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Dionysius's text itself pithily offers the reader a good exemplar
of the traditions of ancient geographical description, opening
with an evocation of the surrounding ocean before enumerating
the land masses. The bulk of the poem them moves on to a choro-
graphical survey of the states and peoples of Africa, Asia, and
Europe. Merely by making this text available again, and offering
us a clear and persuasive translation, Jane Lightfoot has done
the modern reader interested in ancient geography a service.
This service is greater still given that Dionysis's poem is an impor-
tant text not only in its own right but also because it was
frequently reprinted and used by later geographers in the Renais-
sance and beyond. More than this, however, Lightfoot offers us a
model of scrupulous scholarly diligence in two sections that
constitute the bulk of the book: a two-hundred-page introduction
and a still longer set of critical, linguistic, and textual notes keyed
to the poem.

For historical geographers the main interest (beyond the text it-
self) is to be found in the introduction. Here, Lightfoot makes two
important and related points insistently: first, that in the ancient
geographical tradition prosaic and poetical approaches were
wholly intertwined, and second, that to fully capture Dionysius's
achievement, one needs to attend to poetic and geographical ele-
ments as an integratedwhole. For as Lightfoot points out, Dionysius
was not trying to produce in any simple fashion an “accurate”
geographical description. On the contrary, he was happy to recycle
material he knewdor easily could have knowndwas erroneous.
Dionysius's aim, foreign to those who simply equate geography
with a drive for ever-greater scientific truth, was to craft a literary
edifice. He aimed as much to the arts of allusion to poetic predeces-
sors as he did to tell us of capes and bays. And yet this was not a
dilution of geography; importantly this was a prime function of ge-
ography throughout antiquity which has been undervalued by the
subsequent reification of geography as a discipline. With this inter-
pretive key in mind, Lightfoot exhaustively unlocks geographical
nomenclature and poetic allusions, aptly comparing Dionysius's
ambitions to a mosaic “which depends for its full effect on the
reader's ability to appreciate precisely how each tiny individual
piece has been tessellated with the rest, with infinite pains, into a
harmonious whole” (p. 41).

This text will, obviously, have but a limited number of historical
geographers who need to consult it, but for those interested in the
traditions of ancient geography, this is an invaluable volume, in part
for making the work easily available in a modern text and transla-
tion, but still more for the editorial acumen Lightfoot has lavished
upon unlocking the world of ancient literary or humanist geogra-
phy for both classicists and historians of geography alike.
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Marco Polo has long been a kind of magnet for all sorts of crea-
tive expression: in addition to a wealth of scholarly publications
and editions of the medieval travel narrative, the legend of Marco
Polo has been the inspiration of poems, novels, screenplays, operas,
TV movies, children's games, candy bars, and holiday destinations.
Although modern readers often refer to the Travels of Marco Polo,
medieval readers would have known the work (the result of a
collaboration by the travelling merchant with a local writer of ro-
mances, Rustichello of Pisa, while both were imprisoned in a jail
cell in Genoa in 1298) as the Divisement dou monde (or ‘Description
of the World’) or Il Milione. This present volume is further evidence
of the power of the legend of Marco Polo, both in terms of the gen-
esis of the documents it describes e a group of fourteen parchment
pages containing rough maps and short prose texts e and in terms
of the study of these documents by Olshin, whose account of the
‘mysteries’ of these maps is an exploration of the possible e the
enchanting and alluring ‘what might be so’ e rather than what
can be demonstrated with certainty.

