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Nomination form International Memory of the 

World Register 
 

The G. F. Camocio Maps of the 1565 Great Siege of Malta 

ID Code [2016-80] 

1.0 Summary (max 200 words) 

 

The discovery in 2013 of State 2 of the Great Siege of Malta Map by Giovanni Francesco 

Camocio [fl. second half 16th century] at the Charles University Map Collection in Prague 

provided the unique opportunity for it to be linked with States 1, 3 and 4 found at the 

Cartographic Collection at the National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta, Malta. This significant 

merge thus permanently sealed this four-state series of Great Siege maps. In their intact 

state, they collectively fill one of the many lacunae in the visual chronicle of the well-known 

Great Siege of Malta of 1565. Should one of the states be lost or damaged, the integrity of 

this series would be irreparably compromised. 

 

It cannot be emphasized enough that Great Siege maps are precious primary sources that 

act as the visual equivalent to written accounts of this battle, which determined the course of 

the history of the Mediterranean and Europe in the 16th century. In view of this, the virtual 

amalgamation of States 1, 3 and 4 with State 2 is effective in bringing together two overseas 

institutions sharing the common goal of educating and empowering the public. 

 

2.0 Nominator   

2.1 Name of nominator (person or organization) 

 

Submitted by: 
Malta: Heritage Malta - National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta 
Czech Republic: Charles University in Prague – Map Collection of the Faculty of Science 
 

2.2 Relationship to the nominated documentary heritage 

 

Malta: The Great Siege maps (States 1, 3, 4) form part of the Cartographic Collection of the 

National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta, which falls within the remit of Heritage Malta - the 

National Agency of the Government of Malta for Cultural Heritage. 
Czech Republic: The Great Siege map (State 2) belongs to the mapping fund of the Map 
Collection of the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague. The Charles University in 
Prague is the owner of the nominated map. 
 

2.3 Contact person(s) 

 

CEO Heritage Malta - Kenneth Gambin 

Senior Curator, National Museum of Fine Arts – Alexander Debono 

Curator, National Museum of Fine Arts - Bernadine Scicluna 

Director, Map Collection of the Faculty of Science, Prague - Eva Novotná 
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2.4 Contact details 

Name Address 
Alexander Debono Heritage Malta, Head Office, Ex-Royal Naval Hospital, 

Marina Street, Kalkara, KKR1524, Malta 
Bernadine Scicluna  

Telephone   Facsimile  Email 

+356 2295400  N/A             alexander.debono@gov.mt  

                                                                bernadine.scicluna@gov.mt 

 

Name 

Eva Novotná 

Address 

Albertov 6, 128 43 Praha 2, Czech Republic 

 

Telephone  

+420 221 951 355 

Facsimile 

+420221 951 355 

Email 

novotn48@natur.cuni.cz 

 

3.0  Identity and description of the documentary heritage 

3.1 Name and identification details of the items being nominated 
 

[1] CAMOCIO, Giovanni Francesco. 

Title: Disegno del Porto di Malta, come al presente si troua assediato da turchi, cauato da 

altri disegni mandati da Malta fidelisimi, con la nota del campo d'infideli et altri particolari, 

che fin qui si sono ueduti. Venice [August 1565]. State 1. 

Imprint: In Venetia: alla libraria della piramide.  

Dimensions: 330 x 460 mm.  

Medium: copper engraving on paper. 

Subject: It shows the various placements of the Turkish camps, troops and fleet as well as 

the Catholic fleet anchored in the Syracuse harbour, except for some vessels that are 

sailing in the Sicilian Channel. This map was issued to represent the large-scale sea 

assault on the town of Senglea in mid-July 1565.  

Date: possibly early August 1565.  

Provenance: Count Messina Bequest. 

Cartographic Collection - National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta (Malta)  

 

[2] CAMOCIO, Giovanni Francesco. 

Title: Disegno del Porto di Malta, come al presente si troua assediato da turchi, cauato da 

altri disegni mandati da Malta fidelisimi, con la nota del campo d’infideli et altri particolari, 

che fin qui non si sono ueduti. Venice [September 1565]. State 2. 

Imprint: In Venetia alla libraria della piramide.  

Dimensions: 324 x 460 mm.  

Subject: It shows the various placements of the Turkish forces on the territory of Malta and 

leaving the Catholic fleet from Sicily. 

Medium: copper engraving on paper. 
Date: possibly early September 1565. 
Cartographic Collection: Map Collection of the Faculty of Science, Charles University in 
Prague 

[3] CAMOCIO, Giovanni Francesco. 

Title: Disegno del Porto di Malta, come al presente si troua assediato da turchi, cauato da 

altri disegni mandati da Malta fidelisimi, con la nota del campo d'infideli et altri particolari, 

che fin qui si sono ueduti. Venice [October 1565]. State 3  

mailto:alexander.debono@gov.mt
mailto:bernadine.scicluna@gov.mt
mailto:novotn48@natur.cuni.cz
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Imprint: In Venetia: alla Iibraria della piramide.  

