, including the frontispiece 
described above.637 Moreover, he also oversaw the publication of his grandfather’s 
translation of the Lutheran Catechism into Algonquin, accompanied by a 
glossary in Swedish and Algonquin and in Swedish and the language of the 
Susquehannocks.638 This is an important source on the languages of the Native 
Americans of the Delaware region, and for the purposes of this thesis, the book 
is particularly interesting in that it includes a frontispiece with a personification 
of America (see Figure 19).639 In this image, the idea of people in America is 
idealized even further than in Campanius Holm’s publication on New Sweden. 
The frontispiece of the catechism shows the greater coat of arms of Sweden, but 
instead of the customary lions, two persons flank the crowned escutcheon. On 
the left, a crowned woman with a book lifts her hand towards the light of God. 
This is Sweden personified. Her counterpart, America, is a man clad in the same 
feathery headgear as the Native Americans on Campanius Holm’s other book. 
Instead of a book, the personified America brandishes a machete like weapon. 
His pose is similar to that of the ‘wild man’, which was a common trope in 
medieval and early modern symbolism and heraldry.640 

635  Schmidt calls it ‘the omniprescent palm tree’. See Schmidt, Inventing Exoticism, p. 107.
636  The sources that Campanius Holm refers to matches the bibliography of this chapter 

to a large degree. He mentions letters by Rudman and Björk, Risingh and Lindeström’s 
accounts, the reports of his grandfather, as well as the king, Charles XI, the Archbishop 
Olof Swebilius and the colonists in Delaware. See Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om 
Provincien Nya Swerige, pp. 31, 34, 52, 84, 90–1, 92, 101, 102

637  See Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige.
638  Campanius, Lutheri Catechismus, ed. Campanius Holm. See also Colljin’s introduction 

in Isak Collijn ed., Martin Luther’s little Catechism translated into Algonquian Indian by 
Johannes Campanius (Stockholm, 1937).

639  Elias Brenner, ‘Catechismvs Lutheri Lingva Svecico-Americana’ in Johannes Campanius, 
Lutheri Catechismus, öfwersatt på american-virginiske språket. Vocabularium barbaro-
virgineorum, ed. Thomas Campanius Holm (Stockholm, 1696). The design of the 
frontispiece was made by Elias Brenner. See Collijn ed., Martin Luther’s little Catechism, 
p. 18.

640  For an overview of the early history of this trope, see Timothy Husband, The wild man: 
medieval myth and symbolism (New York, 1980).
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The associations are clear, Sweden represents learning and the word of 
God, America represents a lack of civilization. While the persons depicted on 
Campanius Holm’s other frontispiece were stylized, they were still persons 
engaged in activities in a setting. In the frontispiece to the catechism, we 
instead see representations of two ideas. Similar to the reference to ‘America’ in 
the textual sources, the symbolism performatively organizes the narrative and 
orients the reader, yet, it does so with much clearer emotional overtones and 
value judgements. This seems to compare well with the findings of studies of 
personifications of the continents in art from elsewhere in Europe which has 
emphasised the significance of these concepts in early modern culture.641 The 
combined analysis of textual and visual sources shows that meaning could 
vary between medium, indicating the importance of contrasting expressions in 
different genres with each other. 

In all of the cases discussed here, authors and engravers used the category 
‘America’ – and other spatial concepts such as West India – to perform speech 
acts. Mapping these speech acts help interpret what the continents meant. 
Considered together with the results of the previous case study, it seems that acts 
of orienting, organizing and exalting were not restricted to one particular setting, 
but instead more general narrative strategies of how the continents were used in 
seventeenth-century Swedish travel writing.

Argue
There were, however, other speech acts that were prominent particularly in the 
setting of New Sweden. Among these, using the continents when arguing a point 
is particularly interesting. America and to some extent the other continents were 
used to argue about the rights of the Swedish settlement along the Delaware 
River. As noted, the Swedish claims to the river and surrounding lands were 
questioned by adjacent English and Dutch colonies, as well as continuously 
under negotiation with the Lenape and Susquehannocks. The tensions worsen 
over time, and it is in the writings of the last governor, Risingh, that these 
discussions were most elaborated.642 Nearly all of Risingh’s writings include 
sections on why the Swedes were entitled to settle along the Delaware.643 This 
discussion is revealing in several ways. For one, it shows how the continents could 
be used to argue about issues of territorial control and where these concepts were 

641  See Wintle, The image of Europe; Le Corbeiller, ‘Miss America and Her Sisters’.
642  Fur also discusses Risingh’s arguments about land ownership, and primarily so in relation 

to Native American equivalents. See Fur, Colonialism in the margins, pp. 132ff.
643  See primarily Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (1). RA, Handel och 

Sjöfart, 196, 1; Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). RA, Handel 
och Sjöfart, 196, 2; and the journal and accounts by Risingh published Dahlgren & 
Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden. See also Lindeström, GA Åberg, pp. 77–8.
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part of constructing the parameters of an argument. Furthermore, the discussion 
is interesting in that it shows how Risingh tapped into ongoing international 
debates about the ownership of extra-European land. As we will see, Risingh 
adapted them to construct arguments that would benefit the Swedish cause.644 

Risingh, and to a lesser extent Lindeström, related how the English and 
Dutch had tried to portray themselves as the rightful claimants to the Delaware 
River, saying that they had been there before the Swedes. The Swedes rebuked 
them in a multistep argument. First, Risingh suggested to an English envoy who 
visited the colony in June 1654 that if, indeed, discovery had been a sufficient 
criterion for claiming land ‘then also the English would have no part in America, 
which first was discovered by the Spanish’.645 In a discussion about the rights to 
land penned down after his return from New Sweden, Risingh developed this 
argument further, positing that:

Discovery alone cannot give any secure right to the aforementioned 
New Sweden, which is shown by the example of the Spanish, who have 
discovered and sailed along all of the American seacoasts all the way from 
Florida up to Davis Strait646

The Spanish who – according to Risingh – had first sailed the coast of America 
had no possessions there now. Consequently, the English had no claim to this 
coast on the basis of discovery. This argument was repeated to the Dutch, albeit 
now Risingh emphasised that the Spanish and the English had been in the 
area before the Dutch and the Swedes. Be that as it may, neither the Spanish 
or English controlled the Delaware River. Risingh’s point was that the Swedes 
could not be ousted from the Delaware River on the grounds that they had not 
discovered the region.

There are several interesting suppositions underlying this argument. First of 
all, it is worth pointing out that this issue of ‘discovery’ is really a question of 
‘European discovery’ since Risingh included no Native American claims to land 
in this part of the argument. Whether Lenape or Susquehannocks had found the 
area before was irrelevant. Second, Spanish ships did not sail northward along the 

644  Risingh’s argumentation builds on ideas discussed in contemporary disputes regarding 
the rights to trade and possession of land in the New World, among others, by Hugo 
Grotius. I am grateful to Leos Müller for bringing this connection to my attention. 
Armitage gives example of similar discussions in an English context, see Armitage, The 
ideological origins of the British Empire, pp. 109–13.

645  ‘ingen del uti America, vilken först av de Spanjorer upptäckt vore’. Risingh, ‘En kort 
berättelse’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 178.

646  ‘Uptäcgningen allena kan icke gifwa någon fast rättighet på bemälte Nye Swerige, the 
wisa the Spaniorers Exempel, som heela the Americaniske Siö Costerne allt ifrån Florida 
all in till fretum Davis uptäcgt och beseflat hafwer’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova 
Suecia uthi America (1). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 1, fol. 2v.
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east coast of North America before ships under English flag did so. The European 
explorer who is usually credited with first sailing this coast is the Italian Giovanni 
Caboto (anglicized John Cabot), who was engaged by the English to undertake 
at least two expeditions to North America in 1497 and 1498.647 Risingh also 
mentioned a Cabot in another of his treatises on the subject of discovery and 
right to land, where he noted that a Venetian named ‘Sebastian Cabot’  – in fact 
John Cabot’s son – had ‘Anno 1496 discovered the American coasts’ from Florida 
and north, but in the next breath added that the Spanish had still ‘long before the 
English these coasts and this river discovered’.648 Either, Risingh believed that the 
Spanish had indeed sailed along the coast of North America before the English, 
or he decided that it was too useful an argument to abandon just because it was 
not formally true. Regardless, he seems to have used the knowledge of the Spanish 
discovery and exploration of Central America and projected it northward.

It is interesting that Risingh did not mention South America in this discussion, 
although he did so in relation to other topics. Rather, the relevant information 
for Risingh in this discussion about the right to the Delaware River was that the 
Spanish had sailed from Florida and north. He conceptualized a large extent of 
land into one coherent entity – what Eviatar Zerubavel calls a ‘mental discovery’ 
– but that entity was what we today refer to as North America.649 The Spanish 
had discovered North America, thus they had discovered the different parts of 
this land and the English and the Dutch could not say that they were first to 
any part of it. The Swedish claim to the Delaware River was no weaker from not 
having discovered it.

The second argument that Risingh advanced in favour of Sweden’s right to 
the Delaware River was grounded in a critique of the principle underlying the 
1494 Treaty of Tordesillas. After establishing that the English and Dutch had not 
been the first to discover the Delaware River, Risingh went on to describe the 
Treaty of Tordesillas and how the Pope had divided all lands between Portugal 
and Spain, giving to the former ‘East India with all of the coasts of Africa and 
Asia that were situated to the east of the prime meridian. To the other [Spain] he 
gave West India and all the islands and coasts that were situated to the west of the 
aforementioned meridian’.650 However, with a sarcastic tone, Risingh noted that 
‘the good Pope gave away that which he himself did not own’ and that this had 

647  Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas of the United States (Berkeley & London, 2007), p. 10.
648  ‘Anno 1496 uptäckte the Americaniske costerne’, ‘långt för än the engelske the custerne 

och thet revieret uptäckt hafwer’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America 
(2). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, pp. 9v, 10v. 

649  Zerubavel, The Mental discovery of America, pp. xii, 56.
650  ‘Ostindien med alla Kusterna av Africa och Asia, som öster om primo Meridiano 

lågo; Den andra gav han Västindien och alle Öer och Kuster, som väster om bemälte 
Meridiano liggia måtte’. Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The 
rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 178. The prime meridian that Risingh referred to, and 
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been proven by the subsequent actions of the English and others who had settled 
land ‘in Africa, as well as in East- and West India’.651 Risingh swept aside the 
English claim that they had rights to ‘all of North America’ through charters with 
the same reasoning: the land the English monarchs had given to their subjects 
was not rightfully theirs to give.652 

These comments about the Treaty of Tordesillas conflated the extra-European 
world. All of the world outside Europe was up for grabs (for Spain and Portugal). 
This conceptualization – distinguishing between Europe and everywhere else – is 
a parallel to the exotization of the extra-European world by Dutch publishers 
in the period around 1700 described by Benjamin Schmidt.653 Nevertheless, 
when Risingh described the division between the Spanish and Portuguese areas 
of interest, the resulting picture of the world was one with two separate spheres, 
an eastern and a western hemisphere. 

Third, Risingh noted that from the abovementioned points, it was logical 
that the Swedes possessed the same rights to settle the Delaware River as the 
Dutch or the English. But then he went further, stating that the Swedes had 
even stronger claims to the land than either of the others, because they had 
bought the land from the ‘rightful owners’ – their Lenape neighbours – and then 
settled it. Indeed, the governors of New Sweden showed a concern to procure 
and reconfirm deeds of land from the Native Americans throughout the period 
of Swedish colonial rule. Risingh notes that ‘the Indians’ letters will prove’ the 
claim that Sweden had rights to the land.654 As discussed by Fur, the Lenape 
had different ideas about land ownership than the new colonizers. It was not 
enough to purchase the land once. Instead it needed to be used, preferably for 
trade, and through this reconfirmed.655 The Swedes, as well as the Dutch and 
the English, were well aware of these conditions. This is one instance where the 
behaviour of the Swedes mirrors the fact that they were in no position to oust the 
Lenape from the Delaware River, yet tried to bend the rules of land possession to 
their own advantage. In relation to the Dutch and English claimants, this meant 
emphasising that the Lenape were the rightful owners and that they had sold the 
land to the Swedes.

which was used in the treaty of Tordesillas, was understood to pass through the Azores or 
the Canary Islands. 

651  ‘effter dhen gode Påvven gaff thet han intet sielf åtte’, ‘i Africa, såsom i Oost- och 
Wästindien’ Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (1). RA, Handel och 
Sjöfart, 196, 1, fol. 3r.

652  ‘heele Norre Americam’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (1). RA, 
Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 1, fol. 3r. 

653  See Schmidt, Inventing Exoticism.
654  ‘som indianernes breff betyga skola’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi 

America (1). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 1, fol. 3r.
655  Fur, Colonialism in the margins, pp. 107.
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All through this discussion, Risingh used ideas that were relevant in a wider 
international context, by using arguments that had been discussed in international 
law. In a wider context, these arguments had been developed to bring some order 
into the conflicting interests of the European seafaring powers. We see here that 
Risingh was careful to adapt the arguments to his specific cause. In this process 
the continents were tools that he used to achieve his political goal, and in the 
process he conceptualized them as territories. Continents were topographical 
entities rather than bounded areas of human civilizations, while at the same time, 
the argument itself connected political entities with continents. 

Identify
An interesting difference between the travel writing described in this chapter and 
the previous one is the way authors used the continents to refer to people. While 
this was unusual in the accounts of the eastern Mediterranean, the travel accounts 
from New Sweden from time to time referred to ‘Americans’ to describe the 
Native American populations living in the area. This was not the most commonly 
used term, but to some authors it was one way among others to identify people. 
An example of this is seen in Risingh’s journal where he was careful to note when 
land had been bought from the Native Americans. He wrote that he had travelled 
on a tributary of the Delaware River where ‘the surrounding land is bought from 
the Americans, who also have also sold us the [Fort] Christina land’.656 Similarly, 
the full title of Lindeström’s Geographia Americae advertised that the book was 
about ‘the situation of the American and the western wild people’ and twenty 
short chapters towards the end of the account treated issues such as ‘the American 
wild people’s marriages’ and ‘the American wild people’s saunas’.657 Campanius 
Holm also devoted a chapter to ponder ‘the ancestry of the Americans’, as we will 
see later.658 To all of these authors, the term ‘American’ was intended to identify a 
group of people distinct from others. These people were not the Swedish, Dutch 
or English colonizers, but the Lenape and Susquehannocks.659

What was the intention behind this type of language usage? It seems that 
calling the Native Americans ‘Americans’ was primarily intended to distinguish a 
group of people from others and associate them with a place. There were no clear 
value judgements in this designation, yet it did clearly identify the Lenape and 

656  ‘omliggiande land är av Americanerne köpt, som oss och Christinae land sålt’. Risingh, 
‘En kort berättelse’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 218.

657  ‘dee americaniske och dee occidentaliske wilde menniskiors tillståndh’, ‘den amerikaniske 
vilde människors giftermål’, ‘de amerikaniske vilde människors badstuguång’. 
Lindeström, GA Åberg, pp. 109, 152.

658  Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p 21.
659  See also ‘Instruction’, in ed. Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, vol. 2, 

p. 728. 
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Susquehannocks as different from the surrounding settlers but similar to each 
other and that these ‘Americans’ were connected to the land.

It seems that Lindeström also used the word ‘American’ to emphasise a 
distinction between the ‘American wild people’, and ‘wild people’ in other parts 
of the world. The epithet ‘wild’ was also used on its own as a description of the 
Lenape and Susquehannocks. Lindeström prudently noted that ‘[T]hese wild 
people of New Sweden are not called wild because one believes them to be furious 
or crazy, but because of their idolatry and delusion in [matters of ] religion’.660 
This distinction in terminology is also noted in one of Risingh’s texts where he 
ponders that a benefit with a colony in America would be that then ‘[c]ould 
also the Indians who now are wild barbarians be [brought] through our colony 
from idolatry to a true God’.661 Similarly, Campanius noted that there were some 
‘wild’ in the Caribbean that were ‘eternal slaves’.662 For these authors, the term 
‘wild’ was associated with the state of not believing in God. This impression is 
supported by the fact that the texts frequently juxtaposed references to the ‘wild 
people’ and the ‘Christians’.663

It is worth pointing out that the European settlers were described as distinct 
from the Native Americans regardless of what words the travel writers used to 
describe people. The authors noted that the Swedes had good relations with the 
Lenape, but it was still clear that they were a different group of people. This 
is seen in a letter by the clergyman Erik Björk, who travelled to New Sweden 
after the end of Swedish colonial rule. Björk and two other priests – Anders 
Rudman and Johan Aurén – were sent out to care for the spiritual needs of the 
remaining colonizers, travelling to the New Sweden in 1697. Moreover, they were 
encouraged to try to convert Native Americans living nearby, bringing copies of 
Campanius Holm’s translation of the Lutheran Catechism to pidgin-Algonquin 
with them for this purpose.664 Reporting back to Sweden, Björk wrote that:

660  ‘Desse Novae Sueciae vilde människor de kallas icke vilde, därför att man tror dem vara 
rasande och galne utan för deras avguderi och villfarelse i religion’. Lindeström, GA 
Åberg, p. 108.

661  ‘Kunde och dhe indianer som nu wilde barbarer ähro, warda igenom wår colonie ifrån 
afgude dyrkan till en sann gudh’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America 
(2). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 2, p. 2v.

662  ‘någre wille som äre där evige trähler’. Johannes Campanius, De itinere Mag: Johannis 
Campanij Holmensis a Stockholmia in Indiam seu Americam, Virgineam, Floridam Ao 
1642. KB Rål. Fol 201, p. 1. See also: Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi 
America (2). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 2, fol. 3v. 

663  For example, Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). RA, Handel och 
Sjöfart, 196, p. 7v; Per Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges 
situation ok beskaffenhet (1). KB Rål. Fol. 201, fol. 4r.

664  See Kopia av kvitto av Rudman, Biörk och Auren, 18 juli 1696. ULA Nyköpings Alla 
Helgona (före 1989 Nyköpings Östra) kyrkoarkiv, P1, 2. Dokument rörande Nya 
Sverige.
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The wild and our Swedes are like one people. Yet the wild are now in a few 
years seemingly disappeared, so that where before there were thousands, 
there are now hardly ten. Through strong drinks, contagious diseases, 
war between themselves et cetera they are devastated, and daily [their] 
fish, fowl, game are extinguished665

In this distressing passage, Björk tells us that the Native Americans and the Swedes 
are like one people. Yet, also in this sentence there is an underlying distinction 
between the two in that they are like one people. The following comments about 
the annihilation of Native American society further emphasised this distinction 
in describing it as apparently distinct from the Swedish societal structures. The 
impression is thus that although there were good relations between Swedish 
settlers and Native Americans, they had not in any substantial way become 
‘one people’. It is also interesting to note that although Björk is vocal about the 
hardships of the Native Americans, he is silent on the part that the Swedes and 
other settlers played in this. 

The colonizers from Sweden, the Dutch provinces and England were never 
grouped together with their Native American neighbours. However, they were 
at times associated with each other. As noted, the seventeenth-century settlers of 
the Delaware River were most commonly identified by their respective national 
affinities, or as ‘Christians’. On a smaller number of occasions, they were called 
‘Europeans’. However, they were not called ‘Americans’.

The elusive West India
I have already touched on a few instances where the travel writers placed 
locations in ‘West India’ that we would not associate with that geographical place 
today. In fact, in much the same way as the authors spoke about ‘New Sweden 
in America’ they located the colony in ‘West India’, ‘western India’, or simply 
‘India’. An illustrative example of this is seen in one of Lindeström’s maps of 
the Swedish colony. The map, oriented with south at the top of the map, shows 
the Delaware River and the Swedish and Lenape settlements along its banks. 
The title of the map specifies that it depicts ‘New Sweden, or the Swedes’ River 
in western India’.666 The Swedish coat of arms in the upper right corner further 

665  ‘The Wilde och wåre Swänska äro såsom ett folck. Men the wilde äro nu på några åhr 
såsom försvundne, att ther tillförenne war 1000 tahls, finnes nu knapt 10, genom starka 
dryckar smittosamma siukdomar, inbördes krig sig emella etc förödde och dageligen 
utdödas fisk, fogel willebråd’. Letter from Erik Björk to Carl Viström, 29 Oct 1697. KB 
Enge. B.X.1, 63, Handlingar rörande Svenska Församlingen i Pensylvanien ifrån År 1697 
till 1704, fol. 9r.

666  ‘Nova Suecia: Eller the Swenskas Revier in India Occidentali’. Lindeström, GA 
Lidköping; Lindeström, GA Åberg. The map from GA Åberg is reproduced in Rune 
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emphasises the Swedish claims to the river.667 Lindeström here used the Latin 
name for West India. It is possible that he wanted to make a particular point by 
choosing the Latin term instead of the Swedish, yet, seeing that he was proficient 
in both languages and in a habit of switching between the two – as the Latin title 
(Geographia Americae) of his Swedish language travel account shows – it is more 
likely that he did not have a specific motive behind this language choice.668 What 
he certainly did, though, was give the name ‘western India’ to an area including 
the Delaware River.

In fact, it seems that ‘West India’ was not only a possible term, but one that 
came easy to these travel writers. Campanius Holm claims that West India was 
a term used by ‘seafarers’ to describe America.669 It is possible that the word had 
such connotations, but its use was in practice more widespread. Even Campanius 
Holm’s grandfather, the priest Johannes Campanius used it. He noted in his brief 
journal that after a stay of five years in New Sweden, in 1648 his party began 
considering ‘the journey home from New Sweden to Old Sweden, that is from 
West India to Stockholm’.670 In this statement, Campanius clearly equated the 
colony with ‘West India’ and the homeland with ‘Stockholm’. Presumably, this 
did not mean that he understood ‘West India’ and ‘Stockholm’ to be the same 
kind of entities (although this is of course a possibility). Instead, it seems that 
he chose these particular terms because of their recognisability. The structure of 
the passage indicates that ‘West India’ and ‘Stockholm’ were specifications of the 
preceding statement, and as such, intended to be familiar to the reader. 

This evidence is corroborated by the use of ‘West India’ in other sources.671 
Interestingly, the term was used not only by the clergymen and high-ranking 
officials of the colony, but also by common sailors and colonists. Thus when a 
group of sailors led by one Ambrosius Jöransson petitioned Axel Oxenstierna 
in 1647, they asked specifically for their salary ‘for the Westindia journey’.672 
Another group of sailors, led by the secretary Michell Johansson, likewise 
petitioned Queen Christina for compensation for the ‘Westindian journey’ that 

Ruhnbro ed., Det Nya Sverige i landet Amerika: Ett stormaktsäventyr 1638–1655 
(Höganäs, 1988), pp. 56–7.

667  Lindeström, GA Åberg. Unfortunately, the map in the GA Lidköping copy of 
Lindeström’s manuscript is damaged.

668  For example, Lindeström discusses how he speaks Latin to the Spanish in the Canaries. 
Lindeström, GA Lidköping, 138r.