The original documents are in private hands, and Olshin has
worked closely with their present owners in preparing the current
book. The documents were offered to the Library of Congress in
1933 by Marcian Rossi, an Italian-American immigrant, and then
passed down through the family until they reached their present
owner, Rossi's great-grandson Jeffrey Pendergraft. Rossi made
persistent efforts to get the documents recognized as significant,
first through his approach to the Library of Congress, and subse-
quently by writing to the historical cartographer Leo Bagrow in
1948. Bagrow published an article on the documents in 1948, in
Imago Mundi, but they have been largely unstudied since then e

except for a period in 1979, when the documents were appraised
by Sotheby's. At that time, the medieval manuscript specialist
Christopher de Hamel was an Assistant Director at the auction
house, and in a letter quoted by Olshin, de Hamel writes that the
documents themselves appear to date from the eighteenth century,
but does not rule out the possibility that they could be copies of
earlier documents. De Hamel states that Sotheby's ‘could sell
them well e even if we admit that they are probably eighteenth-
century’ (p, 11); the documents do not, however, appear to have
gone up for auction.

Olshin does not include transcripts of the Italian texts,
providing only modern English translations, but he does include
color plates which can be used to check the translations against
the original. The hand in the documents is clearly of a late date;
the documents are mainly in Italian, with some writing that ap-
pears to be Arabic or Chinese, but which is very fragmentary. It
would have been helpful to have a more detailed account of the
paleographical evidence for both the Arabic and the Chinese
writing. The scholar Amir Harrak is quoted in connection with
the Arabic text, but only to provide a rough translation of the
phrases appearing on the documents, and not with regard to the
paleography. As Olshin puts it, Harrak ‘attempted a translation of
the Arabic toponyms’ (p. 29). My own examination of the color
plates suggests that the ductus of the Arabic characters is left to
right (not right to left), which might indicate that the characters
were being copied by a scribe who did not himself read or write
Arabic, but Olshin does not comment on this point. The Chinese
characters, which appear on the ‘Map with Ship,’ are ‘crudely
copied’ and ‘only a few can be read with any assurance’ (p. 39);
Olshin says that he himself could make out eight of the characters,
but ‘there is no way to translate these characters into a proper sen-
tence or phrase’ (p. 39).

Three of the documents, including a roughmap, refer to a Syrian
mariner named ‘Biaxio Sirdomap,’ an enigmatic figure who seems
to play the role of native informant about eastern navigational mys-
teries. One of these documents, a short prose text, is described as
the ‘Bellela Polo Chronicle,’ and is one of several in the group to
refer to Marco Polo's three daughters as the source of transmission
(p.19). These include the two ‘Fantina Polo Maps’ and the two ‘Mor-
eta Polo Maps’ (p. 20). The association of several of the documents
with the Polo daughters is in keeping with their special focus on
Oriental women. For example, one of the Bellela Polo documents
states, ‘So that the noble readers may find more delight concerning
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the Kingdom of Women in China and the Far East, my father Marco
Polo wishes me, Bellela, to show this world map which he obtained
from the pilot Biaxio Sirdomap’ (p. 22). In the ‘Bellela Polo Chron-
icle,’ there is much discussion of an ‘“island of women” or … a
kingdom of women’ (p. 36). Olshin suggests that this focus can be
explicated in terms of ‘A number of ancient Chinese legends
[that] also discuss islands or kingdoms of women’ (p. 37); but there
is a rich western literature, much closer at hand, that also posits an
idealized kingdom of women e not just the many legends of the
Amazons, common in medieval travel literature and in even in
some accounts of the New World, but also the Alexander romance,
which featured the alluring Candace, Queen of the White Ethio-
pians. Olshin suggests that there is some actual eastern e even Chi-
nese e source material behind these references to a kingdom of
women, concluding that ‘Mysterious as they are, these maps and
texts reveal a unique fusion of Western geographical knowledge
and Eastern lore’ (p. 37). The simpler e and much more plausible
explanation e is that they reveal the usual western fantasy about
the exotic East.