Dimensions: 330 x 460 mm.  

Medium: copper engraving on paper. 

Subject: This map visually reports the end of the Great Siege marked by the arrival of the 

Gran Soccorso (the Great Relief of the Catholic forces).  

Date: circa early October 1565. 

Provenance: Albert Ganado Malta Map Collection. 

Cartographic Collection - National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta (Malta) 

[4] CAMOCIO, Giovanni Francesco - FORLANI, Paolo. 

Title: Disegno del Porto di Malta, come al presente si troua assediato da turchi, cauato da 

altri disegni mandati da Malta fidelisimi, con la nota del campo d'infideli et altri particolari, 

che fin qui si sono ueduti. Venice [October 1565]. State 4  

Imprint: In Venetia: alla libraria della piramide.  

Dimensions: 330 x 460 mm.  

Medium: copper engraving on paper. 

Subject: The final defeat and exodus of the Turkish armies. 

Date: September 1565. 

Provenance: Albert Ganado Malta Map Collection. 

Cartographic Collection - National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta (Malta) 
 

[4a] Second copy of State 4  

Provenance: Count Messina Bequest. 

Cartographic Collection - National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta (Malta) 
 

3.4 History/provenance 
 

States 1 and 4 [second copy] of the G. F. Camocio Great Siege Maps originally formed 

part of the Count Messina Bequest, respectively stamped with the numbers, '530' and 

'556'. 
 

According to the Museum Annual Report of 1920-21, p. iv, the Bequest of Count Giovanni 

Messina consisted of 152 engravings, old prints and other items. The report does not 

provide further details by enlisting each and every work but the numbers (mentioned 

above) that are stamped on the actual maps are a confirmation of the private collection 

they formerly belonged to. Having formed part of the Messina Bequest, the two Camocio 

maps were therefore presented to the Museum in 1920/21. 

 

Count Giovanni Messina, LL.D. (1842-1911), Baron of Gurafi and Comichi in Sicily, was 

the President of the Malta Chamber of Commerce as well as the President of the Banco di 

Malta. The topmost positions he occupied throughout his life brought him in contact with 

the most influential personalities of his time. He sat on several committees including that of 

the Public Library Committee. Leading a life of unceasing industry, he was actively 

instrumental in the advancement of public works. He amassed a substantial and diverse 

collection that has enriched the National Museum of Fine Arts' patrimony as well as that of 

Malta's National Library. 
 

States 3 and 4 of the same series belong to the Albert Ganado Malta Map Collection 

(AGMMC) which is part and parcel of the Cartographic Collection at the National Museum 

of Fine Arts, Valletta (Malta). 
 

By way of a Parliamentary agreement approved on 14th July 2008, the AGMMC, totalling to 

just over 420 maps of the Maltese Islands, was passed to the Maltese Government in 

return for Dr Albert Ganado's long-time residence which was public property. As the 
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National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta, falls within the remit of the Malta Government 

Agency of Heritage Malta, it thus became the custodian of the AGMMC. 
 

Dr Albert Ganado (1924-), a lawyer by profession, is an avid collector of Melitensia and an 

undisputed international authority on Maltese cartography. He has published extensively 

on Maltese history, politics, legislation, philately, art and cartography apart from lecturing in 

Malta and overseas. His publications on maps and plans of the Maltese Islands have 

proven to be pioneering. Besides founding the Malta Map Society (2009), of which he is 

President, Dr Ganado is a Member of the Maltese National Order of Merit and a Knight 

Grand Cross of Magistral Grace in the Sovereign Order of St John's (Rome). In 2011, he 

received the prestigious Helen Wallis Award by the International Map Collectors Society in 

recognition of his high contribution to the history of cartography. In 2013, Dr Albert Ganado 

was conferred with the degree of Doctor of Literature (Honoris Causa) by the University of 

Malta 

(Refer to the link: http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/200S0725/local/unique-map-

collection-transferred-to-heritaqe-malta.218160) 

 

The three Great Siege Maps by Camocio at the National Museum of Fine Arts, Valletta, 

form part of a larger cartographic collection that amounts to around 700 printed and 

manuscript maps dedicated mostly to the Maltese Islands. The maps date from the 16th to 

the 19th centuries. There are also a few foreign maps. The collection has been organised 
by theme: Maps of the Maltese Islands / Maps & Plans of Valletta / Maps & Plans of 

Valletta and the Harbour Areas / Maps of the Great Siege of Malta / Ptolemaic Maps / 

Maps of Malta in the Mediterranean Context / Manuscript Maps / Hydrographical Maps / 

Maps showing the Travels of St Paul. 

 
Regarding the history of the ownership of the State 2 specimen, it is stamped as Museum 
Regni Bohemiae, i.e. National Museum. 
 