669  ‘Siöfarande’. Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 2.
670  ‘hemresan igen ifrån Nya Swerige till gambla Swerige det är från Wäst-Indien till 

Stockholm’. Johannes Campanius, De itinere, 1642. KB Rål. Fol 201, p. 2.
671  For example Printz, ‘Relation to the Noble West India Company…1644’ in Johnson ed., 

The instruction for Johan Printz, p. 116. 
672  ‘för Westindia reesa’. Petition by Ambrosius Jöransson et al. to Axel Oxenstierna [1647]. 

RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 194, 16. In total, 13 ‘boatsmen’ signed the petition.
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they had been a part of in in the 1640s.673 When the authorities responded, they 
also mentioned that the sailors had sailed with ships towards ‘New Sweden, in 
West India’.674 Furthermore, this vocabulary was also persistent over time. Thus, 
the remaining settlers used this expression when writing to Sweden in 1693 to 
ask for religious instruction in Swedish. In the letter, they described how a young 
Swede had been ‘among us in West India’.675 Like ‘America’, the term ‘West India’ 
was used throughout the period, and it appears both in longer travel narratives, 
letters, petitions and the official documents issued by the Swedish authorities.676 

Individual authors often referred to both America and West India in parallel. 
We have already seen how Lindeström referred to New Sweden as situated in both 
America and West India. In fact, his treatise on New Sweden was entitled ‘The 
geography of America or West India’s description’.677 Latinist Hans Helander has 
brought attention to the extent to which hypercharacterization was a stylistic 
commonplace in Neo-Latin literature in Sweden at this time.678 Lindeström’s 
expressions perhaps seem slight in comparison with the ‘vigorous constellations 
of synonyms’ of authors such as Georg Stiernhielm.679 Still, the use of Swedish 
and Latin in early modern Sweden overlapped, and it ought not be surprising 
that stylistic elements moved between the languages. Not everyone spoke Latin 
with equal ease, in fact, the governor Printz wrote from New Sweden in 1644 
that he wished for a person who knew Latin better than himself ‘especially since 
I have more often, for the last twenty-seven years, had the musket and the pistol 
in my hands than Tacitus and Cicero’.680 However, as noted, Lindeström was 
well versed in Latin. He might have forgotten part of the language later in life 
when he composed Geographia Americae (after all, Printz acknowledged that such 
a thing could happen), but considering how he used the terms also in other 

673  ‘Westindiae reesan’. Petition by Michell Johansson et al. to K. M:t. 12 Aug 1654. RA 
Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 7.

674  ‘Nyie Swerige, i Westindien’. Response to petition by Michell Johansson et al. to K.M:t. 
12 Aug 1654. RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 7.

675  ‘hos oss uti WästIndien’. Letter from Swedes in Delaware to Postmaster Johan Thelin, 31 
May 1693. KB Rål. Fol. 201, p. 1.

676  For example in the 1642 instruction to Printz. See Johan Printz, ‘Instruction for 
Governor Printz’, in ed. Amandus Johnson, The instruction for Johan Printz, Governor of 
New Sweden (Philadelphia, 1930), pp. 62–99, pp. 62, 63. Text in Enligsh and Swedish.

677  ‘Geographia Americae eller Indiae Occindentalis Beskriffningh’. Lindeström, GA 
Lidköping; Lindeström, GA Åberg.

678  Helander, Neo-Latin Literature, p. 49.
679  Helander, Neo-Latin Literature, p. 49.
680  ‘helst medan iagh vthi 27 ååhr meer hafuer haft musqueten och pistolerne, än som 

Tacitum och Ciceronem vthi händerner’. Printz, ‘Relation till dätt högloflige West 
Indische Compagn: vthi gambla Sverige…’ in Odhner ed., Kolonien Nya Sveriges 
grundläggning, p. 34. English text in Printz, ‘Relation to the Noble West India 
Company…1644’ in Johnson ed., The instruction for Johan Printz, p. 120. 
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situations, it is probable that the parallel references to America and West India in 
Lindeström’s maps and texts are hypercharacterizations, rather than references to 
two different regions.

In contrast with present-day usage, ‘West India’ could be used to describe 
locations on the eastern coast of North America.681 Nevertheless, the term 
‘West India’ was also used in a manner that is more familiar today. Governor 
Risingh, in his 1655 report about the colony, and when discussing the 
deteriorating relationship between the Swedish and their Dutch neighbours in 
New Netherlands, mentioned that he feared that the Dutch Director-General 
Peter Stuyvesant might try to retake a contested fort on the Delaware River 
upon returning ‘from W. India and Curacao, where he went last fall with three 
ships’.682 In this instance, Risingh was writing from New Sweden and referred 
to another place as ‘West India’.683 The passage also displays Risingh’s concern 
about the security of the colony, in this case well-founded since the Dutch tried, 
and succeeded, in retaking the fort when Stuyvesant returned, effectively ending 
Swedish colonial rule.

In a few instances, the accounts dropped the epithet ‘West’ altogether and 
simply referred to ‘India’ when speaking about present-day America or parts 
thereof. Without further comments, Lindeström from time to time used the 
term ‘India’ without adding ‘West’. For example, he described how he had a 
private supply of beer on the journey ‘to India’ which could not be reached while 
at sea, and that ‘[n]ow that we arrived to India I was happy for that’.684 This joy 
turned quickly sour when it became clear that the crew had drunken his beer. 

A traveller who experienced even greater difficulties was the gunner Johan 
Rudberus, who sailed from Sweden on board the ship Kattan (The Cat) in 1649.685 
This ill-fated expedition was ship-wrecked near Puerto Rico and never reached 
New Sweden. Rudberus managed to get back to Sweden after many difficulties 

681  Washburn also comments on this usage. See Washburn, ‘The Meaning of “Discovery”.
682  ‘ifrån W: Indien och Curacos, tijt han i höstes medh 3 skip reeste’. Johan Risingh, 

‘Director Johan Rising’s Report to the Commercial College, Dated at Christina in 
New Sweden, June 14, 1655’, ed. Amandus Johnson German American Annals vol. 8/ 
vol 12 (1910), pp. 87–93, p. 88. English text in Albert Cook Myers ed., Narratives of 
Early Pennsylvania, West New Jersey and Delaware, 1630–1707 (New York, 1912), p. 158. 
Curacao is an island in the Caribbean. 

683  A similar usage is seen in Johan Printz, ‘Relation till dätt höghlåfflige Westindiske 
Compagn: Uthi Gamble Sverige den 20 Februarij, 1647’. RA, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 
194, 5, fol. 5v (my foliation); English translation in Johnson, The instruction for Johan 
Printz, p. 140. 

684  ‘När wij nu till Indien kommo, war jagh glad ther öfwer’. Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 
64v–65r. See also Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 29v.

685  See Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, vol. 2, p. 562.
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and handed in an account of his journey to the authorities.686 In the account, 
Rudberus reports how the captain of Kattan had worried that they would run 
out of fresh water to drink and had therefore decided to sail to Antigua: ‘which 
island is the first, of which we had notions of India, and it is 350 mil from this 
land to Virginia or New Sweden’.687 Here, we see how the term ‘India’ could be 
used to refer to a vaguely defined area on the western side of the Atlantic Ocean, 
thus again delineating distinct places into one conceptual category. It is also an 
example of a broad and relatively vague reference to ‘Virginia’. Amandus Johnson 
notes that the gunner Rudberus language probably was closer to that of ordinary 
colonists than what can be gleaned from authors such as Printz or Risingh.688 We 
see here that ‘India’ was not only a term used by one particular group, but a term 
that different individuals must have considered useful.

The ever ingenious Lindeström solved the possible confusion of terms by 
specifying when he was talking about the ‘Indian islands’, i.e. the present-day 
West Indies in the Caribbean, and when he was talking about mainland ‘West 
India’, or America.689 He wrote that he wished to bring his reader across the 
western sea

to demonstrate the outermost part in America and the realm and 
bountiful fertility of some of the most prominent West Indian islands, 
which are otherwise called and entitled the New World, which with their 
fertility widely surpass even West India itself, which is situated further 
north from there.690

The term ‘West India’ referred to the area where New Sweden was located, while 
the ‘West Indian islands’ were the Caribbean islands that today bear the name 
‘West Indies’ in English.691 The Oxford English Dictionary notes that similar 
usage was present in English language sources from this period, describing 

686  Among other things, he was sold as a slave. See Johan Rudberus, ‘Journal’, ed. Amandus 
Johnson Valkyrian nr 5 (1909), pp. 225–232, p. 232.

687  ‘hwilken öh är den första, af hwilken wij bekommo känningar af Indien, och är ifrån 
theta landet till Virginien eller nyia Sveriget 350 mijhl’. Rudberus, ‘Journal’, ed. 
Johnson, p. 226.

688  Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, vol. 2, p. 562.
689  For examples of this, see Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 105–7.
690  ‘den yttersta delen in America, och någre av de förnämligaste Indiae Occidentalis insulers 

rike och ymnige fruktbarhet att demonstrera, som eljest kallas och tituleras för den Nya 
Världen, vilke med sin fruktsamhet vitt övergå själva Indiam Occidentalem, som finns 
mera norr därifrån belägen’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 23.

691  Sometimes, these were also referred to as the ‘Caribbean Islands’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, 
p. 104.
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the region that today is called the ‘West Indies’ as the ‘West Indian Islands’.692 
Likewise, there are examples of Spanish, Dutch and English sources referring to 
mainland America as ‘West India’ and the ‘West Indies’.693 Thus, this was not a 
specifically Swedish practice. Nevertheless, because the Swedish language does 
not make a distinction between ‘West India’ and the ‘West Indies’, the tendency 
to conflate places might be more prevalent in Swedish.694 

Similar to how the term ‘America’ was used to describe people, so were the 
terms ‘West India’ and ‘India’. The accounts referred to ‘indianer’ (‘Indians’) to 
describe the Lenape in the same way as they referred to ‘Americans’.695 However, 
the term ‘indianer’ is particularly interesting since this word was also used to 
refer to the inhabitants of the Asian subcontinent India at the time. For example, 
Kiöping habitually referred to persons from the Asian Subcontinent India as 
‘indianer’, and Rålamb’s secretary Kling also used this vocabulary.696 Modern 
Swedish distinguishes between ‘indianer’ living in America and ‘indier’ living in 
India, but from the travel accounts it seems that the distinction was not made in 
the seventeenth-century.697

Does the coinciding meaning of the terms ‘West India’ and ‘India’ signify a 
perceived connection between what we today call America and the South Asian 
subcontinent India? In the medieval European worldview, ‘India’ was an idea of 
distant place as much as an actual location.698 Columbus and other early travellers 
also saw a connection between the lands they reached and ‘India’ based on their 
expectation to reach East Asia when they sailed west from Europe. However, as 
discussed in relation to scholarly geography, by the time the Swedish travellers 
reported from New Sweden, America was generally conceived of as a separate 

692  ‘West India, n.’ OED, <www.oed.com> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018); ‘West Indies, n.’ OED, 
<www.oed.com> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

693  See Washburn, ‘The Meaning of “Discovery”’; Incidentially, Rudman quotes an 
Englishman using the term ‘West Indies’. See Anders Rudman, ‘Diary of Rev. Andrew 
Rudman’, ed. Luther Anderson German American Annals New Series vol. 4/ Old Series 
vol. 8 (1906), pp. 286–312, 315–325, transl. 326–34, 355–76 and vol. 5/ Old Series vol. 
9 (1907), pp. 9–18, p. 305.

694  The islands called the West Indies in English today are called ‘West India’ (Västindien) in 
Swedish.

695  For example Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall 
of New Sweden, p. 164; Letter from Swedes in Delaware to Postmaster Johan Thelin, 31 
May 1693. KB Rål. Fol. 201, p. 3; Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 116.

696  See for example, Kiöping, Nils Mattson Kiöpings resa, ed. Rundkvist, p. 131. Kling, 
Diarium. Rål. 4:o 25, fol. 62v.

697  ‘indian’, Svenska akademins ordbok (SAOB) (Lund, 1893–), www.saob.se (Accessed 16 
Jan. 2018).

698  Washburn, ‘The Meaning of “Discovery”’, p. 15.
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entity from Asia.699 In that sense, East and West India were not the same place. 
Still, the vocabulary itself did not clarify these distinctions. 

The connection between East and West India lived on in the lexical similarities, 
which were expressed in everyday language and institutionalized in names such 
as the Dutch East and West India trading companies.700 This linguistic elasticity 
and slight inconsistency in language use compares well with the results of 
the previous two chapters. Language is flexible, and, it seems, particularly so 
with regards to early modern America. It is also interesting to note that while 
Christendom and Europe were two concepts with overlapping meaning, they 
were also used with markedly different emphases; America and West India were 
to a greater extent synonymous expressions. Often, the geographical area that 
they referred to converged. Even when it did not, both terms referred primarily 
to the same type of spatial entity without explicit value judgements attached to it.

The survey of both Swedish and other European works on geography in 
chapter 3 showed that there was a variation in the vocabulary for the region we 
refer to as America. While only a handful of the scholarly geographers discussed 
in chapter 3 used the specific term ‘West India’, the term was used intermittently 
and appeared in works from Ortelius’s 1570 Theatrum Orbis Terrarum to Celsius’s 
1700 introduction to geography. There was a possibility of flexibility in the 
scholarly works, and in the travel accounts we clearly see a conceptualization of 
the area where New Sweden was located as ‘West India’. While earlier research has 
discussed the sixteenth century variations of vocabulary surrounding America, 
the persistence of the term ‘West India’ throughout this period, especially in 
the travel accounts, has been discussed to a lesser extent, or attributed to 
mistakes. However, the evidence here suggests that ‘West India’ continued to be 
synonymous with ‘America’. 701 Both terms were used to make sense of where in 
the world New Sweden was.

American and West Indian experiences
Having crossed the Atlantic successfully in the spring of 1697, the clergyman 
Anders Rudman wrote to Jacob Arrhenius, professor in History at Uppsala 
University, that he had reached ‘this longed for American land with health 
and soundness’.702 His letter is interesting in that it shows the interconnections 

699  Even though there was still some discussion if they were attached to each other in the far 
north.

700  Geoctroyeerde Westindische Compagnie and Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie. 
701  Christine R. Johnson, ‘Renaissance German Cosmographers and the Naming of America’ 

Past & Present, nr 191 (May, 2006), pp. 3–43.
702  ‘thetta efterlängtade Americaniska landet med hälsa och sundheet’. Letter from Anders 

Rudman to Jacob Arrhenius [20 Oct. 1697]. KB Enge., B.X.1 63, Handlingar rörande 
Svenska Församlingen i Pensylvanien ifrån År 1697 till 1704, fol 1r (my foliation). The 
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between the scholarly sphere and travel writing. Rudman and his fellow travellers 
Björk and Aurén had studied at Uppsala before they were commissioned to 
travel to New Sweden, and their correspondence shows that they continually 
wrote letters home to contacts at the university, and, on one occasion, to Samuel 
Åkerhielm, the brother of the travel writer Anna Åkerhielm.703 Rudman asked 
Professor Arrhenius that he send his regards to ‘all supporters, promoters and 
friends, and in particular Professor [Ericus] Liung, Professor [Ericus] Aurivillius, 
Professor [Petrus] Lagerlööf, Professor [Jesper] Swede[berg]’.704 All of these 
scholars were professors at Uppsala University, and Lagerlööf was of course the 
same writer on historical and political geography discussed in chapter 3. Some 
of the replies that Rudman and Björk received were in turn read aloud to the 
congregations in New Sweden.705 We see here that letters that were addressed 
to one individual could reach a wider circle of people, and, at least, some letters 
reached people who were not necessarily literate, like the congregation members. 
Moreover, these letters are one more indication of how, while the practices of 
making geographical knowledge differed, the people involved in these spheres 
overlapped. 

Rudman’s correspondence is also an interesting example of how travel writers 
described the land they approached as ‘American’, and by extension, how the 
journeys and experiences themselves were defined by this term. A few years after 
his ‘longed for’ arrival, Rudman asked the ecclesiastical authorities in Sweden that 
he wanted to be relieved from a position that by this time felt like an ‘American 
burden’.706 The two letters show the use of the term ‘America’ embedded in 

letter is undated, but Campanius Holm quotes it an notes when it was written, see 
Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 101.

703  Rudman comments on his letter writing in his journal: Rudman, ‘Diary of Rev. Andrew 
Rudman’, ed. Anderson German American Annals New Series vol. 4/ Old Series vol. 8 
(1906), pp. 304, 306.

704  ‘alla befordrare, gynnare och vänner, såsom i synnerhet Prof Liung, Prof Aurivillius, Prof 
Lagerlöf, Prof Swede’. Letter from Anders Rudman to Jacob Arrhenius [20 Oct. 1697]. 
KB Enge., B.X.1 63, fol. 7v–8r. The last name could possibly refer to Swedberg’s son 
Emanuel Swedenborg who was a scholar and mystic. However, he was a student rather 
than professor in 1697. 

705  This included letters from the King Charles XI, the Archbishop Olaus Swebilius, the 
Swedish envoy in Stockholm Christoffer Leyoncrona and, at a later point in time, the 
Bishop Jesper Swedberg who was designated ‘bishop of Skara and America’. See Erik 
Björk, ‘Record of Mr. Bjork’ in Horace Burr ed., The records of Holy Trinity (Old Swedes) 
Church, Wilmington Del. from 1697–1773 (Wilmington, 1890), pp. 71–3, 159–60; 
Robert Murray, ‘Kyrkan i Nya Sverige’ in Rune Ruhnbro ed., Det Nya Sverige i landet 
Amerika: Ett stormaktsäventyr 1638–1655 (Höganäs, 1988), p. 133.

706  ‘min och de minas trägna anhållande mig ifrån mitt Americanske ook aflösa’. Letter from 
Anders Rudman to Olaus Swebilius and Cons. Eccl., 16 June 1702. KB Enge., B.X.1 63, 
Handlingar rörande Svenska Församlingen i Pensylvanien ifrån År 1697 till 1704, fol. 
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emotional expressions. Upon arrival, America was longed for, yet, a few years 
later Rudman defined the hardships of his existence as tied to ‘America’. He could 
have chosen other words to express his feelings, but the term ‘America’ seem to 
have linguistically embodied his experiences.

Similarly, Lindeström made frequent referrals to his travels as ‘our American 
journey’. More specifically, Lindeström used this phrase, or a variant of it, as 
a way to rhetorically conclude inserted digressions in his journal. Thus, after 
describing in some detail an episode with a strange animal on St Kitts Island,707 
he concluded that they had set sail again ‘[o]nwards our projected American 
journey, to continue in the name of the Lord’.708 Here, it was not only the 
landmass that was ‘American’, the very experience of travelling was framed with 
this terminology. In contrast to the references discussed in the previous chapter 
– where ‘Europe’ in a few instances was described as ‘ours’ – it was here the 
journey itself that was, on the one hand, ‘American’ and, on the other, specified 
as belonging to ‘us’. Lindeström did not emphasise an affiliation with the place 
America when he called the journey both ‘American’ and ‘ours’. Still, this is one 
more case where ‘American’ was considered as an appropriate term to summarize 
this journey across half of the globe. Presumably, to Lindeström and Rudman, 
‘America’ was both a familiar term and one closely associated with New Sweden. 

Interestingly, in parallel expressions Lindeström instead described the journey 
as ‘West Indian’. He concluded digressions in his text with sentences like ‘onward 
to continue the proposed West Indian journey in the name of Lord Jesus. On 
April 30 [1654] we hove the anchor, hoisted the sails, gave the salute and in the 
name of Jesus took up our Indian journey again’.709 These repetitive phrases, in this 
instance even repeated twice, functioned as signals to the reader that Lindeström 
was returning to the main narrative of the journey across the Atlantic. In this 
context, the fact that he used ‘America’, ‘West India’ and ‘India’ interchangeably 
is an indication that he, to some degree, saw the words as similar in meaning.

These cases indicate that America could be framed as a concept with 
specific emotional qualities. However, with the exception of these cases and the 
personification of America and Sweden in Campanius Holm’s edition of the 
Lutheran Catechism, ‘America’ was not clad in such terms. Instead, America 
primarily signified a spatial region or place without value judgements or feelings 

1r (my foliation). Rudman’s wish was not granted, although he was relocated to a less 
strenuous congregation. 

707  Which Lindeström refers to as ‘St Christophers Island’. Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 
97v.

708  ‘Widare wår föresatte americaniske reesa, i herrans nampn att fortsättia’. Lindeström, GA 
Lidköping, fol. 97v.

709  ‘vidare föresatte Indiae Occidentalis resa i herrans Jesu namn att fortsätta. Den 30 april 
lyfte vi upp ankar, hissade segel, gåvo lösen och begåvo oss i Jesu namn på vår indianiske 
resa igen’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 64.
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attached to it. This observation 
compares well with the language 
used to refer to the continents 
in the context of travels in the 
eastern Mediterranean and in 
scholarly geography.

America: An entity and a 
discovery
What was the size of America? 
When referring to ‘New 
Sweden in America’ the travel 
writers described America as 
a larger region where New 
Sweden could be located, yet, 
how extensive was that region? 
Most commentators simply 
stated that New Sweden was in 
America, and it is difficult to 
derive additional information 
from such statements. For 
example, Risingh referred 
to an entity larger than his 
destination, noting that his 
ship had sailed ‘under America’s 
coast’ towards New Sweden.710 
He also used a similar language in his report of 1655 describing the prospects of 
trade and cultivation, noting that linen cloth could be bought cheaply in Sweden 
‘for there would be a splendid gain to be secured from these goods from every 
country, especially here in America, since there is no linen either in the north 
or in the south’.711 Another way to specify the size and extent of America is seen 
in Lindeström’s account where he at times referred to ‘here in the outermost 
part of America’.712 And indeed, this seems like an accurate description of New 
Sweden when we look at a map of North America, such as the one included in 

710  ‘under Americae kuster’. Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse’, in eds. Dahlgren & Norman, The 
rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 144.

711  ‘ty thet woro een förträffeligh winst vppå the wahrurne att hempta vhr alle Land mäst här 
i America, Ty hwarken i norden eller suden finnes nnu något Lärefft’. Risingh, ‘Director 
Johan Rising’s Report to the Commercial College’, ed. Johnson, p. 91. English text in 
Cook Myers, Narratives of Early Pennsylvania, pp. 161–2.

712  ‘här ytterst in America’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 103.

Figure 20. Thomas Campanius Holm’s map of 
America. Thomas Campanius Holm, ‘Totius 
Americae descriptio’ in Kort beskrifning om 
Provincien Nya Swerige (Stockholm, 1702). 
Lund University Library, Lund.
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Campanius Holm’s treatise (Figure 20).713 Compared to the larger area labelled 
‘America’, New Sweden is a small dot on the outermost part.

