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CHICAGO AND LONDON 

A SHORT HISTORY OF "THE WORLD" 

One of the first signs of change is lexical: the words used to designate 
"world" in both classical and vernacular languages undergo significant re
configuration over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Derived from 
two related but distinct classical concepts-the oikoumene or orbis terrarum 
(the "circle of lands") and ¢.e kosmos or mundus ("the world" or more 
amply, universe)-the words for "world'' in most European vernaculars 
(world, welt, monde, mondo, mundo) begin to combine both meanings into 
a single term in the early modern period. This gradual fusion is evident, 
for instance, in the difference between the expressions of the idea "world" 
in Cesare Ripa's late sixteenth-century Iconologia (1593) and Giambattista 
Vico's early eighteenth-century Scienza nuova (1725). Taken together, they 
measure the intellectual transformation witnessed by the early moderns; at 
the same time, they suggest models for tb,e study of such cultural change. 
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Ripa's influentiallconologia, the Renaissance sourcebook of iconography, 
contains several emblematic representations of the world- or rather, of 
various aspects of it. Ripa. includes detailed instructions on how to repre
sent 'Terra (the element of earth), Mundus (the World), the four continents 
(America, Asia, Europe and Africa), as well as emblems fur the disciplines 
of cosmography, chorography; and geography. Each represents a particu
lar world-picture, and their cataloguing as distinct iniages and categories 
marks a process of fragmentation. But Ripa's divisions also reveal how a 
multifaceted conception of the world was being developed in symbolic form. 

The Iconologia depicts a distinction that underpins words associated with 
"world" throughout the early modern period (weorold, worold, world in Old 
English; kosmos and oikouniene in Greek; terra, orbis terrarum, mundus in 
Latin). On the one hand was the natural world, the bounty of the earth and 
the glory of human culture and civilization: terra signifies the fertile land 
and all that it sustains, organically or architecturally. At the other extreme 
was the charged moral field of mundus, the world, which retained its me
dieval associations with vice, corruption, and metaphysical decay (world
liness) even as it came to signify the inmiensity and beauty of the cosmos.14 

The emblems fur 'Terra and Mundus thus present dramatically different, 
gendered versions of the world. Earth, grouped with the other elements 
early in the work, is described as "a matron sitting upon a globe, with a 
cornucopia in one hand, and a sceptre in the other."15 She is said to wear a 
"mural crown" or a garland of flowers and fruits, and her typically green 
garments are decorated with floral motifs. This iconography links 'Terra to 
Natura and Scientia, and Ripa explains that her attributes transform her 
into a figure of both nature and culture: she is the mother of all animals; 
the globe denotes the sphere of the earth, while the cornucopia and foliage 
represent the products of the land; the crown "alludes to the buildings for 
the accommodation of the inhabitants." 'Terra thus signals the conjunction 
of human and natural worlds, an intersection that produces political and 
social action as well as scientific inquiry. 

Mundus, however, is a pictured as an Atlas-figure, ''a strong man, sup
porting a golden coloured globe on his shoulders with the constellations 
marked upon it.'' He is dressed in a garment of haircloth, covered with long 
bejeweled purple robes. Ripa's exposition moves away from the language 
of fruitfulness and civilization associated with Terra and instead enters the 
realm of natural and moral philosophy. Strength and support of the globe 
allude to "endurance of the evils, toils, and labours of this World"; this time, 
the globe denotes "the splendour, perfection, order, and harmony of the 



12 INTRODUCTION 

Universe, and the amazing works of Creation and Providence." The hair
cloth, howeve1; is a reminder of "the miseries, misfortUnes and difficulties 
of this present state," while the pomp of his robes "signify that the pursuit 
of riches and worldly grandeur is vain and transitory'' (2.160). Mundus, the 
World, figures the lure of knowledge and the transfiguring beauty of uni
versal creittion; it also reminds us of the need for metaphysical reflection. 

While Ripa's emblems synthesize these differences into intelligibl<; vi
sual wholes, it is only in Vico's mammoth Scienza nuova that we get an 
etymological history of the concept "world" that reflects back on the trans
formations of the two previous centuries: 

The theological poets felt the earth to be the guardian of boundaries, which is 
why it was called terra. The heroic origin of the word is preserved in the Latin 
noun ten'itoriiun, territory, meaning a district over which dominion is exer
cised .... The Latin grammarians mistakenly derived territory from terrere) 
to frighten, because the lictors used the terror of the fasces to disperse crowds 
alld make way for the Roman magistrates .. , [but] the true origin of the verb 
ten·ere, to frighten, derives from the bloody rites by which Vesta guarded the 
boundaries of the cultivated fields, in which civil dominions were to arise. The 
Latin goddess Vesta is the same as the Greek Cybele or Berecynthia, who is 
crowned with towers, torres, or strong situated lands, terrae. From her crown 
there began to take shape the so-called orbis terrantm, or world of nations, 
which cosmographers later expanded and called the orbis 1nundanus, mundane 
world, or simply 1nundus, world, which is the world of nature .... 

[In] early Latin 1nundus meant a slight slope .... Later, everything that trims 
(111011da), cleans, and adorns a woman was called niundus 1nuliebris, feminine 
ornament. Eventually, the poets understood that heaven and earth are spheri
cal; that each point of their circumference slopes in all dil'ections; and that 
the ocean washes the earth on all sides. So when they saw that the whole is 
adorned with countless various and diverse sensible for1ns, the poets called the 
universe 1nu11dus as a beautiful and sublime metaphor for the ornament with 
which nature adorns herself. 16 

Vico's creative reconstruction of the concept's evolution from the specificity 
of the land (terra), to civil dominion over a wider region, and eventually to 

a universal ideal of beautiful order (mundus) parallels Ripa's differentiation, 
and lilre the iconographei; owes much to a long literary and philosophical 
tradition. But the categorical differences in Ripa are, in VicoJ part of an 
intellectual-historical continuum. 

Isidore of Seville's seventh-century Etymologiae had already divided the 
study of the world into sections on the cosmos ("De mundo et partibus") 
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and on the earth ("De terra et partibus"), noting that the Latin mundus was 
an attempt to translate the meanings of the Greek kosnios) a word that pre
sented a distinctly aesthetic understanding of the universe, since it signified 
order, beauty, form, fashion, and ornament.17 On the political plane, the 
Roman historians Livy and Herodian had suggested links between Roman 
territorial concepts and religious ritual- accounts that were then faithfully 
reproduced by Renaissance cosmographers and lexicographers. Early mod
ern think:ers, howeve1; added a new term-"the universal world"-a hy
brid that marked the integration of land and sea into a single terraqueous 
planet.18 By the early eighteenth century, the geographical contours of the 
world had been reconceived by cartographers such as Ortelius, Mercator, 
I-!ondius, and Blaeu; the "world of nations" had been brought into political 
existence by conquests in the Americas and the Peace of Westphalia; and 
the "world of nature" seemed continuously to expand as scientific study 
probed both infinite space and the infinitesimal microbe. Vico's attempt to 

integrate classical origins and modern reconfigurations into a single seam
less narrative reflects a point of culmination, the description of a newly 

completed event. 
The Italian philosopher's "poetic cosmography" differs sharply from 

earlier compilations in its focus on the unexpected ways in which cultures 
synthesize meaning and create new conceptual categories. Vico is less inter
ested in establishing what the concept "world" means than in how it comes 
to have multiple meanings and why it means in these particular ways. Here, 
as elsewhere, Vico emphasizes the intersection between poetic mythmaking 
and historical contingency: the orbis terrarum (circle of the earth), once de
rived from the crown of towers worn by the earth goddess Cybele, is now 
simply a collective term for the world of nations; the beauty of feminine 
ornament has, over time, become a "sublime metaphor" for the ordered 

universe. 
If such etymologies and emblems are the fragments through which Vico 

traces a culture's transformation, his interest in the assimilation of poetic 
naming and narrative into cultural memory offers an unusual model for 
this book as well. The Scienza nuova's recovery of long-forgotten acts of 
poiesis invites us to reexamine them too from a postmodern stance. Poiesis, 

the act of making, is an epistemological practice for Vico, the only mode 
of !mowing with certainty. If, as he had famously argued, "vernm et fac
tum convertuntur" (the true and the made are interchangeable), we can 
only truly understand what we have made.19 Full knowledge of any thing 
involves discovering how it came to be what it is as a product of human ac-
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tion.2° From this perspective, Vice's discussion of the world suggests that it 
too is humanly made through constructive acts of namillg. The centrality of 
"theological poets" to Vico's method signifies a crucial link: between poiesis 
and epistemology, making and knowing, and thereby lays the philosophic 
foundation for understanding how a plethora of local details may be trans
muted into encyclopedic knowledge of the whole. Vico's vision of a poetic 
epistemology and his history of the term "world" provide inspiration for 
this project; which tells a previously unexamined cultural and intellectual 
history of "the world'' by excavating its symbolic, ideological, and meta
physical freight. 