The National Historic Cartographic Collections were gathered in the State Map Collection 
after the Second World War, which today is the Map Collection of the Faculty of Science, 
Charles University in Prague. According to the last revision in 1980, the collection consists 
of circa 130,000 maps, 2,000 atlases and 80 globes. The old prints form approximately 
half of the map collection. The eminent professor, Günter Schilder working in the 
Netherlands speaks about the collection and its interesting diversity on a video. Refer to 

the link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cnx9IFSUIqI&feature=youtu.be.  
 

 

 

4.0  Legal information 

4.1 Owner of the documentary heritage (name and contact details) 

Malta: 

Owner of the States 1, 3, 4 documents: 

 

Name Address 

Heritage Malta            Head Office, Ex-Royal Naval Hospital, Marina Street, Kalkara, KKR 

1524, Malta 

Telephone Facsimile                 Email 

+356 22954000         N/A                          kenneth.j.qambin@gov.mt 
 

http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/200S0725/local/unique-map-collection-transferred-to-heritaqe-malta.218160
http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/200S0725/local/unique-map-collection-transferred-to-heritaqe-malta.218160
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cnx9IFSUIqI&feature=youtu.be
mailto:kenneth.j.qambin@gov.mt
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Czech Republic: 

Owner of the State 2  

 

Name 

Faculty of Science, 
Charles University in 
Prague, 

Map Collection 

 

document: 

 

Address 

Albertov 6 

128 43 Praha 2 

Czech Republic 

 

 Telephone 

+ 420 221 951 590  

Facsimile 

+ 420 221 951 355  

 

Email 

mapcol@natur.cuni.cz  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2 Custodian of the documentary heritage (name and contact details if different 
from the owner) 

Name     Address 

Malta:  

Heritage Malta Head Office, Ex-Royal Naval Hospital, Marina Street, Kalkara, 
KKR1524, Malta 

Telephone Facsimile         Email 

+356 22954000         N/A                  alexander.debono@qov.mt 

                                                     bernadine.scicluna@gov.mt 

 

 

 

4.3 Legal status 

 

Malta: 

The Cartographic Collection of the National Museum of Fine Arts, of which the three Great 

Siege of Malta Maps form part, falls within the remit of Heritage Malta, which is the 

Government entity responsible for the management and conservation of cultural heritage 

as per the Cultural Heritage Act of 2002 [Article 8, Cap. 445 - Laws of Malta]. 

 
Czech Republic: 
The Map Collection of the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague, which 
administrates the State 2 Great Siege map, as an organisation, falls within the Ministry of 
Education, youth and sports. The map is owned by the Charles University in Prague. 

Name 

Czech Republic: 

Faculty of Science, 

Charles University in 

Prague 

Map Collection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Address 

Albertov 6 

128 43 Praha 2 

Czech Republic 

 

 

Telephone 

+ 420 221 951 590  

Facsimile 

+ 420 221 951 355  

Email 

novotn48@natur.cuni.cz 

hyndrakm@natur.cuni.cz 

 

 

mailto:mapcol@natur.cuni.cz
mailto:alexander.debono@qov.mt
mailto:bernadine.scicluna@gov.mt
mailto:novotn48@natur.cuni.cz
mailto:hyndrakm@natur.cuni.cz
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4.4 Accessibility 

 
In regards to States 1, 3 and 4 (Malta): 
All or part of the Cartographic Collection may be accessed in the following way: 

(1) Directly, by appointment with the Curator - National Museum of Fine Arts, 

Valletta; 
(2) Digitization*; 
(3) The website, "Europeana: think culture", 

http://www.europeana.eu/portal/en **  
(4) Exhibitions dedicated to particular aspects of Maltese Cartography; 
(5) Publications of exhibition catalogues. 

 

All access restrictions should be explicitly stated below: 

*The photographic digitization of the Cartographic Collection has not yet been completed. 

** It should be noted that the 'Europeana' portal is not exhaustive in terms of the said 

Cartographic Collection. 

 
In regards to State 2 (Czech Republic): 
The map is digitized and freely accessible both to professional and general public in on-
line accessible digital repository of Charles University. 
http://digitool.is.cuni.cz/R/Y19PPJNTM5EGJXSI8JMGYELLL9Y2X5TF7T6148Y4KHYEV5
1T24-00106?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=1040324&pds_handle=GUEST 
For safety reasons, the map carries watermarks with the copyright of the Map Collection of 
the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague.  
 
Without watermarks, the map is freely accessible on-line at www.mapovasbirka.cz.  
Link: 
http://mapy2.natur.cuni.cz:8080/geonetwork/srv/dut/catalog.search#/metadata/dc3669ee-
843d-4d9a-9b6f_batch7_layer_D1_00226_00002_300dpi 
Maps from this digital collection should soon be added to the website "Europeana”. 
 
Researchers may examine the map physically and directly at the Map Collection but, for 
safety reasons, with such valuable documents, access is allowed only on the basis of 
written recommendations clearly stating the reasons for examination of the said document. 
A digital copy in high resolution is then, on the basis of license or study contracts, 
accessible to all those interested under the conditions defined in the license contracts. It is 
then possible to obtain a digital copy of the map for study and non-commercial reasons 
after signing a license contract. 
 