A close examination of the documents as described by Olshin re-
veals that the sources that lie behind the documents are over-
whelmingly of a period well after Marco Polo's lifetime. This is
particularly evident in the many references to Ptolemy's Geography,
a work of antiquity that was not available until the later fifteenth
century. Olshin himself notes that the maps include a great deal
of Ptolemaic content, including place names taken from the Geog-
raphy (p. 47); but instead of drawing the obvious conclusion e

that the maps date from after the rediscovery of Ptolemy's Geogra-
phy e he instead concludes that ‘The problem is that the maps in
the Rossi Collection are apparently from a very early period e the
late thirteenth century e a period before Ptolemy's work had
been rediscovered in Italy’ (p. 47). Similarly, Olshin notes that the
‘Moreta Polo Map 1’ does not include ‘the place-names that appear
in Il Milione. Instead, it utilizes Ptolemaic terms' (p. 60; cf. p. 77),
and he also observes the documents’ inclusion of Ptolemaic grid
maps (p. 62). Now, the obvious conclusion is that themaps postdate
the rediscovery of Ptolemy; for Olshin, however, this disparity is
simply a ‘problem’ to be explained away. In another case, Olshin
points out that the maps show ‘land beyond the farthest north-
eastern regions of Asia,’ and argues that ‘These depictions would
suggest knowledge of the western shores of North America in the
thirteenth century’ (p. 49). The obvious alternative is that the
maps' coverage of the northeastern region is evidence of a later
date of composition.

Some of the maps are so obviously of a late date that Olshin does
not try to make the case that they are from Marco Polo's time: for
example, on the ‘Map of the NewWorld,’ North and South America
are labelled ‘Columbia Septentrionalis’ and ‘Columbia Meridionalis’
(p. 90), and another map explicitly refers to the voyages of Colum-
bus (p. 95). In every case, evidence for a late date is put aside, and
since it is impossible to prove a negative, the persistent argument
remains that these eighteenth-century documents could be copied
(entirely or in part) from medieval exemplars. As Olshin puts it, ‘It
may be that the depiction of this area is not based on Ptolemy at all,
but on some other unknown source, perhaps even an Asian chart of
map… .a precise connectione if anye remains elusive’ (p. 55). This
‘elusive’ conclusion is impossible to disprove.

I will point out just two particularly damning examples of
Olshin's tendency to set aside evidence of a late date: first, the is-
land of ‘Antilla’ (or Antilia), noted on the second ‘Moreta Polo
Map.’ Olshin suggests that there are ‘three possible conclusions’
to be drawn: that the island's location is ‘pure fabrication; ’ that
the map is an ‘early fabrication,’ with the location of Antilia taken
from some earlier source; or ‘it could be that the maps are genuine
… .In that case, the maps must be based on Antilia material
unknown to us’ (p. 65). This conclusion is utterly suggestive, and ut-
terly unprovable. Basically, the idea is: we can't prove this is untrue,
and wouldn't it be neat if it were true, so maybe it is true.

A second example appears in connection with the discussion of
the Ptolemaic material in the documents: as part of an effort to sug-
gest that maybe Ptolemy's Geography was actually known at the
time Marco Polo lived, Olshin states that ‘in the text of Ptolemy's
Geography, we read of ‘1378 islands’ that are ‘around Taprobane.’
Now this is the exact figure that appears in the 1486 Latin edition
of Marco Polo [which] is the third edition of the version of Polo's
text penned by the Dominican friar Francesco Pipino. Did the first
edition of the Pipino version e which was put together about
1315e1320 … also have this figure? If so, it is possible that early
version of the Polo narrative somehow took in bits of information
from Ptolemy’ (p. 100). It's hard to know where to begin here. First
of all, a modern edition of Pipino's text is available (along with a
detailed study of the manuscripts by Consuelo Dutschke), which
Olshin could have checked if he wanted to verify this hypothesis.
The number of islands being set at 1378 is an interpolation that en-
ters into the early printed editions of Pipino, rather than emerging
in the earlier manuscript tradition. In other words, the number
1378 gets into the early printed editions of Pipino's Latin Marco
Polo from Ptolemy's Geography, not from some hitherto unknown
manuscript of Ptolemy circulating in thirteenth-century Italy.