A PROJECT OF MODERNITY 

Few ideas have become so thoroughly associated with the emergence of 
modernity in Europe as that of a globalized, interconnected, secular world. 
The phrase "modern world" has in fact become a shorthand for a global en
vironment characterized by scientific rationalism, large-scale economic net
works, international realpolitik, and agnostic skepticism. Not surprisingly, 
then, recent scholarship on globalization and world-systems has emerged 
primarily from the social sciences, particularly economics, historical sociol
ogy, and cultural anthropology, thereby reiterating the basic elements of a 
familiar Wstoriography despite overt gestures of critique. But to recognize 
the world as a subject in its own right-rather than as a background for or 
byproduct oflarge-scale historical processes-is to rethink traditional nar
ratives about the genesis of the Copernican universe and the making of the 
modern world. 

In its emphasis on human making, 'fhe Worldmakers tests one of the key 
shibboleths of modernity: the entwined rise of secularism and scientific 
empiricism. Contrary to the now-classic Weberian narrative of modernity 
and disenchantment, I argue that the invention of the modern world owed 
much to theology and the spiritual practices of imaginative identification; it 
remained enmeshed in metaphysics and the creative faculties of the "intel
lectual imagination" even as it drew on the tools of empiricism, mathemat
ics, and the new science. Central to this story is not only a new techno
logical facility and belief in human reason but also an integration of earlier 
forms of magical thinking-hypothesis, metaphoric association, symbolic 
correlation, aesthetic formalism-into scientific practice. 

'fhe Worldmakers thus seeks to move conversations about globalization 
and modernity beyond the events and material processes that were its cata-
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lysts to the imaginative responses that sought to comprehend them. Philo
sophical critiques of modernity in the twentieth century from Heidegger to 
Habermas and Foucault have argued that the modern world was founded 
upon a rationality that stripped away alternate forms oflmowing- specula
tion, meditation, intellectual intuition-in order to establish the hegemonic 
universalisms of the Enlightenment. But my inquiry into early modern 
worldmaking raises fundamental questions about such accounts as it re
veals the persistence of those earlier modes of thought. I argue instead for 
an alternate genealogy for modernity, one that emphasizes the collusion of 
empiricism and the poetic imagination and highlights the continued signifi
cance of metaphysics alongside a supposed "epistemological rupture.'121 If 
the modern age, for Heidegger, begins when we no longer seek a picture of 
the world but rather when the world comes to be "conceived and grasped 
as a picture," the early modern project of worldmaking illustrates how this 
inversion came about.22 The making of the modern world, in this book, 
depends finally on the synoptic energies of the imagination even as its indi
vidual elements are produced through rational inquiry and action. 

Recognizing modernity's debt to self-conscious worldmakers brings a 
new perspective to two distinct matters: the question of religion in modern 
life and the much-debated connection between modernity and empire. At
tention to the spiritual and theological roots of worldmaking reminds us 
that the world's creation and its domination were traditionally the prove
nance of the deity." The transfer of worldly authority from divine to human 
hands provided the legitimation for early European imperial ambitions (the 
title do1ninus totius mundi, once reserved for God, was later appropriated 
by individual monarchs). It also underwrites a now conventional narrative 
about the rise of secularism as a condition of post-Enlightenment moder
nity. And yet, the persistence of theological rhetoric in worldmalcing ac
counts suggests how the skeptical crisis of modernity could also engender a 
new, more robust faith- a historical insight that is in keeping with Charles 
Taylor's recent analysis of the persistent place of religion in the modern 
world.24 

Consequently, this book argues for the importance of reevaluating the 
metaphysical foundations of the modern world. These are discernible in the 
early modern competition between different philosophical systems, partic
ularly the repeated confrontation between Platonic and Epicurean philoso
phy which epitomized a wider struggle between two kinds of metaphysics: 
one founded on the (theistic) principle of divine creation and cosmic order, 
the other based on an (atheistic) belief in worldly contingency, mutabil-
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CHAPTER ONE 

Mapping the Body, Mapping 
' the World: Mercator's Atlas 

The i595 Duisburg edition of Mercator's Atlas opens with a now iconic en
graving (fig. 4). A muscular man with a white beard and flowing red mantle 
scrutinizes a globe and a pair of compasses. Another globe rolls between his 
legs as the sky unfolds behind him. The entire tableau is encased within a 
classical architectural fa<;ade whose Corinthian columns may gesture sym
bolically toward the Pillars of Hercules. Above, two putti support an enor
mous astrolabe as though imitating the figure below them. Atlas sive Cosmo

graphicae Meditationes de Fabrica Mundi et Fabricati Figura, reads the title: 
"Atlas or Cosmographical Meditations on the Making of the World and the 
Image of the Made [World]."1 

The iconographic concision of the image combines technical illustra
tion with the visual rhetoric of contemporary allegorical prints and em
blem books, offering a counterpart to the double title that explores rep
resentational and conceptual boundaries.2 For this text simultaneously 
names a person (Atlas) and a set of spiritual and aesthetic practices (cos
mographic meditations). It reflects both on the making of the world itself 
(jabrica mundi) and on the figuration (in maps) of that world understood 
as an artifact (figura fabricati). Presenting a particular individual perspec
tive as well as a universal gaze over global spaces, the frontispiece seeks 
to bring these opposing scales into relation. But as an allegory of making, 
it announces a bold new argument: the mapmaker embodies the world. 
In material and metaphorical ways, the human body and the global body 
become one. 

FIGURE 4. Frontispiece from Gerhard Mercator, Atlas (Duisburg, 1595). Courtesy 

of the Library of Congress; reproduced from an original in the Geography and Map 

Division. 
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COSMOGRAPHIC DESIRE 

This striking visual proclamation identifies the Atlas, and its author, Ger
hard Mercator, as icons of worldmaking. An innovator in the development 
of world mapping, Mercator, perhaps more than any other historical figure, 
is closely associated with a paradigmatic shift in the image of the world. 
His 1569 navigational projection-the so-called Mercator Projection-pro
duced a vision of global space that remains familiar; it is even the basis of 
the Web Mercator platform used by Google Maps and in ArcGIS systems 
today. 3 Beyond this technical breakthrough, his influential Atlas, whose 
title now names the genre, established the form, structure, and organiza
tion of world atlases for over two centuries, shaping cultural perceptions 
about the nature and order of the world itself. Thus, like the qnincentennial 
commemorations of Columbus's first voyage to the Americas in 1992, the 
five hundredth anniversary of the Flemish mapmaker's birth in 2012 was 
also an occasion to reflect on the historical emergence of a modern world
picture. "He mapped the world, and we saw ourselves," began one popular 
tribute, honoring the transformative power of his cartographic achieve
ments, which quite literally "changed the way we see the world."4 

Endlessly subject to revision, the world and its recognizably "modern" 
visual representations in maps slowly came into focus over the course of the 
sixteenth century. If the world map emblematizes a changing world picture, 
it is also almost synonymous with worldmaking. The history of planispheric 
images-from Juan de la Cosa's Mappa mundi (1500), the earliest extant 
European map to incorporate the Americas, to the 1599 Wright-Molyneux 
chart; which popularized the Mercator projection-tells the story of a fluctu
ating idea of a global totality. Mercator's Atlas marks the culmination of this 
decades-long effort. Its innovation lies in recognizing that the cosmographic 
challenge was not merely technological or political but rather metaphysical 
and therefore radically conceptual in scope. Ironically for a work hailed as a 
cartographic point of origin, most of its maps had already been published in 
the 1570s and 1580s; even the plates used for the Atlas were engraved not by 
Mercator but mostly by his sons and grandsons. The importance of the At
las, however, lies in its understanding that reimagining the world as a visual 
whole on a map necessarily demanded a philosophical, theoretical coun
terpart-a reevaluation of the world's structure and the individual human 
being's position in relation to it. Moving beyond traditional cosmography's 
compendious data collection and compilation of maps, the Atlas defines an 
intellectual watershed by seeking to envision the totality of the world. 

