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Figure 9: The Hereford World Map, available through unesco.org and distributed in the public 
domain. 

are the same as those who are listed as being given the cartographic commission 
made famous by Julius Caesar. Interestingly, the fourth man, Didymus, is miss-
ing. His task was to complete a map of the West, in which Rome would have 
been included.45 Thus Humphries (2007: 37) suggests that we view the Hereford 
map as “ ancient geography seen through the refracting lens of Christian belief,” 
which “ took its form and content from classical antecedents,” 46 but which also 
challenged them openly. 

45 Just like in the Roman world, Medieval maps could take on either both a tripartite and a 
quadripartite schema (Woodward 1987: 294–298). 
46 In yet another Late Antique Christian document, the Expositio Totius Mundi et Gentium (An 
Exposition of the Whole World and Its Peoples), Asia Minor is imagined as media terrena, the 
“ center of the inhabited earth” (45.1). See Humphries (2007: 48). Christian conceptions of the 
“middle” were, naturally, often associated with Christian religious sites; Secord (2012: 28–29) 
argues that the conception of the “middle regions of the world” for the early Christian 
theologian Irenaeus was directly associated with the apostolic churches of Rome, Ephesus, 
Smyrna, and Corinth. 
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Jewish tradition, too, argues Wolf, had been caught up in this metaphor 
of Rome as the head of the world for a long time, even since the composition 
of the Book of Jubilees (this should be unsurprising given Roman attacks on 
Jerusalem, especially in the first century BC under Pompey and first century 
CE under Titus and Vespasian). While the Hereford Map places Jerusalem in 
the center of the mappa mundi, Rome is still yet honored with the designa-
tion: “Roma capud mundi tenet orbis frena rotundi; Rome, head of the world, 
holds the bridle of the spherical earth.” According to Wolf, this tension 
represents a Jewish world view in which Jerusalem is described as the 
“navel of the world” simply “zur rhetorischen Waffe gegen das ‘caput 
mundi’” (Wolf 2010: 79).47 The ideological battle continued as Medieval 
struggles for papal recognition raged on and the church became increasingly 
militant. In this environment, Rome both mirrored and shadowed the central 
position of Jerusalem in the battle over the preeminence of sacred Christian 
spaces (Kupfer 2014: 364). 

Conclusion 

It has become clear throughout our discussion that the emergence of an 
ideology of centeredness almost always occurred in the context of a major 
shift in the fundamental religious, political, or social space of the society in 
question. The ideology of centrality first emerged in biblical thought—likely 
influenced by the importance of Delphi—as a reaction to The Babylonian 
Captivity; much later in history, Jerusalem became the center of the world 
(again) during the Middle Ages after the devastation wreaked by the 
Crusades. And, I would argue, Rome became the navel of the earth not once, 
but three times: with the initial foundation of the mundus by Romulus in the 
eighth century BC; with the establishment of the umbilicus in the second 
century BC; and again with the installation of the miliarium aureum by 
Augustus in the late first century BC. For a final time, Rome became centralized 
somewhere else, upon the foundation of a “new Rome” in Constantinople, 
where a new milion was installed and the miliarium and umbilicus in the city 
of Rome itself became conflated as one entity; all of this confusion indicates the 

47 On anti-Roman reaction in Jerusalem, see also Neusner (1985). Woodward (1987: 341) argues 
that Rome’s return (as opposed to Jerusalem) into the center of Medieval maps can be explained 
due to the use of Greco-Roman (rather than Christian) models for the maps; Jerusalem once 
again shifted to the spiritual, rather than terrestrial, center, likely because of the Crusades. 
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difficulties in representing the size and complexity of an overgrown (Christian) 
Roman empire. Importantly, every Roman foundation of a center coincided with 
major political shifts, all cast as (re)establishments of ancient institutions: for 
Romulus, the foundation of the Roman state and the introduction of the first 
Roman kingship; for Augustus, the refoundation of the Republic and the 
emergence of the Roman Empire, as is famously expressed in his Res 
Gestae48; and for Constantine, the (re)foundation of (a relocated) Rome, 
expressed as a reinvigorated form of Augustus’ own imperial propaganda. 
Significantly, in all new formulations of “center” ideology, Delphi loomed in 
the background as an example and an inspiration. 

Interestingly, these conceptions of centeredness and their associations with 
power, wealth, and religion yielded a new disease, common in both ancient and 
modern societies, aptly titled “omphalos syndrome.” Characterized by a belief 
that a particular people or nation is divinely appointed to the center of the 
universe, all great peoples, from the Babylonians to the Muslims, have suffered 
from it. Ultimately, we have to keep in mind, as Maul (1997: 122–23) points out, 
that these centers have to be “created” by a person or entity with a political or 
theological agenda. So it is that central spaces are both products and produc-
tive (as illuminated in Lefebvre’s The Production of Space), and allow insight 
both into major transformational events within an ancient culture’s environ-
ment, as well as their reactions to the foundational ideologies of their own and 
other, foreign, societies. In this way, exploring the milieu of an imagined center 
can yield a complex of interesting results for students of the ancient 
Mediterranean. 
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48 Chapters 19–21 of this document focus on the restoration of existing Roman structures, 
especially temples. See Edwards (1996: 48–49) for the literary manifestation of the idea that 
Romulus and Augustus were both “founders” of Rome, with Augustus functioning as a “new” 
Romulus. Augustus’ construction projects—not least the restoration of the Temple of Jupiter 
Feretrius, dedicated by Romulus following his victory over the Etruscan king Acro—exhibit a 
deliberate programmatic intention to this effect (Hölscher 2006a: 87–88). 
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