
To prepare for the session, I recommend doing the secondary reading and having a 

look through the set of extracts on rubies, with a view to thinking about the way 

descriptions of rubies changed over time – and about how much of the classical 

tradition (represented by the first extract, from Pliny) persisted into the sixteenth 

and early seventeenth centuries, in spite of changes introduced by goldsmiths (like 

Cellini) and travel writers (like Linschoten) - Michael 

Secondary reading: 

Bycroft, Michael. ‘Boethius de Boodt and the Emergence of the Oriental/Occidental 

Distinction in European Mineralogy.’ In Bycroft, Michael and Sven Dupré, Gems in the 

Early Modern World: Materials, Knowledge, and Global Trade. Palgrave, 2019.

Primary texts on gems, in order of date first published, which is also the order they 

appear in the extracts in the pdf: 

1. Pliny the Elder. Historia Naturalis, c. 80 AD. Translation: Natural History, vol. 10., 

trans. D. E. Eichholz. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989, book 37 

2. Leonardi, Camillo. Speculum lapidum. Venice, 1502. Translation: Anon. The Mirror 

of Stones, 1750. 

3. Cardano, Girolamo. De Subtilitate. Basel, 1560. Translation: The De Subtilitate of 

Girolamo Cardano, trans. John Forrester. Arizona: Arizona Center for Medieval and 

Renaissance Studies, 2013 

4. Cellini, Benvenuto. Due trattati, uno dell' oreficeria, l'altro della scultura, 1568. 

Translation: The Treatises of Benvenuto Cellini on Goldsmithing and Sculpture, trans. 

C. R. Ashbee, 1967. 

5. Linschoten, John Huyghen van. Itinerario: Voyage ofte Schipvaert van Jan Huygen 

van Linschoten naer Dost ofte portugaels Indien, Amsterdam, 1596. Translation: 

Voyage of John Huyghen van Linschoten to the East Indies, trans. William Phillip, ed. 

Arthur C. Burnell. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1885. 

6. De Boodt, Anselmus Boethius. Gemmarum et lapidum, 1609. Translation: Lapidary, 

or the history of precious stones, trans. Thomas Nicols, Cambridge, 1661. 
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CHAPTER 6

Boethius de Boodt and the Emergence 
of the Oriental/Occidental Distinction 

in European Mineralogy

Michael Bycroft

The list of gem species in Fig.  6.1 was the work of Antoine-Joseph 
Dezallier d’Argenville, a collector and writer whose books on shells and 
stones were partly responsible for the growth of natural history as a fash-
ionable pursuit in eighteenth-century Paris. Like many other lists of gems 
published in early modern Europe, Argenville’s had at least three func-
tions. It divided gems into species and varieties, it delivered a report on 
their geographical origins, and it ranked them according to quality and 
price. It told the reader, for example, that there were four kinds of topaz; 
that they came from the Orient, India, Brazil, and Bohemia; and that as a 
whole these stones were probably more valuable than amethyst and cer-
tainly more so than chrysolite.1

A striking example of this early modern conflation of origin, value, and 
kind, and certainly the example with the greatest consequences for the 
classification of gems, was the distinction between “Oriental” and 
“Occidental” stones. D’Argenville explained this distinction in his 
Lithologie et conchyliologie of 1742:

M. Bycroft (*) 
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Fine stones are further divided into Orientals [Orientales], Occidentals 
[Occidentales], and factitious … The Orientals are the hardest and most 
beautiful, the word “Oriental” being the jewellers’ word for “hard”; these 
stones come from the Oriental Indies [Indes Orientales], which are to be 
distinguished from the great Indies, which are called Occidental … All soft 
stones are called “Occidental,” and such is the name, firstly, of stones from 
Peru, Carthage, and the great Indies, and secondly, of those found in several 
places in Europe, such as Bohemia, Silesia, Misnie, Saxony, Spain, and dif-
ferent parts of France …2

The identification of Oriental stones with hardness, beauty, and quality 
was not peculiar to Argenville. By mid-century, it had become the basis of 
a new classification of gems advanced by the naturalist Louis-Jean-Marie 
Daubenton in the distinguished pages of the Mémoires de l’Académie 

Fig. 6.1 List of gem 
species, from Argenville, 
Oryctologie (Paris, 
1755). © The British 
Library Board, 459.a.17
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Royale des Sciences.3 Ten years later, the Oriental/Occidental distinction 
recurred in the Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert.4 Ten years later 
again, the Anglo-French diplomat Louis Dutens used it extensively in a 
treatise that became popular among gem collectors.5 The distinction per-
sisted to the end of the century and beyond, even in the writings of lead-
ing mineralogists such as Mathurin-Jacques Brisson and René-Just Haüy.6

The emergence and persistence of this distinction is a puzzle for histo-
rians of early modern European natural history. On the one hand, the 
distinction seems to be a clear case of a branch of natural history being 
shaped by changes in the global circulation of natural bodies and in par-
ticular by the integration of Europe into the gem trade in Asia and the 
Americas. The connection between the circulation of gems on the one 
hand and knowledge about them on the other was not lost on contempo-
raries: according to Louis Dutens, ancient writers on gems “did not have, 
and could not have had, on this subject, all of the knowledge that we have 
acquired since the discovery of America [and] the advent of a regular com-
merce with the Oriental Indies.”7 On the other hand, the connections that 
historians of botany and zoology have drawn between global trade and 
natural history do not seem to apply to gems. In the case of plants and 
animals, two factors were crucial: the sheer quantity of new species that 
entered Europe and the strangeness of those species in the eyes of 
Europeans. The abundance of new species led to new taxonomic schemes, 
ones that were sufficiently capacious, flexible, and rigorous to contain the 
tide of novelty. The strangeness of these species—the fact that they had 
little in common with Old World species—obliged naturalists to devise 
new and more rigorous techniques for distinguishing accurate reports 
from fabulous ones and to find room in their conceptual schemes for rare, 
anomalous and inexplicable phenomena.8