In all cases, America was – as we would expect – conceived of as a larger entity 
than New Sweden. What is interesting here is that by describing different places as 
belonging to one entity, the authors and mapmaker also defined what that entity 
America was. This has been discussed earlier in relation to scholarly geography. 
The same process occurred in the descriptions of the eastern Mediterranean, but 
it is more evident in relation to America. 

To a large degree, this process was connected to the theme of discovery. 
Several writers defined America through references to its discovery. As discussed 
in chapter 3, the discovery of America was an important theme in how that 
entity was conceptualized in the geography teaching material. America was 
given a history through references to the deeds of sixteenth century explorers, 
and through comments about how this land had been unknown to ancient 
geographers. The different models of presenting the scheme of continents all 
emphasised that America was discovered and that the polar regions were on the 
verge of becoming known. This theme of discovery was echoed in the travel 
accounts of New Sweden. As we have seen already, discovery was an important 
theme in how Risingh argued about the Swedish claims to the Delaware 
River. Moreover, the idea of discovery of a New World took a fanciful twist in 
Lindeström’s narrative. 

Lindeström included sections that highlight how the theme of discovery and 
the idea of a New World could be mixed with the itineraries of travel in complex 
ways. The two versions of Geographia Americae include extensive discussions of the 
explorations and discoveries of the preceding centuries, yet, these passages have 
not been the focus of earlier research which has rather concentrated on the history 
of New Sweden.714 However, for the purposes of this study, the inaccuracies are 
as interesting as accurate accounts. While being somewhat unusual, Lindeström’s 
way of reasoning is illustrative for the processes of conceptualization in relation 
to knowledge making in this setting. 

In the older Lidköping copy of Geographia Americae, Lindeström went so 
far as to refer to the time ‘when Nova Suecia was discovered by Maono [sic] 
Columbus’.715 Lindeström connected the location of New Sweden with other 

713  Thomas Campanius Holm, ‘Totius Americae descriptio’ in Campanius Holm, Kort 
beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige.

714  Dahlgren & Norman comment that Lindeström is an unreliable source that has been 
used too freely for information about the history of the colony. However, they also 
remark that it is an important document for studying early modern worldviews. 
Dahlgren & Norman, Rise and Fall of New Sweden, pp. 39–40. 

715  ‘då Nova Suecia af Maono Columbo upfunnit ward’. Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol.  
36v. Lindeström sometimes misrepresents Columbus name in GA Lidköping, or refers 
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places, making them into one entity with a shared history and discovery. This 
mirrors Risingh’s argument about the right to land in relation to discovery. In 
both cases, the spatial entity is undergoing a ‘mental discovery’ based on the 
idea that it had a joint actual discovery. The later copy of Geographia Americae 
nuanced the earlier comment, being content with referring to the time ‘when 
New Sweden was first populated’.716 Still, in both versions of the text, Lindeström 
presented a narrative where Columbus discovered a far greater area than a group 
of islands in the Caribbean. 

Apart from the passage that claimed that Columbus had discovered New 
Sweden, the focus of Lindeström’s discussion about geographical discoveries was 
islands. He treated the discovery narrative most systematically in a chapter entitled 
‘About Zingri-, Canary-, Fortunate or the Indian islands, which belong to the 
New World and [about the person] who discovered them first’.717 In the margins 
of the text, a comment tells the reader that the chapter treats ‘Christophoro 
Columbo, who discovered the Canary Islands’.718 In this chapter, Lindeström 
described the travels of Columbus, and how Columbus had asked the king (the 
French king in the Lidköping copy and the Spanish king in the National archives 
copy) that he might travel west to find hitherto unknown lands. 

According to Lindeström, Columbus discovered more or less all of the islands 
located west of Spain. Together, all of these islands constituted the New World: 
‘This Novis Orbis or New Islands, that is the new world, which is located on 
this side of West India, wherefore some call those Indian islands, that lie beyond 
Spain halfway between Spain and India’.719 As seen in this quote, the Canaries 
and other islands became an entity in their own right, but they were also closely 
connected to the land Lindeström interchangeably called ‘West India’, ‘India’ 
or ‘America’. There are frequent inconsistencies in Lindeström’s texts, yet the 
Canary Islands are described as a New World throughout, and they are given 
plenty of attention in his text.

Lindeström’s attention to the Canary Islands is partly understood in the light 
of the itinerary of his American journey. The standard route for the Swedish 

to ‘Columbus the Great’ (‘Magnus Columbus’) rather than a name. In the later copy, he 
refers instead to ‘Christopher Columbus’. Compare Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 81.

716  ‘då Nova Suecia först besattes’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 27.
717  ‘Om Zipangri-, Canarie-, Fortunate eller de indianiske insuler, som höra till den nya 

världen och vem som dem först uppfunnit haver’. Lindeström, GA Lidköping, p. 137; 
Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 80. GA Lidköping includes an additional chapter on Columbus 
that is missing from the National Archives copy.

718  ‘Historia om Christophoro Columbo, som Upkom Canarie Insulerne’. Lindeström, GA, 
Lidköping, p. 137; Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 80.

719  ‘Denna Novis Orbis eller Nya Insuler, det är den nya världen, som ligger hitom Indiam 
Occidentalem belägen, varföre somlige kalla dem Indianiske Insuler, vilka ligga bortom 
Hispanien, halvvägs emellan Hispanien och Indien’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 80.
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ships heading for New Sweden meant sailing via the Canary Islands before they 
continued west towards America. Lindeström’s ship spent several days in harbour 
there, and Lindeström told his readers about the adventures he had during this 
time. The local customs seemed strange to Lindeström, and it is probable that this 
was an influence when he decided to include the Canaries in his ‘New World’. 
Here, the itinerary of the traveller seems to have influenced the construction of 
geographical entities in the narrative. 

This is, however, not the full story. I would like to suggest that in addition to 
building on his own experiences, Lindeström used ideas from works on geography 
when working on his own Geographia Americae. In fact, the inclusive definition 
of the New World seen in Lindeström can be traced to the German geographer 
Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographia Universalis.720 Lindeström does not make a 
direct reference to Münster, yet there are indicative similarities between the two 
works.721

As discussed by Surekha Davies, Münster’s Cosmographia was one of the 
last influential works of geography that presented America not as a separate 
region, but as a collection of islands belonging to Asia. Published in numerous 
editions from 1544 onwards, Cosmographia was one of the most widely circulated 
sixteenth century works of geography. The configuration of the continents that 
Münster presented did not become influential in later works on geography, yet 
Cosmographia was one of the works that seventeenth-century geographers referred 
to and which were part of private and institutional libraries, both in Sweden and 
abroad.722 In his chapter on the discoveries of the New World, Lindeström wrote:

Wherefore one finds in two maps in Cosmographia mundi, the land 
Cathay and the Archipelago in its sea are 7448 islands situated, and even 
some more [than that], from which one can understand where the new 
islands are distinguished from the Orient, and especially the Zipangri 
islands which the great Cham have conquered…723

720  See, for example, Sebastian Münster, Cosmographia Universalis (Basel, 1552). McLean 
gives a thorough introduction to Münster and his work. See McLean, The Cosmographia 
of Sebastian Münster.

721  This theme is more elaborate in GA Lidköping. See Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 42v.
722  See Davies, ‘America and Amerindians’; McLean, The Cosmographia of Sebastian Münster, 

p. 9.; See also ‘Bibliotheca Scholae Visingzburgensis’ [ca. 1687–1694]. Ms Fol 78. Växjö 
Stiftsbibliotek.

723  ‘Hwarföre finner man i twenne taflor uthi Cosmographia mundi, landet Cathay och 
Archipelagus uthi dess haaff wara 7448 insuler eller Öyar belägna, och ändå något mehr, 
hwar af man kan förståå, hwar the nyia insuler skiljas åt ifrån Orienten, och i synnerhet 
dee Zipangri insuler som den stoore Cham har qiort sigh underdåniga…’. Lindeström, 
GA Lidköping, p. 135–136; The National Archives copy shortens the description noting 
that the maps can show where the new islands are separated ‘from the Orient etc’. 
Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 80.
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The two maps that Lindeström referred to are most likely Münster’s maps of Asia 
and the ‘New islands’ (Figure 21).724 On both of these woodcut maps, islands are 
depicted in the Pacific Ocean with the explanatory text that this archipelago has 
‘7448 islands’. This reference, in turn, presumably comes from the travel account 
of Marco Polo, who mentions the existence of ‘7448’ islands. Marco Polo also 
tells his reader about Zipangu, ‘an island in the eastern ocean’.725 In early modern 
European cartography, Marco Polo’s Zipangu became associated with Japan.726 
In Münster’s Cosmographia Zipangu appears where one would expect Japan to 
be located. Lindeström has likewise picked up this Zipangu island, either from 

724  ‘Tabula orientalis regionis, Asiae sciliet extremas complectens terras & regnas’ and 
‘Tabula nouarum insularum, quas diuresis respectibus Occidentales & Indianas uocant’. 
Münster, Cosmographia.

725  See Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo (Ware, 1997), p. 207.
726  Oka Mihoko, ‘Elusive islands of silver: Japan in the early European geographic 

imagination’ in Kären Wigen, Sugimoto Fumiko & Cary Karacas eds., Cartographic 
Japan: A history in maps (Chicago, 2016), p. 20.

Figure 21. Sebastian Münsters map of ‘the new islands’. Sebastian Münster, ‘Tabula 
novarum insularum, quas divresis respectibus Occidentales & Indianas vocant’ in 
Cosmographia Universalis (Basel, 1552). Size: 25,4 x 34,1 cm. Helsinki University Library, 
Helsinki.
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Münster or, possibly, from Marco Polo’s travels.727 In Lindeström’s rendition, 
the ‘Zipangri islands’ are immersed in the pleasant odours of valuable trees and 
roots, much like the spice islands of east Asia that early modern traders esteemed 
so highly because of their valuable spice produce.728 Lindeström includes the 
Zipangri islands in his chapter of the New World and discusses them as part of 
that region of the world.729

It is not clear whether Lindeström had access to a copy of Münster’s 
cosmography, or a copy of Marco Polo or Columbus’s accounts as he worked 
on Geographia Americae. Nevertheless, the connections to especially Münster’s 
Cosmographia are striking enough that it is safe to say that if not, at least he 
had consulted it at some point, perhaps as a student in Uppsala, or he might 
have spoken to someone who in turn had read it. However, it is clear that in 
Lindeström’s narrative, the ‘Zipangri islands’ formed a part of the New World 
together with the Canary Islands. The latter he had visited, but the Zipangri 
islands he knew about only from works on geography. By presenting them as 
one collection of islands he constructed a dichotomy between that which was 
close and familiar, and that which was far away, ‘new’ and, perhaps, even exotic. 
This second category of that which was ‘new’ included the majority of the extra-
European world. Sebastian Münster’s cartographic representations emphasised 
the new parts of the world as a large collection of islands, and this likely influenced 
Lindeström to do the same. In contrast to Münster, Lindeström treated America 
and the New World as an entity separate from the other continents. What we see 
here is how Lindeström borrowed aspects of Münster’s portrayal and combined 
these together with his personal experiences. 

This case sheds light on several interesting processes involved in the making 
of geographical knowledge. Lindeström clearly had limited access to sources 
when writing Geographia Americae. In the earlier version of the text he included 
a nota bene explaining that any errors in dating were the result of an accident 
on his return journey to Sweden in 1655.730 In the National Archives copy, he 
lamented that ‘unfortunately I lost all of my best things in the Western sea with 
great harm and loss’.731 He told his readers that his belongings had been dropped 
when being moved from one ship to another. He complained that he got back 
‘the drafts of my maps and plans as well as my other documents and texts, which 
lay floating on the waves, those I retrieved and dried in the sun on the way over 

727  Åberg suggests this connection to Marco Polo’s travel account. See Alf Åberg ed., Resa till 
nya Sverige (Stockholm, 1962), p. 80, footnote 1.

728  Lindeström, GA Åberg, p 81.
729  For example, Lindeström, GA Åberg, p 80.
730  Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 2r.
731  ‘olycksamlingen jag i Västerhavet mig till en stor skada och avsaknad, miste alla mina 

bästa saker’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 69.
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[the Atlantic]’.732 If this is indeed an accurate account of events, it is impressive 
that Lindeström could use any of this material at all. However, some material, 
including maps and texts, were sent home already a year earlier and made it 
safely all the way to Sweden. Lindeström presumably had access to some of these 
sources, as well as to family letters.733 Nevertheless, it seems that parts of his 
narrative relied primarily on memory. This impression is also heightened by the 
fact that Lindeström was confined to his bed because of illness during the period 
when he was composing Geographia Americae.734

These circumstances explain some of the inconsistencies in the resulting texts. 
However, Lindeström’s presentation is not only a case of an early modern writer 
and mapmaker who composed his account with a different approach to sources 
than what is the ideal for modern scholarship. I would like to suggest that this 
case also says something about the dynamics involved in conceptualization and 
the making of early modern geographical knowledge more generally. Through 
formal education, Lindeström was part of the context of erudite geography. 
However, his Geographia Americae is a practical application, and in the process 
adaptation, of the descriptions of the world discussed in scholarly geography. 
Lindeström interpreted his own experiences, earlier travel accounts and 
Münster’s presentation of the world so as to fit them together. The different 
influences were adjusted to suit his narrative, together making an unusual, 
although not altogether distasteful, description of what the world looked like. If 
we only considered Lindeström’s Geographia Americae or the works on Münster’s 
Geographia in isolation, these interconnections would not be visible. Looking at 
them together shows a fuller picture of the processes of conceptualization.

The New World and the Old
The idea of discovery was also paired with the division between an Old and a 
New World. Having arrived in Pennsylvania in 1697, Björk described how he 
and his fellow travellers tried what it was like ‘with the old world’s feet, step 
on the so called new world’s earth’. He saw bounty everywhere, although he 
also commented that ‘everything was very expensive, and [there was] only clear 
water to drink’. The last circumstance led him to lament how ‘[w]e often thought 

732  ‘koncepterne av mine kartor och avritningar samt andre mine dokumenter och skrifter, 
vilka lågo i vågen och flöto, dessa lät jag upphämta och torka i solen på överloppet’. 
Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 71. 

733  Lindeström quotes letters in the autobiographical section of GA Lidköping. See 
Lindeström, GA Lidköping, fol. 28r.

734  Lindeström, GA Åberg, pp. 16–17. See, Alf Åberg, ‘Pedher (Per) Lindeström’ SBL, 
<https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.aspx> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).
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about the delicious beer in Stockholm’.735 Apart from showing the priorities of 
this thirsty clergyman – much like those of Lindeström some fifty years earlier 
– the passage emphasises the separateness of the destination from the place of 
departure, and connects this to the theme of a New and an Old World.

Several of the accounts noted the newness of the place where New Sweden 
was located. References to the ‘New World’ are seen in the travel accounts and on 
the maps of the colony.736 For instance, Campanius Holm states at the beginning 
of his compilation of travel accounts to New Sweden that:

All the earth’s round globe, consisting of water and earth, is by the erudite 
and the describers of the earth divided into the old and the new world. 
The old world is that in which we live, and includes Europe which is 
in the north, Asia east, and Africa southward, the new world is called 
America, and it is located towards the west… [it] has existed since the 
creation of the world, like the old; but we who live in the old world are 
acquainted with the same later.737

As Campanius Holm notes, it was well established that America was associated 
with ‘newness’ in this period. However, the analysis of travel accounts from New 
Sweden shows that this was not only a trope in scholarly works on geography, 
but also a trope in the day-to-day reports of the colony and in the descriptions 
of travellers’ journeys to this part of the world. The colony itself was named New 
Sweden, and it is perhaps logical that in reference to this, the original Sweden 
often became ‘Old Sweden’. As mentioned above, the preacher Campanius 
prepared to travel from ‘New Sweden’ to ‘Old Sweden’. Likewise, Lindeström 
comments that when his ship arrived to the colony in 1654, the former governor 
Printz had already sailed ‘from New Sweden and to old Sweden’.738 There does 

735  ‘med the gambla werdsens fötter, trampa på then så kallade nya werldsens jord’…‘men 
all ting swåra dyrt, och allenast klara waten att dricka’.…‘Wij tänckte ofta på thet goda 
dubbelölet i Stockholm’. Letter from Erik Björk to Carl Viström, 29 Oct 1697. KB 
Enge. B.X.1, 63. Handlingar rörande Svenska Församlingen i Pensylvanien ifrån År 1697 
till 1704, fol. 4r–4v (my foliation). Björk uses the term ‘dubbelöl’ (‘double beer), i.e. 
fortified beer.

736  For example, see Willman, Een kort Beskriffningh, ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå 
Trenne Resor, pp. 240, 241.

737  ‘Hela Jordenes runda Klot, beståendes af want och jord, warder utaf the Lärda och 
jordennes beskrifware uti den gamla och nya Werlden fördelat. Den gamla Werlden är 
den i hwilken wij boo, och begriper uti sig Europam, som ligger norr ut, Asiam öster, 
och Africam, söder ut: Den nya Werlden kallas America, och är belägen wäster ut, 
hwilken äfwen så wäl hafwer warit til ifrån wärldenes skapelse, som den gamla; Men 
oss som beboo den gamla Werlden, är den samma senare bekant blefwen’. Campanius 
Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 1.

738  ‘från Novam Sveciam och till gamla Sveriget förrest’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 73. 
References to ‘Old Sweden’ are also seen in the early registers of the colony as a 
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not seem to be any direct value judgements embedded in these expressions. ‘Old 
Sweden’ should primarily be understood as a relatively neutral specification of a 
place. Still, the separateness, even the ‘newness’, of the area in which the writers 
placed ‘New Sweden’ was stressed by the direct distinctions from the ‘Old World’ 
and ‘Old Sweden’. The usage is parallel to what we have seen in the scholarly 
geography, albeit, it appears to function not only to distinguish between two 
different kinds of entities but also to avoid confusing the two Sweden and to 
distinguish between the travellers’ departure and arrival. 

Crossing water: the Atlantic Ocean and the Delaware River 
Research in recent years has investigated the interconnected aspects of the early 
modern Atlantic world. This research intricately binds together west African, 
European and American societies through studies of exploration, trade, not least 
of which the slave trade, and political and cultural exchanges.739 This great sea – 
in itself a historical construct – also had the potentiality of separating the lands 
on either side of it.740 In the travel accounts, the act of crossing the Atlantic 
compares to the crossings of the eastern Mediterranean described in the previous 
chapter, and is similar to how emphasis was placed on water and land in the 
scholarly geography works. For the travellers to New Sweden, the act of crossing 
the Atlantic was different from the rest of the journey, where land was closer at 
hand and several landfalls were made. For the travellers using the route via the 
Canary Islands, land was out of sight for several weeks. This Atlantic passage was 
often treated differently in the travel accounts than was the rest of the journeys. 
This does not mean that the Atlantic Ocean was not a region interconnected in 
a myriad of significant ways, but it is a reminder that the itinerary of travelling 
could be important for how places were perceived, and that water could separate 
land both physically and conceptually.741 

designation of the people who had left the colony for Sweden. See ‘Rulla oppå altt 
deedt Folk, såsom vthi Nye Swerigie ähro…’, in Clas Odhner ed., Kolonien Nya Sveriges 
grundläggning 1637-1642 (Stockholm, 1877), p. 39.

739  See, for example, Edmond J. Smith & Richard J. Blakemore, ‘Introduction: Africa in 
the Atlantic world’ Itinerario vol. 39, special issue 2 (Aug 2015), pp. 215–220; Nicholas 
Canny & Philip Morgan eds., The Oxford Handbook on the Atlantic world, 1450–1850 
(Oxford, 2011); Games, ‘Atlantic Histoy’; David Armitage and Michael J. Braddick, 
eds., The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800 (London, 2002). 

740  Wigen, ‘Introduction AHR Forum Oceans of History’ American Historical Review (June 
2006), pp. 717–721, p. 719; Games, ‘Atlantic Histoy’; Matthew Edney, ‘Knowledge and 
Cartography in the Early Atlantic’ Nicholas Canny & Philip Morgan eds., The Oxford 
Handbook on the Atlantic world, 1450–1850 (Oxford, 2011); Lewis, ‘Dividing the Ocean 
Sea’.

741  Games note that the act of travelling could be transformative, put does not connect this 
explicitly to ways of understanding the world. Games, ‘Atlantic Histoy’, p. 755.
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When the travel accounts comment on the crossing of the Atlantic, it is 
invariably to refer to the hardships of the journey. Lindeström described these 
difficulties in some detail. For instance, he wrote that the people on board were so 
sick that ‘there were such complaining and moaning, yes, moaning over moaning, 
that a person, even if she had a heart of stone, must still have felt grief and anxiety 
over this miserable situation’.742 With a similar emotional touch, Björk wrote 
in a letter about the difficulty of crossing the Atlantic – which he did on board 
an English ship – that ‘our hope of seeing the West Indian Swedish people was 
almost lost’.743 Björk and his fellow traveller Rudman wrote several letters soon 
after having arrived in the former colony.744 This enables a comparison between 
different versions. In some letters, Björk and Rudman describe the crossing in 
detail, yet in one letter, Rudman instead emphatically concluded that ‘To talk 
much about this sea journey would be too much and seems almost unnecessary, 

742  ‘där var en sådan klagan och jämmer, ja, jämmer över jämmer, att en människa, om 
hon hade än ett stenhjärta, så måtte hon ändock givit sig till sorg och ängslan över det 
eländige tillståndet’. Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 53.

743  ‘wårt hopp att se the Wästindiska swänska nästan ute’. Letter from Erik Björk to Carl 
Viström, 29 Oct 1697. KB Enge. B.X.1, 63, fol. 1r–1v.

744  For example Letter from Erik Björk to Carl Viström, 29 Oct 1697. KB Enge. B.X.1, 63; 
Letter from Anders Rudman to Jacob Arrhenius [20 Oct 1697] KB Enge., B.X.1 63. 

Figure 22. Illustration from a ballad about sailing to New Sweden. [Aron 
Danielsson], untitled ballad in Samuel Älf ’s Book of Ballads [1650]. LW42, 
Linköpings stiftsbibliotek, Linköping.
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since each and every one can think what one has to endure during such travels’.745 

Interestingly, both the verbose descriptions and Rudman’s short comment convey 
the impression that this had been a fretful journey.