A bibliographical record, together with an external reference to a digitized document, is 
listed in the university catalogue and in the Union Catalogue of the Czech Republic. 
 
Furthermore, the map was georeferenced and is accessible in the georeferencer system at 
http://staremapy.georeferencer.cz/map/zCuzKblJnm2NSXwclRSsZ8/201502011408-
wmYTDQ/ 
 
The map is registered in the National Register under number Pr000211226 at 
http://www.registrdigitalizace.cz/rdcz/search.jsp?offset=0&hits=20&collapseBy=ID&sortby=
&f1=&f2=&sortdirection=&q=Pr000211226&query_as_filter=&title=&autor=&rok=&isxn=&cc
nb=&signatura=&carKod=&cisloRDCZ=&pole001=&cisloZakazky=&archCisloNeg= 
Furthermore, the map is part of the international portal of old maps, oldmapsonline.org, at 
link http://www.oldmapsonline.org/map/cuni/1040324 
 

All access restrictions should be explicitly stated below: 
 

http://www.europeana.eu/portal/en
http://digitool.is.cuni.cz/R/Y19PPJNTM5EGJXSI8JMGYELLL9Y2X5TF7T6148Y4KHYEV51T24-00106?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=1040324&pds_handle=GUEST
http://digitool.is.cuni.cz/R/Y19PPJNTM5EGJXSI8JMGYELLL9Y2X5TF7T6148Y4KHYEV51T24-00106?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=1040324&pds_handle=GUEST
http://www.mapovasbirka.cz/
http://mapy2.natur.cuni.cz:8080/geonetwork/srv/dut/catalog.search%23/metadata/dc3669ee-843d-4d9a-9b6f_batch7_layer_D1_00226_00002_300dpi
http://mapy2.natur.cuni.cz:8080/geonetwork/srv/dut/catalog.search%23/metadata/dc3669ee-843d-4d9a-9b6f_batch7_layer_D1_00226_00002_300dpi
http://staremapy.georeferencer.cz/map/zCuzKblJnm2NSXwclRSsZ8/201502011408-wmYTDQ/
http://staremapy.georeferencer.cz/map/zCuzKblJnm2NSXwclRSsZ8/201502011408-wmYTDQ/
http://www.registrdigitalizace.cz/rdcz/search.jsp?offset=0&hits=20&collapseBy=ID&sortby=&f1=&f2=&sortdirection=&q=Pr000211226&query_as_filter=&title=&autor=&rok=&isxn=&ccnb=&signatura=&carKod=&cisloRDCZ=&pole001=&cisloZakazky=&archCisloNeg=
http://www.registrdigitalizace.cz/rdcz/search.jsp?offset=0&hits=20&collapseBy=ID&sortby=&f1=&f2=&sortdirection=&q=Pr000211226&query_as_filter=&title=&autor=&rok=&isxn=&ccnb=&signatura=&carKod=&cisloRDCZ=&pole001=&cisloZakazky=&archCisloNeg=
http://www.registrdigitalizace.cz/rdcz/search.jsp?offset=0&hits=20&collapseBy=ID&sortby=&f1=&f2=&sortdirection=&q=Pr000211226&query_as_filter=&title=&autor=&rok=&isxn=&ccnb=&signatura=&carKod=&cisloRDCZ=&pole001=&cisloZakazky=&archCisloNeg=
http://www.oldmapsonline.org/map/cuni/1040324
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The map digitization was completed and so the map is now accessible to the public. It is 
assumed that, in the case of the success of the application, a joint Czech-Maltese 
presentation of the maps would be created allowing digital comparison of all four states of 
the Camocio maps. 
 
The copy of the map was introduced to the public for the first time during the exhibition, 
The Treasures of the Map Collections, held at the foyer of the Map Collection from May till 
July 2014, see link below:  
https://www.natur.cuni.cz/geography/map-collection/exhibitions-of-the-map-

collection/treasures-of-the-map-collection. 
 

4.5 Copyright status 
Malta: The copyright status of the maps State 1, 3, 4 belongs to Heritage Malta. 
 
Czech Republic: The copyright status of the State 2 map belongs to the Map Collection of 
the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague, and therefore sets the conditions for 
publication of the document. 

5.0 Assessment against the selection criteria 

5.1 Authenticity 
 

The authenticity of the three (State 1, 3, 4) Great Siege Maps being nominated is 

uncontested. Their original provenance is fully documented. 

 
The authenticity of the State 2 map is certified not only by the experts of the Map 
Collection of the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague on the basis of its formal 
style, but also by Mr Joseph Schirò, Honorary Secretary of the Malta Map Society, former 
Chief Conservator at the Conservation Division, Heritage Malta, and an expert on old 
maps of Malta. His expertise can be seen below.  

 

Supplement No. 2. Mr Schirò’s endorsement confirming the authenticity of the 
document. 