The problem is that very few new species of gems came to the attention 
of Europeans in the early modern period. Many new specimens arrived in 
Europe, of course, often from locations previously unknown to Europeans. 
But these specimens were easily conceptualised as varieties of known spe-
cies: the rich green stones encountered by Europeans in Columbia in the 
1530s were quickly identified as emeralds; the hard, transparent stones 
discovered in Brazil a century later were just as easily slotted into the pre- 
existing category “diamond.”9 There was no gemmological equivalent to 
the avocado, the pineapple, and the bird of paradise, entities that were 
entirely unknown to Europeans prior to the sixteenth century, and entirely 
unlike known species of plants and animals. The number of precious stones 
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recorded in lapidaries—including transparent stones such as diamond and 
opaque ones such as agate and turquoise—remained stable in the 150 
years after Columbus’ arrival in the Americas. Pliny the Elder had recorded 
32 species; Georgius Agricola listed 44 in 1543, Anselmus Boethius de Boodt 
listed 41 in 1609, Robert de Berquen listed 39 in 1667; and Argenville 
listed 42  in his 1755 work.10 Nor was there a dramatic increase in new 
geographical locations known to produce gems. Pliny mentioned 6 locali-
ties for adamas, Agricola 6, and Boodt 8. The corresponding figures for 
smaragdus were 12, 12, and 4; for pearls they were 8, 2, and 13; and for 
sapphire they were 3, 4, and 7.11 There was no equivalent in gemmology 
to the explosion of new species experienced by sixteenth-century bota-
nists, who recognised ten times more species in the 1620s than they had 
in the 1540s and who introduced 20 times more new species into Europe 
in the sixteenth century than they had in the previous 2000 years.12

If the abundance and strangeness of new gems cannot explain the 
emergence of the Oriental/Occidental distinction, what can? A large part 
of the answer, I suggest, is new information about the geographical origin 
of gems. What changed in the wake of the voyages of Christopher 
Columbus and Vasco da Gama was not European beliefs about the num-
ber and kind of gems that existed but their beliefs about where the known 
species occurred. As argued in Sect. 1, ancient and medieval authors were 
well aware that many of the most valuable gems came from the East, 
broadly construed, and that many of these Eastern stones came from 
India. However the idea that Eastern stones form a single, coherent cate-
gory was almost entirely absent in treatises on precious stones up to the 
middle of the sixteenth century (Sect. 2). Only in the latter part of the 
sixteenth century did gems become Oriental, as opposed to simply Indian. 
The “Oriental” character of gems was especially pronounced in Gemmarum 
et lapidum historia (1609), an influential treatise written by the Flemish 
physician Anselmus Boethius de Boodt during his time at the Prague court 
of the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II.  Boodt built the Oriental/
Occidental distinction into his classification of gems and into his explana-
tion of their origin, and he did so while using new information derived 
from merchants and physicians who had travelled eastwards in the wake of 
Spanish and Portuguese voyages of discovery (Sect. 3). This new informa-
tion lent itself to a new view of the global distribution of gems, one that 
enlarged the categories of “Oriental” and “Occidental” gems and sharp-
ened the distinction between them (Sect. 4). Europe being part of the 
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globe, Boodt’s views on the global distribution of gems were also shaped 
by his knowledge of gem sources in the Northern European regions that 
he knew best, especially Germany, Silesia, and Bohemia.

1  Gem OriGin BefOre 1600
The idea that the most precious stones come from afar is as old as gem-
mology. “These stones are rare as well as beautiful,” wrote the Greek phi-
losopher Theophrastus in his De lapidus (c. 314 BC), “but those of Greece 
are of course less valuable.”13 According to Pliny the Elder, writing in the 
heyday of the Roman Empire, the island of Toylos (modern Bahrain) was 
“extremely famous for its numerous pearls,” the island of Toprabane 
(modern Sri Lanka) was a place where “pearls and precious stones are held 
in honour,” and the Indian subcontinent was the source of the finest rock 
crystal and the only known varieties of opal and beryl.14 Indeed, “of all the 
lands that produce them [i.e. precious stones], India is the most 
prolific.”15

Pliny’s descriptions of particular gems bear out these generalisations. 
Of the 32 species he recognised as the “principal gemstones,”16 he judged 
that 24 owed their best varieties, or their only varieties, to the lands East 
of the river Nile and the river Don.17 These superior varieties came from 
many places—Arabia, Armenia, Babylonia, Egypt, the Red Sea, Carmania, 
Anatolia, Persia, Scythia, Bactria—but a full half of them came from India. 
Amber from the Baltic sea and coral from the Mediterranean were the only 
exceptions to the rule that the best gems had Eastern origins.18

A glance at two influential texts from a later period suggests that the 
association between gems and India persisted into the Middle Ages. 
Albertus Magnus’ Liber mineralium, written in the latter part of the thir-
teenth century, contained what was perhaps the most comprehensive orig-
inal treatise on gems produced in Christendom before 1600. Albertus’ 
descriptions of gems were shorter than Pliny’s and contained less data 
about their places of production. However, the basic point that many pre-
cious stones come from India was not lost on the Aristotelean philoso-
pher: “Mostly it is produced in India,” he wrote of beryl, “as many other 
gems are.”19 This generalisation is borne out by the details of Albertus’ 
treatise. Out of 34 species of gem, he judged that 12 owed their best or 
only varieties to Eastern regions, that four of these high-quality varieties 
came from India, and that only three species owed their best or only vari-
eties to locations in Europe.20 The association between gems and the East 
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was just as strong in the eleventh-century De lapidibus written by Marbode, 
Bishop of Rennes. This 732-line poem was, in the words of its modern 
editor, “by far … the greatest ‘best-seller’ for many centuries” in the 
 lapidary genre.21 According to Marbode, Arabia was “The land of gems” 
and the lodestone was “culled from its copious store.” As for India, it was 
still a “parent of gems” and “the mother of stones.”22