The narrative of a difficult journey could function as a tool for exalting the 
valour and endurance of a travel writer. This theme is, for instance, at the fore in 
a mid-seventeenth-century ballad, which addresses the dangers of sailing to New 
Sweden:

Of Nordic shore of Swedish land,
now towards Virginia travel,
Sailors good with hearty courage
And fear no peril

Right when God’s will tells us,
Then we are ready
With a hearty courage risk our blood,
For our dear fatherland

Even if this seems difficult,
Arduous for us to be
Over that sea to that island
Which is New Sweden’s land746

Figure 22 shows an illustration of two ships accompanying this ballad about 
sailing to New Sweden. In presenting the journey as difficult, the author to this 
ballad, much like Lindeström or Björk, used the difficult journey to portray 
themselves advantageously. In this, they used a trope that was well-established 
in early modern European travel writing.747 The evidence of the difficult crossing 
of the Atlantic compares well to Truls Kåhre’s complaints about the difficulties 

745  ‘Mycket att tala om thenna siöresa wil blifwa för widloffligt synes ock nästan onödigt, 
medan hwar och en kan tänkia hwad man uppå sådane reesor utgstå måste’. Letter from 
Anders Rudman to Jacob Arrhenius [20 Oct 1697]. KB Enge. B.X.1, 63, fol. 1v.

746  ‘Aff Nordan strandh aff Swea landh, nu ått Virginia fara, Siömenner godh medh it friskt 
modh, och frukta ingen fara. Rätt när Gudh will osz säüer till, vü och färdiga ähro, aff 
it friskt modh wåga wårt blodh, för fäderneszlandet kiähra. Om thet ähn här tückes 
beswär, osz mödosampt at wahra, öffver then Siöö in till then öö. Som är nüa Swerigesz 
landhe’. [Aron Danielsson], untitled ballad in Samuel Älf ’s Book of Ballads [1650]. 
LW42, Linköpings stiftsbibliotek; [Aron Danielsson], ‘Virginiavisan’ in Knut Brodin ed., 
Emigrantvisor och andra visor (Stockholm, 1938), pp. 6–7. The first letters of the verses 
in the ballad form the name ‘Aron Danielsson’, assumed to be the author of the ballad. 
The book was compiled c. 1650. See also Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New 
Sweden, p. 25.

747  See Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p. 20. See also Letter from Anders Rudman & Erik Björk to 
Carl Leyoncrona, 30 Oct. 1697. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 197, fol. 1r (my foliation); 
Andreas Rudman & Erik Björk to K. M:t., 22 March 1698. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 
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of his journeys across the Mediterranean, and his longing for home. In both 
situations, the arduous journey in itself became proof of the traveller’s courage. 
This is not to underestimate the hardships of the journeys, but their retelling 
could also serve a rhetorical purpose. 

Regardless of the reasons writers had for portraying the passage across the 
Atlantic as difficult, however, the result is that the first and last stages of the 
journey appear distant from each other, both literally and metaphorically 
separated by an ocean. It is difficult to determine how important this was for the 
perception of America as a separate entity. However, as an underlying theme, the 
real and symbolic separation went hand-in-hand with the discussion about an 
Old and a New World. By designating New Sweden as a New World, the travel 
writers stressed the distance between here and there, and the same process was 
at hand when they stressed the hardships of crossing the Atlantic. The situation 
when they approached the American coast was also one setting in which they 
more commonly referred to ‘America’ or used other synonymous expressions. 
In general, the accounts that described travels to New Sweden firmly separated 
the destination – be it called ‘America’, ‘West India’, ‘the New World’ or ‘New 
Sweden’ – from the departure. 

Parallel to this distinction made between the Old World and the New 
World, there are a smaller number of interesting examples where the authors 
and mapmakers either questioned or understood the Atlantic as a boundary 
differently. One such example appears in Lindeström’s portrayal of the beginning 
of the New World at the Canary Islands, discussed above. Another is found in 
Campanius Holm’s description of the islands of the Atlantic Ocean. Campanius 
Holm noted that the Azores were situated ‘close to Europe, so that no one knows 
if they should rightly be counted as part of America or Europe’.748 Campanius 
Holm used a jigsaw puzzle understanding of the scheme of continents in 
that he assumed that all land should ‘rightly’ belong to one or another of the 
continents.749 At the same time, the affiliation of this group of islands was not 
self-evident. Thus, land was divided into continents, but the exact delineation of 
these entities could be negotiated. 

The passage from Campanius Holm highlights how islands could occupy a 
liminal place in early modern geographical understanding, and in this connects 
to the discussion about sea and land in chapter 3. Even more than other entities 

197, fol. 1v (my foliation); Letter from Matthias Nertunius och Joachimus Lycke to Axel 
Oxenstierna [1652]. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 194.

748  ‘Azores eller Insulae Accipitrum, liggia rätt när Europa, så at man intet wet/ om de 
rättare til Americam, eller Europam räknas skola’. Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om 
Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 7.

749  For a comment on this kind of usage, see Lewis & Wigen, Myth of continents, p. 10.
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of land, the status of islands was open for debate, and sometimes confusion.750 To 
some extent, the Azores functioned in this instance as a bridge between Europe 
and America, a place where the two continents could meet. With a similar effect, 
Campanius Holm also noted how the ‘The Antilles Islands have been given this 
name by the Spanish since they are insulae ante Americam, that is such islands 
that are situated in front of America, when one sails there from Europe’. 751 
Here, the Antilles were associated with the continent America, yet they were also 
defined as a separate entity. Furthermore, their definition was clearly dependent 
on the itinerary of travelling from Europe to America. Both of these examples 
portray America and Europe as two separate entities, yet, the islands in-between 
mediated the separation. 

Nor was water always a separator in descriptions of geography. This is clear 
from Lindeström’s maps of New Sweden as well as from his textual descriptions 
of the colony. His maps and texts generally centred on the Delaware River. 
Likewise, the sources referred to the colony as ‘the Swedish river’ or ‘the South 
River’.752 The importance of the river as a means of practical communication 
presumably played a part in this. As seen, Risingh oversaw cartographical 
surveying of New Sweden travelling on the river in a boat. Depending on the 
activity, the conceptual framework could change.

Religious geography
To what extent were religious assumptions important in how the continents were 
conceptualized in relation to New Sweden? The previous chapter established 
that religious ideas were highly significant in how travel writers conceptualized 
journeys through the eastern Mediterranean. Religious geography was also an 
important element of scholarship, although not as clearly defining what the 
continents meant in these works (even though the idea of Noah’s sons had been 
important earlier and still left some residues in maps and textual descriptions 
about what the world looked like). The evidence from the travel accounts of 

750  See also Johnson, The German discovery of the world, p. 85. The popularity of early moder 
atlases of islands, Isolarii, constitute both an exception and confirm this liminal role. See 
George Tolias, ‘Isolarii, fifteenth to seventeenth century’ in David Woodward ed. The 
History of Cartography (HOC), (Chicago, 2007), vol. 3, pp. 263–84. I thank Katharina 
Piechocki for bringing this point ot my attention.

751  ‘Insulae Antillae, hafwa detta namnet bekommit af the Spanker efter de äro Insulae ante 
Americam, det är sådana öar som äro belägne fram före America, när man tijt ifrån 
Europa seglar’. Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 7.

752  For example Lindeström, GA Åberg, p. 91; Johan Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova 
Suecia uthi America (2) (1658). RA Handel och sjöfart, vol. 196, fol. 1v. See also Letter 
from King Charles XI to Olaus Swebilius, 18 Feb. 1696. ULA Nyköpings Alla Helgona 
(före 1989 Nyköpings Östra) kyrkoarkiv, P1, 2. Dokument rörande Nya Sverige; 
Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 36.
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journeys to New Sweden provides an interesting contribution to this discussion. 
Religious epistemology or ontology were not, on the whole, explicit themes in 
how America and the other continents were defined or used in the setting of 
New Sweden, apart from the fact that the Swedes referred to the other colonizers 
as Christians as opposed to the Native Americans. However, clear exceptions to 
this are seen in the renewed interest in the former Swedish colony towards the 
end of the century. This renewed interest constitutes an interesting contrast to 
the over-all use of the continents in this setting, and, furthermore, complicate 
the idea of a gradual secularization of the geography during this period.

When interest for the former colony New Sweden kindled anew in Sweden 
in the 1690s, this happened as a response to a letter. This letter was sent from the 
remaining colonizers and their descendants and it was addressed to the Swedish 
king, Charles XI. In the letter, the colonizers asked for religious instruction in 
Swedish.753 After negotiations, the king approved of the idea to send a group 
of clergymen to New Sweden, Campanius Holm published his grandfather’s 
translation of the Lutheran Catechism and the archbishop Swebilius (who, 
twenty years earlier, had held a funeral sermon over Truls Kåhre) and the scholar 
and priest Jesper Swedberg oversaw the practical arrangements. In the process, 
Swedberg received the title ‘Bishop of America’.754 

Rudman, Björk and Aurén were sent out to care for the Swedish 
congregation, yet, there also seems to have existed an expectation that they 
should try to convert the Native American neighbours.755 The orientalist Gustaf 
Peringer Lillieblad articulated this sentiment in his introduction to Campanius’s 
Swedish-Algonquin Lutheran Catechism, which was printed in 1696 so that the 
clergymen could bring it to New Sweden.756 Peringer Lillieblad was hopeful that 
the publication of the catechism would lead to the conversion of the Lenape and 

753  There are several copies of this letter. See, for example, Letter from Swedes in Delaware to 
Postmaster Johan Thelin, 31 May 1693. ULA Nyköpings Alla Helgona (före 1989 Nykö-
pings Östra) kyrkoarkiv, P1, 2. Dokument rörande Nya Sverige; Letter from Swedes in 
Delaware to Postmaster Johan Thelin, 31 May 1693. KB Rål. Fol. 201.

754  Murray, ‘Kyrkan i Nya Sverige’ in Ruhnbro ed., Det Nya Sverige i landet Amerika, pp. 
132–3; Oloph Bexell, ‘Jesper Swedberg’ SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/Sbl/Start.aspx> 
(Accessed 16 Jan. 2018).

755  For example, in a letter to Erik Björk, Jesper Swedberg asks ‘How is it? Cannot there be 
any heathen converted?’ Letter from Jesper Swedberg to Erik Björk, 28 August 1713. 
Quoted in Björk, ‘Record of Mr. Bjork’ in Burr ed., The records of Holy Trinity (Old 
Swedes) Church, p. 160.

756  See Campanius Holm’s dedication to Charles XII in Campanius Holm, Campanius 
Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, fol. 3. Gustaf Peringer was ennobled 
Lillieblad in 1693. Sven Dedering, ‘Gustaf Lillieblad’ SBL, <https://sok.riksarkivet.se/
Sbl/Start.aspx> (Accessed 16 Jan. 2018); Éva Á. Csató, Gunilla Gren-Eklund & Folke 
Sandgren, En resenär I svenska stormaktstidens språklandskap: Gustaf Peringer Lillieblad 
(1651–1710) (Uppsala, 2007).
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Susquehannocks since this had happened when ‘the books of the Holy Bible 
have been translated and published in Asian, African and American nations’ 
language both in the Orient and in Europe’.757 The passage presented Asian, 
African and American peoples as non-Christians who would benefit from being 
able to read the Catechism in their own languages. Thus, the continents were 
not primarily spatial locations in Peringer Lillieblad’s account. He did not 
attempt to orient a reader or to locate a specific place. Instead, he intended to 
convey that the Catechism had been published in the languages of many non-
Christian people in many different parts of the world. The statement juxtaposed 
Christians, on the one hand, and the extra-European world, on the other, and in 
that process created a generalization on the basis of the continents, disregarding 
that there lived Christians in both Asia, Africa and America. Thus, we see here 
an association between the continents and people rather than spatiality. 

This passage shows a usage of the continents that was not dominant 
in Sweden at the time. It might have been more prevalent elsewhere, but it 
constitutes an exception in the material analysed in this study. It compares 
with an expression like Rålamb’s comment about the Ottomans as Europeans 
and Asians who could not tolerate hot weather in that it associated the names 
of the continents with people. However, where Rålamb’s expression did not 
include a contrast between himself and others, Peringer Lillieblad’s did. Here, 
the Asians, Africans and Americans were portrayed as an ‘Other’. In that sense, 
then, it was more akin to Rålamb’s comment about wolves in Europe, where 
‘Europe’ was portrayed as a place of belonging rather than as a spatial region. 
Peringer Lillieblad’s expression is also interesting in its juxtaposition between 
two locations: the Orient and Europe. He was not referring to groups of people 
primarily with these two words, but to locations where the catechism has been 
translated. There is still a sense of contrast between ‘here’ in Europe and ‘there’ 
in the Orient, and equally a contrast between the European and non-European 
world.758 Clearly, there were variations in how these words could be used. Rather 
than interpret this as a shift in time between Rålamb and Peringer Lillieblad, 

757  ‘then helige Skriffts Böcker äre på Asiatiske, Africaniske och Americaniske Nationer 
tungomål så wäl uthi Oriente som Europa öfwersatte och publicerade wordne’. Gustaf 
Peringer Lillieblad, ‘Företalet’ in Campanius, Lutheri Catechismus, ed. Campanius Holm, 
fol. 2v.

758  Peringer Lillieblad also mentioned that the Ottoman intermediary Ali Ufki Bey – whom 
we encountered in the previous chapter as one of Rålamb’s contacts – had worked on 
a translation of the Bible, and he refers to William Seaman’s translation of the New 
testament into Turkish, entitled Domini nostri Iesu Christi Testamentum novum Turcice 
redittum (Oxford, 1666). These translations were part of the same international project, 
and the orientalist Peringer Lillieblad had presumably come in contact with them. See 
Peringer Lillieblad, ‘Företalet’ in Campanius, Lutheri Catechismus, ed. Campanius Holm, 
fol. 2v.
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I would suggest that these variations are better understood as an aspect of a 
transition period where different kinds of usages existed. 

The clergymen who were sent to America took on a parochial role for the 
Swedish congregation, and nominally also for the Native Americans living 
nearby (although seemingly not in practice).759 Writing to the new King Charles 
XII on the death of his father, the Rudman, Björk and Aurén, thus, spoke of the 
emotional turmoil this event had brought about ‘for our dear fatherland Sweden, 
for all of Christendom, for America, yes, for the heathens themselves’.760 This 
slight exaggeration presents an interesting set of categories. The first category 
is Sweden and the second is a commonality of Christians, the third is the 
continent America and the fourth is the Native Americans of the Delaware area, 
for whom the Swedish clergymen here presume to speak. It seems probable that 
Sweden should be understood as a subcategory of ‘Christendom’ here, much 
like ‘the heathens’ appear as a substratum of America. The enumeration of all 
four categories was presumably intended to convey that many were affected by 
the death of the king. This is the only example in the material under scrutiny 
here where I have found a juxtaposition between America and Christendom. 
Together with Peringer Lillieblad’s contrast between Europe and the Orient, it 
showcases the flexibility of metageographical categories. 

There were also elements in the descriptions of travels to New Sweden 
that were explicitly examples of a confessional geography, where authors and 
mapmakers interpreted the surrounding world on the basis of understanding 
from the Bible and from Lutheran doctrine, but which did not mention the 
continents. For example, Lindeström includes lengthy passages about the 
ungodly behaviour of the Catholics on the Canary Islands, including a passage 
where he described being seduced by a nun.761 Another example of a religious 
geography – although less a confessional geography – is seen in some of the later 
renditions of Lindeström’s maps. On the western bank of the Delaware River, 
there was a place called ‘Cape Paradise’ (Swedish Paradisudden). This place name 
was noted without any further comments on Lindeström’s maps. However, a 
closer look at Campanius Holm’s rendition of Lindeström’s map, published in 
the Swedish-Algonquin Catechism and in his book about New Sweden, shows 
a peculiar addition (Figure 17 ). Next to the name Cape Paradise, Campanius 
Holm has added a symbol that was often used to represent Paradise on medieval 

759  Murray, ‘Kyrkan i Nya Sverige’ in Ruhnbro ed., Det Nya Sverige i landet Amerika, p. 134.
760  ‘för wårt K färdenesland Swerige, för hela Christenheten, för America ja för sielfwa 

hedningarna’. Letter from Anders Rudman, Erik Björk, Jonas Aurén to K. M:t, 14 Feb. 
1699. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 197, fol. 1v (my foliation).

761  Lindeström, GA Lidköping, 82v.
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and early modern maps: a wall of fire.762 Scholars and theologians had long 
debated the location of Paradise, and if it was a place on earth. There was an 
agreement that it was far away and inaccessible to humans, but the actual location 
varied. In addition to scholars and theologians who suggested places in Asia and 
Africa, Columbus proposed that he approached the mountain of Paradise when 
he reached mainland South America.763 Historian Alessandro Scafi notes that 
the location of Paradise as a place in actual geography was largely abandoned in 
the fifteenth century. Paradise’s location instead became an antiquarian issue of 
interpreting what place names in the present corresponded to biblical history 
and the location of Paradise in the past.764 In light of this, Campanius Holm’s 
picture of Paradise should not be interpreted as a depiction of actual geography. 
Rather, he probably included it as an embellishment and to emphasise the 
description of New Sweden as a far away and pleasant place.

The passages discussed here are interesting in that they present a religiously 
informed framework to the conceptualization of the continents. Given 
the institutional and practical circumstances where these expressions were 
conceived, and the people who conceived them, this is not surprising. It is, 
however, a useful reminder of how the setting of New Sweden portrayed earlier 
in this chapter was not a stable or homogenous framework. Within this general 
setting, there could be specific factors that were important in how the world was 
portrayed. In addition, these examples from the end of the seventeenth century 
are interesting in that they break up a narrative of clear linear change towards a 
less religiously informed worldview. This might have been a general trend over a 
longer time period, yet, not for these clergymen.

One final point about religious geography can be made by looking forward 
to the eighteenth century, and a letter from Bishop Swedberg to Björk written 
in August 1713. Björk received the letter and read it aloud to his congregation 
in the former Swedish colony. Swedberg wrote that Björk had received a new 
commission as minister in the Swedish town Falun and therefore should hasten 
to return from Delaware. Furthermore, Swedberg gave an update on the political 
situation and noted that there were high hopes that King Charles XII would 
‘soon come out of Turkey into Christendom and into his own realm’.765 Here, 
in connection to the king’s stay in the Ottoman Empire, ‘Christendom’ made 
an appearance again. While not an important theme in discussions about New 
Sweden, ‘Christendom’ was important in relation to the Ottomans. This is one 

762  The trope goes back at least to the seventh century and Isidore of Seville. Alessandro 
Scafi, Maps of Paradise (Chicago, 2013), p. 44.

763  Scafi, Maps of Paradise, p. 80.
764  Scafi, Maps of Paradise, p. 100.
765  Letter from Jesper Swedberg to Erik Björk, 28 August 1713. Quoted in Björk, ‘Record of 

Mr. Bjork’ in Burr ed., The records of Holy Trinity (Old Swedes) Church, p. 159.



240       5. The continents in accounts of journeys to New Sweden

more example of how certain concepts were tied to specific situations, and to the 
pervasiveness of certain expressions.

Local and entangled: People from Norden
Assumptions about ‘the north’ and Norden was a theme of some importance in 
both the scholarly literature and in the travel accounts describing journeys to 
the eastern Mediterranean. These discussions provide a contrast to the analysis 
of the continents as conceptual categories. Moreover, they highlight some of the 
ways in which Swedish authors positioned themselves in relation to texts and 
maps from other places. In New Sweden, the idea of Norden and the north was 
connected to people in two especially interesting discussions. First, the question 
of whether the Swedes were fit to live in America. Second, the question of where 
the Native Americans came from and who had discovered America.

The question of whether the Swedes could bear the Delaware climate was 
raised by Risingh in one of his many writings about the benefits of a Swedish 
colony in America, composed after the loss of the colony in 1655. Risingh 
attempted a rebuttal of the worry that ‘our people’ would be ‘uncomfortable to 
the air and climate there in America’.766 He consented that this worry was well 
founded, but then went on to argue against it. He dismissed the idea that the 
climate would be unfit:

That now our Swedish and Nordic people with the air and climate should 
not agree in New Sweden, that is differently found, because there is a 
wholly temperate air, and neither too hot summer not too cold winter, 
and who is there who should not be able to handle that?767 

Risingh defines ‘our people’ as ‘Swedish and Nordic’ in this passage, presumably 
referring in both instances to the people under the authority of the Swedish 
crown, rather than to a commonality among the different Nordic states. In fact, 
‘Norden’ seems often to have been used as a synonym for ‘Sweden’, rather than 
as a term that signified a unity among Swedes, Danes and surrounding people.768 

Where in the previous chapter the analysis highlighted how Rålamb 
emphasised how well accustomed the Swedes were to a cold climate, we here 

766  Rising, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 
2,  fol. 6v.

767  ‘Att nu wårt Swenska och Nordiska folk med landslufft och Clima icke skull öfwerens 
komma uthi Nova Swecia. Thet befinner sigh annars, ty ther ähr rett een tempererat 
lufft, och hwarken för heet sommar eller för kall winter, och hwem ähr som sådan lufft 
icke skulle fördraga kunna?’ Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). 
RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 2, fol. 7v.

768  See Charlotta Forss, ‘Den tillfälliga omvärlden’ in Ågren ed., Goda exempel. 
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see an example of how Risingh tried to play down the difficult climate of 
New Sweden. Other accounts noted that the winters in Delaware were hard, 
and Risingh presumably felt a need to counter these portrayals.769 Instead of 
claiming that these Swedes could withstand cold weather, Risingh argued that 
the weather, in fact, was not as cold as claimed. The comment indicates that the 
term Norden was not always connected to an idea of the Swedes as particularly 
fit to withstand cold weather, and it shows how individual authors could slant 
presentations of knowledge to fit their own purposes. 

Another worry that Risingh tried to counter in his text was that the Swedes 
might ‘not be shaped to trade there with the wild and Christian following the 
customs of the land’.770 This was indeed a serious concern, yet, Risingh was 
sure that the Swedish would learn ‘by time and practice’ and that they would 
come to be able to make profits from trade just as well as the others and that it 
would be ‘easier than in Europe’.771 Risingh’s argumentation show an example 
of how some Swedish authors referred to people as ‘Christians’ and could call 
a geographical place Europe in the same sentence. Moreover, the argument 
connects to a Renaissance discussion about the character of people as dependent 
on where they lived. Early modern colonizers sometimes worried that Europeans 
would ‘degenerate’ if they lived in different climates than the countries whence 
they came. However, Risingh adjusted this worry into a positive argument that 
the Swedes would learn over time.772

The theory that America was first settled by people from the Nordic 
countries was propagated by a circle of scholars and antiquarians in Sweden 
at the end of the seventeenth century, and it was represented in the writings 
of Campanius Holm and Peringer Lillieblad. Both of these armchair travellers 
claimed that ‘the inhabitants of the Nordic countries’ had sailed to ‘America’ 
long before the Spanish, English or others.773 Campanius Holm went one step 
further and also referred to ‘Swedes and Goths of olden times’ who travelled to 

769  See Johan Printz, ‘Relation till dätt höghlåfflige Westindiske Compagn: Uthi Gamble 
Sverige den 20 Februarij, 1647’. RA, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 194, 5, fol. 1v.