Cosntopoesis 

Capturing the world in a single glance on a map demanded unique skills 
and a vast network of informants and sources. Mercator's career-long quest 
to understand and represent the world in its entirety therefore participates 
in the complex web of relations joining various sixteenth-century commu
nities and interests. Mapping the world depended on a synthesis of infor
mation drawn from a heterogeneous group-from cosmographers, crafts
men, and printers, to sailors, diplomats, political patrons, philosophers, 
and would-be theologians. The mapmal<er acted as a synapse, gathering, 
consolidating, and relaying visions of tlie world through a mix of technical 
skill, scientific knowledge, humanistic learning, and a capacious, creative 
imagination. Eventually settling in Duisburg after leaving volatile Louvain 
in 1552, Mercator crafted tliis intermediate professional position-between 
the anonymous craftspeople in artisanal workshops, the gentlemen-virtuosi 
of the court, and the orthodox schoolmen of the universities-for himself. 
As a calligrapher, instrument maker, cartographer, cosmographer, math
ematician, astrologer, printer, and would-be philosopher, he was thus 
uniquely positioned to confront the challenge of worldmaking. In his di
verse attempts to map the world-from tlie Orbis imago (1538) to tlie post
humously published Atlas-we see one of most multifaceted early modern 
attempts to grapple witli tlie integration of new global knowledge into a 

coherent system. 
The development of tliis lifelong experinient emerges clearly in Merca

tor's writing, for unlike many contemporary cosmographers, he returned 
repeatedly to questions of cosmic scope, rarely engaging in regional or na
tional mapping projects. When he did focus on regional maps-such as 
his detailed atlas of Europe (1585)-they were conceived as part of an opus 
magnus on the whole world. In tlie late 1530s and 1540s, while still in Lou
vain and part of the circle around tlie Flemish physician, cosmographei; 
and mathematician Gemma Frisius, Mercator worked on terrestrial and ce
lestial globes and dabbled in astrological questions. A recently discovered 
astrological disc made by him attests to an early interest in astral and cosmic 
matters by 155i.' As early as 1563, his edited lecture notes on cosmography 
published by his son, Bartholomeo, gesture toward an ample understand
ing of the mapmaker's task: a marginal keyword describes his project as a 

"cosmopoeia"-literally, a world-making.6 

By tlie late 1560s, Mercator seems to have already envisioned a place for 
the Atlas outside the bounds of geography and witliin the broader realms 
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of philosophy and theology.7 The introduction to the Chronologia (1569), his 
work on universal chronology published the same year as his famous map 
projection, describes what he intends to pursue: 

At fu·st, I had intended a work in two vollUlles, the description of the heavens 

and that of the earth. As, however, in philosophic study history takes the first 
place, I r~cognized that to cosmography and geography also belong the origin 

and the history of the heavens and of the earth and of their parts.8 

These lines connect the map, Nova et Aucta Orbis Descriptio (1569), to a 
larger philosophical project and also anticipate the Atlas's grander frame 
by placing both works beyond the typical scope of cosmographies, such 
as those of Apian or Munster, or of a largely geographic atlas, such as 
Abraliam Ortelius's Theatrum orbis terrarum (1570). Mercator notes that 
the task of description leads to philosophic and historical questions of 
origin and order, of the temporal as well as spatial connections between 
the earth, the heavens, and their parts. A similar sentiment, articulated as 
a biographical narrative, emerges in the dedicatory letter to his 1578 edi
tion of Ptolemy: 

In my youth, geography first became my field of study, in which as I progressed, 
by using natural and geometrical speculation . ... I found marvels, not only in 
geography, but in the constitution of the whole machine of the world, much of 

which has until now been explored by no one. 9 

Mercator traces the development of his own fascination with the "constitu
tion of the machine of the world" (mundanae machinae constitutione), that is, 
the entire structure of the universe itself, to his early interest in geography. 
Pursuing interests in geometry and natural philosophy, he moves beyond 
the confines of geography and casts himself as an intellectnal explorer who 
seeks what "has until now been explored by no one." Shifting from the 
earthly plane to a cosmic vision, these passages chart a movement from 
the act of representation to a reflection on the process and consequences 
of representation, from a technical mapping of the world to a theoretical 
meditation on cosmographic themes. 

In his Life of Mercator (1595), included in all versions of the Atlas, Walter 
Ghini also traces these ideas to the dedicatory letter prefixed to Mercator's 
maps of France and Germany, published in i585: 

The arrangement and order of the work demanded that I first treat of the mak

ing of the world and the arrangement of its parts generally; then of the or
der and motion of the celestial bodies; thirdly of their nature, radiation, and 
conflict in their workings, in order to inquire more truthfully into astrology; 
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fourthly, of the elements; fifthly, of the description of kingdoms and the whole 

earth; sixthly, of the genealogies of princes from the beginning of the world, 
in order to investigate the migration of peoples and the first inhabitants of the 
earth and the times of inventions and antiquities. For this is the natural order of 
things, which easily demonstrates their causes and origins and is the best guide 
to true science and knowledge. w 

Almost twenty years after the Cbronologi.a} Mercator's project has crystal
lized in form, but what he envisions bears little resemblance to contem
porary map books. It might best be described as a world-systems theory, 
a comprehensive exposition of a vision of world order, a structuring of all 
knowledge that moves systematically from a macrocosmic, celestial, and 
planetary plane to a microcosmic, socio-political, and individual plane. 
While this vision was never completely executed, its shape seems clear. It 
was to be in five parts: a treatise on the creation of the world; a description 
of the heavens; the description of the earth; the genealogy and the history 
of states; and finally, a universal chronology, from the Bible to the present. 
When thinking of representing the world, what Mercator has in mind is a 
new organon. 

Mapping and Miniesis 

The posthumous publication of the Atlas marks the final form of Merca
tor's lifelong ambition, whose evolution spans most of the sixteenth century 
and bears its imprint. From a literary historical perspective, the volume's 
title is striking and strange. It introduces a new nomenclature for the map 
book, replacing the conventional "theater" or "mirror" metaphors with the 
materiality of a human body. It therefore effectively interrogates and re
iniagines the minietic clainis of the mapping enterprise. The Atlas troubles 
the illusion of the map as a transparently mimetic object- a "mirror of the 
world"-by highlighting the function of the human mapmaker as a me
diator; it is through his particular perspective and technical gaze that we 
see the world visualized on the page. The title's strategic balancing of two 
terms, Atlas sive ("or") cosniographicae meditationes, joins the external spa
tiality of the material world with the internal spaces of the corporeal body 
and the imagining self, exploring the favorite early modern trope of the 
"great body of the world.'' 

Mercator's intuition that the task of mapping the world was intimately 
linked to lmowledge of the self is clearly on display in the Atlas. It touches 
on a fundamental dilemma that underlies the cartographic enterprise: to 
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represent the world, the mapmaker must first create it. At the opening of 
the Geography, Ptolemy describes the discipline as a 11zi111esis: "Geographia 
is an imitation [mhnesis] through drawing of the entire known part of the 
world together with the thiugs that are, broadly speaking, connected with 
it."11 But describing the practice of world mapping as 1ni11zesis is at once 
deeply intuitive and utterly counterintuitive. Though we imagine that the 
map represents the 'real' world with all its particularities, the world map 
has no external referent because a simultaneous view of the globe's con
vexity cannot be captured. Opening the three-dimensional sphere onto a 
two dimensional plane is a heuristic exercise forged through the union of 
art and number, the synthetic imagiuation of the mapmaker and his grasp 
of mathematical geometry. As Christian Jacob argues, the map is "the ma
terialization of an abstract intellectual order extracted from the empirical 
universe" so that "without the map, the world has no contour, neither limit, 
form, nor dimension"; it creates "the world" as a clear concept and field of 
inquiry in the very act of representing it.12 ''The world" as a visual object 
comes into existence only through its representation on a map; it is always 
posterior to its supposed imitation. In world mapping, creation and imita
tion become iudistinguishable. 