2  The missinG OrienTalism

Gems had been Indian since Pliny, but they had not been Oriental. The 
best ones may have come from the East, and not only from India but also 
from such places as Arabia and Bactria. But the idea that gems from the 
East form a single, coherent category was absent in the texts considered so 
far. If the authors entertained that idea at all, they did not express it in the 
names they gave to stones, in the way they divided them into species, in 
the way they divided species into varieties, or the accounts they gave of the 
origins of gems.

Consider Pliny again. He referred on numerous occasions to gems 
originating in india, and he wrote that rock crystal “comes to us from the 
East [oriens].” But the latter was the only occasion in the 37th book of his 
Historia naturalis on which he used oriens, asia, or cognate terms to 
express the idea that a given gemstone came from the East broadly con-
strued.23 He did use place names to refer to species of gems, but these 
were the names of nations (as in “Scythian” smaragdi), islands (such as 
topazos, named after an island in the Red Sea), and regions (as in “Arabian” 
adamas). They were not the names of entire points of the compass.24 Pliny 
also used place names to refer to varieties of gems, as when he wrote that 
“as many as six kinds [of adamas] are recognised” and proceeded to 
describe varieties that he called “Indian,” “Arabian,” “Macedonian,” and 
“Cyprian.”25 However, on no occasion did he lump all the Eastern variet-
ies of a species into one category and all the other varieties into a second 
category. When he divided species into two, he did so by gender rather 
than geography: “male” varieties were darker and more brilliant than their 
“female” counterparts.26

There are hints of a different approach in some thirteenth- and 
fourteenth- century texts. Albertus described saphirus as follows:

Saphirus is a very famous stone, and most of it comes from the East, from 
India [ab Oriente ex India]. It is [also] found in an underground mine in  
the neighbourhood of the city of [Le Puy], in Provence; but this is not so 
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precious [preciosus] as to be exactly like the Oriental [orientali] [kind]. Its 
colour is a transparent blue like a clear sky, but the blue colour predomi-
nates; and the better [i.e. oriental] kind is not quite transparent.27

The second author is the anonymous thirteenth-century Picard scribe who 
wrote the following in a description of sapphire:

Another kind of sapphire can be found in the Puy Notre Dame [pui Nostre 
Dame] … that does not fetch as high a price [as the first kind, from India] 
… There [i.e. Puy Notre Dame] one also finds amethysts [ametistes], but 
they are softer [plus tenres] than the oriental ones [celes d’orient].28

There is a similar phrase in an edict issued by King Jean II of France in 
1355 and directed at the Paris guild of goldsmiths:

No goldsmith may mount, in gold or in silver, Scottish pearls with Oriental 
pearls [Pelles d’Ecosse avec Pelles d’Orient] …29

In all these cases, the author used the term “Oriental,” in Latin or in 
French, to refer to one variety of a species, or perhaps a group of varieties 
of that species, where the species in question were sapphire, amethyst, and 
pearls. The second reference is especially significant in light of later 
 developments, since the scribe implies that French amethyst is softer than 
the Oriental kind.

But we must not get ahead of ourselves. Neither Albertus nor the 
Picard scribe used the term “Oriental” to refer to varieties of any other 
gems in their lapidaries. And that usage did not catch on, to judge from its 
low profile in two important lapidaries from the first half of the sixteenth 
century. Camillo Leonardi’s Speculum lapidum, first published in 1502, 
was “one of the most widely read lapidaries of the time.”30 Leonardi used 
the word orientalis to describe varieties of pearl, carnelian, and topaz. In 
the latter two cases, he compared the orientalis favourably to a variety he 
referred to as occidenta, and in the case of topaz, his preference was based 
on the greater hardness of the Oriental variety.31 But that is all. He did not 
use orientalis in his descriptions of amethyst, sapphire, or any other of the 
55 gems he described.32 This term is even harder to find in Georg Agricola’s 
important textbook of mineralogy, De natura fossilium (1546). The Saxon 
physician relied heavily on Pliny for his data on gem origin—in his descrip-
tion of adamas, for example, he listed all and only the localities that Pliny 
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had listed 1500 years earlier.33 So it is no surprise that Agricola’s data on 
the localities of gems, taken as a whole, resemble those of Pliny in their 
frequent reference to the “Indian” origin of gems and the complete 
absence of references to gems that are “Oriental” or “Occidental.”34 The 
only hint of novelty is his reference to “European” (europei) varieties of 
quartz and jasper. Agricola did not even reproduce Pliny’s statement that 
the best rock crystal “comes from the East.”35 Admittedly, there was 
change in the air in the middle of the sixteenth century. In his De  subtilitate 
of 1550, the Italian philosopher Girolamo Cardano referred to four stones 
as “Oriental,” reported the existence of emeralds in Peru and rubies in 
Pegu, and gave three separate explanations for the concentration of pre-
cious stones in the Orient.36 But Cardano’s chapter on gems was short and 
unsystematic. For a thorough-going exercise in the Orientalisation of 
gems we need to enter the seventeenth century and consider Anselmus 
Boethius de Boodt’s Gemmarum et lapidum historia, first published in 
Hanover in 1609.