 

 
 

29 April, 2015 
 
Camocio’s map of the Great Siege of 1565 
 
This is to certify that I have examined the second state of the Camocio map of the 
Great Siege of Malta at Charles University Library and would like to confirm that 
the map is a genuine and that the copy at Charles University Library is the only 

https://www.natur.cuni.cz/geography/map-collection/exhibitions-of-the-map-collection/treasures-of-the-map-collection
https://www.natur.cuni.cz/geography/map-collection/exhibitions-of-the-map-collection/treasures-of-the-map-collection
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preserved exemplar known to exist in European and American collections. 
 
Joseph Schirò 
Honorary Secretary 
Malta Map Society 

 

5.2 World significance 
 

The end result of the Great Siege, which was waged in Malta from May to September 

1565 between the Knights of the Order of St John's and the Ottoman Turks, determined 

the fate of the Mediterranean and all Christian European capitals. All Catholic eyes were in 

fact riveted on the progress of war, thus prompting the production of many a Great Siege 

Map. The substantial output of and the speed with which these news-maps were spread 

was unparalleled. The Great Siege is actually considered to be the most represented 

happening in 16th century cartography. Located in the navel of the Mediterranean Sea and, 

since time immemorial, viewed as strategically positioned to be the stepping stone into the 

European continent, the island of Malta gained the status of fidei propugnaculum (the 

bulwark of Catholic Faith) after it was forever etched in military history as having been the 

rostrum where the spread of Islam into Europe was conquered. Consequently the four 

Camocio Great Siege Maps, which illustrate the decisive change in favour of the Order of 

St John's, are such concrete evidence. They literally serve to put Malta on the broader 

political map due to the key role it played in determining the course of Europe's history in 

the 16th century. 

 

They represent the valuable evidence of the development of a major battle but also of 

technical progress in Renaissance cartography. Such maps have an impact on research 

on military history, the history of religious war conflicts as well as on the history of 

printmaking and historical cartography in general. 

 

5.3 Comparative criteria 

1 Time 
 

The four Great Siege Maps represent the last phases of the 1565 battle and were issued 

for dissemination closely after events took place. They served as highly effective means 

with which news on developments of this critical battle was spread. The rapidity with which 

the original 'schizzi' (sketched in the heat of battle to capture the state of war affairs) were 

translated into copper engravings on paper for dissemination was extremely vital. No less 

crucial was the smooth efficiency of transportation of such maps to all the then Christian 

heads-of-state eager for news to arrive as soon as was possible. 

2 Place 
 

The Maltese archipelago has a strategic location in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea. 
That is why the Ottomans tried to conquer the island, with a view to getting hold of another 
base from where they could expand further into the Western part of the Mediterranean. 
Therefore, the Maltese islands attracted the attention of the whole of Europe at that time.  

 

The physical setting of these Great Siege Maps is centered around the principal harbour 

areas of the island of Malta, namely the Grand Harbour, Marsamxett Harbour, the Medieval 

Cities of Birgu, Senglea and Cottonera and the Mount Sceberras promontory on which the 
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capital city of Valletta, listed in the UNESCO World Heritage Sites since 1980, was founded 

in 1566 by the military and religious Order of St John's. 
 

What is highly interesting about these Great Siege Maps is that they include forts such as 

Castel S. Angelo (Fort St Angelo) and Castel S. Elmo (Fort St Elmo) in Birgu and on the 

Mount Sceberras promontory respectively. Despite that both these forts have survived, 

these maps act as primary sources in that they reliably reveal the appearance of these 

forts during Medieval times. Such military structures are now mostly hidden, owing to 

changes in construction determined by military exigencies over time. Recent excavation 

works in both these sites have been substantially supported and enhanced by the 

information gleaned from these maps. No longer extant features, such walled patches of 

garden, windmills, thatched-roof houses and foundations of other structures, could be 

identified only through reference to these maps. The legends at the top left-hand corners 

indicate the salient sites and their geographical location. 

 
Geographical analysis of the maps 

 
 The scale used for part of the maps is 1 : 16 000 (i.e. the inner part of the map 

where the bay areas lie; the scale being determined by the programme Map 

analyst). The scale is adhered to at the edges of the maps in order to insert 

historically significant events. This therefore means that geographical accuracy has 

been partially sacrificed for historical narrative reasons. For instance, at the top 

right side of the maps, the coast of Sicily is erroneously included because in reality 

Sicily is 100 km distant from Malta. This means that if the scale were applied here, 

Sicily would have been 6.25 m away and thus would not have shown in the maps. 

However the relevance of Sicily, hence its appearance in these maps, lies in the 

fact that it was from Sicily that the ‘Gran Soccorso’ (The Great Relief of the Catholic 

Forces) arrived at Malta to supplement military force enough to change the course 

of the Great Siege in favour of the Christian defenders. Another example can be 

seen on the right side of the maps where the inland sea is seen to reach right up to 

the bay, when in reality it is 6 km away.   

 The map is drawn in oblique view, in perspective.  