This understanding of the cartographic task iuvests the iudividual map
maker and atlas-compiler with tremendous power. He is no mere copyist 
who mechanically reproduces a finite object from life. Instead, he becomes 
a worldmaker- one who creates in the very act of representing. As the 
world is koown and produced through the body of the artisan-cartographer, 
from the intellectual processes of abstraction to the manual skill of drawing 
and engraving, the particular and the universal interpenetrate. From this 
perspective, the mapmaker mimics the creative deity, activating a complex 
analogy between human and diviue makiug. By reframiug the map book 
as a "cosmographical meditation," Mercator emphasizes its place within a 
spiritual context of meditative contemplation even as he celebrates its sci
entific mastery. Eventually, the cartographer will threaten to displace the 
theologian: Mercator's fiual work, published as the first part of the Atlas, 
is a commentary on Genesis entitled "De mundi creatione ac fabrica" ("On 
the Creation and Maldng of the World"). 

The Atlas rests on a fusion of the technical, the theological, and the po
etic, self-consciously asserted in its subtitle, "de fabrica mundi et fabricati 
figura." Fabrica andfigura are key terms here, derived from quite different 
(though related) discourses. Associated with technical manuals in the early 
modern period, Jabrica, from the Latin fabricare (to make), refers to the 
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artisan's workshop, and in a transferred sense to his art, trade, or profes
sion, or to the products of his craftsmanship. Figura, on the other hand, 
draws on a lexical history that derives primarily from rhetoric and aes
thetics, and then becomes linked to biblical hermeneutics. Concerned with 
"plastic form," with artistic or poetic figuration, it confronts the problem 
of mimesis-the relation between origiual and copy. As Erich Auerbach has 
famously shown,figura also acquires a historical dimension, as a term that 
mediates different but related historical events. 13 Deploying these terms in 
tandem, Mercator suggests that worldmakiug through a map book requires 
the union of technical craft and aesthetic criteria to make historical connec
tions between past, present, and future. Worldmaldng in this view demands 
the skills of artisan, poet, and prophet. 

These analogies between maldng and representing iu the Atlas explaiu 
why the growth of world atlases as a genre is so central to the world's emer
gence as a distinct object of inquiry in the early modern period. The term 
"world" acquired a stable meaniug only when it had acquired visual form iu 
images that were rapidly canonized as typus orhis terrarum-the ideal type 
or image of the world. If, as Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have noted, 
scientific atlases register ai1 outbreak of epistemic anxiety, then the signs 
of global redefinition should be legible iu the outpouring of cosmographies 
and cosmographic atlases in the sixteenth century- a process recorded in 
the conceptual leap from Ortelius's 7'heatru11i orbis terrarum (1570), consid
ered the first world atlas, to Merctaor's Atlas (1595), the first map book to 
bear that name.14 The crystallization of the geographic atlas as a genre oc
curs in tandem with the crystallization of "the world" as a visually recog
nizable "working object."15 

The Atlas emphasizes the process and stakes of global representation as 
much as the maps that are its final products. In the symmetry of fabrica 
and figura lies a question about the world and its image. The body of Atlas 
on the frontispiece celebrates that iuterplay between a particular self and 
the world as a whole. The vision of a modern world produced by would-be 
worldmal{ers such as Mercator thus claims mimetic transparency even as it 
ackoowledges ideological opacity. It is a world discovered and iuvented, a 
world charted and a world made-up. 

FABRICATING THE WORLD 

Mercator's Atlas is the only map book in the sixteenth century to claim that 
it is about the makiug of the world-de fabrica mundi. Of all the published 
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books in Europe with the word "fabrica" in their titles, almost all are either 
technical manuals (with the generic title, "de fabrica et usu"-on the mak
ing and use) or anatomical treatises.16 As Jackie Pigeaud notes, "fabrica" 
becomes an integral term in the technical lexicon of medicine in the Renais
sance, particularly of human anatomy.17 From Theophilus Protospatharius's 
epitom~ and commentary on Galen's De usu partiunt, which was entitled De 

corporis humani fabrica, to Vesalius's groundbreaking anatomical atlas, De 
humani corporis fabrica (1543; 1555) and its many imitators, by the late six
teenth centm·y the term "fabrica" was almost synonymous with studies on 
the structure of the hnman body. Why then does Mercator use it in his Atlas, 
connecting his subject-the world-with a hnman body on its title page? 

The claim that "man is the iroage of the world" belongs of course to 
an ancient tradition of microcosmic thinking, which persisted through the 
early modern period and connected the hnman body to the cosmos in ma
terial, spiritual, and metaphorical Ways. 18 An essential part of the cosmo
graphic literature, it is enshrined in the opening definitions of Ptolemy's 
Geography, which uses an anatomical analogy to differentiate between cos
mography and chorography: "The goal of chorographia is an iropression of a 
part as when one maltes an iroage of just an ear or an eye; but [the goal] of 
[geographia] is a general view, analogous to maldng a portrait of the whole 
head."19 Peter Apian's now much-discussed illustrations (fig. 5) of this con
trast in his popular Cosmographia (1524) ensured its place in the canon of 
texts used by geographers of all stripes, but they also exploited a deeper dis
ciplinary connection between anatomy and geography.'° In the Geography, 
Ptolemy presents chorography as a kind of surgical operation, a process of 
cutting the body of the whole (cosmographic) world into pieces in order 
to better investigate the individual part. Tbe verb he uses (apotemnomai) 
signifies an act of dissection, a cutting off, severing, or dividing up a body 
or an area. 21 

By the mid-sixteenth century, however, Ptolemy's language of geographic 
dissection would have found its closest analogue in another "new" disci
pline and genre-the anatomy, epitomized by Vesalius's De humani corporis 
fabrica, a book with its own claim to be the first "atlas." The chorographic 
cutting of the world into pieces for closer scrutiny paralleled the study of 
anatomy with its practice of dissection-the cutting open of the hnman 
body for closer scrutiny-which became widely practiced over the sixteenth 
century. Anatomy is frequently juxtaposed alongside cartography as a key 
harbinger of emph·icism and modernity: in both cases, new techniques of 
gathering information produced new knowledge and necessitated new the-

FIGURE 5. From Peter Apian, Cos111ographicus liber (Landshut, 1574). Courtesy of the 

Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. 

oretical accounts of entire systems.22 But as the frontispiece to Mercator's 
Atlas suggests, the two discourses did not proceed merely along parallel, 
analogous tracks. They were closely related in their epistemologies, their 
histories, their metaphorics, and their representational strategies, so much 
so that both disciplines produced similar textual genres that attempted to 
gather and systematize a comprehensive body of knowledge. 

This conjunction signals how strongly interconnected was the devel
opment of the modern notions of self and world, as the mapping of the 
world and the "mapping" of the body seemed to take place through similar 
means. Rhetorically, the materialities of geographic and bodily space be
come powerfully fused in the early modern period, paving the way for sub
sequent analogies between the individual hnman body and the great body of 
the world. This was not only the consequence of a normative application of 
maps' geometric rationalization of space to the depiction of human bodies, 
as Valerie Traub has argued. The conjunctions between anatomy and car
tography reveal a profound, almost subterranean set of images, metaphors, 
and vocabularies that helped join together the experience of simultaneously 
inhabiting both a particular body and the world at large." 

Medicine and geography overlapped on a practical level, since many 
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cartographers had been trained as physicians- a partial list includes such 
notable figures as Gemma Frisius, Thomas Geminus, Wolfgang Lazius, 
Oronce Fine, Lorenz Fries, Charles de l'Escluse, Johannes Mellinger, 
and Johannes Sambucus. Resemblances between territorial and corporeal 
spaces were frequently made: the similarity between the circulation of 
blood arid the earth's hydrography, for instance, was almost commonplace, 
while mathematical grids were used for anatomical drawing as well as for 
cartographic representation.24 Theories about the relationship between the 
hmuoral body and the physical environment (klimata)-whether and why 
bodies were affected by place-would have been familiar from Ptolemy and 
Hippocrates and were hotly debated especially in the wake of travel to the 
torrid zones of Africa, Asia, and the New World. 25 The late seventeenth
century naming of the brain's hemispheres for the two halves of the earth 
may be a linguistic trace of these habits of analogy. 26 Other tropes, such 
as the figuration of uncharted lands as female, or analogies between land 
and ruler (or later, nation and national character) were conventional and 
exploited long-established medieval conceptions of the body politic. Clas
sical theories of microcosm and macrocosm as well as the tradition of an
thropomorphic geography in writers such as Strabo and Pliny all helped to 
construct powerful rhetorical links between body and world. 