3  The OrienT in BOOdT’s Historia

Boodt’s Historia was easily the most influential lapidary published in 
Europe in the seventeenth century.37 Its success lay in its fusion of the old 
and the new, the former represented by Boodt’s single-minded focus on 
gems and the latter by his acquisition of new information from new kinds 
of source. He drew on a wide range of printed books, from travelogues to 
alchemical works to books of secrets. He also made use of his own experi-
ence as a collector of minerals and as keeper of the gem collection of the 
Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II, whom he served as a physician while 
writing the treatise.38 Finally, he was a close observer of the goldsmiths 
and stone cutters who laboured in the Emperor’s workshops and who 
populated his Prague castle with cabinets encrusted in diamonds, vessels 
carved in jasper and chalcedony, landscapes made of inlayed gems, and 
other princely collectables.39 The treatise that resulted from these varied 
ingredients was erudite, up-to-date, and multitudinous.

Boodt’s chapter on the location of gems illustrates the breadth of his 
interests and the centrality of the Orient to his conception of precious 
stones.40 Common stones grow all over the globe, Boodt writes—in the 
poles, the tropics, the equinoxes. And they can grow in any climate, as 
shown by the abundance of rock crystal in Nova Zembla, “as per the tes-
timony of the Dutch, who were the first to reveal this land to Europeans.” 
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And yet, “everyone knows that the most noble precious stones are born 
principally in the Oriental Indies.” Why might this be? Because, Boodt 
continues, stones are formed from a hot exhalation raised from the earth 
by the sun; this exhalation is abundant in the Orient because, lying in the 
tropics, they are always close to the sun. To the obvious objection—Africa 
and South America also lie in the tropics but hold fewer precious stones 
than India—Boodt suggests that there really are precious stones in Africa 
and South America and that they simply have not been discovered yet, 
perhaps because of the “barbarous temperament” of the inhabitants of 
those landmasses. These reflections on the distribution of gems around 
the globe are particularly interesting given that they had no precedent in 
the lapidaries of Leonardi and Albertus. Though those lapidaries contain 
substantial chapters on the origins of gems, those chapters are concerned 
only with the types of terrain in which gems occur (on mountains, in riv-
ers, deep in the earth, and so on) and not with the regions of the globe in 
which they occur.41 We might say, anachronistically but usefully, that 
Albertus and Leonardi were concerned only with the geology of gems 
whereas Boodt was concerned both with their geology and their 
geography.

Geography mattered as much to Boodt’s classification of gems as it did 
to his account of their origins. His chapter on “The varieties, place of ori-
gin, and size” of turquoise is characteristic. The first sentence of the chap-
ter stated simply that “There are two kinds of turquoise, the Oriental and 
the Occidental.” Boodt went on to say that the Oriental kind was more 
blue, and less green, than the Occidental. This implied that the former 
were preferable to the latter, since as he remarked a few pages later, exces-
sively green or white turquoise were “held in contempt.”42 Boodt’s use of 
the term “Oriental” in the rest of the treatise was erratic but extensive. 
Sometimes his evaluations were implicit, sometimes they were brutally 
direct: “Among sapphires, some are Oriental, the others Occidental, and 
the latter are meaner than the Oriental ones.”43 Sometimes he substituted 
“European” for “Occidental,” though he often used the latter term for 
stones that, as far as he was concerned, occurred only in Europe.44 
Sometimes he used neither term, referring only to an “Oriental” variety 
and leaving the reader to notice that all of the other localities he men-
tioned were in Europe.45 Sometimes he was less explicit about the taxo-
nomic import of these terms than he was in the case of sapphire and 
turquoise, as when he referred simply to “Oriental garnet” or to amethysts 
found in Arabia, Ethiopia, Cyprus, “and other Oriental locations.”46 In 

 BOETHIUS DE BOODT AND THE EMERGENCE… 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



158

one way or another, Boodt used the term “Oriental” to designate 18 of 
the 41 species of stone that he recognised as “precious” in the Historia.47

These references to the Orient appeared alongside new information 
from that very region. Much of this information concerned the geographi-
cal origin of gems, and much of it was derived from Europeans who had 
travelled to Portuguese Goa in the latter part of the sixteenth century. 
Boodt’s chapters on diamond or adamas were typical in this respect. He 
began, as Agricola had, with a recital of the six kinds of adamas recognised 
by Pliny, each associated with a country or region. But then he dismissed 
the ancient author in a sentence: “These kinds of diamond established by 
Pliny are no longer known, and now there is only one kind of diamond.” 
The only real diamonds, Boodt says, are “Oriental” diamonds, not to be 
confused with “false diamonds,” or colourless rock crystal, which is found 
in abundance in Europe.

According to Boodt’s Latin text, true diamonds are found in Bisnager 
orientalis Indiae provincia, in an area of Decan Indiae provincia not far 
from the ditione Imadixa, and in the stretum Tanian in Malacca.48 Boodt 
owed these place names to Garcia da Orta, the Portuguese physician 
whose Colóquios dos simples e drogas he cousas medicinais da Índia was first 
published in Goa in 1563.49 By terra do imadixa, Orta had meant the ter-
ritory of the ruler Imad-ul-Mulk; by bisnaguer he meant what is now 
known as the Vijayanagara Empire; and by malaqua he meant the island 
of Borneo (not the town of Malacca or the straits of the same name).50 
Two of these names, “Bisnager” and “Malacca,” appeared on maps that 
Boodt had probably seen, since he accurately cited passages from the book 
in which they appeared, namely Jan Huygen van Linschoten’s Itinerario, 
a narrative based on the authors’ voyage to Goa between 1583 and 1592.51 
Linschoten’s maps also showed several other locations (such as Ormus, 
Calecut, Cananor, Cambaya, Balegat, Pegu, and Sumatra) that Orta iden-
tified as sources of precious stones (ruby, garnet, hyacinth, pearls, and 
sapphire) and which Boodt reported as such in his Historia (Fig. 6.2).52 It 
must be said that Boodt’s uptake of travellers’ reports was not perfect: his 
descriptions of emerald and pearls suggest that he had not read José de 
Acosta’s fresh account of those stones53; and there are errors and  omissions 
in his descriptions of other stones which betray his reliance on Carolus 
Clusius’ rather free Latin translation of Orta’s treatise.54 Boodt neverthe-
less assimilated a good deal of new information about the geographical 
origins of gems.
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4  The impacT Of new GeOGraphical daTa