 The map is turned through 45° anticlockwise (for the right orientation to the North, it 

is necessary to turn it through 45° clockwise). 

 Comparison of Picture Nos. 4, 5, 6: the Birgu peninsula: previously it was an island 

connected to the mainland by means of a bridge. The aerial view 

(maps.google.com) shows the remains of a water moat that was constructed from 

the original canal. The bridge remained in place.   

 Comparison of Picture Nos. 7, 8, 9: The change of the shape of the harbour shores 

on either side of the Valletta peninsula (i.e. Grand and Marsamxett harbours).   

There was only a narrow area full of water on the West side of the old map. Manoel 

island is currently in a bay itself. The southern tip of Marsamxett Harbour cutting 

into the mainland was probably later extended (adjusted) for reasons of port-

related commercial activities and maritime services. 

 Comparison of Picture Nos. 10, 11, 12: On the eastern part of the peninsula (i.e. 

Grand Harbour side), there are three small bays plus one behind the fort, while 

today there are two plus one.  

 Picture Nos. 13 and 14: The position of the described sections. 

3 People 
 
These Great Siege maps cast interesting light on mid-16th-century Christian and Ottoman 
methods of warfare, defence and military strategy. The human element in these maps 
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consists of the many soldiers, knights, mercenaries and members of the Maltese militia 
making up the Christian defenders and also the military contingent constituting the 
Ottoman Turks. Some are immersed in battle, on land and at sea, gunners operate cannon 
and man guns, carriers of powder transport barrels from the powder magazine to the 
artillerymen, and Turkish patrols dutifully guard their camps. Some are even at rest, or 
simply interacting, while others are wounded or sick, or simply marching in full military 
regalia. These human figures are anonymous but they play a very important role 
irrespective of which side of the military coin they were. Some figures however stand out, 
such as the Ottoman Turkish General, who leads his soldiers to battle at the bottom left 
corner. His richly arabesque-decorated tent is a statement in itself. The very large dog too, 
in front of the General, acts a symbol of power and might. There are also the main 
protagonists of the Great Siege such as the Sultan Suleiman I who, although did not 
participate in the actual siege, was of great importance. On the other hand, Turgut Reis or 
Dragut, one of the commanders of the Turkish troops, and the Grand Master, Jean de 
Valette, fought bravely in the Great Siege. The State 4 Map actually includes and even 
captions two other heroes: Don García Álvaréz de Toledo (1514-1577) (Don Alvaro), who 
led the Great Relief reinforcements from Sicily, and Don Ascanio della Corgna (1516-1571) 
(il S. Asanio della cornia maestro del campo generale), also instrumental in the Great 
Relief. 
  
Suleiman I the Magnificent (1494-1566) 
Sovereign of the Ottoman Empire between 1520 and 1566, and which under his reign 
reached the height of its power. Under his personal command, the Turkish army conquered 
a large part of the Hungarian Empire, the island of Rhodes, the lower part of Mesopotamia 
and extensive territories in North Africa. This allowed the Ottoman Turks to take control of 
a significant part of the Mediterranean. However, the siege of Vienna and also that of Malta 
in 1565 ended in failure. Besides his success on the battlefield, he also became famous as 
a great legislator, establishing a code of law known as the Kanun-iOsmani (Ottoman Law) 
which lasted for 300 years. 
 
Grand Master Jean de La Valette (1495[?]-1568) 
A French Knight, who became the 49th Grand Master of the Order of Malta from 1557 to 
1568, and went down in history as the successful defender of Malta in 1565. Thanks to his 
thorough military preparations and strategy, it was possible to defeat the multiple 
superiority of the Turkish Army during the five-month siege of the island. The following year 
he founded a new capital city, Valletta that was named after him.  
 
Don García Álvaréz de Toledo (1514-1577) 
The son of the most successful and the longest serving Spanish viceroy of Naples in the 
16th century and a cousin of the famous Fernando Álvarez Toledo, Duke of Alba, Don 
Garcia spent most of his life in the military service of the Spanish kings, namely Charles V 
and Philip II. Under his command, around 8,000 Spanish soldiers landed in the North of 
Malta in September 1565. They conquered the exhausted and weakened Turkish troops to 
the point that they eventually managed to expel them from Malta. This brought the Great 
Siege to its definitive end. 
 
Dragut (1485-1565) 
He was a Turkish Admiral of Greek origin in the service of Suleiman I. He also became a 
high dignitary in the Ottoman Empire. Turkish naval power spread across the whole of 
North Africa on the strength of his considerable endeavour. He even became Commander-
in-Chief of the Ottoman fleet in 1546. He participated in the building and improvement of 
the city of Tripolis becoming one of the most impressive cities of North Africa in its time. He 
was fatally wounded in June 1565 during the Great Siege during which time he served as 
one of the main commanders of the Turkish troops. 
 