The illogical argument of the book is often frustrating. For
example, Olshin notes that Marco Polo's narrative seemed to have
little or no influence on medieval cartography; then he goes on to
state that ‘the Polo narrative was neglected and the “Marco Polo
Maps” lay unknown’ (p. 26). But what we actually know is that
the Polo narrative was not influential on cartography (it was far
fromneglected by readers, being translated into awide range of Eu-
ropean vernaculars as well as Latin); we don't know that these
maps (or, more accurately, the medieval exemplars that could
have been a source of these maps) were not influential, because
we don't even know if they existed during the Middle Ages e in
other words, we can't compare the cartographic influence of a
text that we know to have existed (Marco Polo's Milione) with the
cartographic influence of documents whose very existence is un-
certain. The book is full of this kind of sleight of hand, using the
fact that you cannot prove a negative in order to support the asser-
tion that the modern documents held by the Rossi family could be
based on some lost medieval original. We can't prove that medieval
exemplars never existed; therefore they could have existed; there-
fore maybe they did.

Based on a close reading of Olshin's book, the documents are a
‘mystery’ only in the sense that it is difficult to determine why
they would have been fabricated: as Olshin puts it, ‘there is no clear
answer to the issue of cui bono e there seems … to have been no
financial motive here’ (pp.121e22). That said, Olshin himself points
out that the Rossi family was trying to sell the documents in 1979
(pp. 112e13), and a similar motive may have lain behind the orig-
inal efforts on the part of Marcian Rossi to get the documents recog-
nized as genuine, both through his approach to the Library of
Congress in the 1930s and through his correspondence with Leo
Bagrow in 1948. The documents themselves are obviously of a
late date, based not only on the carbon dating of the parchment
of one of the maps (p. 38) but also on the numerous details appear-
ing in the documents that reflect later views of the Far Easte above
all, the Ptolemaic content. If the documents have historical value,
that value lies in the way they attest to the continued allure of
the Marco Polo legend; there is no basis for the suggestion that
they reflect any medieval accounts of travel into East Asia, or
even of medieval western readers' imagined fantasies of the exotic
Far East. Olshin's study is useful in the way it attests to the
continued allure of the Marco Polo legend as well as, more broadly,
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the extent to which medieval ‘mysteries’ go on to intrigue modern
audiences. If Olshin's study inspires some modern readers to learn
more about the rich history of medieval travel, and in particular to
explore some of the abundant bibliography around the fascinating
figure of Marco Polo, this can only be a good thing.
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taine Thomas James: A Critical Edition. Montreal, McGill-Queen’s
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‘So pestered and tormented with Ice’ (p. 91) sums up much of
Captain Thomas James's voyage to Hudson Bay in 1631e32.
Departing Bristol and the moist climes of southwestern England
in May 1631, James spent eighteen months searching for the
Northwest Passage to the South Sea. For much of that time, he
and his ship were locked up in ice in the bay that now bears his
name. His harrowing account is full of extraordinary hardships:
a ship battered by ice, frostbite and scurvy among the crew, a
winter camp in which everything froze to within a yard of the
fire, and a ‘Wildernesse of Snow’ (p. 61) across the country. But
the voyage proved that Hudson Bay and its southern extension,
James Bay, were largely encircled by land; that there was no
easy connection between James Bay and the ‘River of Canada’
(the St Lawrence, p. 33); and that the only viable entrance into
Hudson Bay was through Hudson Strait. On his voyage home,
James pushed into Foxe Basin but was prevented from going
farther by an immense sea of ice. The lure of a Northwest Passage
through these ice-choked waters would tempt British explorers
for another two hundred years.

Colleen Franklin, a literary scholar, reproduces James's orig-
inal account and provides explanatory notes on the text and a
lengthy introduction. As she states in the acknowledgments,
the book is a labour of love, the first modern critical edition of
what she claims ‘was the British public's primary source of infor-
mation about … the Canadian north’ (p. xiii). Although the signif-
icance of the Strange and Dangerous Voyage began to wane after
the disappearance of the Franklin expedition in the late 1840s,
James's account had, by then, she argues, largely shaped British
impressions of the Canadian north. It is this impress on the
British cultural imagination that occupies much of Colleen Frank-
lin's introduction.