It is natural to think that Boodt’s data from the Orient played some role in 
his frequent reference to the Orient. But the precise nature of this connec-
tion is not easy to discern. As mentioned in the introduction, the connec-
tion cannot be understood in terms of the abundance of new gem species, 
nor in terms of the strangeness of new species, for the simple reason that 
there were very few new or strange species among the gem specimens that 
flowed into Europe in the sixteenth century. Another hypothesis that does 
not stand up to scrutiny is that Boodt recognised a higher proportion of 
high-quality stones from Eastern localities than his predecessors had done. 
If real, this trend in the evaluative distinction Eastern and Western stones 
could explain why Boodt placed so much taxonomic weight on that dis-
tinction. But the trend is not real. Recall that Pliny reported many times 
more Eastern gems than Western ones. That is to say, he reported 23 gems 
whose best or only variety came from East of the Nile and the Don, and 
only 2 gems whose best or only variety came from West of those rivers. 
Between Pliny and Boodt this ratio went down, not up. Whereas Pliny 
reported about 12 times more Eastern gems than Western ones, Magnus 
reported roughly 4 times more, Leonardi roughly 3 times more … and 
Boodt only about twice as many Eastern stones (17) than Western ones 
(7).

We need to look elsewhere for connections between the new data from 
the Orient and the new concept of an Oriental gem. One factor that may 
have played a role was the discovery that some of the very best stones came 
from the very far West, and in particular that there were emeralds in the 
New World. The term “Indias Occidentales” had been adopted by 
sixteenth- century Spanish administrators to distinguish the “Indias” 
 discovered by Columbus from the “Indias” of the Old World. The term 
quickly made its way into printed books, including Nicolas Monardes’ 
widely read work on the medical plants of the New World.55 To anyone 
familiar with this term, and with the existence of emeralds in the New 
World, it must have been a natural step to label these new emeralds 
“Occidental” and from there to label the old variety “Oriental.”

Another development was the decline of Africa as a source of gems. 
Pliny believed that “Ethiopia,” by which he meant a region in North East 
Africa, was one source of adamas, carbunculi, chrysolithus, and smaragdus. 
In the case of the first three species, it is likely that the specimens Pliny had 
in mind came from India and that he was misled by the fact they reached 
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consumers in the Roman Empire by way of traders in North Africa.56 In 
contrast to Pliny, Boodt did not report any localities in Africa for adamas, 
carbunculi, or smaragdus, for the simple reason that his sources (Orta and 
Linschoten) did not report any such localities for those stones. Three of 
the gems that Boodt prized most highly were now freed from their old 
association with the geographical grey area of Northern Africa. They now 
came—or were believed to come, which is what matters here—either from 
somewhere East of the Red Sea or somewhere West of Cyprus.

A third change wrought by new geographical data was a rise in the 
number of very fine Eastern stones that were known to originate outside 
India. Boodt reported that the diamonds of Borneo were “highly praised”; 
that pearls occurred in both Borneo and Sumatra and that the latter island 
was “very fertile” in these luxury goods; and that Pegu was a source of 
“excellent” rubies and “very perfect” sapphires.57 On the other side of 
India, the Persian Gulf gained new prestige as a producer of gems when 
Orta and Linschoten established that the best pearls came from the Persian 
gulf rather than from India, a view that Pliny had held but that Albertus 
had rejected.58 This change helps to explain why Boodt associated  precious 
stones more strongly with the Orient in general than he did with India in 
particular.

These changes in ideas about how gems were distributed outside 
Europe went hand-in-hand with changes in Europeans’ perceptions of 
their own gem deposits. Rudolf II had been sending stone cutters and 
goldsmiths to prospect for gems in Germany, Silesia, and Bohemia since 
the 1580s.59 Boodt alluded to their discoveries not only in his chapter on 
the geographical origin of gems60 but also in his descriptions of particular 
gems, where he displayed a detailed knowledge of their European locali-
ties, often giving the names of towns, waterways, or fields where they were 
found—examples are his descriptions of German agate and jasper, Silesian 
turquoise, and Prussian amber.61 Boodt had acquired some of this knowl-
edge during his own mineralogical expeditions, as attested by his refer-
ences to a piece of chalcedony found in a field near Brussels, an Armenian 
stone from a mountain near Prague, and several “very beautiful” pieces of 
Bohemian jasper.62 Boodt had searched especially hard for garnets in 
Bohemia, measuring their size with the help of a device for which he gave 
a detailed description and an illustration (Fig. 6.3).