770  ‘Och icke artade serdeless till att ther handla medh wilda och Christne effter landsens 
art…’ Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2). RA, Handel och Sjö-
fart, 196, 2, fol. 6v

771  ‘medh tijden och öfningen’, ‘fast lättare ähn uti Europa’. Risingh, Een Beskrifning om 
Nova Suecia uthi America (2), RA, Handel och Sjöfart, 196, 2, fol. 7v.

772  See Davies, Renaissance ethnography, pp. 25–9.
773  Peringer Lillieblad, ‘Företalet’ in Campanius, Lutheri Catechismus, ed. Campanius Holm, 

fol. 7v; Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 17; Campanius 
Holm is alsp quoted by Elias Palmskiöld in his transcripts of important documents re-
lating to Swedish history: Elias Palmskiöld, Nya Sverige, uti America. UUB Palmskiöld. 
322, p. 2.
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‘America’.774 To support this claim, Campanius Holm referred several different 
sources: to the Islandic sagas that had recently been translated to Swedish, to 
contemporary Swedish scholars and to Danish publications.775 In fact, there 
was a parallel discussion in Denmark at the time, arguing that it was Danes 
who had discovered America.776 Both the Danish and the Swedish scholars were 
eager to claim a direct lineage between the Norse seafarers, who had sailed west 
in the tenth century towards east coast America, and themselves. To do this, 
Campanius Holm and Peringer Lillieblad used the concept Norden, claiming 
that the seafarers had been Nordic, and just maybe also Swedes.

Conclusions
The purpose of this chapter has been to further investigate what the continents 
meant in seventeenth-century Sweden. The chapter has done this by analysing 
how the continents were conceptualized in relation to travel accounts of the 
Swedish colony New Sweden. As in the two previous chapters, this chapter has 
focused on conceptualization as a situated process of knowledge making.

The analysis shows how the colonial administration and other persons 
involved in the New Sweden venture grappled with the harsh realities of 
journeying far away, navigating the political turmoil of colonial existence and 
a constant lack of information. I argue that all of these factors were deeply 
connected to how they conceptualized the continents. As in the previous 
two case studies, it is clear here that the continents were known and utilized 
categories. The continents were spatial categories, yet, this chapter has shown 
how they were also categories used for the purposes of colonial argumentation 
and a means to describe distinct groups of people, as well as a framework for 
information gathering and for conceptualizing America as a newly discovered 
world.

America was used together with a set of near synonyms to describe the 
destination of the Swedish travellers. Where the authors explained what 
‘America’ was, it was usually done through a reference to one or several of these 
synonyms. For example, Lindeström’s account of his journey to New Sweden 
was entitled ‘America’s geography or the description of West India’. Formalistic 
remarks such as this mirrored the rhetorical practice of neo-Latin literature. In 
other words, the additions were not so much inserted to really describe what 
America was. Instead, the author’s intention with a formulation such as this was 

774  Campanius Holm, Kort beskrifning om Provincien Nya Swerige, p. 3.
775  A project which Gustaf Peringer Lillieblad’s brother Johan Peringskiöld was involved in. 

See Wawn ed., Northern Antiquity.
776  See Seaver, Maps, myths, and men.
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probably an attempt to adhere to a genre and signal to the reader what kind of 
description this was. 

This tells us several things. First, both America and West India were terms 
that authors expected their readers would be able to relate to. Second, these 
words could be used relatively synonymously, even though their geographical 
extent might differ. The investigation in the preceding chapter showed that 
‘Europe’ and ‘Christendom’ could also be used as near synonyms, but this 
usage was complicated by the fact that these concepts also clearly referred to 
different spatial phenomena and that they were emotionally charged differently. 
The parallel use of ‘America’ and variations of the term ‘West India’ appear to 
have a different relationship than the pair ‘Europe’ and ‘Christendom’. The pair 
‘America’ and ‘West India’ is more a case of unsettled vocabulary, or perhaps, a 
vocabulary that has settled for the time being on several rather than one term to 
describe a geographical region. 

The terms ‘Africa’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ were only occasionally used in 
the sources to refer to groups of people. However, the correspondent term 
‘Americans’ was standard vocabulary for some of the writers when describing 
journeys to New Sweden. This term was used exclusively to describe the Lenape 
and Susquehannocks Native Americans that the Swedes came in contact 
with. ‘Americans’ was not yet a term used to refer to the colonizers, but for 
the colonized. In describing the Native American groups as one category of 
‘Americans’, the travel writers played down the differences between indigenous 
groups, and grounded their existence to a spatial region. Another term they 
used to describe the Native Americans was ‘wild people’ and this term was 
used specifically to signify that the Native Americans were not followers of 
Christianity. The Swedish, Dutch and English colonizers were in contrast most 
commonly referred to by stating their respective nationalities or by calling 
them Christians. What we see here is that while not in control of the actual 
interactions with the Native Americans, the Swedes could control narratives 
back home. This is a clear parallel to the power relations seen in the setting of 
the eastern Mediterranean. 

The travel writers used the continents to organize and orient their narratives, 
as well as to exalt themselves and the experiences of travelling. In this, they 
used these words in a way consistent with what we have seen in the previous 
chapter. In contrast to what was discussed in the previous chapter, we have 
here seen examples of how the continents were used in the highly contested 
discussions about right to land. Risingh delineated the continents and fit the 
facts of discovery to benefit the Swedish claims to the Delaware River. In 
addition, while not taking heed of the Native Americans as the ‘discoverers’ of 
this region, he did use the fact that the Swedes had bought land from the Lenape 
as an argument against other colonizers. 
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It is important to stress that in these processes of arguing, organizing, 
orienting, exaltation and identifying, references to the continents not only 
located places in the world, but also performatively connected a set of places 
or people into entities. We have seen previously how Kiöping’s references to 
places located on different continents delineated what the continents were at 
the same time as they guided his readers through the account. This organization 
of places increased in significance through the association between ‘America’ 
and ‘discovery’ and ‘newness’ in the travel accounts describing journeys to 
New Sweden. The delineation of ‘America’ was made on the basis of perceived 
geographical proximity of a number of places. Similar to what we have seen 
in the accounts of scholarly geography, the travellers emphasised the newness 
of the lands they reached. As pointed out by Zerubavel, America became one 
entity with one ‘discovery’. In the Swedish seventeenth century travel accounts, 
the theme of newness and discovery was indeed important. While the discovery 
of America might not have been revolutionary right away, for the Swedish 
travellers to America in the seventeenth century, descriptions of this part of the 
world were bound to this particular understanding of the geographical place.

These references to discovery were afflicted by misinformation. It is interesting 
that still towards the end of the century, the standard account of Columbus’s 
voyage was accompanied with alternate versions. We have seen that some of 
the mistakes Lindeström made in his earlier version of Geographia Americae 
were amended in the later version. Moreover, early modern accounts and maps 
commonly claimed that they provided the best and newest accounts available. 
Thus, it is unlikely that authors and mapmakers expected their readers to not 
care whether there was inaccurate information in their accounts. Rather, these 
variations in the information presented should be seen as a part of the making 
of knowledge. This emphasises the processual nature of knowledge making, 
without therefore suggesting that it was a process continually progressing 
towards more accurate truth-claims. This insight is often overlooked in studies 
focusing on more prominent authors. The Swedish travellers of the period were 
not only copying information, but selecting among a wealth of information and 
composing new accounts.

The relation between scholarly authorities and travel writing appears to be 
somewhat different depending on situation. Those accounts that describing 
travel through the eastern Mediterranean claimed that travel accounts were 
needed to supplement already established knowledge. In the setting of New 
Sweden, authors instead claimed that they added knowledge on new phenomena. 
Again, the understanding of America as a new and only partly known world 
influenced how the perusal of knowledge was framed and accounts authorised 
in this setting. 
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The previous two chapters have showcased water as a divider of geocultural 
entities. The present chapter, on the one hand, supports this supposition, and 
on the other hand, highlights how water could likewise be the focal point in 
descriptions of geography. The crossing of the Atlantic Ocean was conceptualized 
as a break in the narratives, and the hardships of the journeys that some of the 
authors recounted emphasised this theme. However, Lindeström’s maps and the 
detailed textual descriptions of New Sweden were constructed with the Delaware 
River at the very heart of the accounts. The river was the principal means of 
transportation and communication, and the settlements were built along it and 
adjoining creeks. The conceptualization of the continents often took place in 
relation to water conceived as a boundary, yet, Lindeström’s accounts also show 
how water could be the focal point, as well as a vantage point, of a narrative. 
Both the passages that described the crossing of the Atlantic as a break and the 
maps and descriptions centring on the Delaware River were representations of 
geography. They were conceptualizations of the surrounding world that were 
closely connected to the experiences of the travellers.

In the two previous case studies, the most common way that actors referred 
to the continents was as spatial categories. There were instances when they gave 
Europe connotations to societal unities, but these were not the most common 
tendency. In the setting of New Sweden, the continents were also primarily 
spatial categories, and as such they were not used with strong value judgements. 
However, we have also seen a number of cases where the continents and especially 
America were used to define and distinguish between groups of people and to 
express experiences. It seems that for the travellers to New Sweden, America and 
the synonymous West India were significant categories for presenting knowledge 
and experiences of the journey. This evidence is especially clear when compared 
to the other two settings. 

The analysis of erudite Swedish scholarship showed that the definition of 
the scheme of continents was not settled, but remained open to some degree of 
uncertainty and interpretation throughout the seventeenth century. The travel 
accounts describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean showed variability 
in the application of this vocabulary, although they did generally not – with 
some notable exceptions – redefine the scheme of continents or explicitly debate 
their borders. The analysis of travel accounts relating to New Sweden confirms 
the results of the previous two chapters, emphasising the fluid state of how the 
continents were defined and used. In this setting, the concerns of travelling 
across the world and maintaining a precarious colonial existence were especially 
important factors in framing how these words were used.
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6. Conclusions

The continents were part of how a seventeenth-century Swedish literate 
stratum of the population saw the world. A system of continents were common 
components in scholarly maps and texts on world geography, and these concepts 
were used to make sense of descriptions of journeys. However, I have shown in 
this thesis that geographical frameworks were also dependent on what settings 
actors found themselves in and what activities they were pursuing. Practical 
factors like the itinerary of a traveller and scholarly debates on the definition 
of authoritative knowledge had a direct impact on how concepts such as 
the continents were understood and used. In fact, studying the use of these 
concepts in the process of making geographical knowledge shows that, although 
ubiquitous in early modern texts, maps and imagery, the continents were not 
easily grasped nor stable categories. This thesis proposes that the variation 
in meaning that the continents embodied, how they were conceptualized in 
varying ways, is an essential key to understanding early modern worldviews.

The thesis has shifted focus from the great mapmakers and travel writers of 
early modern continental Europe, and instead turns its north. The choice to 
focus the study on early modern Sweden has meant, to some degree, that I have 
gone beyond the canon of established early modern European geography texts 
and maps. For a study that examines conceptualization, this shift in focus has 
proven beneficial. Conceptualization as a process did not happen only in the 
works of well-known authors and mapmakers, but also in more marginal works. 
Moreover, while trends in conceptualization to some degree were the same in 
different parts of Europe, there were also important ways in which they were 
not. The study’s focus on Sweden has allowed me to explore similarities and 
differences. The Swedish geographers and travel writers were in many ways more 
similar than different from their counterparts abroad. Nevertheless, the analysis 
has also brought attention to how actors in a Swedish setting used the existence 
of international publications to motivate their own works and consciously 
portray them as representing a specific perspective. Varying conceptualizations 
were not necessarily conceived of as a problem. The study shows that there was 
a pragmatic approach to how different ideas could co-exist.

My focus Swedish sources sheds light on a number of texts and maps that 
hitherto have received little attention in Anglophone research. The investigation 
has thus contributed with a thorough mapping of seventeenth-century Swedish 
sources on geographical scholarship and travel writing, providing relevance 



 6. Conclusions      247

for both a local and international readership. In its scope, the thesis examines 
different processes that shaped how Swedes viewed and interacted with the 
world in the seventeenth century. While travel literature has been previously 
studied extensively, this is one of the first systematic and in-depth comparisons 
of the ideas expressed in Swedish scholarship and travel accounts from this time 
period. This investigation has included reassessments of sources discussed in 
earlier research, but it also specifically sheds light on the relation between sources 
from scholarly geography, accounts of the eastern Mediterranean and accounts 
of New Sweden. This is a comparison that has received scant attention before.

The old, the new and the unknown
The title of this thesis refers to three epistemological assumptions that were 
central to how geographers in seventeenth-century Sweden conceptualized the 
continents as they formulated knowledge about what the world looked like. 
Scholars noted that some of the parts of the world had been known in antiquity, 
that some were more newly added and that some were still not yet discovered. 
They spelled out three kinds of geography that the world was said to consist of: 
the old, the new and the unknown. Simultaneously, the categories of old, new 
and unknown represented three ways in which early modern society grappled 
with authoritative knowledge: some things were known to antiquity, some 
had recently become known and some would be known in the future. For the 
conceptualizations of the continents in scholarly geography, these features were 
closely intertwined.

On the basis of this insight into early modern scholarly geography, it might 
have been expected that the ideas of old, new and unknown geography would 
have been important also for how the continents were understood in relation to 
journeys to the eastern Mediterranean. After all, travellers in this region crossed 
the intersection between the three parts of the Old World. However, while 
authorities from antiquity were a frequent frame of reference in the descriptions 
of such journeys, the idea of an ‘Old World’ was not. Instead, the travel writers 
described the continents primarily as spatial categories used for orientation 
or similar activities. In contrast, the concept ‘Christendom’ appeared as an 
emotionally charged concept in this setting. Behind both of these tendencies we 
find the Ottoman Empire. Rather than portray their journeys as taking place 
through the Old World, the most prominent framework in travel accounts 
describing the eastern Mediterranean was the Ottoman Empire and the Islamic 
world.

Following these two cases, we might be tempted to conclude that the 
continents simply had different meanings in the scholarly milieu and in the 
descriptions of travellers. This, however, would have been a misrepresentation of 
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the underlying processes. The importance of old, new and unknown geography 
was not only tied to a particular genre, but to the practical situation in which 
conceptualization occurred. The Swedish travellers who made sense of their 
journeys to the colony New Sweden on the Delaware River in present-day USA 
understood their destination in terms of a ‘New World’. Moreover, not only 
was America understood as a New World to these authors and mapmakers, 
conceiving of America as new made them turn around and see Europe, Asia and 
Africa as the ‘Old World’.

The three categories old, new and unknown bring the interconnections 
between conceptualization in the making of knowledge to the fore. It has been 
the purpose of this thesis to analyse early modern ways of looking at the world 
by investigating what the continents meant in three settings of geographical 
knowledge making in seventeenth century Sweden. To do this, I have focused 
on conceptualization and on knowledge making as analytical tools. The old, 
the new and the unknown were central formulations about what the world 
looked like in scholarly geography and were essential components in how the 
continents were conceptualized. In scholarly geography, the old the new and the 
unknown framed both the continents and signalled the processes of legitimating 
geographical knowledge. The fact that these categories played out differently in 
descriptions of travel to the ‘Old World’ and the ‘New World’ further supports 
the call to see conceptualization in relation to the processes through which 
knowledge was made and articulated. The settings in which the continents were 
used were a central factor in how they were conceptualized, be it as old, new, 
unknown, or none of these.

Concepts in three settings of knowledge making
The thesis is organized around three settings of knowledge making. These settings 
are scholarly geography, accounts of journeys to the eastern Mediterranean and 
accounts of journeys to the colony New Sweden. Each of these that have been 
singled out as foundational for the making of early modern worldviews in earlier 
research. There were innumerable overlaps between the pursuit for knowledge in 
the three settings. In defining and comparing how conceptualization occurred 
in these settings, the present study has examined some of these overlaps and has 
shown trends that were persistent across the material as well as trends that were 
decidedly different between settings.

To begin with, the persons who were involved in Swedish scholarly geography 
and travel writing relating to different parts of the world were, to a large extent, 
representatives from the same part of society. This was a hypothesis I formulated at 
the outset of the study, and it has been substantiated throughout the investigation. 
The scholars and travel writers belonged to a literate stratum in society and they 
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– albeit in different ways – related to Swedish state institutions. Moreover, the 
source material reveals a network of affiliations that bears significance. The same 
person did not author a travel narrative and a geography text book, but there 
are numerous examples of intrapersonal connections between the settings. For 
instance, Claes Rålamb produced a wealth of material relating to his travel to 
the Ottoman Empire and his son Åke Rålamb wrote a treatise about the basic 
principles of ‘geography’. Samuel Åkerhielm corresponded both with his sister in 
Greece and with clergymen in New Sweden. Likewise, the archbishop Swebilius 
was in contact with the clergymen in New Sweden and he held a funeral sermon 
over Truls Kåhre who had made a journey through the Mediterranean as part of 
his education. Additionally, important figures in Swedish seventeenth century 
politics such as Axel and Eric Oxenstierna and Per Brahe appear on the fringes 
of all three case studies. Most of the travel writers would have taken part of the 
instruction in ‘geography’ taught at Swedish schools and universities, and many 
of the travel accounts were widely circulated. Thus, both the makers of these 
texts and maps and those who read them belonged to the same, broadly defined, 
sphere of society. The material from New Sweden includes some material that 
mediates this impression, but the majority of the sources originated from within 
the sphere of a literate elite. This was also the sphere that was the, broadly 
defined, intended audience for most of the texts and maps discussed in this 
thesis. Different travellers were connected to, and related to, the state structure 
to different degree, yet the address throughout the material was an audience 
in Sweden. Travellers as well as scholars related to the institutions of state and 
crown, as well as payed attention to an international framework of scholarship 
and to the states and societies they came in contact with as they travelled. 

In all three settings, maps, visual material and texts were used together. The 
source material studied as part of the analysis of travel writing about the eastern 
Mediterranean did not include maps apart from a handful of sketches of the 
Topkaı palace and a Turkish bath that Rålamb procured, but several of the 
people involved in this setting referred to cartographic material made by others. 
In the scholarly geography works, cartographic material from a range of places 
was used together with Swedish texts and maps to convey the layout of the 
continents. Likewise, the descriptions of New Sweden to an audience in Sweden 
were presented both in cartographic, visual and textual form. This is not to say 
that these materials did not adhere to specific genre restrictions, or that they 
always did the same things in their portrayals of the continents. Nevertheless, 
the present investigation underscores that these sources were made and used 
together.

Thus, there was common ground for all three settings. At the same time, while 
all three settings were involved in the furthering knowledge about what the world 
looked like, the continents served different roles in the making of knowledge 
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in the scholarly works and in the two studies of travel writing respectively. The 
field of scholarly geography included many different topics, but the texts and 
maps that make up the core of the analysis of scholarly geography in this thesis 
all set out to describe one, or several, schemes of continents. In contrast, the 
travel accounts took on a wider variety of topics, presenting knowledge about 
flora, fauna, the habits of people and political relations (to name some topics 
they discussed). The travel accounts also related to a large degree to the personal 
experiences of individual travellers. 

Moreover, there were differences between how the pursuit of knowledge was 
construed in the travel accounts relating to the eastern Mediterranean and in 
the accounts of journeys to New Sweden. In the former, the authors stressed 
that the journeys and their descriptions accentuated knowledge about a certain 
part of the world and about specific topics. In the latter, this knowledge was 
repeatedly described as new, as adding to the sum of what was known about the 
world, rather than showcasing an already familiar topic. 

The difference in how knowledge was pursued in travel writing and in scholarly 
works is a central component for the study of language use in this thesis. While 
the scholars set out to describe what was considered the basic components of a 
body of knowledge, the travellers were describing personal experiences – their 
own, those of other people or fictitious journeys – and the what the world 
looked like in relation to this. This means that it is not clear from the outset 
what functions the continents filled in the travel accounts. Indeed, it is not clear 
from the outset that they were used at all. As the analysis has demonstrated, 
the continents were common components of presentations of what the earth’s 
surface looked like. However, the continents were not the most central topic of 
travel writing as a genre. To interpret what these words meant in the setting of 
travel, I have gone beyond discussions about how a scheme of continents was 
defined. Instead, I have focused on what speech acts the continents were used to 
express. The approach has allowed me to examine conceptualization in different 
forms of language use and thus contribute to a more composite picture of what 
the continents meant in the early modern world.

The scholarly geographical works grappled with different sources of 
information, continuously working to combine old and new knowledge in novel 
ways and keeping in mind the possibility that more was yet to be discovered. For 
the travel writers describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean, language use 
was – unsurprisingly – much more closely tied to personal itineraries. In this 
setting, the interactions and perceived differences across political and religious 
boundaries were central to how information was presented. In the setting of New 
Sweden, the colonial struggle for control of land and the struggle for information 
were always close at hand. There was a clear difficulty for the Swedes to acquire 
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information, and they continuously struggled with conflicting narratives. Also 
here, personal trajectories organized the making of knowledge. 

It is clear that the activities of scholarly geography and travel writing about the 
eastern Mediterranean and New Sweden respectively differed from each other. 
The practices that governed these three settings were not identical, nor were they 
perceived to be identical. All three settings were understood by early modern 
practitioners to be arenas in which knowledge was made, but that knowledge 
was conceived in somewhat different ways in them. By necessity, the pursuit 
of knowledge was also governed by different practices in scholarly geography, 
accounts of the eastern Mediterranean and accounts of New Sweden. These 
factors make a comparison between the three settings a fruitful framework for 
analysing conceptualization.

What the continents meant
How did geographers and travel writers in seventeenth century Sweden 
conceptualize the continents? The three case studies have highlighted 
correspondence and distinctions both within and between the settings. Each 
case study points to a number of themes that were central for how the continents 
were used in that particular setting. So as not to beforehand limit the range of 
possible interpretations, I have let this investigation be broad. For the study of 
scholarly geography, the analysis centre on epistemological assumptions central 
to how practitioners in this setting reasoned about what the continents were. 
The analysis of travel accounts focused on ideas expressed about or ideas named 
in conjunction with the continents. I have also analysed closely related concepts 
to make sense of what the continents meant to the geographers and travel 
writers of this period. 

Primarily, Swedish authors and mapmakers treated the continents as spatial 
categories, using them to refer to large – and generally somewhat vague – spatial 
categories without clear value judgements. Earlier research has shown that the 
continents began to be used with increasingly value laden connotations in the 
early modern period in that people began to use them to refer to ‘us’ and ‘them’ 
and in extension organize civilizations into hierarchies. However, this study of 
in-depth language use has exposed how the situational mechanisms of these 
long-term developments were much more hesitant and complex, dispelling 
models of unified terminology usage. 

While there were numerous instances where Europe was understood as ‘us’ 
and signifying a society as well as a spatial entity, these instances were not the 
most common or central applications of this term. This result could be an effect 
of the material studied in this investigation. Earlier research on the development 
of the continents as symbols has often looked to artistic representations of the 
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four continents. It seems that ideologized tropes were more readily expressed 
through that medium. However, scholarly geography and travel literature were 
central to framing ideas about what the world looked like in this period, and 
thus, the fact that the continents were not treated as primarily cultural entities 
in this material is significant.