In this light, Mercator's implicit association of his book with Vesalius's 
anatomy deserves more attention since it reveals the Atlas's desire to unite 
the human sphere of action with a new vision of the cosmos. It under
scores the ways in which the redefinition of the world as a conceptual field 
was inextricable from the parallel reimagining of the hmuan body and the 
self. 27 Anatomy was a powerful disciplinary analogue for geography since 
the anatomist displayed and described parts of the body that had hitherto 
never been observed, much as the mapmaker revealed parts of the world 
that had hitherto never been readily available for visual scrutiny." Though 
still inspired by ancient analogies, these connections between body and 
world were increasingly based on empirical experience and observation: 
both Vesalius and Mercator claimed to surpass classical authorities (Galen, 
Ptolemy) and to forge new knowledge by resorting to autopsy and artisanal 
skill, typically neglected by learned schoolmen.29 Similarly, both sought to 
transform their respective fields by aiming for a kind of universal synthesis. 
For Vesalius, De ... fabrica represented an attempt to gather up and unite 
the scattered body of medical knowledge, much as Mercator would seek to 
unite all knowledge of the world in the Atlas. 30 

These parallels may even point to a specific link between the anatomist 
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and mapmak:er. Both were close associates of Gemma Frisius and may even 

have encountered each other in Louvain between i535 and i540. In De ... 
fabrica, Vesalius tells the. grisly tale of how Gemma helped him rob a corpse 
from the gallows outside Louvain, thus launching his career in dissection, 
an event that has been dated to i535-37. At this time, the young Mercat01; a 
part of Gemma's "familia" of students, was also in Louvain, working with 
him on a set of globes. It is through Gemma too that Mercator may have 
become exposed to the exciting contemporary developments in anatomy in 
the years right before the publication of Vesalius's groundbreaking book in 
i543: in i540, Gemma was appointed a professor of medicine at the Uni
versity of Louvain, where, along with his friend Jeremy Thriverius, he was 
keenly involved in reforming medical education, most notably by enhancing 
the importance of anatomy; he may even have assisted Thriverius in public 
dissections.31 To what extent Mercator himself may have been interested in 
these activities is unclear, but his second published map provides a clue. 

Orbis imago: 'fhe World Is a Heart 

Mercator's first world map, Orbis imago (fig. 6), was published in i538 and 
features a bi-cordiform projection based on Oronce Fine's i532 map, Nova et 
integra universi orbis descriptio (fig. 7). The heart-shaped double hemispheric 
map is the first trace of the analogy between body and world in Mercator's 
oeuvre, connecting him to a cosmographic-medical tradition, since both Jo
hannes Stabius and Fine, the projection's originators, were trained as physi
cians. One of a handful of true cordiform maps, it remains something of an 
anomaly eluding interpretation, since the circumstances of its production 
and its intended audience remain obscure, though it was commercially suc
cessful.32 However, when considered alongside the emerging interconnec
tions between body and world, the map takes on a richer meaning. 

The cordiform maps of the early sixteenth century might be seen as par
ticipating in a symbolic economy of the heart, which was associated with a 
range of medical, political, and spiritual discourses." As the primary seat of 
perception and organ of knowledge, the main receptor of sensory images and 
the seat of memory, the heart was the governor of the microcosm of the hu
man body. Cosmologically it represented the center of the world and had long 
been associated with the sun; as late as i628, William Harvey would open 
his Exercitatio anatoniica de motu cordis by invoking the heart as "fundamen
tum .•. vitae, princeps omnium, microcosmi sol" (the basis of life, its chief 
organ, the sun of its microcosm).34 These terms were already astrological 



FIGURE 6. Gerhard Mercator, Orbis i1nago (1538). Courtesy of the Rare Books DiviM 

sion, the New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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commonplaces a century before: in i550, the physician Antoine Mizanld, 
who dedicated his dialogue between Urania, the muse of astronomy, and Ae
sculapius, the god of m~dicine, to Oronce Fine, devoted an entire chapter to 
"the analogy or correspondence between the sun and the heart."35 

Recent scholarship on medical humanism in the Renaissance has turned 
the spotlight once again on the deep affinities between astrology and medi
cine that underlies such an iconography." The medicine-astrology con
nection was easily extended to cosmography, since most cosmographers 
and mathematicians of the period, including Stabius, Fine, Gemma, and 
Mizanld, dabbled in astrology as a sister art. The recent discovery of Mer
cator's astrological interests, and Steven van den Broecke's studies on the 
importance ofLouvain in astrological debates in the sixteenth century, sug
gests that Mercator too was involved in such inquiries.37 He may even have 
known Mizauld, a friend of Gemma's, while his later correspondence with 
John Dee attests to his sustained interest in the cosmic dimensions of the 
human body. 38 

Against this background, Orbis imago arguably looks like an initial at
tempt to take on questions of cosmic scope through a multilayered approach 
that combined matliematics, geographic reportage, and cosmographic tlie
ory witli an astrological-medical angle. From a cartographic perspective, 
the map stands out for its mathematical skill, its precision engraving, and 
its bold insertion into a contemporary conversation on the nature and dis
position of tlie continents- and by extension, tlie materiality of tlie earthly 
sphere as a whole. It is one of tlie first maps to connect Nortli and Soutli 
America into a single continent and to separate it from Asia, claiming a place 
among early attempts to solve tlie cartographic puzzle of tlie New World's 
boundaries.39 The projection, which divides tlie eai·th at the equator, also 
depicts a vast austral continent whose exact boundaries are "incertum."40 

Mercator's departure here from the spatial configurations he had engraved 
on Gemma Frisius's globes just a few years before reveals the practical chal
lenges of world mapping. His choices reflect theoretical debates on the na
tm-e of continents an_d the balance between land and water masses on the 
planet rather than any new empirical observations, and they foreground his 
interest in cosmographic speculations that were increasingly the realm of 
physics rather than geography." 

These are early intimations of Mercator's self-fashioning as a worldmaker: 
he grapples with tlie problem of integrating Old and New Worlds into a single 
mathematical frame, experiments with and updates Ptolematic projections, 
and through the map's symbolic form connects geographic matters to human 
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and spiritual realms. Orbis imago is a flashy beginning to a cosmographic ca
reer. Mercator asserts as much in the cartouche describing the map, which 
explains the scope of bis project as a "division of the world along broad lines" 
that would be followed by individual maps of "particular regions."42 Orbis 
imago may in fact be Mercator's earliest explicit statement about his plan for 
the grJat cosmograpbic project that would become the Atlas. 

Like the Atlas, which explores connections between the body and the 
world through its iconographic frame, the form of Orbis iniago signals cos- · 
mic interconnections between the image of a newly expanded globe and the 
most intimate core (C01J heart) of an individual.43 Placing the heart at the 
emblematic center of such correspondences emphasized the harmony of 
the universe, for the Sacred Heart was a mystical symbol for Christ's com
passion and love for humanity.44 A corporeal organ endowed with divine 
meaning, the heart also alluded to the Incarnation, the manifestation of the 
divine in human form, and may even recall the superimposition of the body 
of Jesus upon the world in medieval mappaemundi.45 

Even as the map glorifies the world as the supreme product of a divine 
maker, it also celebrates the cartographer's creative ability: Karrow notes 
that the map envisions the cartographer as "homo faberj he can split the 
world in unfamiliar and uncomfortable ways, but he also has the means, 
through mathematical reasoning, to bind it up so that it approaches once 
more the divine unity.''46 The implicit analogy to anatomical dissections, 
which were driven by the "claim that fragmentation is a means of getting at 
a unified truth," is once again present here.47 Cutting open specimen bodies 
ultimately enabled the reconstruction of an idealized (universal) body by 
reconciling and integrating the range of human diversity.48 Mercator's Orbis 
imago presents a kind of cartographic anatomy: the Americas seem flayed 
out, spread across three lobes of the map's two hearts; Asia and Africa are 
lik:ewise spliced at their southern extremities. The logic of representation, 
driven by the power of geometric analysis, enables an opening up: it reveals 
a defamiliarized world, forcing us to look more closely. 

