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The Alps, long regarded in medieval thought as an inhospitable no-
man’s-land, gain new symbolic and political significance in the sixteenth
century. Renaissance writers revive ancient theories of geographical
determinism (Hippocrates, Tacitus, Strabo) to explain the character of Alpine
populations and to conceptualise the role of mountains in shaping liberty,
martial spirit, and political order.

In this way, in the sixteenth century, Alps are invested with meaning as
both a natural boundary and a political resource, particularly in the
territories of Switzerland, Savoy, and Tyrol. In the Swiss Confederacy, Alpine
ruggedness becomes associated with freedom and republicanism, while in
Savoy, poets and chroniclers transform the dynasty’s Alpine setting into a
claim to princely majesty, forging the image of the duke as “king of the Alps”.
Drawing on humanist texts, maps, and panegyrics, this talk will analyse how
geographical features are mobilised to construct distinct identities and to
legitimize political ambitions in the early modern period.
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