Franklin begins her analysis with a discussion of the medieval
view of the frozen north as the location of death, evil, and hell.
This religious perspective began to be corrected by the rise of
Natural Philosophy and empirical observation in the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. James's narrative
played a central role in this re-evaluation. An educated gentle-
man, James was careful throughout his text to give navigational
and astronomical references, thereby providing a secure mathe-
matical basis for understanding the geography of Hudson Bay.
In 1665, Robert Boyle drew on James's observations in writing
New Experiments and Observations Touching Cold. In doing so,
Boyle vested the Strange and Dangerous Voyage with considerable
authority, which would help secure its reputation during the
eighteenth century. The failure of the Hudson's Bay Company
to provide information about the bay to the reading public
further enhanced James's account. Starved of new information
about the Canadian north, editors included the Strange and
Dangerous Voyage in several eighteenth century travel compen-
diums, but imaginative responses to the account remained
limited.

That all changed with the emergence of Burke's concept of the
Sublime and the British Admiralty's renewed interest in the North-
west Passage. According to Franklin, the key imaginative develop-
ment was Samuel Taylor Coleridge's ‘Rime of the Ancient Marine’
(1798). This is an attractive theory. The most famous poem about
the sea is certainly chock full of ice. But the natural history and ge-
ography of the poem do not fit Hudson Bay. Albatrosses are found in
the Southern Ocean, not the North Atlantic, and Coleridge is quite
explicit that the Mariner's ship ‘southward … fled’ where it met
‘mist and snow,/And it grew wondrous cold:/And ice, mast-high,
came floating by... .’ Surprisingly, Franklin does not mention the
most coherent explanation of the geography of the ‘Rime,’ namely
Bernard Smith's ‘Coleridge's Ancient Mariner and Cook's Second
Voyage.’ Smith demonstrates that the great influence on Coleridge,
as least as far as polar imagery was concerned, was not Captain
Thomas James but astronomer William Wales, who taught Coler-
idge at Christ's Hospital. Wales had served as astronomer on Cook's
second voyage, which circumnavigated Antarctica and encountered
enormous ice flows and bergs. Franklin's other claim is that ‘it is
possible’ (p. lxxx) that the Strange and Dangerous Voyage helped
frame the narrative of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Franklin's evi-
dence linking the two works rests on close textual comparisons,
but the selected words and phrases seem generic rather than spe-
cific examples of influence. James used ‘compass’ or ‘encompass’
numerous times, as did Shelley, but these are obvious words to
use in writing about the sea. Franklin also ties the Strange and
Dangerous Voyage to the Admiralty's quest for the Northwest Pas-
sage. To justify the new search, First Secretary John Barrow publi-
cally disparaged James's account as ‘of no use whatever’ (p. lxxix).

Franklin concludes with a brief discussion of the Strange and
Dangerous Voyage in the Canadian literary context. On the one
hand, the account has been an inspiration to Canadian authors,
such as Farley Mowat, interested in the Arctic, but on the other it
scarcely fits Northrop Frye's famous observation that Canadian po-
etry is marked by ‘a tone of deep terror in regard to nature.’ That
poetry and literary culture came out of settled Canada and had
nothing to do with English explorers in the Arctic.

Franklin has done a great service in providing a new critical
edition of James's Strange and Dangerous Voyage, a text that all
scholars working on exploration of the Canadian north or the
Northwest Passage should know. She also rightly demonstrates
the importance of the text for English exploration and science
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But the direct influ-
ence of the account on such singularly imaginative works as the
‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ and Frankenstein seems less
convincing. By their time, the cultural influence of the Strange
and Dangerous Voyage was slipping, and other explorer accounts
were helping shape Britain's imaginative geographies of the Ca-
nadian north.
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