This does not mean that the continents were concepts devoid of meaning. 
On the contrary, audiences were expected to recognize these words and to 
associate different parts of the world with them. This is clear not only from the 
fact that they were basic components in the instruction in geography, but also in 
how they were used in the travel accounts. The continents were used to organize 
knowledge, orient readers and present the authors as particularly well-travelled. 
We have also seen how they fulfilled the role of identifying groups of people in 
New Sweden, and how they were used to argue about the rights to claim land 
in this setting. All of these applications indicate a set of words that readers were 
expected to be familiar with.

However, it was not primarily through a scheme of continents that people 
expressed a sense of belonging. The continents were clearly spatial categories, 
and only sometimes markers of identity. This meant that the Ottoman Empire, 
which certainly was perceived as the ‘other’ in many situations, could also be 
called part of ‘Europe’ and its inhabitants considered ‘Europeans’ by travellers 
to this region. Likewise, scholars could, and did, note that Asia was the best 
part of the world. In the scholarly works, the continents were used to organize 
geographical presentations where Sweden was clearly a place in Europe. A few 
of these descriptions emphasised that Europe was the best part of the world, 
but many did not. This evidence does not negate perceptions of difference and 
similarity among different groups of people and places, but, the evidence of 
the present thesis suggests that such value laden differences were not primarily 
expressed with the continents in any of the three settings studied here. 

Nevertheless, in line with earlier research, the results of the present 
investigation also indicate that this was a period of change. The analysis has 
seen cases that supports the hypothesis that Europe was an identity marker 
by this time, but also many cases where it was not. While this study has not 
primarily investigated change over time, it has identified shifts and fluctuations 
in conceptualization that highlight how change is not always linear. 

It is in the setting of journeys to the eastern Mediterranean that expressions 
of belonging were expressed most clearly. However, these were primarily tied 
to the concept ‘Christendom’, the idea that the Christian faith is manifested 
in a geographical place. This concept has often been associated with Europe, 
where earlier research has argued that Europe became a signifier of identity 
when the unity among Christians splintered following the Reformation. In the 
travel accounts describing journeys to the lands of the eastern Mediterranean, 



 6. Conclusions      253

the significant border to cross was not the Bosporus or the Mediterranean 
Sea or expressed as a border between states. Instead, it was a border between 
‘Christendom’ and the Ottoman Empire. This border was situated along 
the Danube River and the western countries of the Mediterranean, and it 
encompassed within its reach both Protestants and those devoted to Rome. The 
most commonly used term to refer to people from the region they geographically 
defined as Europe, was, in fact, ‘Christians’. This was true both in the accounts 
describing journeys to the eastern Mediterranean and to New Sweden. This 
evidence contributes to earlier findings in interesting ways. First, it stresses how 
Christendom continued to be a possible rallying point after the Reformation 
and after 1648, and that this happened in relation to the Islamic world and 
specifically the Ottoman Empire. Second, it validates the supposition that it 
is possible for people to hold several different spatial frames of reference. In 
relation to the Ottoman Empire, ‘Europe’ was geography and ‘Christendom’ 
was identity. In scholarly geography, ‘Christendom’ as a term was not part of 
the vocabulary, but ‘Europe’ was increasingly associated with social and cultural 
values in addition to describing the spatial layout of the world.

In the accounts describing journeys to New Sweden, it was –unsurprisingly 
– conceptualizations of America that took centre stage. However, this stage 
was shared with other concepts that were used in parallel with America. 
Primarily, the travellers referred to West India, or versions of that expression, as 
a synonym to America, and they described this as the New World. In contrast 
with how Christendom was used in the Ottoman Empire, West India and the 
New World were often wholly synonymous with America. These terms were 
used to demarcate a spatial region, and they were habitually associated with 
assumptions about discovery. Africa, Asia and Europe became reference points 
in these discussions, having meaning in reference to America rather than as 
standalone entities.

The notion that parts of the world were undiscovered or unknown featured as 
an important part of discussions of the continents in early modern geographical 
scholarship and in relation to New Sweden. This is a feature that is different 
from our present-day understanding of the geography of the world, and, even 
different from our understanding of what knowledge can be. I argue that this 
status of being ‘unknown’ is best understood as an element of early modern 
knowledge. For instance, what did authors know about Magellanica? They knew 
that it was unknown, and as such it was a part of their worldview. 

It is interesting to note in relation to earlier research that these ideas about 
discovery and unknown geography continued to be important throughout the 
seventeenth century in Sweden. Especially, these themes were important for 
how geography was conceptualized in relation to America, not just as a vague 
theme, but as assumptions fundamental to how this concept was conceived. 
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In relation to the eastern Mediterranean, the categories of ‘discovery’ and 
‘unknown’ geography were, in contrast, not important.

Religious geography has been a dimension of the investigation in all of the 
three case studies. The spatial demarcation of ‘Christendom’ was central in 
relation to journeys to the Ottoman Empire. This concept was not dominant 
in either the scholarly geography or the accounts of journeys to New Sweden, 
although religiously informed ideas were important also in these settings. 
Because religious ideals were so ingrained in early modern society, it might 
be argued that no description of the world was devoid of religious sentiment. 
However, as an analytical tool in an analysis of concepts, that approach appears 
blunt. The present analysis has shown that there were situations and topics that 
focused around Christian faith or knowledge, yet the continents were often used 
without any explicit religious connotations. This variation would be lost if we 
were to assume that religion was either unimportant or a universal factor in the 
conceptualization of continents.

An interesting result of this investigation is that it sheds light on how modes of 
discussing the geography in seventeenth-century scholarship bears traits that are 
often associated with modern approaches to knowledge making. Indeed, some of 
these authors are perhaps best understood as taking part in early Enlightenment 
discourses. For example, Charles Withers characterizes the Enlightenment 
approach to geography in similar terms to what these somewhat earlier Swedish 
sources exhibit.777 At the same time, the emphasis placed on older authorities 
is also clear from these discussions about old and new geography. Established 
ways of gaining and valuing information continued to be important, and new 
knowledge was accommodated into existing categories, but marked out as ‘new’. 

The seventeenth-century Swedish works on geography and travel did not, 
on the whole, represent the cutting-edge publications of their time, and only 
some of them aspired to be just that. If this were a study of accurate information 
about the continents this point would be a problem. For the present study, 
it is not. Habitually, modern research gives more attention to successful than 
failed enterprises, yet the actual processes of conceptualization and of making 
knowledge usually includes information as well as misinformation. As Quentin 
Skinner has pointed out in his methodologically oriented papers, those texts, 
maps and images that we celebrate today as important contributions to the 
progress of human thought were made together with many works that never 
made the quota of the modern-day canon. To understand what historical 
authors meant, we need to examine not only the masterpieces of an era, but also 
those forgotten works, and not only the brilliant but also the mediocre ideas 

777  See Withers, Placing the Enlightenment, pp. 5–6. 
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that are part of history too. In fact, ‘flawed information’ has been as interesting 
as ‘good information’ for this study.

In chapter 2, I discussed centrality as a factor in the analysis, and how this 
issue has been approached in earlier studies on conceptual history. This question 
is difficult to investigate, not least because the focus of a research project 
inevitably places its topic centre stage, regardless of how important or peripheral 
the topic really was in the historical discussion. I have tried to counter this bias 
by not only considering if a word was used, but stress in what sense it was used. 
The understanding of central concepts used by, for example, Reinhart Koselleck, 
does not fit neatly with how the continents were understood. Continents were 
not important concepts in the scholarly discussions or travel accounts in the 
sense of being the focal points of serious conflict. The fact that these words were 
used in different ways was generally not seen as a problem by early modern 
practitioners. Some of the geographers, like Philip Johan von Strahlenberg, 
noted that there were different ideas about what the continents were. In general, 
however, the present investigation has observed variation without conflict of 
opinions among scholars and travel writers. There were discussions about the 
definitions of the continents, yet there is no evidence of raised voices over this 
question in the sources. Peter Sahlins has shown that early modern identity was 
flexible and depended on situation. The evidence of this thesis demonstrates 
that geographical frameworks should be similarly considered. This conclusion 
adds to the work of researchers such as Christian Jacobs, David Livingstone and 
Charles Withers who have stressed the importance of place in the understanding 
of the world. The study highlights how this is an approach which can be fruitfully 
combined with conceptual history. 

Where earlier research on the continents as conceptual structures, for 
example, Lewis and Wigen’s work, has focused on long-term developments, the 
present study has honed in on the seventeenth century and studied the ways in 
which the continents were used by scholars and travellers within this narrower 
timeframe. This has allowed me to complement the understanding of long-
term developments by exploring in greater detail the mechanisms of language 
application. This analysis has shown that there was remarkable variation in the 
vocabulary surrounding the continents. Particular words were used to refer to 
many differently sized entities and they were used with varying connotations. 
The source material of the present study has been multifaceted, yet, what we 
see is not random variation or only variation tied to a specific medium. Instead, 
geographical concepts could have several meanings at the same time. Much like 
today, language use is complex when seen in detail. While bearing this variation 
in vocabulary in mind, the evidence of the investigation still shows that the 
continents were purposefully used in framing knowledge about a number of 
issues. In that sense, then, the concepts were central. 
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While the distinction between water and land was a constant factor across 
the three settings, the theme of old, new and unknown geography was, as we 
have seen, important to varying degrees. The continents were a set of spatial 
categories that organized knowledge, yet, these were also concepts with individual 
connotations, and themes were brought out differently in different settings. The 
common denominator in the differences and similarities in how the continents 
were conceptualized is the issue of perspective. The understanding of these 
concepts was tied to specific usage situations, as well as to more general patterns 
of thinking. This did not mean that the conceptualizations of the continents 
were haphazard, but that different layers of meaning were useful in different 
situations. This is clear if we return to Johannes Rudbeckius’s 1643 world map. 
What we see here is a composite description of what the world looked like. It 
included a variety of elements, and it told its viewer as much. On the one hand, 
Rudbeckius explained to his students that this was one of several perspectives of 
the world. On the other hand, his portrayal was part of forming the possibilities 
of what could be said in other situations, giving his students a framework to 
discuss scholarly geography. These two aspects may appear contradictory at 
first sight, but this thesis has revealed the extent to which they are compatible. 
Ambiguity is a central part of worldviews, both today and in the past, and this 
does not make worldviews less powerful in forming human thinking. 

The question of perspective merits some further comments. As noted already, 
all of the material studied here wholly or partly addressed an audience in Sweden. 
At the same time, the authors and mapmakers were also involved in activities 
that extended well beyond the borders of early modern Sweden. The sections on 
the local and entangled nature of early modern scholarship and travel accounts 
have built on the claim that geography is made from a vantage point, yet, also 
shown that the choice of vantage point depended not only on place, but on 
factors such as available information and the need of individual authors and 
mapmakers to motivate their own perspectives. 

To focus the analysis of how the material was shaped by its local and 
international contexts, I have payed particular attention to the meaning of 
Norden in each of the three case studies. The focus on Norden has also served as a 
point of contrast in the analysis of the continents. Norden was a spatial construct 
with vaguely defined borders in the seventeenth century. As a geographical term, 
it is often taken for granted today, yet, it has a long history of usage. While 
it has been related to ideas about culture, it has also been tied to climate and 
geography. These circumstances make Norden an interesting concept to consider 
in relation to the continents. 

It is clear from the analysis that the meaning of Norden in seventeenth 
century Sweden was at least as complex as that of the continents. Norden was a 
geographical place, as seen in Rudbeckius’s idea that people in the north needed 
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a specific perspective to make sense of the world. This was also a concept that 
was given a genealogy through the work of Gothicists like Olof Rudbeck. In 
this reiteration, Norden carried emotional overtones, connecting the idea 
of the north with the idea of home and glory. Of particular interest for this 
investigation into knowledge making, we have also seen several examples of how 
identification with Norden or the north as a place was a factor in how people 
processed knowledge. The use of Norden seem to have functioned in the travel 
accounts in similar ways to how the continents functioned. Both terms served 
as orienting, organizing and exalting elements in the narratives. However, there 
seems to have been somewhat clearer associations between ‘Norden’ and ‘home’ 
or ‘us’ than what was the case for ‘Europe’. This is not to say that these Swedes 
did not consider themselves living in Europe, on the contrary, it is clear that 
they did. Including ‘Norden’ as a reference point in the analysis has, like the 
focus on ‘Christendom’ in relation to the eastern Mediterranean, provided a way 
to explore what geographical concepts could signify.

A return to concepts and terms
Here, towards the endpoint of the analysis, I would like to return to the issue 
of how concepts and terms can be studied in history. Rather than taking the 
sense and reference of words at face value, I have instead investigated what parts 
of the earth the names of the continents referred to and how they were used 
with corresponding value judgements and attributes. This approach has proved 
valuable as a complement to studies that have looked at the continents primarily 
as ideas. For example, the differences between Europe and Christendom in the 
setting of travel accounts to the eastern Mediterranean has been identified only 
through the study’s detailed analysis of what the words referred to in specific 
usage situations. ‘Europe’ and ‘Christendom’ were used in parallel, yet where 
Europe’s southern border was located at the Bosporus and Mediterranean Sea, 
Christendom ended (or begun) at the Danube River. This difference highlights 
the political dimension of Christendom in contrast to Europe which could be 
construed as a spatial place without being tied to an ‘us’ or ‘them’ in this particular 
setting. The shifts between semasiological and onomasiological analysis have also 
highlighted variety in expression to a greater degree than addressed in previous 
studies. A case in point is that the continents could be used as geographical 
regions as described above, and at times could be references to society.

Speech act theory has not been a primary tool for analysing the continents 
before. The evidence of the present study suggests that it can provide a fruitful 
interpretive perspective in this research area. One inherent difficulty in any 
investigation of meaning is, of course, that it is impossible to enter the minds 
of people who have since long passed away. How can we know what intentions 
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authors and mapmakers had in using certain words? The fact that the author is 
dead does not make the task of the historian any less complicated. Perhaps we 
are left with guesswork, yet, by careful attention to the contextual framework – 
both intellectual and social – this becomes at least informed guesswork. Bearing 
this caveat in mind, the approach of systematically investigating the intentions 
behind usage has proven helpful as the names of the continents were frequently 
used, but often without explanations. In all three settings, the continents 
organized accounts, sorted and produced knowledge. In the travel accounts, 
the continents also seem to have been used to orient readers, explaining where 
places were located. Moreover, we have seen examples of how authors used the 
continents to describe how well travelled they were or someone else was. All of 
these usages depended on the reader to recognise what ‘Africa’ and similar terms 
were. This strengthens the argument that these were well-known concepts, which 
is especially interesting as it went hand in hand with a flexibility in vocabulary.

Conceptualization and the making of knowledge as 
analytical perspectives
In some sense, conceptualization and knowledge making are analytical constructs 
that capture one and the same process: making sense of what the world looks 
like. At the same time, these constructs tend to be used by researchers to stress 
different, although equally important, aspects of what is involved in this activity 
of making sense of the world. The idea of conceptualization underscores that 
making sense of the world is a process that transpires in the minds of people. It is 
a continuous process of forming perceptions. Yet, this process is not independent 
of the material world. In contrast to scholars and thinkers who have portrayed 
human ideas as taking place almost exclusively in the minds of people, I have 
examined conceptualization as an act embedded within the practical situations 
that people found themselves in. The attention to the making of geographical 
knowledge has helped focus this issue while retaining focus on the processual 
nature of conceptualization. 

To an equal degree, by paying systematic attention to the process of 
conceptualization, this investigation offers new insights to the analysis of early 
modern knowledge making. While the making of knowledge has often been tied 
to intellectual history and to scholarly pursuits, the process of conceptualization 
has been less associated with ‘accurate ideas or certain kinds of procedures 
for legitimating truth claims. This investigation has shown that elements of 
knowledge were sometimes seamlessly combined, sometimes adjusted to fit 
together, and sometimes simply contradictory in nature in the ways they were 
combined into conceptual categories. This mixing of elements took place in the 
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framework of early modern scholarship, as well as when authors and mapmakers 
described journeys. Moreover, conceptualizing the continents was in some 
situations clearly intertwined with misinformation and the lack of information. 
This is, for instance, seen in the category of ‘unknown’ parts of the world. This 
evidence is highly relevant for research on how knowledge was made in the early 
modern world. I would like to suggest that the focus on conceptualization as a 
situated process is an approach that can address these circumstances in fruitful 
ways. Through closely analysing language use, this study has demonstrated that 
the variations in words and concepts were not random, but instead substantiated 
ways of looking at the world.

An age-old question
The Greek historian Herodotus once wondered why Europe, Asia and Libya 
(northern Africa) were separate names that described what was in fact one 
region. Herodotus’ musings still carry weight today.778 Why, indeed, do we 
use the continents to describe our world? I have argued in this thesis that 
part of the reason is that the continents have filled functions in texts and on 
maps, they have oriented and organized information, taking part in the act of 
communication, furthering and forming knowledge. They have also been tied 
to matters like making distinctions between us and them, or simply showing off 
the erudition and worldliness of an individual. To fulfil these functions, they 
must have been known to those communicating. None of these functions are, 
however, inherently tied to specific words or sets of ideas. To communicate and 
to categorize are arguably basic human pastimes, but the words and ideas we 
use can, and have, changed over time. This is encouraging because it indicates 
that distinctions that limit our thinking and create injustices today might be 
overcome in the future. Still, one might wonder why a ‘fault’ pointed out 2400 
years ago is still valid. We still use the names of the continents, well aware that 
they describe a world which is in fact one. The evidence of this thesis suggests 
two answers to this enigma.

First, the continents are used because they have been used. This does not mean 
that their meanings have remained the same over time. In fact, as this study has 
demonstrated, the opposite is true. However, change has generally been gradual 
and processual. Arguably, the history of the continents has seen great ruptures 
like the ‘discovery’ of America. Yet, even this event was incorporated in previously 
familiar ways of thinking and ‘America’ was conceptualized as a separate entity 
only gradually. Rather than describing the history of the continents as fixed 

778  Herodotus, The Histories, ed. & transl. George Rawlinson (London, 1992), book IV, p. 
45.
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periods with moments of radical change, we ought to look at this history as a 
gradual and continuous process of conceptualization. The early modern Swedish 
scholars and travellers interpreted and changed the geographical information to 
fit their intentions and purposes, yet this also included a high degree of adhering 
to known terms and concepts that would resonate with their audiences. 

A second part of the answer to Herodotus’ question is that knowledge is not 
orderly. Flexibility in language use is possible today, and likewise it was possible 
in antiquity and in the early modern period. The use of the continents in early 
modern Sweden clearly shows that conceptual structures organized expressions. 
Meanwhile, these expressions were not always consistent in themselves or in 
harmony with other ways of thinking and articulating ideas. Importantly, 
the making of knowledge does not always mean making progress. Under the 
towering principles of reason and logic, it is easy to forget that these are not 
necessary features of human life. They may make our world better, but most 
people are quite happy to live with inconsistencies of thought as long as these 
inconsistencies do not create confusions. It may be the role of scholarship to 
point out and help us overcome such tangles in thinking, yet, if we study history 
looking primarily for the orderly and that which is consistent, we risk missing 
much.
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Sammanfattning

Syftet med denna avhandling är att undersöka och problematisera tidigmoder-
na världsbilder genom en analys av vad världsdelarna betydde i tre samman-
hang av kunskapsskapande i 1600-talets Sverige. Studien är en undersökning av 
hur kategorier som människor använt för att förstå sin omvärld skiftat mellan 
sammanhang och situationer. De begrepp som står i fokus för avhandlingen är 
världsdelarna: Afrika, Amerika, Asien och Europa. Detta är kategorier som ofta 
behandlas som eviga i dagligt tal, men liksom många andra begrepp har deras 
betydelse förändrats drastiskt över tid och mellan sammanhang. Från antikens 
Grekland till idag har världsdelarna omformulerats både i omfång och betydelse 
otaliga gånger. Detta är en fråga av vikt för historiker som tolkar källutsagor 
om världens utseende, men även för en bredare allmänhet som använder geo-
grafiska kategorier för att förstå omvärlden idag. Begrepp som världsdelarna 
beskriver geografi, men detta är ingen neutral fråga utan en performativ process 
som kan skapa gränser och tillhörighet långt bortom land och hav. Var gränsen 
mellan ”Europa” och ”Asien” går, vem som är ”amerikan” och vilka värden som 
förknippas med ”Afrika” är viktig frågor för både historievetenskapen och för 
vår samtid.

Världsdelsbegreppen studeras i den här avhandlingen i tre sammanhang. Det 
första av dessa sammanhang är en lärd diskussion om hur världen såg ut i un-
dervisning i ”geografi” vid skolor och universitet i Sverige (inklusive Finland 
och dåvarande svenska besittningar runt Östersjön). Det andra sammanhang-
et utgörs av reseberättelser författade av personer med anknytning till Sverige 
som beskrev resor till det östra Medelhavsområdet. Det tredje sammanhanget 
består av reseberättelser av svenskar som beskrev resor till den svenska kolonin 
Nya Sverige vid Delawarefloden i dagens USA. De här tre fallstudierna utgör 
sammanhang i det tidigmoderna Sverige där världens geografi var föremål för 
begrundande och debatt. Undersökningen bygger på närläsning av ett omfat-
tande material av texter, kartor och bilder. Dessa skrevs eller trycktes i Sverige, 
eller adresserades till en svensk publik. En betydande del av dessa källor har inte 
tidigare studerats vetenskapligt, och inte heller jämförts med varandra.

Den tidigmoderna tiden, cirka 1450–1750, har identifierats som en peri-
od av ökad ackumulation och användning av geografiska kunskaper runt om 
i Europa. Ny information om ditintills okända platser spreds av återvändande 
resenärer. Samtidigt genomgick den lärda geografin en omvälvning när man 
återupptäckte antikens geografer och lade ny information till gamla sanningar. 
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Det här gör tidigmodern tid speciellt intressant för ett studium av geografiska 
begrepp, och lärd geografi samt reseberättelser till två skilda platser till ideala 
sammanhang för att problematisera detta studium. 

Undersökningens resultat visar tydligt hur omvärldsbilder inte är konstanta 
i ett samhälle utan beror på kontextuella faktorer. De svenska lärda som be-
skrev världens geografi poängterade att världen bestod av en gammal del (Afrika, 
Asien och Europa) och en ny del (Amerika och eventuella landområden kring 
Nord- och Sydpolen). Reseberättare som beskrev resor till Nya Sverige blandade 
idén om den nya världen med personliga upplevelser. Här utgjorde idén om att 
Amerika var en ny värld en central tolkningsram. Resenärerna till östra Med-
elhavet poängterade däremot sällan eller aldrig att de befann sig i den gamla 
världen. Istället var det här upplevelsen av religiösa, politiska och kulturella skill-
nader som tydligast gjorde avtryck i hur de använde, eller inte använde, världs-
delsbegreppen. I detta sammanhang var världsdelarna framförallt beskrivningar 
av topografi, medan begreppet ”Kristenheten” användes med emotionella över-
toner. Dessa resultat markerar att förståelsen av världsdelarna var knuten till de 
situationer som begrepp användes i. Genomgående visar undersökningen att 
terminologin som människor använde för att beskriva sin omvärld var flexibel 
och skiftande. Detta var dock inte tecken på vårdslöshet eller okunskap. Istället 
förstås variationen bäst som en naturlig del av språkanvändning och som en 
komponent i hur 1600-talets människor närmade sig sin omvärld.