This distortion, which makes it useless as a working tool, also mak:es 
Orbis iniago a "mapmal{er's map," a commentary on the craft of its maker.49 
Unlil{e Fine's map, which claims epistemic authority as a "new and com
plete description of the entire world," Mercator's map calls attention only to 
the task of representation-it is, simply, "an image of the world." The Latin 
imago aligns the map object with an aesthetic and poetic discourse of imita
tion usually associated with statues, busts, or portraits. It draws attention 
to the artist's hand, a particularly important matter to Mercator, since the 
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map showed off not only his scholarly claims to cosmographic knowledge 
but also his artisanal skill: as a copperplate engraving in his own hand, Or
bis imago surpassed Fine's woodcut map through the double mastery of its 
maker. The beautiful itilic hand and fine shadings on display here would 
become the basis of Mercator's first technical publication, a treatise on cal
ligraphy for maps, as well as the gold standard for subsequent cartographic 
lettering.so Orbis imago thus reflects a profound material connection be
tween the body of the artisan and his physical reconsuuction of the world. 
By replicating Fine's map, Mercator physically retraced, learned, and re
inscribed a vision of the world that was, in a crucial sense, a product of his 
own body. As Pamela Smith has suggested, such an experiential artisanal 
epistemology, gleaned by copying a master, becomes an act of cognition in 
itself." The process of malcing a world map-measuring, drawing, nam
ing, and integrating partial pieces of knowledge into a global framework
produces a comprehensive understanding of the world through the very act 

of reconstruction. 

Atlas: 'fhe World Is a Man 

These synergies between body and world find their fullest expression in 
the framing of the Atlas, whose paratexts diverge from contemporary cos
mographies. The title page, followed by a portrait of Mercator, ll_it;oduces 
three distinct sections before getting to the maps: a long eulog1zmg sec
tion featuring Ghim's biography of Mercator and various dedicatory poems, 
epitaphs, and letters; Mercator's exegesis of the Atlas figure and Johannes 
Mercator's poem on his grandfather's admiration for Atlas; and finally, a 
hexameral treatise on the creation of the world (the first part of the book). 
A second title page entitled "Atlantis pars altera. Geograpbia nova totius 
mundi" (The next part of Atlas. A New Geography of the Entire World) pre
cedes the maps themselves and once again prominently identifies Mercator 
as the "Authore." This arrangement accentuates the mapmaker's role and 
casts the figure of Atlas as both his prime product and his surrogate. 

Despite this textual insistence, Mercator's association of his b~ok ':ith 
Atlas has frequently been dismissed as conventional classical allusion s~c.e 
the Titan who holds up the world is a fairly frequent emblem for the disci
plines of astronomy and cosmography.52 Several schola:s have "."gued that 
there was no particular significance to Mercator's nannng and it is largely 
due to chance that a book of maps is today called an "atlas" rather than a 
"theater."s3 Yet, Mercator seems to disavow this interpretation. The muscu-
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lar man on the title page is utterly unlilte conventional allegorical depictions 
of Atlas, which typically show an old man bent over, straining under the 
weight he carries on his back. Indeed, the book's context and paratexts sug
gest that this historical choice may actually reflect an important conceptual 

I 
shift rather than mere accident. 

Ortelius's '!heatrnm orbis terrarum, which set the standard for geographic 
atlases, exploits the favorite early modern metaphor of the world as a the
ater, a stage for human action, and envisions the map book-and by ex
tension, the world-as a space of representation and performance.54 But 
where for Ortelius the mapping of the world is a narrative enumeration or 
collection of worldly knowledge which invites contemplation of historical 
and political action, Mercator's book places the accent on the technical craft 
of making the world. The Atlas displays the world's underlying structure, 
much as Vesalius's De ... fabrica sought to reveal the making and structure 
of the human body. For Mercator, the mapping of the world is a revelation 
that maltes the invisible whole visible to human eyes at a glance; it is a 
meditation on form, order, and the act of making itself. 

The Atlas's Atlas is a malter and measurer-his fingers imitate the shape 
of a compass-and he towers over puny replicas of the great world. He sits 
on a large rock, which may represent the hilltop of contemplation, and 
controls the globe with effortless authority.55 The finger-compass, a rich 
trope in sixteenth century paintings, -prints, and illustrations, symbolizes 
intellectual exploration and technical expertise, political dominion, creative 
power, and moral salvation. Visually, the dynamic energy of his pose sug
gests depictions of the creator God in medieval and Renaissance painting; 
his gestures activate a rhetoric that recalls classical and Christian evocations 
of God as a deus Jaber, an artifex maximus. 56 

The composition of the title page suggests that the figure may also refer 
to the mapmalter himself, since the marble plinth proclaims the name of 
the author: Gerardus Mercator of Rupehnonde, Cosmographer to the Most 
Illustrious Duke ofJiilich and Cleve. This identification is enhanced by the 
book's next image, a portrait of Mercator (fig. 8), also holding compasses 
and a globe, in a gesture that imitates both the Titan who challenged di
vine authority and the divine creator himself.57 If the visual associations 
were not sufficiently explicit, Johannes Mercator's poem, ''On Atlas I by his 
grandfather, Gerardus Mercator," which follows some pages later, claims 
that Mercator saw himself as an Atlas-figure: "And because the virtue of the 
loftiest men is to be imitated, I my grandfather took this man [Atlas) as an 
example for himself."58 
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FIGURE a. [Portrait] (after Frans Hogenberg), from Gerhard Mercator, Atlas (Duis

blll'g, i595). Comtesy of the Library of Congress; reproduced from an original in the 
Geography and Map Division. 

This triple association of the body on the title page with classical mythol
ogy, creative (Christian) divinity, and the mapmalter's own craft suggests 
Mercator's quest for an emblem that would effuctively represent the ambi
tion of his book. Mercator's Atlas stands for all would-be worldmakers by 
emphasizing the centrality of the human body in attempts to comprehend 
the world- a world that can ouly be known through the partial vision and 
particular materiality of an individual. But that body also represents the 
knowing self who stands in the image of an all-knowing God, seeking to 
capture in a single cartographic gaze an omniscient consciousness of the 
whole. Here, the artisan-mapmalter is closest to the deus artifex in his physi
cal task of recreating an image of the world since he too is a malter: the 
artisan's knowledge is elevated by analogy to the creative deity. 

The history of scientific epistemology is also a history of the self, suggest 
Daston and Galison in their monumental account of the making of scientific 
objectivity." The authority of the scientific atlas before 1800 and its claims 
to truth and epistemic legitimacy, they argue, depend on the mediation of a 
sagacious scientific practitioner who takes on an instrumental role in mak:-
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ing the knowledge displayed in the book's representative images. Such a fig
ure guaranteed the work's truth-value by virtue of his own skill and stature 
as a knower; the book and the body of the knowledge it put forth drew their 
power frojlil the body of their maker. Though Daston and Galison focus on 
the eighteenth century as a distinctive moment in the development of this 

epistemic ideal, Mercator's shaping of a precise textual presence-his craft
iog of Atlas as a mythic doppelganger and "scientific self"-suggests how; 
at its very ioception, the genre of the atlas relied on an epistemic bond be
tween self and world. Far from eliminating the hand of the artist-scientist io 
the making of knowledge, Mercator flaunts it.6° For the earliest atlases were 

anatomical and geographic, and, by the nattn·e of their subjects, were forced 
iota metaphoric and metaphysical territory: to open up a human body or to 
reveal the harmonious structure of the world demanded a god's-eye view, 
an imitation of the creator in the act of reconstruction. 

Mercator's Atlas is therefore situated at the threshold.between mortals 
and immortals, a "<lieu horn.me" who literally embraces the cosmos even 
as he measures and contemplates it." Followiog mythographers such as 
Conti and historians such as Diodorus Siculus, Mercator adopts a euhemer
istic interpretation of classical myth, identifying Atlas as a Phoenician kiog, 
though the genealogy he deduces owes much to Hesiod, Homer, and Ovid.62 

Mercator's iconography rationalizes the task of holdiog up the world as 
a metaphor for the intellectual grasp of its structure: Diodorus explains 
the mythic depiction of Atlas as an expression of his command of astrol
ogy and knowledge of the spheres." This naturalization of Atlas also opens 
the possibility for the deification of a heroic human-here, heroism associ
ated with knowledge-makiog-and Mercator's adoption of the Titan as a 
model might suggest his own claim to such a transformative achievement. 64 

Mythography and humanist letters here enhance and legitimate empirical 
science. 