Giovanni Francesco Camocio (active second half 16th century; d. 1575) 
The Italian publisher of these maps should not be omitted as he fulfilled the role of a war 
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correspondent through his work. He produced four successive States of the map, each one 
reflecting the current state of battle affairs. All the Christian heads in Europe would have 
been eagerly reliant on these map states as they provided updates on the developments of 
the Great Siege of Malta. Such printed sources of news were ultimately the only means of 
information available at the time. It is interesting to note that these maps are typically 
Renaissance in style because of the focus placed on human presence and activity. The 
portrayed soldiers are not just stylized symbols, merely serving to plot the various strategic 
positions as conventions of battle plans dictated. They are here represented as people of 
flesh and blood displaying certain human weaknesses such as the heavy strain they are 
shown to suffer as they withstand the heavy loads of artillery, or the pain and discomfort 
from the illnesses they have contracted and injuries they have incurred during battle. The 
idea of panic and fear is also displayed through the rampage of Turkish figures as they are 
made to evacuate Malta.  
 
Indirect evidence of human presence is also gained from particular features in the maps. 
The burial site and the gallows are examples of physical traces of human activity, shown 
also through the Medieval urbanisation of the Three Cities which establish human 
residence and daily life contrasted by the surrounding upheaval caused by the Great 
Siege. Ship craft and naval warfare, typical of the period, are also further proof of human 
activity when in a state of war.  

 

4 Subject and theme 
 

These four maps report about a very small chapter from the several hundred years of 
conflict between Christian Europe and the Ottoman Turks. The Ottomans had been trying 
to penetrate Europe since the 14th century. The Ottoman Empire reached its peak under 
the reign of the Sultan Suleiman I (1520-1566) when it expanded extensively and 
succeeded in defeating Louis II of Hungary in the Battle of Mohács in 1526, and a few 
years later, in 1529, when it reached Vienna.  
 
Having adopted the Islamic idea of God’s State ever since the 16th century, the Ottoman 
Empire was steadily becoming a huge force to be reckoned with by Christian Europe. The 
Sultan was also the Caliph, i.e. the highest representative of all Muslims and the successor 
of the Prophet Muhammad. This meant that the fight between the Ottoman Turks and the 
Holy Christian League, formed by the Pope, the Hapsburgs and Italian City States, was 
increasingly taking on a religious dimension. 
  
In view of this, the Great Siege of Malta which ensued towards the end of Suleiman’s rule 
in 1565 was a consequence of this religious-political context that had for long been taking 
shape. The Great Siege of Malta is considered to be one of the most important and most 
heroic episodes in the history of the Maltese islands.  
 
Rhodes, the former seat of the Order of St John, was captured after a six-month siege in 
1522. The military, chivalric and religious Order was one of the most powerful and largest 
during the Middle Ages. It was founded in the 11th century as a Hospitaller Brotherhood in 
Jerusalem to protect pilgrims in the Holy Land. When the Order was expelled from Rhodes, 
the Knights found asylum in Malta, donated to them as fief by Emperor Charles V and 
Pope Clement VIII in 1530. With this move, they became heavily involved militarily with a 
view to defending the Western Mediterranean against pirates who made their raids from 
the vassal territories of the Ottoman Empire in North Africa and later against the Ottoman 
troops themselves who attempted to expand into the Western Mediterranean. With a sense 
of urgency, this drove the Order to intensively embark on the building of effective and 
sophisticated defences in the most vulnerable parts of the Maltese islands. The Knights 
were in a constant state of readiness for invasion from the Ottoman Turks. 
  
Such military defensive undertakings progressed significantly under the leadership of 
Grand Master Jean de Valette, elected in 1558 and who placed the construction of 
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fortifications along the harbour fronts as a priority. The fortification of Fort St Elmo, the 
towns of Senglea and Birgu and the placement of the large chain across the creek were 
some of the preventive measures implemented. 
 
The siege of the Turkish troops started on 18th May 1565, when about 30,000 soldiers on 
140 galleys attacked 700 knights and 8,000 other defenders, of which approximately 4,000 
were mercenaries and the same number were members of the militia and untrained 
volunteers. These were equipped with plate armour, swords and daggers. The volunteers 
probably used lower quality weapons, possibly modified agricultural implements such as 
pikes, halberds and lances. The Knights had a relatively large number of good quality 
cannon that were gifts from European Christian monarchs, e.g. Henry VIII. The Turkish 
army was formed by Janissaries, the elite infantry units armed with sabres or clubs and 
bows, and by the Sipahi light cavalry corps equipped with lances, swords, spears, bows 
and round shields. They also had large artillery which was one of the best in the world. 
  
With heavy losses, the Ottomans advanced and after much heavy fighting, they managed 
to capture Fort St Elmo. The subsequent attack on Senglea and Birgu was not as 
successful. The key factor and turning point of the Siege was the arrival of Christian 
reinforcements. An army of 8,000 men, sent in September 1565 from Sicily and led by the 
Spanish viceroy, Don Garcia Álvarez de Toledo, defeated the tired Turkish troops. The 8th 
of September 1565 is considered to be the end of the Great Siege of Malta.   
 