Detta blir speciellt tydligt i denna studie genom att den kopplar begreppsan-
vändning till kunskapsskapande. Det är en central utgångspunkt för studien att 
konceptualisering och skapandet av kunskap om hur världen såg ut är delar av 
samma process. Genom att placera världsdelsbegreppen i sammanhang av kun-
skapsskapande visar avhandlingen hur människor kreativt vred och vände på 
begrepp för att sammanfoga olika kunskapsstoff. Geograferna och resenärerna 
definierade på olika sätt världsdelarna utifrån idéer om gammal och ny kunskap, 
distinktioner mellan vatten och land och i förhållande till religiösa och kulturella 
uppfattningar. Vidare motiverade de sina egna arbeten med hänvisningar till an-
dras verk. Existensen av kartor och texter från andra delar av Europa fungerade 
både som en motivering till behovet av ett nordiskt perspektiv och som stöd för 
egna framställningar. I dessa diskussioner är det tydligt att man uppfattade kun-
skap om hur världen såg ut som föränderlig och beroende av perspektiv. Detta är 
ett förhållningssätt som ofta kopplats till upplysningstidens vetenskapliga ideal. 
I denna undersökning av 1600-talets omvärldsbilder syns komponenter som 
kom att bli allt viktigare under 1700-talet, och studiens resultat poängterar att 
det fanns en kreativ inställning till världens geografi även tidigare. 

Denna flexibilitet och kreativitet hade flera orsaker. För det första argu-
menterar avhandlingen för att det är en naturlig del i hur människor förstår 
sin omvärld och av hur kunskap skapas i förhållande till redan existerande 
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kunskapsstoff och nya insikter, både idag och historiskt. Utöver denna allmänna 
princip lyfter studien fram tre specifika omständigheter som var speciellt viktiga 
för att världsdelsbegrepp var föränderliga i sextonhundratalets Sverige: vetska-
pen om gjorda upptäckter i förhållande till tidigare kunskap, uppfattningen 
att en del av världen fortfarande var okänd, samt resenärers situationsbundna 
användning av begrepp för att främja olika syften. Som tidigare forskning har 
poängterat förändrade upptäcktsresorna under 1400- och 1500-talen i grunden 
hur människor – på många olika platser – såg världen. Vissa har argumenterat 
för att nya upptäckter omkullkastade tidigare paradigm i Europa, andra för att 
det nya snarare inkorporerades i gamla kategorier. Framförallt har man dock 
fokuserat på århundradet närmast påföljande dessa händelser. Denna studie 
av 1600-talet visar på en situation där nya upptäckter visserligen inkorporerats 
med tidigare sanningar, men även att kategorin ”upptäckt” fortsatte att vara en 
central tolkningsram för hur människor förstod världen som bestående av nytt 
och gammalt och av geografisk kunskap som föränderlig. Vetskapen om geogra-
fiska upptäckter gav världsdelsbegreppen en genealogi i 1600-talets svenska geo-
grafiska traktat och, i vissa sammanhang, i reseberättelser. Denna insikt kopplat 
med föreställningen att det fanns ännu oupptäckta delar av världen framstår 
som centrala för hur man konceptualiserade världsdelarna som flexibla katego-
rier. I reseberättelserna var andvändnigen av världsdelsbegreppen dessutom tätt 
sammankopplad med personliga resvägar och erfarenheter och detta skapade 
utrymme för flexibilitet i begreppsanvändning och definitioner.

Tidigare forskning har visat på hur européer under tidigmodern tid alltmer 
började tillskriva egenskaper och värde till geografiska begrepp såsom världsde-
larna. Den ökade användningen av världsdelarna som ett begreppssystem för att 
kategorisera världen har bland annat förknippats med diskussioner om euro-
centrism och hur identiteter har utvecklats över tid. Forskning om världsdelarna 
har dock framförallt använt breda ansatser för att fånga generella trender. Till 
exempel har man studerat vad begreppet ”Europa” betytt historiskt med en ten-
dens att inte närmare bena ut för vem ”Europa” haft betydelse. Ofta har studier 
av ”europeiska omvärldsbilder” i praktiken inneburit studier av västeuropeiska, 
franska, tyska och engelska uppfattningar. En annan trend har varit att dra en 
utvecklingslinje mellan historiska världsbilder och den Europeiska unionens 
framväxt under nittonhundratalet. Här utgör en studie av ett mer begränsat 
geografiskt område en viktig motpunkt. Sverige är ett intressant fall att jämföra 
med just eftersom svenska geografer och resenärer inte var i centrum för den ti-
digmoderna periodens geografiska produktion. De kartverk och geografiska tex-
ter som användes i Sverige kom ofta från, till exempel, Amsterdam, Antwerpen 
eller Paris. Ett fokus på Sverige innebär ett givande ramverk för att studera hur 
kunskap skapas och uttrycks i lokala sammanhang och hur kunskapsproduktion 
påverkas av idéer som cirkulerar mellan olika kontexter.
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Studiens teoretiska utgångspunkt är en problematisering av hur geografis-
ka begrepp skapas kontextuellt. Undersökningen förhåller sig till vetenskaps-
historisk och geografisk forskning om kunskapscirkulation som poängterar att 
kunskap formas av det sammanhang som det skapas i, samt till forskning om 
hur begrepp skapas i historiska sammanhang. Metodologiskt bygger studien på 
Quentin Skinners språkaktsteori genom att undersöka vad världsdelarna betyd-
de i specifika användningssituationer. Analysen fokuserar inte bara på lexikal 
mening utan även på vad aktörer velat åstadkomma med de uttryck de använt, 
vilka språkakter de utförde genom utsagor. Tidigare forskning har ofta utgått 
från att referenser till ”Europa” inneburit att historiska aktörer känt sig som 
européer. Språkaktsteori problematiserar detta genom att i detalj studera vad 
man faktiskt lagt i begreppen och hur de använts i parallella situationer. Denna 
metod kräver närläsning av källorna, samt en noggrann kontextualisering för att 
kunna resonera kring aktörernas intentioner när de använt specifika begrepp. 

Som nämndes inledningsvis är avhandlingen upplagd runt tre sammanhang 
som var viktiga för diskussioner om hur världen såg ut i sextonhundratalets 
Sverige, och som dessutom av tidigare forskning pekats ut som centrala för 
att undersöka tidigmoderna världsbilder. I stor utsträckning berör undersök-
ningens tre fallstudier samma stratum av Sveriges befolkning: en litterär sfär 
av människor som genomgick skolsystemet, reste till olika delar av världen och 
tog till sig erfarenheter från reseberättelser. Däremot representerar fallstudierna 
olika typer av begreppsanvändning. 

Den första fallstudien (kapitel 3) undersöker hur världsdelarna definierades i 
den svenska undervisningen i ”geografi” under 1600-talet. Sverige vid denna tid 
expanderade till att innefatta utöver dagens gränser även Finland, delar av Bal-
tikum och mindre områden i norra Tyskland. Jag studerar källmaterial från hela 
detta område. Totalt rör det sig om ett tjugotal världskartor, lärda traktat och 
föreläsningsanteckningar. Källmaterialet är i huvudsak på latin och innefattar 
både handskrifter och tryckt material. En betydande del av dessa källor har inte 
tidigare beskrivits vetenskapligt. Snarare än att utgå från dagens disciplinära 
uppdelningar bygger studien på en noggrann undersökning av hur man klassifi-
cerade undervisning i ”geografi” i 1600-talets Sverige. Härigenom bidrar kapit-
let inte enbart till en studie av världsdelsbegreppen utan även till forskning om 
tidigmodernt kunskapsskapande och formeringen av vetenskapliga discipliner. 

Världsdelarna var grundläggande komponenter i undervisning i ämnet 
”geografi.” Texter och kartor beskrev hur världen var indelad i ett system av 
världsdelar och diskuterade även stundtals vilka epistemologiska principer dessa 
indelningar byggde på. Analysen har identifierat tre huvudsakliga angreppssätt 
för att dela in världen i världsdelar i detta material. Det första angreppssättet 
baserade sig på antikens uppdelning av den kända världen i Afrika, Asien och 
Europa, och lade till dessa nyupptäckta landområden. Det andra angreppssättet 
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utgick istället från en strikt uppdelning mellan vatten och land vilket ledde till 
en definition av Afrika, Asien och Europa som en världsdel, och Amerika som 
en annan. Detta angreppssätt poängterade alltså topografiska skillnader, men 
det var även nära sammankopplat med en förståelse av en ny värld (Amerika) 
separerad både geografisk och tankemässigt från den gamla världen (Asien, Afri-
ka och Europa). Det tredje angreppsättet som källorna använde för att beskriva 
världsdelarna var en genomgång av olika sätt som antikens geografer delat in 
världen i delar. Detta angreppsätt presenterade flera olika sätt att närma sig värl-
dens geografi historiskt, och världsdelarna presenterades tillsammans med andra 
spatiala begrepp. Avhandlingen visar att dessa tre angreppssätt genomgående 
byggde på att geograferna arbetade med att sammanfoga antikens kunskap med 
vad samtiden tyckte sig veta om världens geografi. De poängterade olika faktorer 
här, och det ledde till olika modeller för hur världen kunde delas in i världsdelar. 

Den andra fallstudien (kapitel 4) rör sig utanför den lärda kammaren och 
fokuserar istället på reseberättelser författade av svenska resenärer som under 
sextonhundratalet reste genom det östra Medelhavet och angränsande landom-
råden. Dessutom ingår flera beskrivningar av andras resor i materialet. Totalt 
rör det sig om ett tjugotal reseberättelser av olika längd, tre brevsamlingar samt 
visuellt material. Flera av dessa källor finns bevarade i olika versioner vilket har 
möjliggjort en noggrann jämförelse av variation av språkanvändning. Reseberät-
tarna överlappar med de lärda geograferna i de att de tillhörde samma lärda stra-
tum av sextonhundratalets Sverige. Samtidigt innebar reseberättelserna en på 
vissa sätt annorlunda diskussion av världens geografi. Reseberättarna – studen-
ter, präster, diplomater, en hovdam och flertalet äventyrare – beskrev världens 
geografi utifrån sina egna eller andras personliga upplevelser och i förhållande 
till de platser och människor som de beskrev. Speciellt intressant i detta sam-
manhang är gränserna mellan Afrika, Asien och Europa och hur dessa uttrycktes 
i förhållande till hur de beskrev det Osmanska riket.

Reseberättarna använde världsdelarna för att organisera sina narrativ, för 
att orientera läsare i beskrivningarna och för att visa på hur vittberesta de var. 
Genom denna användning är det tydligt att världsdelarna var välkända begrepp 
för dem och att de förväntade sig att de som läste deras beskrivningar likaledes 
skulle känna till dem. Framförallt använde de världsdelarna för att göra spati-
ala beskrivningar utan uppenbara värdeladdningar. Europa, Asien och Afrika 
beskrev i detta sammanhang platser. Mer markant värdeladdning och koppling 
mellan geografiskt rum och människor syns i hur författarna använde begreppet 
Kristenheten. Analysen har i denna fallstudie inkluderat Kristenheten eftersom 
detta begrepp pekats ut som nära besläktat med Europa, samt eftersom det i de 
svenska reseberättelserna visat sig vara ständigt närvarande. Reseberättarna pla-
cerade i enlighet med tidigare och samtida geografer gränsen mellan Europa och 
Asien vid Bosporen, men analysen i denna delstudie visar dessutom att de drog 
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en gräns mellan Europa och Kristenheten i höjd med Donau. Detta lämnade 
den kristna befolkningen på Balkan och längre söder och österut utanför Kris-
tenheten. Reseberättarna var medvetna om dessa kristna invånare i Osmanska 
riket, men inte synligen besvärade av att placera dem utanför Kristenheten. Is-
tället var Kristenheten ett religiöst och geografiskt begrepp kopplat till politiska 
gränser och till ett områdes ledares religiösa tillhörighet. Både Kristenheten och 
Europa beskrevs stundtals som enheter kopplade till mänskliga samhällen sna-
rare än topografi, men det är markant att dessa svenska reseberättare tryckte på 
Kristenheten snarare än Europa som ett emotionellt laddat begrepp genomgå-
ende under undersökningsperioden. Medan tidigare forskning har beskrivit hur 
idéer om tillhörighet under 1600-talet skiftade från Kristenheten till Europa 
visar denna analys på hur de två begreppen användes sida vid sida och med 
något olika konnotationer. Detta var en religiös geografi som inte begreppsmäs-
sigt återspeglades i den lärda diskussionen om geografi, även om religiösa idéer 
fanns i bakgrunden även i geografernas omvärldsbilder.

Den tredje fallstudien (kapitel 5) följer svenska resenärers beskrivningar av 
resor till, och livet i, kolonin Nya Sverige i dagens USA. Nya Sverige var en 
svensk koloni mellan år 1638 och 1655. Under denna period och under årtion-
dena som följde författades ett antal beskrivningar av kolonin och resor därtill. 
Dessutom gjordes kartor över Delawarefloden och de svenska bosättningarna. 
Totalt analyserar studien ett trettiotal längre texter, brev och petitioner, och ett 
femtontal kartor. För denna fallstudie är begreppet ”Amerika” speciellt viktigt 
eftersom detta var en, från europeisk synvinkel, relativt ny geografisk enhet 
vars gränser och terminologi ännu inte helt etablerats. Medan majoriteten av 
källmaterialet rörande Nya Sverige varit föremål för tidigare studier innefattar 
denna avhandling även material som inte tidigare behandlats utförligt av fors-
kare. Liksom den andra fallstudien fokuserar den tredje på beskrivningar av 
världens geografi i förhållande till personliga erfarenheter. Världsdelarna kunde 
användas för att förmedla upplevelser under resorna, men de var inte på samma 
sätt som i den lärda geografiundervisningen en given del av genren. Detta ger 
möjlighet att studera i vilka sammanhang som världsdelarna uppfattades som 
användbara för reseberättarna samt vilka värdeomdömen som de la i dessa be-
grepp. Genom att kontrastera reseberättelserna i fallstudie kapitel fyra och fem 
kan studien undersöka hur begrepps betydelse skapades i förhållande till olika 
platser och resvägar. 

Den vokabulär som resenärerna använde för att beskriva sina, eller andras, 
resor till Nya Sverige var inte huggen i sten. Tvärtom, ännu tydligare än i resebe-
rättelserna som beskrev färder genom östra Medelhavet varierade de ord som de 
använde för att beskriva Nya Sverige och resan dit. Parallellt med ”Amerika” re-
fererade de till ”Västindien,” ”Indien” eller ”den Nya världen”. Samtliga termer 
kunde beskriva ett område som inkluderade Nya Sverige. Reseberättelser som 
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beskrev Nya Sverige innehöll även i högre grad än övriga källor som studerats 
i denna avhandling felaktigheter och misstag. Det är inte ambitionen här att 
värdera graden av korrekthet hos författare och kartmakare, tvärtom är informa-
tion som senare tider avfärdat lika intressant som det vi håller för sant än idag. 
Däremot är det signifikant att informationen om Nya Sverige och ”Amerika” 
eller ”Västindien” var så pass osäker. Uppenbarligen var detta kategorier som 
både i fråga om titlar och innehåll genomgick en formationsprocess, och detta 
fortfarande tvåhundra år efter Columbus. 

Liksom reseberättarna till östra Medelhavet använde resenärerna till Nya Sve-
rige världsdelarna för att orientera och organisera sina narrativ. Utöver detta blev 
dessa begrepp viktiga i Nya Sverige för att argumentera för kolonial kontroll, 
och för att identifiera grupper av människor. I det koloniala sammanhanget 
blev rätten till land viktig och den kopplades till uppfattningen om att Amerika 
”upptäckts”. Här användes världsdelarna som argument i diskussionen. Denna 
situation tydliggör hur begreppsanvändning inte bara beskrev utan även var del 
i att performativt skapa världsdelarna. Genom att säga att Amerika var upptäckt 
definierade författare såsom guvernören Johan Risingh vad detta Amerika var. 
Denna performativa aspekt syns även i hur reseberättarna stundtals refererade 
till de Lenni Lenape- och Suquehannock-indianer som levde i samma område 
som ”Amerikaner.” Kolonisatörerna kallades istället ”svenskar,” ”engelsmän,” 
”holländare,” eller, med en samlingsterm, ”kristna.” Denna klassificering skapa-
de å ena sidan en sammanhållen grupp, och å andra sidan gjorde den skillnad 
mellan kolonisatörerna och indianerna. Källmaterialet visar en betydande varia-
tion i vilken terminologi som användes för att beskriva både Lenape och Susqu-
ehannocks och landområdet där Nya Sverige var beläget, men det är tydligt att 
Amerika var ett av de begrepp som användes i konceptualiceringsprocessen.

Genomgående visar avhandlingen på ett kreativt användande av begrepp som 
var knutet till författares och kartmakares intentioner med sina verk. Denna vik-
tiga komponent i begreppsanvändning har framträtt tack vare att avhandlingen 
har situerat undersökningen i de sammanhang som världsdelarna användes i. 
Världsdelarnas betydelse var inte konstant utan varierade beroende på samman-
hang. Denna avhandling har visar att denna variation inte var ett resultat av 
slumpen utan bör ses som en viktig aspekt av tidigmoderna världsbilder. 
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Appendix 1. Schemes of continents in geography 
teaching material
The three columns show how the texts and maps represented ‘continents’ or 
‘parts’ of the world. I have followed the terminology and order of presentation 
used in the sources. Entities whose status as continents were in some way 
unclear are indicated with italics. I have marked the continents with numbers, 
and parallel descriptions with A), B) etc. 

Basis of presentation

Source Building on the 
authors of Antiquity

Emphasising 
continuous land

Making historical 
surveys

Rudbeckius, 
Orbis terrarum 
(1626).779

1. The southern or 
unknown land, 
Magellanica; 2. Asia; 
3. Africa; 4. Europe; 
5. America or New 
India780

Gestrinius/Otto 
‘Cuprimontanus’, 
Disputatio 
geographica 
(1642).781

1. Europe, Asia, 
Africa, 2. America, 
3. Magellanica.

779 780 781 

779 Rudbeckius, Orbis Terrarum.
780 Terms printed on the map in capitals. Asia printed in larger font than the others. 

Enumerated from top to bottom, left to right.
781 Gestrinius/ Otto Cuprimontanus, Disputatio Geographica
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Rudbeckius, 
Tabulae duae 
(1643).782

A) Text: Noted by 
the old: 1. Europe; 
2. Asia; 3. Africa. 
Added in our time: 
4. America; 5. 
Magellanica or the 
southern land; 6. The 
northern polar land.783

B) Map: 1. 
Magellanica, The 
southern or unknown 
land; 2. The southern 
America or Peru; 
3. America or New 
India; 4. Asia; 5. 
Africa; 6. Europe. 784

Cluverius, 
Introductio 
in Universam 
Geographiam 
(1651).785

Specification of A) 
‘Our’ continent 
divided into: 1. 
Africa; 2. Asia and 3. 
Europe. 

A) 1. ‘The one 
we inhabit’785 
2. America, 3. 
Magellanica.

B) 1. Asia 2. Europe 
and within it Africa. 
C) 1. Europe, 2. 
Asia and within it 
Africa. D) 1. Europe, 
2. Asia, 3. Egypt, 4. 
Africa, E) 1. Europe, 
2.Asia, 3. Africa.

Kexlerus, 
Cosmographia 
Compendiosa 
(1666).787

1.The Arctic; 2. 
Antarctica; 3. 
Europe; 4. Africa; 5. 
Asia; 6. America.

Gezelius, 
Encyclopaedia 
synoptica 
(1672).788

1.The Arctic; 2. 
Antarctica; 3. 
Europe; 4. Africa; 5. 
Asia; 6. America.

782 783 784 785 786 787 788 

782 Rudbeckius, Tabulae Duae. This presentation focuses on the map and its textual 
description.

783 The names of the two polar regions are printed in lower case letters, while the other 
names are printed in capitals.

784 Terms printed on the map in capitals. Enumerated from top to bottom, left to right.
785 Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam.
786 ‘quam nos incolimus’ Cluverius, Introductio in Universam Geographiam, p. 36.
787 Kexlerus, Cosmographia compendiosa
788 Gezelius, Encyclopaedia synoptica, vol. 2
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Spole, Proemium 
Cosmographia 
(>1675).789

Known land: 
1. Europe; 2. 
Asia; 3. Africa; 
4. The Northern 
or Mexican; 5. 
The Southern or 
Peruvian.790 Known 
to Antiquity: 1, 2, 3, 
Recently discovered: 
4, 5.

Unknown: 6. ‘The 
unknown northern 
and unknown around 
the Arctic pole’; 
7. ‘The unknown 
southern around the 
Antarctic pole’.

Comenius, Orbis 
Sensualium Pictus 
(1682; 1683; 
1689; 1698).791

Specification of A): 
‘Our’ can be divided 
into 1. Europe, 2. 
Africa 3. Asia.

A) 1. ‘Our’; 2. North 
and South America; 
3. ‘The southern 
land’

Norcopensis, 
Collegium 
geographico-
historico-politicum 
(1685).792

E) Ptolemy divided 
the world in 1. 
Africa, 2. Asia, 3. 
Europe. Columbus 
and Vespucci added 
4. The new world or 
America.

A) 1. Northern and 
2. southern. B) The 
Greeks divided the 
world in 1. Greeks, 
2. Barbarians. C) 1. 
‘Indos’, 2. Ethiopians, 
3. Celts, 4. Scythians. 
D) From Pliny: 1. 
Europe, 2. Egypt, 
Africa793

789 790 791 792 793 

789 Spole, Proemium Cosmographia. UUB A 504,
790 The term ‘America’ is used elsewhere in the text, f.ex. Spole, Proemium Cosmographia. 

UUB A 504, fol. 62r.
791  Comenius, Orbis Sensalium Pictus in Lars Lindström ed., Orbis Sensualium Pictus. 

Comenius, Johann Amos, Orbis Sensualium Pictus (Riga, 1683); Comenius, Johann 
Amos, Orbis Sensualium Pictus (Turku, 1689); Comenius, Johann Amos, Orbis 
Sensualium Pictus (Turku, 1698).