Knowledge of local gems was relevant to the perception of foreign ones 
because the latter were often defined in comparison to the former. Recall 
the precocious remarks on Oriental gems by Albertus, the Picard scribe, 
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the author of the 1355 goldsmith’s edict, and Leonardi. Between them 
these authors referred to gems as “Oriental” on six occasions. On all but 
one of these occasions they explicitly compared the Oriental variety of the 
gem to an inferior variety from Europe, such as the pale French sapphire 
mentioned by Albertus and the soft French amethysts noted by the Picard 
scribe. Likewise, in the Historia we find a strong correlation between 
Oriental gems and local ones—that is, between gems with varieties that 
Boodt called “Oriental” and gems with one or more varieties that he iden-
tified as German, Silesian, or Bohemian. Of Boodt’s 18 Oriental gems, all 
except two (emerald and asteria) was also local. Most of them were either 
entirely local (e.g., Occidental sapphire came only from Bohemia and 
Silesia) or nearly so (Occidental garnet came only from Bohemia, Silesia, 
and Spain). Of the remaining gems, that is to say, the 17 gems that Boodt 
did not label “Oriental,”63 most were either only from the East (such as 
ruby and cat’s eye) or only from the West (such as amber and the Armenian 
stone). Not many of these 17 gems came both from the East and from 
Germany, Silesia, or Bohemia—only opal and beryl fit into this category. 
Gems became “Oriental” for Boodt not just because they came from the 
East but also because they had local counterparts in the West.

5  cOnclusiOn

Boodt’s beliefs about the geographical distribution of gems did not act 
alone. They worked in in tandem with other forces to mould the 
Oriental/Occidental distinction into the rigid dichotomy that we find in  

Fig. 6.3 Diagram of a device for determining the size, and hence the price, of 
garnets. The circles represent holes. Hole 2 is adjusted to fit a spherical garnet 
worth 1 thaler. The diameters of the other holes differ from their neighbours by 
the small divisions on the scale, that is, 1/6th the diameter of hole 2. A garnet of 
size 2 is worth 1 thaler; size 3, 3 thaler; size 4, 9 thaler; and so on. Boodt blamed 
the absence of hole 7 on the engraver. From Boodt, Gemmarum et lapidum histo-
ria. © The British Library Board, 458.a.31
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eighteenth- century treatises on mineralogy. It is significant that Argenville, 
in the passages quoted at the beginning of this chapter, attributed the 
“Oriental/Occidental” terminology to lapidaries. The distinction was not 
the exclusive property of naturalists, and indeed it seems likely that many 
naturalists, like Argenville, borrowed the distinction from artisans and 
merchants who handled gems, whether by speaking to them in person or 
reading the treatises that they published in significant numbers in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. Among Boodt’s sources, Linschoten 
and Orta both used the term “Oriental” to refer to high-quality pearls 
originating in the East, including those from the Persian Gulf, and 
Linschoten noted that emeralds from Eurasia were sold in India as 
“Oriental” emeralds.64 Similar language can be found in a mid-century 
appraiser’s manual written in Portuguese, where “Oriental” emeralds are 
contrasted to “Peruvian” ones; in a narrative written by the English mer-
chant Ralph Fitch and published in 1599, where the best pearls are 
described as “Oriental”; and, most strikingly, in a manual published in 
1572 by the Spanish jeweller Juan de Arfe y Villafane, where we find a 
table of prices for Diamant oriental, Rubi oriental, Esmeralda oriental, 
and Espinela oriental.65

Jewellers and lapidaries supplied not only the distinction between 
“Oriental” and “Occidental” stones but also the means of making it. It 
was from jewellers or lapidaries (gemmarii) that Boodt learnt to identify 
“Oriental” diamonds by painting them with mastic and verifying that this 
improved rather than dulled their brilliance.66 Probably Boodt also learned 
from lapidaries—such as the hardstone cutters at the imperial court of 
Rudolph II—that different species of gem could be distinguished by their 
different degrees of hardness.67 Boodt went on to use hardness as the dis-
tinguishing mark of seven “Oriental” stones, and in his chapter on ame-
thyst, he suggests that Oriental stones are hard by definition, since he 
refers to “the Oriental ones, that is to say the hardest ones.”68 In the 
eighteenth century, both Argenville and Dutens stated that lapidaries 
referred to the hardest gems as “Oriental” irrespective of their actual ori-
gins; these two authors may have had in mind a seventeenth-century trea-
tise by the Parisian goldsmith Robert de Berquen, who endorsed hardness 
as the principal criterion for ranking species of gems and for splitting these 
species into varieties.69 By the eighteenth century, then, the terms 
“Oriental” and “Occidental” referred primarily to the quality of a stone 
and only secondarily to its place of origin.70 But this should not blind us 
to the role geographical considerations played in the emergence of the 
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terms in Boodt’s treatise. Global trade may not have brought new species 
of gems to Europe, but it did bring new ideas about where the known 
species were found, and these ideas helped to install the Oriental/
Occidental distinction as a mainstay of gem taxonomy in early modern 
Europe.
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University Press, 2002), 193–5 (emeralds), 195–6 (pearls).

54. Orta, Colloquies, 360–1 (amethyst and beryl present, cat’s eye from Ceylon, 
ruby from Bramaa). Garcia da Orta, Aromatum, et simplicium aliquot 
medicamentorum apud Indos nascentium, trans. Carolus Clusius (Antwerp, 
1567), 203 (cat’s eye, not ruby, from Bramaa), 192–209 (no beryl or ame-
thyst in chapter on gems). Boodt, Historia, 126 (cat’s eye from Bramaa), 
81 (none of Orta’s localities for amethyst), 107 (ditto for beryl); Parfaict 
joaillier, 291 (cat’s eye), 199–200 (amethyst), 273 (beryl).
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55. Walter D.  Mignolo, “Introduction,” in Acosta, Natural History, xvii–
xxviii, on xxi.

56. Pliny, Natural History, book 37, 208 note c (adamas), 238 note e (carbun-
culi), 215 note f and 218 note b (smaragdus), 267 note d (chrysolitus). In 
Pliny’s time there were indeed productive emerald mines in North East 
Africa, near the town of Qift in modern Egypt.