Fear of a new attack, that however never materialised, led the Order to constantly step up 
its defences of the Maltese islands, eventually making them the most fortified in the 
Mediterranean in the 16th century. The Turks never tried to conquer Malta again. In 
addition, it resulted that the possibility of victory was remote in the absence of a strategic 
base in the Western Mediterranean, despite the Ottoman Turks’ naval superiority. 
Moreover, the subsequent naval defeats in the Mediterranean spurred Christian Europe to 
unite even further, thus proving to be a decisive factor against the chances of Ottoman 
Turkish expansionism.   

5 Form and style 
 

The purpose of these four Great Siege maps was primarily to disseminate as soon as 

possible news on the progress of the Siege, which was of enormous significance to all of 

Christian Europe; hence, the journalistic form and style of these maps which makes them 

distinctive. Moreover, the engraving style adopted for the visual communication of the 

unfolding of events had to be economical and effective for easy and rapid legibility. These 

important developments, together with the changes effected on the copper engravings on 

paper, permitted immediacy of news dispatched to the Christian heads-of-state eager on 

seeing the outcome of the Great Siege. Since the Siege events of these maps take place in 

the Grand and Marsamxett Harbour areas of Malta, they therefore fall under the category 

of 'Type III', i.e. based on the Cartaro prototype. (See Ganado-Agius Vadala, pp. xvii, xviii) 

 
Camocio’s maps are also typical representations of Renaissance cartography. By today´s 
standards, these maps lack some accuracy in terms of cartographic projections. However, 
their aesthetic aspect and content richness are undeniable. These maps are undoubtedly 
dynamic and, on the whole, show quite a realistic description of the battle of the Christian 
defenders against the Ottoman Turks taking place on the northeast coast of Malta.  
 
A guardian angel hovers above the whole scene, symbolising protection of the Christian 
faith. It watches the events beneath and at the same time replaces the compass rose as it 
specifies the orientation and location of the maps, in this case, northeast. This series 
represents siege developments that commence with the Christian defenders at a 
disadvantage while the Ottoman Turks are in full swing successfully capturing the forts. By 
the end of the series, the Great Siege turns in favour of the Catholic defenders spelling the 
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defeat of the Ottoman Turks. Heavy fighting on land and at sea, sinking and burning ships 
and relentless cannon firing collectively portray a massive siege at its peak. Apart from the 
various concise descriptions at particular points of the maps that indicate military positions, 
the unfolding of siege matters etc, the legends within the cartouches at the top left corners, 
decorated with typical Renaissance-style scrollwork, provide the textual content that 
supports the visual narrative. 

Although the maps are primarily bulletins, they are not lacking in artistic quality and types 

of cartographic processing typical of maps of the Renaissance period, when the aesthetic 

and high quality workmanship played an important role. 
 

 

 

6 Social/ spiritual/ community significance: 
 

The Great Siege of 1565 is a major highlight in Malta's social, historical and religious 

calendar. The 8th of September, which marks the end of the Great Siege, is a national feast 

day celebrated both by the State and the Church. Therefore the maps of the Great Siege 

hold very special significance to the Maltese and to the Sovereign Military Order of St 

John's of Malta. 
 

6.0 Contextual information 

6.1 Rarity 
 

These four Great Siege maps indisputably qualify as rare. 
 

With regards to State 1, besides that in the Cartographic Collection of the National 

Museum of Fine Arts, only one exemplar is known. It is found in the private collection of 

Fürstlich Waldburg-Wolfegg. (See Albert Ganado & Maurice Agius-Vadala, A Study in 

depth of 143 Maps representing the Great Siege of Malta of 1565, Malta, 1994-1995, Vol. I, 

p. 274) 

 

With regards to State 2, the only known exemplar in Euro-American collections is the one 

at the Map Collection of the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague, which was 

identified by Mr Schirò in 2013. 

 

With regards to State 3, the only known exemplar is the one at the Cartographic Collection 

of the National Museum of Fine Arts. (See Albert Ganado & Maurice Agius-Vadala, A 

Study in depth of 143 Maps representing the Great Siege of Malta of 1565, Malta, 1994-

1995, Vol. I, p. 278) 

 

With regards to State 4, besides the two at the Cartographic Collection of the National 

Museum of Fine Arts, there is only one exemplar which is found in the private collection of 

Fürstlich Waldburg-Wolfegg. (See Albert Ganado & Maurice Agius-Vadala, A Study in 

depth of 143 Maps representing the Great Siege of Malta of 1565, Malta, 1994-1995, Vol. I, 

p. 281) 
 

 

 

 

6.2 Integrity 
 

The state of conservation of the three (States 1, 3, 4) Great Siege maps is sound and 

stable. This therefore permits safe handling and portability for exhibition or similar 
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purposes, and intellectual access for research and study as print and paper quality is 

intact. 

 

State 2 is a compact map sheet measuring 32.9 x 46.1 cm. The paper quality and the 
overall state of the document are intact. 

 