Significantly, while Mercator emphasizes the learning, skill, and no bil
ity of Atlas in his explication, he strategically glosses over the best-known 
classical tale associated with hiro: his participation in the Titans' rebellion 
against Zeus, a tale of gigantomachy that in the Renaissance had become a 
charged allegory for challenges to divine and divinely sanctioned political 
authority. But the story lurks in his stated sources, Diodoius and Euse
bius, and its conspicuous absence signals the dangers that a self-consciously 
human worldmaker posed to theological, political, and social orthodoxies. 
Mercator-an irenicist and an Erasmian-may have perceived, exploited, 
but shied away from an aggressive exploration of these potentials. To claim 
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that humans, even modestly born artisans, could be worldmaker t 
·thruz· . swaso 

rruse e z~~ possibility that access to cosmic form and global structure 
was not th~ privilege of an elite fuw but was attainable by the dint of reason 
and experience. More insidiously, it was to suggest a fluidity betw _ 

h b . . een 
per aps a su Stitution of-the divine by the human· the Id' h 

h . · war s s ape was 
per aps ultunately knowable ouly through artificial human fabrications. 

In God's Image 

In his own lifetime, Mercator became a symbol for the triumph of the mod
erns over the ancients and a scientific model for future generations. But 
he was most celebrated as a seer who held the universe in his mind's eye, 
a prophet who couid reveal the true relations between the earth and the 
heavens. The prefatory matter of the Atlas emphasizes these aspects of Mer
cator's achievement. ''With heaven as auspice I espied all the earth, I rec
onciling things below with those above. I Through me, the stars of heaven 
shine in maps," claims Mercator ventriloquized by Johann Metellus. More 
prosaically, Lambert Lithocomos insists on the totality of Mercator's reach, 
which "revealed the breadth of the nniversal orb, I and everything there 
was in the universal orb."104 But it is the humanist Bernardus Furmerius 
who offers a striking poetic counterpart to the title image of the worldmak
ing Atlas: 

He joined the stars to the earth and added the sacred to the profane, 
rectifying both at once, 

As a mathematician, he described the stars with hi_s cunning rod, 

and gave them to be observed in a little globe. 
He brought together the broad orb of the earth into maps, .. 

. ................................................ . 
He uncovered the sacred mysteries of the prophets 

and commanded Christ's four heralds to march in step. 
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And he did these things so as to surpass all past 
artists, on his own, and by his own hand.105 

Mythic Titan and mortal cosmographer merge in this invocation. The task 
of worldmaking, its unprecedented achievement and its all-encompassing 
scope, ~ut beyond traditional disciplinary boundaries, merging science, art, 
philosophy; and theology, as Mercator simultaneously analyzes details and 
brings them into synthesis and universal harmony. 

The quest to describe the world as a whole and attaiu a complete under
standing of its parts demands superhuman capacity and precipitates an 
implicit confrontation betvveen human and divine makers. In Fumerius's 
epigraph, Mercator is no mere mapmaker. He joins the stars to the earth, 
combiues the sacred and the profane, displays an entire vision of the world, 
demarcates the boundaries of its kingdoms, and establishes with certaiuty 
the progression of historical time. M.ercator even uncovers the mysteries of 
the prophets and reconciles the four Gospels. The hymnic quality of these 
images, drawn in part from the Psalms, accentuates the implicit comparison 
to diviue power and places the Atlas in a tradition that draws on Ptolemaic 
cosmography but transcends it. Where cosmographers such as Miinster, 
Thevet, and Anania carefully dissociate themselves from diviue analogy, 
subordinating cosmography to theology, Furmerius's vision of Mercator sug
gests that the two disciplines may ultimately be inseparable in their scope. 

The "Praefatio in Atlantis," presumably written by Mercator himself, 
further strengthens such a claim: 

I have set this man Atlas, so notable for his erudition, humaneness, and wis
dom, as a model for my imitation, so far as my genius and strength suffice, 
as I begin to contemplate cosmography as though in the lofty mirror of the 
mind . ... Beginning from the creation, I shall enumerate all its parts and con

template them naturally so that the causes of things shall be evident. ... Thus 
I shall lay out the whole world as though in a mirror, so that there shall be 
certain rudiments for finding the causes of things and attaining wisdom and 
prudence, sufficient to lead.the reader to higher speculati.ons.106 

Mercator's language here echoes Paul to the Corinthians, particularly the 
famous image of seeing through a mirror darkly (1 Cor. i3:12): he imagines 
his own mind as a "lofty mirror," which finds a connterpart in the world 
whose contents will be laid out in his book, "as though in a mirror." Know
ing self, world, and the book of cosmic knowledge become coextensive 
and iuseparable; they are self-reflecting mirrors and images of each other. 
Mercator's vision is suffused with a rhetoric of revelation. He becomes a 
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prophet-scientist of the cosmos enumerating "all its parts" and uncoveriug 
"the causes of things." 

Significantly, his goal is not the accumulation of knowledge as an end 
iu itself. Knowledge of the world is a means to moral knowledge ("good 
ends'~; it begets "wisdom and prudence" and leads to "higher specula
tions." Mercator's emphasis on knowledge in the service of the good life 
remiuds us that for much of the medieval and early modern periods, the 
world (mundus) was also associated with evils of worldliness that threatened 
to take humanity further away from salvation. By placing the world withiu 
a powerfully moral sclieme and subordinating universal knowledge to indi
vidual ethical action, Mercator rewrites an ancient moralistic discourse that 
opposed knowledge of the world to a (much-desired) knowledge of God. 

This recourse to divine omniscience also links world maps to the tradi
tion of geographia sacra (sacred geography). Cosmographers, like the natural 
philosophers, tended to follow Saint Paul's dictum that individuals reacli 

. toward diviue iutelligence through the contemplation of nature. Even when 
the world is subject to a mathematical graticule, the fact of measure, pro
portion, and calculation belongs to an iuvisible and higher order of thiugs. 
European cosmography from the niuth to the seventeenth century thus 
overtly mobilizes Christian ideology, promoting readings of the "book of 
the world" that are intended to assure the viewer that nature reflects the 
genius of creation. Maps become aids to contemplation, used to apprehend 
divine intervention in the phenomenal world.107 This is the explicit purpose 
of the cartographic program in the Bib Zia Regi.a (the Antwerp Royal Polyglot 
Bible), produced by Benito Arias Montanus at the Plantin Press between 

i568 and i573, the same period during which Ortelius published the 'I'he
atrum (also with Plantin) and Mercator produced his famous navigational 
world map projection, Nova et aucta orbis terrae descriptio. Studies of maps 
and religion in the early modern world have, however, been largely con
fined to explicitly biblical maps or those that overtly depict ecclesiastical 
power, thereby excluding connections between overtly religious and seem
ingly secular maps.108 Though the sheer number of maps of the Holy Land 
produced in this period make it the most popular region to be depicted, 
almost as many world maps were made as maps of the Holy Land-a fact 
that highlights the theological dimensions of the cosmographic project.109 

There is an important and repeated insistence throughout the sixteenth 
century on the relationship between cosmography and theology as an ex
pression of the analogy between human and diviue worldmaking. By i595, 
Mercator was drawiug on an established set of tropes that would continue 
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FIGURE 1s. Portrait of Andre Thevet (ca. i550). Courtesy of the Bibliotheque natio
nale de France. 

to be used well into the seventeenth centuty. An early portrait of the French 
royal cosmographer Andre Thevet (fig. 15), for instance, shows the author 
holding a compass poised over a globe. The image finds a counterpart in 
the preface to the Cosmographie universe/le (1575), where Thevet describes 
God holding the world in his hands and tutning it between two or three 
fingers. 110 Acutely aware of the parallel between himself and the Creator, he 
qualifies this connection at some length in the preface: 

This discipline of Cosmography, therefore, serves to reveal the vanity of that 
with which we stop ourselves; then, bending our pride, it directs our mind to
ward that which is great and no longer permits it [our mind] to stop itself over 

trivialities. And for this reason I think that there is no science, after Theology, 
that has a greater virtue in making us understand grandeur and divine power, 
and to hold these in admiration, than this one.111 

This doubling of theology and cosmology, creator and cosmographer, 
emerges once again through the iconography of the finger-compass poised 

MAPPING THE BODY, MAPPING THI::. WUKL1.1 

over a globe. Mercator's portrait and the figure of Atlas both evoke tlie im
age, which derives from a long medieval tradition that depicts God as a 
geometer (fig. 16). 112 The .pose in fact is reproduced for a range of figures 
in the period, from Ptolemy to Hondius: a subsequent image in the Atlas, 

first used in the 1613 edition, shows a doubled version of the same topos as 
Mercator sits beside the printer Hondius and both hover over globes within 
an expanded cartouche (fig. 17). 