57. Boodt, Historia, 60 (diamond), 72 (ruby), 85 (pearls), 92 (sapphire); 
Parfaict joaillier, 151 (diamond), 181 (ruby), 213 (pearls), 232 
(sapphire).

58. Above, note 53 (references to pearl in Boodt, Orta, Linschoten). Pliny, 
Natural History, vol. 3, book 9, 235. Albertus, Liber mineralium, 105.

59. Robert J.  W. Evans, Rudolf II and His World: A Study in Intellectual 
History, 1576–1612 (Clarendon Press, 1973), 217–8. Rudolf Distelberger, 
“Thoughts on Rudolfine Art in the ‘Court Workshops’ in Prague,” in 
Eliška Fucí̌ková et al., Rudolf II and Prague, 188–208, on 188–9.

60. See above, section 4.
61. Boodt, Historia, 125 (agate), 127 (jasper), 134 (turquoise), 162–3 

(amber); Parfaict joaillier, 315 (agate), 320–1 (jasper), 339 (turquoise), 
414–5 (amber)

62. Boodt, Historia, 77–8 (garnet), 121 (chalcedony), 239 (Armenian stone), 
127 (jasper); Parfaict joaillier, 195–7 (garnet), 304 (chalcedony), 352 
(Armenian stone), 321 (jasper).

63. I ignore the six Oriental gems for which Boodt listed no localities.
64. Orta, Colloquies, 297 (pearl). Linschoten, Voyage, vol. 2, 133 (pearls), 140 

(emeralds), 154 (emeralds), 157 (pearls).
65. Anon., Cousas de Petraria, cited at Lane, Colour of Paradise, 101. Richard 

Hakluyt, The Principal Navigations Voyages Traffiques and Discoveries of 
the English Nation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903 
[1599]), vol. 5, 468, 501. Juan de Arfe y Villafane, Quilatador de la plata, 
oro, y piedras (Valladolid, 1572), 50.

66. Boodt, Historia, 59; Parfaict joaillier, 144. This technique for distinguish-
ing diamonds was not mentioned by Pliny, Natural History, book 37, 
207–11; Marbode, De lapidibus, 35–6; Albertus, Liber mineralium, 70–1; 
Leonardi, Speculum lapidum, f. 21r-v; Agricola, De natura fossilium, 121–
2; Cardano, De subtilitate, 374–5. Boodt’s source may have been the 
Italian goldsmith Benvenuto Cellini: compare Boodt’s recipe for the mas-
tic with the one at Benvenuto Cellini, The Treatises of Benvenuto Cellini on 
Goldsmithing and Sculpture, trans. C.  R. Ashbee (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1967), 35–6, 41. Cellini does not refer to the diamonds that 
pass this test as “Oriental.”

67. On the importance of hardness for sixteenth-century stone cutters, see 
Suzanne B. Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan: Sculptors’ Tools, Porphyry, and 
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the Prince in Ducal Florence, 2 vols. (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1996), vol. 
1, chap. 12, esp. 190, 198–9, 202–4, 207.

68. Boodt, Historia, 81 (amethyst), 99 (emerald), 105 (topaz), 112 (asterie), 
118 (sardony), 121 (chalcedony), 139 (lapis lazuli); Parfaict joaillier, 200 
(amethyst), 249 (emerald), 267 (topaz), 286 (asterie), 294 (sardony), 304 
(chalcedony), 352 (lapis lazuli).

69. Argenville, Lithologie et conchyliologie, 53, cf. Argenville, Oryctologie, 180. 
Dutens, Pierres précieuses, 18. On Berquen, see Michael Bycroft, Gems and 
the New Science: Craft, Commerce and Classification in Early Modern 
Europe (unpublished monograph), chap. 3.

70. This trend was already underway in the sixteenth century, when Colombian 
emeralds were sold in India as “Oriental” and when it made sense to say 
that pearls from the East coast of India were “not so Oriental” (ie. not so 
valuable) as pearls from the Persian Gulf. Lane, Colour of Paradise, 101. 
Hakluyt, Voyages, vol. 5, 501.
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TO THE EAST INDIES. 139

THE 86. CHAPTER.

Of Rubies, Espinelles, Granades, Emeralds, and other precious
stones.

Eubies are of manie sorts, but the best are those that are
called Carbunckles, which are Eubies that waigh above 25.
quilates, wherof there are verie few and seldome to be found.
The best Eubies that are of the best colour and water are in
India called Tockes, which are like Carbunckles, there are
others called Ballax, which are of a lower price then the first,
and they are red.1 There are others called Espinellas, that
are of colour like fire, and are lesse esteemed then the other
two sortes, because they have not the right water of Eubies.
There are Eubies also of manie other sorts, wherof some are
white like Diamonds as I said before : other of a Carnation
colour or much like white Cherries when they are ripe.
There are Eubies found halfe white, halfe red, some halfe
Eubies, halfe Safires, and a thousand such other sortes. The
cause thereof is because that in the rockes and hils where
they grow, their first colour is white, and by force of the
Sunne, are in time brought to their perfection and ripenesse,
and beeing perfect they are of colour red, like the Carbunckle
and Tockes aforesaid, but wanting somewhat of their per-
fection, and being digged out before that time, they are of
divers colours as I said before, and how much paler they are,
and lesse red then the Tockes, so much are they less in valew:
for2 as they are in beautie and perfection, so are they es-
teemed every one in their kinde. Those that are halfe Eubies,
and halfe Safires, which the Indians call Mlcandi, that is to
say, halfe Safier, and halfe Eubie, proceed of this that the
Eubies and Safiers grow alwaies in one rocke, whereby they