792 Norcopensis, Collegium geographico-historico-politicum (Uppsala 11 May 1685). KB M3.
793 In fact, Pliny divided the world into Europe, Asia, Africa. See, Pliny the Elder, Natural 

history, trans. John Bostock (London, 1855), p. 151. 
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Lagerlööf, 
Collegium 
Geographico-
politicum 
(1688–9).794

Historical survey: 
F). 1. Asia; 2. Africa; 
3. Europe; 4. America 
(added later). 

G) Now: 1. Europe; 
2. Asia; 3. Africa; 4. 
America. Alternate 
division today: H) 1. 
Europe; 2. Asia; 3. 
Africa; 4. America; 
5. The unknown 
northern land; 6. The 
southern land.

A) 1. Greeks and 
2. Barbarians. B). 3 
peoples, 1. Greeks, 
2. Celts and 3. 
Scythians. C). 1. 
Northern Europe and 
2. Southern Asia and 
Africa. D). 1. Greeks, 
2. Europe, 3. Asia, 4. 
Africa. E). 1. Asia, 2. 
Europe, 3. Africa, 4. 
Egypt.

Lagerlööf, 
Geographico et 
civili collegio 
(1688–9).795

Historical survey: 
F). 1. Asia; 2. 
Africa; 3. Europe; 4. 
America (added after 
1492).

G) Now: 1. Asia, 2. 
Africa, 3. Europe 
(from the ancients), 
4. America, 5. the 
unknown northern 
lands and 6. the 
unknown southern 
land.

A) 1. Greeks and 
2. Barbarians. B). 3 
peoples, 1. Greeks, 
2. Celts and 3. 
Scythians. C). 1. 
Northern Europe and 
2. Southern Asia and 
Africa. D). 1. Greeks, 
2. Europe, 3. Asia, 4. 
Africa. E). 1. Asia, 2. 
Europe, 3. Africa, 4. 
Egypt.

Rålamb, Adelig 
Öfnings fierde Tom 
(1690).796

A) 1. Europe, 2. Asia, 
3. Africa, 4. America. 
5. Terra Subaustralis 
or Söderlandet, 
6. Suborealis or 
Norrlandet.

B) ‘by geographers’: 
1. Europe, Asia and 
Africa, 2. America, 
consisting of north 
and south.

794 795 796 

794 Lagerlööf, Collegium Geographico-politicum (1688–9). KB M3; Lagerlööf, Collegium 
Geographico-politicum (1688–9). UUB H444.

795 Lagerlööf, Geographico et civili collegio (1688–9). UUB H 441. This text is very similar to 
KB M3 and UUB H 444. I have listed them as two entries because there are some minor 
differences in how they present the continents.

796 Rålamb, Adelig Öfnings fierde Tom.
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Lidius, Elementa 
geographiae 
(1693).797

1. Europe, 2. Asia, 3. 
Africa, 4. America, 
which can be divided 
in the ‘southern’ and 
the ‘northern’.

Celsius, 
Annotationes ad 
Geographiam 
(1694).798

G) Now: 1. Asia, 2. 
Africa, 3. Europe, 
4. America, 5. ‘The 
northern unknown 
land’ 6. ‘The 
southern unknown 
land’. 

A) 1. Greeks and 2. 
Barbarians. B). 1. 
Greeks, 2. Celts and 
3. Scythians. C). 1. 
The north, Europe, 
and 2. the south, 
Asia and Africa D). 
1. Greeks, 2. Asia, 
3. Europe, 4. Africa. 
E). 1. Egypt, 2. Asia, 
3. Africa, 4. Europe. 
F) ‘Most commonly’ 
1. Asia, 2. Africa, 3. 
Europe.

Anonymous, 
Notes on 
geography 
(second half of 
the seventeenth 
century).799

Specification of 
A): Mercator’s first 
‘continent’ was 
divided into Asia, 
Africa and Europe by 
‘the old’.

A) According to 
Mercator: 1. Asia, 
Africa, Europe, 2. 
America or Western 
India, 3. The 
Southern land or 
Magellanica.

Celsius, Een 
kort beskrifning 
öffwer geographien 
(c. 1700).800

Old World: 1. 
Europe, 2. Asia, 3. 
Africa, New World: 
4. America, which 
is divided in ‘the 
Nordic that some 
call Mexican and 
the Southern, the 
Peruvian West India’. 
In addition several 
‘lands that are newly 
discovered’. 

797 798 799 800 

797 Lidius, Elementa geographiae…1693 23 Januarii exhibita. UUB H 463.
798 Celsius, Annotationes ad geographiam. UUB A503.
799 Anonymous, Notes on geography (second half of the 17th century) in a copy of Giovanni 

Botero, Relazioni Universali (Venice, [1600]) at the Visingö school library, now at Växjö 
Stiftsbibliotek.

800 Celsius, Een kort beskrifning öffwer geographien. UUB A 506.
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Anonymous, 
Brevarium 
geographiae [late 
seventeenth 
century].801

Specification of 
A): The first can 
be divided into 1. 
Europe 2. Africa 3. 
Asia.

A) 1. Europe, Asia. 
Africa 2. America 3. 
Magellanica. 

Thörnblom, 
Semita 
geographica 
(>1710).802

According to the 
ancients: 1. Europe, 
2. Asia, 3. Africa. 
One new: 4. America. 
One unknown: 
5. Antarctica.

Anonymous, 
Geographiæ novæ 
veterisque synopsis 
(1702/1713).803

B) Four parts of the 
world

A) Three parts or 
large islands: 1. 
Asia, Africa, Europe, 
2. America, 3. 
Magellanica

801 802 803 

801 Anonymous, Brevarium geographiae. UUB A 27.
802 Thörnblom, Semita geographica (>1710). UUB H 442.
803 Anonymous, Geographiæ novæ veterisque synopsis (Strängnäs, 1702; Skara, 1713).
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Appendix 2: Accounts of journeys to the eastern 
Mediterranean

Main 
contributor804

Person 
travelling

Year of 
travelling

Year of 
composition or 
publication

Type of 
material

Bengt 
Oxenstierna805

Bengt 
Oxenstierna

1607–13 >1643806 manuscript 
journal

Bengt 
Oxenstierna807

Bengt 
Oxenstierna

1607–20 1616–17 letters

Olavus 
Laurelius 808

Bengt 
Oxenstierna

1607–20 1644 funeral sermon

Truls Kåhre809 Truls Kåhre 1641–5 >1672810 manuscript 
account

Lars ‘Lucidor’ 
Johansson811

Truls Kåhre 1641–5 1672 epitaph

Olaus 
Swebilius812

Truls Kåhre 1641–5 1672 funeral sermon

Johannes 
Videkindi813

Truls Kåhre 1641–5 1672 epitaph

Nils Matson 
Kiöping814

Nils Matson 
Kiöping

1647–56 1660 manuscript 
autobiography

Nils Matson 
Kiöping815

Nils Matson 
Kiöping

1647–56 1667, 1674 printed account

804 805 806 807 808 809 810 811 812 813 814 815 

804 To the extent that this is known. Often, several persons contributed.
805 The surviving journal is reproduced in Hedin. See Hedin, Resare-Bengt.
806 Oxenstierna died in 1643.
807 Hedin, Resare-Bengt.
808 Laurelius, Lijkpredican.
809 Kåhre, Truls Kåhres resa, ed. Sundberg.
810 Kåhre died in 1672.
811 Lucidor, Samlade dikter, ed. Hansson, p. 271.
812 Swebilius, Lijk-predikan.
813 [Videkindi], Epitaphum D.n Troilii Kåhre senatoris Regiae Svecorum Urbis. Storkyrkan, 

Stockholm.
814 Kiöping, Skepps-Lieutenantens … Kiöpings antekningar om sit lefnadslopp, ed. Loenbom, 

Anecdoter Om Namnkunniga och Märkwärdiga Swenska Män, vol 2., 29–40.
815 Kiöping, Beskrifwes een Reesa, ed. Kankel, Een kort Beskriffning Uppå Trenne Resor.
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Claes Rålamb816 Claes Rålamb 1657–8 1658 official report

Claes Rålamb817 Claes Rålamb 1657–8 c. 1658 manuscript 
journal

Claes Rålamb818 Claes Rålamb 1657–8 1679 printed account

Claes Rålamb 
and others819

Claes Rålamb 1657–8 1657–8, 1668, 
1673<820

letters, 
accounts, 
sketches

Conrad Jacob 
Hiltebrandt 821

Conrad Jacob 
Hiltebrandt

1657–8 >1679 manuscript 
account

Jonas Kling822 Jonas Kling 1657–8 1658 official report

Jonas Kling823 Jonas Kling 1657–8 1657–8 manuscript 
journal

Johann Ulrich 
Wallich824

Johann Ulrich 
Wallich

1657–8 1659 description 
of Ottoman 
religious life

Unknown 
artist, notes by 
Rålamb825

Claes Rålamb 1657–8 >1658 gouache and 
ink drawings

Unknown 
artist826

Claes Rålamb 1657–8 1658< oil paintings

Aslan Aga827 Aslan Aga c. 1669–72828 c. 1669–72 official report
816 817 818 819 820 821 822 823 824 825 826 827 828 

816 Rålamb, Kortt Berättelse. RA, Turcica I. Svenska beskickningar till Turkiet brev och arkiv, 
vol. 3.

817 Rålamb, Diarium, ed. Callmer.
818 Rålamb, Kort beskriffning.
819 KB Rål. Fol. 185. Sammanbundna originalbrev och handlingar; KB Rål. Fol. 208. Rålamb, 

Beskrivning och ritning på en turkisk badstugua; KB Rål. Fol. 209. Rålamb, Beskrifning och 
ritning på byggnaderna…wid Seraliern uti Constantinopel.

820 Parts of the material originates from the journey, parts was written later. 
821 Hiltebrant, Conrad Jacob Hiltebrant’s Dreifache schwedische Gesandtschaftsreise, ed. 

Babinger.
822 Kling, Hans Kongl Majtts Ablegation till Turkiske hofwet, UUB, N 439.
823 Kling, Diarium på bestickningen till Konstantinopel. KB Rål. 4:o 25.
824 Wallich, Religio Turcica.
825 Turkiska klädedrägter. KB Rål. 8:o 10.
826 Claes Rålambs ambassad till Höga porten. Nordiska Museet, Granhammarsamlingen.
827 Aslan Aga, Relation om resan och förrättandet hoos Stoor Viziren, RA Turcica I. Svenska 

beskickningar till Turkiet brev och arkiv, vol. 4.
828 Note that different dates have been given for Aslan Aga’s journeys as an envoy between 

Sweden and the Ottoman Empire. See Ettlinger, ‘Aslan Aga – turkisk ambassadör’.
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Anders 
Toreson829 

Anders Toreson c. 1674–1683830 >1690831 manuscript 
account

Anna 
Åkerhielm832

Anna 
Åkerhielm

1686–1689 1686–1689 manuscript 
journal 

Anna 
Åkerhielm833

Anna 
Åkerhielm

1686–1694 1686–1694 letters

829 830 831 832 833 

829 Toreson, Anders Toresons Ostindiska resa, ed. Sundberg.
830 The manuscript is inconsistent, telling the reader that the journey lasted 7 years and 8 

months, but also that Toreson travelled between 1674 and 1688. Sundberg gives the end 
date of Toreson’s travels as 1683. Sundberg, ‘Inledning’ in Anders Toresons Ostindiska resa, 
ed. Sundberg, p. 5.

831 Toreson passed away in 1690. Sundberg, ‘Inledning’ in Sundberg ed., Anders Toresons
832 Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm (Anna Agriconia), ed. Åkerhielm, 52–117.
833 Åkerhielm, Anna Åkerhielm (Anna Agriconia), ed. Åkerhielm, 52–117.
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Appendix 3. Accounts of journeys to New Sweden
Main 
contributor/s834

Person 
travelling

Year of 
travelling

Year of 
composition or 
publication

Type of 
material

Johannes 
Campanius835

Johannes 
Campanius

1642–8 >1683836 brief journal 
and notes

Johannes 
Campanius, 
Gustaf Peringer 
Lillieblad, 
Thomas 
Campanius 
Holm837

Johannes 
Campanius

1642–8 1642–8, 1696 Catechism and 
glossary.

Johan Printz 838 Johan Printz 1642–54 1644 official report

Anonymous839 Johan Printz 1642–54 1642< account

Johan Printz840 Johan Printz 1642–54 1647 official report

Johan Printz841 Johan Printz 1642–54 1643–51 letters

Michell 
Johansson, K. 
M:t.842

Michell 
Johansson

1643–4 1646 petitions and 
responses 

Ambrosius 
Jöranson et al.843

Ambrosius 
Jöranson et al.

1643–4 [1647] petition

834 835 836 837 838 839 840 841 842 843 

834 To the extent that this is known. Often, several persons contributed.
835 Campanius, De itinere. KB Rål. saml. fol 201.
836 Campanius died in 1683.
837 Campanius, Lutheri Catechismus, ed. Campanius Holm.
838 Printz, ‘Relation till dätt högloflige West Indische Compagn: vthi gambla Sverige’ (1944) 

in Odhner ed., Kolonien Nya Sveriges grundläggning.
839 Anonymous, untitled account. RA Handel och sjöfart, vol. 194, 8. 
840 Printz, ‘Relation till dätt höghlåfflige Westindiske Compagn: Uthi Gamble Sverige den 20 

Februarij, 1647’. RA Handel och sjöfart, vol. 194, 5. 
841 Printz, ‘Printz to Brahe, April 12, 1643’ in Johnson ed., The instruction for Johan Printz; 

Printz, Johan, ‘Printz to Oxenstierna, April 14, 1643’ in Amandus Johnson ed., The 
instruction for Johan Printz, Governor of New Sweden (Philadelphia, 1930), pp. 152–4.

842 Petition by Michell Johansson to K. M:t. [2 sept 1646]; Response to petition from 
Michell Johansson to K. M:t. sept 1646; Petition from Michel Johansson [no date]; 
Response to petition from Michell Johansson to K. M:t. 2 sept 1646. RA Handel och 
Sjöfart, vol. 196, 7.

843 Petition of Ambrosius Jöransson et al. to Axel Oxenstierna [1647]. RA Handel och 
Sjöfart, vol. 194, 16.
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Hans 
Amundsen et 
al, K. M:t.844

Hans 
Amundsen 
et al.

1643–4 [1652] petition

Michell 
Johansson et al, 
K. M:t.845

Michell 
Johansson et al.

1643–4 1654 petition and 
response

Håkan 
Bengtsson846

Håkan 
Bengtsson

1649–50 [1650] petition

Matthias 
Nertunius847

Matthias 
Nertunius

1649–50 1652 petition

Matthias 
Nertunius, 
Joachimus 
Lycke848

Matthias 
Nertunius, 
Joachimus 
Lycke

1649–50 [1652]849 letter

Johan 
Rudberus850

Johan Rudberus 1649–51 c. 1651 manuscript 
journal

[Aron 
Danielsson]851

[Aron 
Danielsson]

>1650852 [ca. 1650] ballad

Per 
Lindeström853

Per Lindeström 1654–5 1654 accounts and 
map

844 845 846 847 848 849 850 851 852 853 

844 Petition from Hans Amundsen et al. to K. M:t. [1652]. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 196, 
7.

845 Petition by Michell Johansson et al. to K. M:t. 12 Aug 1654; Response to petition by 
Michell Johansson et al. to K. M:t. 12 Aug 1654. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 196, 7.

846 Petition by Håkan Bengtsson to Axel Oxenstierna [1650]. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 
194, 12.

847 Petition [by Matthias Nertunius] to K. M:t. [1652]. RA Handel och Sjöfart, vol. 197. 
Nertunius travelled again to New Sweden in 1653.

848 Letter from Matthias Nertunius och Joachimus Lycke to Axel Oxenstierna [1652]. RA 
Handel och sjöfart, vol. 194, 1.

849 Date from Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, vol. 2, p. 685.
850 Rudberus, ‘Journal’, ed. Johnsson Valkyrian nr 5 (1909), pp. 225–232.
851 [Aron Danielsson], untitled ballad in Samuel Älf ’s Book of Ballads [1650]. Stiftsbiblioteket, 

Linköping, LW42.
852 Date from Dahlgren & Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden, p. 25.
853 Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges situation ok beskaffenhet 

(1). KB Rål. Fol. 201; Per Lindeström, En Kort Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges 
situation ok beskaffenhet (2). RA Handel och sjöfart, vol. 196; Per Lindeström, En Kort 
Relation ok beskrifning öfwer Nya Sweriges situation ok beskaffenhet (3). RA Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 196
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Johan Risingh854 Johan Risingh 1654–5 1654 letters and 
reports

Johan Risingh855 Johan Risingh 1654–5 1655 letter/report

Johan Risingh856 Johan Risingh 1654–5 1661<857 journal

Johan Risingh858 Johan Risingh 1654–5 [undated] account

Johan Risingh859 Johan Risingh 1654–5 1658 account

Per 
Lindeström860

Per Lindeström 1654–5 1679–91 manuscript 
travel account, 
including maps, 
plans and 
sketches

Per 
Lindeström861

Per Lindeström 1654–5 1679–91 manuscript 
travel account, 
including maps, 
plans and 
sketches

The Swedish 
settlers in 
Delaware862

- - 1693 letter

854 855 856 857 858 859 860 861 862 

854 Letter from Johan Risingh to Erik Oxenstierna, 11 July 1654. RA Handel och sjöfart, vol. 
194, 7; Letter from Johan Risingh to Commercial college, 13 July 1654. RA Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 194, 7;

855 Risingh, ‘Director Johan Rising’s Report to the Commercial College, Dated at Christina 
in New Sweden, June 14, 1655’, ed. Johnson German American Annals vol. 8/ vol 12 
(1910), pp. 87–93.

856 Risingh, ‘En kort berättelse om Resan till Nya Sverige uti America’, in eds. Stellan 
Dahlgren & Hans Norman, The rise and fall of New Sweden (Uppsala, 1988).

857 For a discussion about dating the manuscript, see Dahlgren and Norman, The Rise and 
fall of New Sweden, pp, 34–8.

858 Johan Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (1) [no date]. RA Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 196, 1.

859 Johan Risingh, Een Beskrifning om Nova Suecia uthi America (2) (1658). RA Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 196, 2.

860 GA Lidköping. This account is similar to GA Åberg, but includes additional sections not 
found in GA Åberg, see footnote 550 above.

861 Short title GA Åberg. See footnote 550 above.
862 Letter from Swedes in Delaware to Postmaster Johan Thelin, 31 May 1693. ULA 

Nyköpings Alla Helgona (före 1989 Nyköpings Östra) kyrkoarkiv, P1, 2. Dokument 
rörande Nya Sverige; Letter from Swedes in Delaware to Postmaster Johan Thelin, 31 
May 1693. KB Rål. Fol. 201.
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Anders 
Rudman863

Anders 
Rudman

1696–1708 1696–7 journal

Anders 
Rudman864

Anders 
Rudman

1696–1708 1697–1702 letters

Erik Björk, 
Anders 
Rudman, Johan 
Aurén865

Erik Björk, 
Anders 
Rudman, Johan 
Aurén

1696–1714 1697–99 letters

Erik Björk866 Erik Björk 1696–1714 1697–1702 letters

Erik Björk867 Erik Björk 1696–1714 1697–1700868 account

Thomas 
Campanius 
Holm869

Johannes 
Campanius, 
Erik Björk, 
Anders 
Rudman and 
others.

1642–1702 1702 Printed 
description of 
New Sweden 
and ‘America’, 
including 
extracts from 
travellers.

863 864 865 866 867 868 869

863 Rudman, ‘Diary of Rev. Andrew Rudman’, ed. Anderson German American Annals New 
Series vol. 4/ Old Series vol. 8 (1906), pp. 286–312, 315–325, transl. 326–34, 355–76 
and vol. 5/ Old Series vol. 9 (1907), pp. 9–18. 

864 Letter from Anders Rudman to Jacob Arrhenius [20 Oct 1697]. KB Enge. B.X.1, 63; 
Letter from Anders Rudman to Olaus Swebilius and Cons. Eccl., 16 June 1702. KB 
Enge. B.X.1, 63; Letter from Anders Rudman to Carl Leyoncrona 22 Mar 1698. RA 
Handel och sjöfart, vol. 197; Letter from Anders Rudman to Carl Leyoncrona 22 Mar 
1698. ULA Nyköpings Alla Helgona (före 1989 Nyköpings Östra) kyrkoarkiv, P1, 2. 
Dokument rörande Nya Sverige.

865 Letter from Anders Rudman & Erik Björk to Carl Leyoncrona, 30 Oct 1697; Letter from 
Anders Rudman & Erik Björk to K. M:t, 22 Mar 1698; Letter from Anders Rudman, 
Erik Björk & Johan Aurén to K. M:t, 14 Feb 1699; RA Handel och Sjöfart, 197.

866 Letter from Erik Björk to Carl Viström, 29 Oct 1697. KB Enge. B.X.1, 63; Letter from 
Erik Björk to Olaus Swebilius, 29 June 1702. KB Enge. B.X.1, 63; Letter from Erik 
Björk to Carl Leyoncrona, 19 Nov 1700. RA Handel och Sjöfart, 197.

867 Björk, ‘Record of Mr. Bjork’ in Burr ed., The records of Holy Trinity (Old Swedes) Church.
868 Although the text itself is longer.
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This thesis investigates early modern ways of  looking at the world through an 
analysis of  what the continents meant in three settings of  knowledge making in 
seventeenth-century Sweden. Combining text, maps and images, the thesis anal-
yses the meaning of  the continents in, first, early modern scholarly ‘geography’, 
second, accounts of  journeys to the Ottoman Empire and, third, accounts of  
journeys to the colony New Sweden. The investigation explores how an under-
standing of  conceptual categories such as the continents was intertwined with 
processes of  making and presenting knowledge. In this, the study combines ap-
proaches from conceptual history with research on knowledge construction and 
circulation in the early modern world.

The thesis shows how geographical frameworks shifted between settings. There 
was variation in what the continents meant and what roles they could fill. Rather 
than attribute this flexibility to random variation or mistakes, this thesis inter-
prets flexibility as an integral part of  how the world was conceptualized. Reli-
gious themes, ideas about societal unities, definitions of  old, new and unknown 
knowledge, as well as practical considerations, were factors that in different way 
shaped what the continents meant.

A scheme of  continents – usually consisting of  the entities ‘Africa,’ ‘America,’ 
‘Asia,’ ‘Europe’ and the polar regions – is a part of  descriptions about what the 
world looks like today. In such descriptions, the continents are often treated as
existing outside of  history. However, like other concepts, the meaning and sig-
nificance of  these concepts have changed drastically over time and between con-
texts. This fact is a matter of  importance for historians, but equally so for a 
wider public using geographical categories to understand the world. Concepts 
such as the continents may describe what the world looks like, yet they can cre-
ate both boundaries and affiliations far beyond land and sea.

Charlotta Forss is a historian at Stockholm University. 
This is her doctoral thesis.
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