1 Orig. Dutch: "reddish".
2 Orig. Dutch: u however".
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140 VOYAGE OF VAN LINSCHOTEN

are oftentimes founde, halfe one, halfe other. The Rubies by
the Arabians and Persians are called Iacut,1 by the Indians
Manica.2 The Safiers are of two sortes, one of a darke blew,
the other of a right3 blew, the Iacinth, Granades, and Eobasses
are likewise certaine kinds of Eubies, but little esteemed, the
Indians call them the yellow and carnation Eubies, and so
foorth, according to their colour. These Iacinthes, Granadoes,
and Eobasses, are in so great numbers in Cananor, Calecut,
and Cambaia, that they are to sell in everie Market, and
corner of the streets, by whole corgias, each corgia having
twentie peeces [at the least in it], they sell the corgia for one
stiver or two at the most, as many as you will desire, but you
must understand, they are of the smallest sort. The Safier
is not of so great estimation as the Eubie, and yet is one of
the most precious stones that are next the Diamond, and the
Eubie: the Eubies, Safiers, and other stones aforesaid, doe
grow and are found in rockes [and hilles] like Diamonds:
they come out of Calecut, Cananor, and from manie places in
the land of Bisnaga, but most out of the Island of Seylon,
which are the best: but those of the Countrie of Pegu are
esteemed the finest, whereof there is great store.

The Emerauldes which the Indians call Pache,4 and the
Arabians Samarrut,5 there are none throughout al India, yet
it is reported yt some have bin found there, but [verie] few
& not often : but they are much brought thether from Cairo
in iEgypt, and are likewise called Orientall: they are much
esteemed in India, because there are but few of them. There
are many also brought out of ye Spanish Indies, and carryed
into the lande of Pegu, where they are much worne,6 and

1 Yaqut (Arab.).
2 Cfr. Sanskrit, manihya ; Tamil, mdnikJcam.—[K.]
3 Read: "light".
4 Malayalam, "pacca", from the green colour (pacca).~[K.J
5 Zomorrad (Arab.), whence the European names—smaraude,

smaragd, emeraude, emerald.
6 Orig. Dutch: "ghesleten", ;.<?., sold.
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esteemed of, wherby many Venetians (that have travelled
thether with Emeraldes and bartered them for Rubies) are
become very rich, because among them men had rather have
Emeraldes than Eubies: All the said stones are likewise
used1 in medicines, and Apoticarie drugges. Turqueses are
found in great numbers in [the Countrey of] Persia, and2

brought into India from [beyond] Ormus, by hundreth pounds
at once, earth and altogether, which in India are little es-
teemed, for that the Indians and Portingals do not weare
many of them, and make small account of them. The Iaspar3

is much found in the land of Cambaia, but not much re-
garded : they make4 dishes and cups thereof: it is of colour
greene like the Bmeralde. Chrisolites and Amatistes are
many in the Island of Seylon, Cambaia, and Ballagatte, [a.nd]
the stone called Alakecca, [which] is also called Bloodstone,
because it quickly stancheth blood, and other stones called
Milke stones, which are good for women that give milke or
sucke. These and such like stones are in great numbers
found in Cambaia, and Ballagatte, and are brought to Goa, to
bee solde, whereof they make Beades, Seales, Einges, and a
thousand such like curiosities : they are much esteemed, for
that a seale of such a stone is worth two or three Pardaws
the peece : there is also in Cambaia much Alambre, or5 wherof
they make many rings, beades, and such like things, which
are much used : there are likewise stones, by the Portingalles
called Olhos de Gato, that is to say, Cattes eyes, because they
are like them (which is the Agat) and are of colour and
fashion like Cattes eyes: they come out of Cambaia, but the
best out of Seylon and Pegu: they are little brought into
Portingal, for there they are not esteemed, and likewise

1 Orig. Dutch : " much used".
2 Orig. Dutch : (add) " some times",
s Orig. Dutch: "Jaspe".
< Orig. Dutch: (add) "in Cambaia".
5 Orig. Dutch : " of barnsteen" (or amber).
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142 VOYAGE OF VAN LINSCHOTEN

because they are worth more in India then in Portingall, for
the Indians esteeme much of them, specially the Chinos, and
thether they are caryed, better esteemed, and sold there then
any other stones: the Indians say that this stone hath a cer-
taine propertie and vertue to preserve and keepe a man in
the riches which he hath, and that they shall not lessen, but
stil increase : the Loadstone, which the Portingalles call
Pedra de Cevar is found in great quantity, and in many
places of India, the Indians say, that if a man use dayly to
eate a little of that stone, it preserveth him and maketh him
look yong, and that he shall never looke olde : wherefore the
Kinges and great Lordes of India use it in1 pottes and ves-
selles, therein to [eate and] seeth their meate, thereby as they
beleeve to preserve their youthes.

THE 87. CHAPTER.

Of the Bezar stones, and other [stones good] against poyson.

The Bezar stone commeth out of Persia, from the land or
Province called Carassone,2 and also out of other places in
India: they grow within the maw of a sheepe or Goat,
about a little straw, that lyeth in the middle [of the maw],
for by experience the straw is often found within them :3 the
stone is very slicke & smooth without, of a darke greene
colour. These Goats [or sheepe] are by the Persians called
Pazan, whereupon they call the stone Pazar,4 and the Portin-

1 Orig. Dutch: u use it for fabrication of".
2 I.e., Khorasan.
3 This is De Orta's account of the origin of this biliary concretion.

See f. 1696 of his Colloquios.—[B.]
4 This is a mistake. The name is originally Persian—padzahr—which

means " preservative from" (pad) or " expelling poison" (zohr or zahir).
The Arabs wrote this bddizahr or bazahr, which is the source of the
Spanish-Portuguese bezar or bezoar, from which it has been adopted in
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