Too often, these images of world.making have been reduced to expres
sions of conquest-whether intellectual dominion of the natutal world or 
political dominion in the name of empire. They are also, however, images of 
contemplation, reflecting on the world as the product of divine handiwork. 
World maps and atlases were certainly implicated in shaping national iden
tity, imperial desires, and international commercial enterprises - chapters 3 

FIGURE 16. Codex Vindobonensis 2554 (ca.122os). Cod. 2554, fol. iv. Courtesy of the 
Osterreichische Nationalbiblioth.ek, Vienna. 
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FIGURE 17. Gerhard Mercator and Jodocus Hondius, Atlas (Amsterdam, i613). Cour
tesy of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. 

and 4 explore these aspects of cartography and worldmaking in greater de
tail. But, the philosophical contexts of such images reveal how cosmogra
phers could also negotiate a position between two extremes. A celebration 
of scientific progress and the human intellect, mapmaking also sought to 
mimic God, the Original Maker, with appropriate deference. By display
ing the symmetries underlying the world's creation, maps provided a meta
physical, and not merely geographic, orientation. 

. Spiritual Navigation 

Mercator's Atlas was placed on the Index in i603 fur its intellectual and doc
trinal over-reaching. Prime among the reasons for this decision was the in
clusion of a short treatise on the creation of the world, "De mundi creatione 
ac fabrica" (On the Creation and Making of the World), which opens the 
volume, positioning the Atlas at the jnnction of cosmography, theology, and 
natural philosophy. Given Furmerius's quasi-divine presentation of Merca
tor and his own self-conscious worldmaking ambitions, it is not difficult 

to see why the book would run afuul of religious orthodoxies. Mercator's 
work, like that of several contemporaries, was shaped against the clamor 
of religious conflict in post-Reformation Europe and as a direct response to 

it. Cosmography was not, and perhaps could not be, morally disinterested, 
and its practice throws a refracted light onto the spiritual contexts that gave 
the discipline its most profound questions. Recent studies have sought to 
name the complex beliefs of Mercator, Ortelius, and other members of the 
Plantin circle as Lutheran, Erasmian, Melanchthonian, as "spirituals," or 
secret members of the Family of Love. 113 But such identifications are less im
portant than the practical inipact of the religious wars on the early modern 
reimagining of the world. The use of maps as propaganda in national and 
confessional battles has been well documented, but what of their spiritual 
and meditative power? 

In a world whose religious center seemed to have fallen apart-the fall 

of Constantinople on 1453, the sack of Rome in i527, the fragmentation 
of Christendom into small warring centers-geography, particularly the 
synoptic, unifying practice of world-mapping, was imbued with particular 
symbolic power. To bind up the fragmented world and give it coherent form 
provided a vision of harmony, a goal for spiritual contemplation that sought 
to counteract the chaos of ordinary experience. Mercator's biography regis
ters the impact of such tensions: in i544, he was accused of "lutherye" and 
narrowly escaped a death sentence. This early brush with the intolerance 
of religious authorities would profoundly mark his life and career. His first 
two maps-'rerra sancta (a map of the Holy Land showing the Exodus) and 
Orbis imago (the cordiform world map)-both evoke Reformation synibol
ism and locate the mapping enterprise within a religious matrix.114 But his 
near execution for heresy seems to have muted this audacious beginning. 

This relation between mapping and religion in Mercator's work surfaces 
almost nnexpectedly in i569, which saw the publication of both the Chro
nologia and the Nova et aucta orbis terrae descriptio. Jerry Bratton has argued 
that this wall map, which launches the so-called Mercator projection, must 
also be seen as a call for religious toleration. A spatial connterpart to the 
temporal project of establishing a universal chronology, which required 
reconciling seemingly incompatible historical data, Nova et aucta orbis de
manded a similar reconciliation of the spherical earth onto a rectangular, 
two-dimensional plane. Bratton suggests that the mathematics behind Mer
cator's straightened loxodromes celebrate a spiritual cursus obliquus, an 
oblique course through a worldly existence: "instead of exhibiting a confi
dent Eurocentrism, Mercator's world map would provide an oblique rejec-
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tion of such values and a search for a larger picture of harmony across uni
versal space and time. "115 Whether or not one accepts his allegorical reading 
of the rhumb line, Brotton's intuition that the "navigational use" for which 
Mercator intended his great wall map was spiritual rather than imperial is 
utterly convincing. 

For Mercator also dabbled in theological co=entary, though he kept 
his work out of public view, given his brush with religious persecution. 
Walter Ghim speaks of a compilation of the Gospels to produce a "continu
ous evangelical history," commentaries on Paul's Letter to the Romans that 
attempt "to solve ... several controversies of our time concerning divine 
providence, predestination and free will" and also "several chapters on Eze
kiel, on the Apocalypse and others."116 These reflections culminate in the 
posthumously published "De mundi creatione," an extended co=entary 
on Genesis that opens the Atlas by returning to origins and imagining the 
material fabrication of man and world; In a striking departure from all pre
vious map books and would-be atlases, the first part of the Atlas is thus not a 
world map but rather an extended meditation on the Creation. 

Mercator completed this treatise in the final years of his life, consider
ing it his greatest achievement- In a letter from i583, he writes, "Although 
this is the last part of my work, it will nonetheless be the most important, 
indeed the very base and summit of the whole .... This will be the goal 
of my labor, this will mark the end of my work. "117 "De mun di" begins 
with a rumination on "the scope of all cosmography," a claim that recalls 
the opening lines of Ptolemy's Geographia with its attempt to establish the 
scope of the discipline. But rather than technical definition, the reader is 
invited into a celebration of divinity: "For any mind considering ... the 
construction of this earthly machine, it is axiomatic that God, its author, 
is of immeasurable powei:; wisdom, and goodness- ... For this is our goal 
while we treat of cosmography: that from the marvelous harmony of all 
things toward God's sole end, and the unfathomable providence in their 
composition, God's wisdom will be seen to be infinite, and his goodness 
inexhaustible."us Neo-Stoic rhetoric and the worldmaking iconography of 
the book's prefatory material are crystallized here, as Mercator places the 
cosmographer's art in the shadow of divine creation. To witness the "frame 
of the world" is to witness the power of the deity. The atlas thus becomes a 
revelatory "book of nature." 

The historical significance of ''De mundi creatione" lies in its generic 
fluidity and unique position. Despite the theological pretensions of other 
geographers, no one had presumed to write a treatise on Genesis and incor-
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porate it into a cosmography. To do so was to argue that mapping derived 
from a worldview based on the Bible and that it had an instrumental role in 
enhancing human understanding of the cosmos. Cosmograpbic works such 
as the Atlas were no mere imitations of the world; they were explications of 
it. If the figure of Atlas points to the humanistic learning of the Renaissance, 
"De mundi" indicates a close allegiance with post-Reformation commentar
ies and annotations on the Bible. The work rightly takes its place within 
the tradition ofhexameral writing-texts in prose or poetry that celebrated 
God's creation of the world in six days. Though often considered a medieval 
genre, hexam.era enjoyed a revival in the late sixteenth century; Mercator's 
treatise belongs alongside such works as Guillaume Du Bartas's La sepmaine 
and Torquato Tasso's Sette giorni del mondo creato. 119 It is also the intellectual 
and bibliographic heir to Hartmann Schedel's Liber chronicarum (Nurem
berg, 493), which offered a historic and geographic account of the world 
from the creation to the present. Ostensibly affirmations of the marvels of 
creation, these hexam.era are poignant responses to a crisis of world order: 
they record apprehensions over the nature of the world and seek to allay in
tellectual fears with new, often ingenious interpretations of scriptural texts. 

Mercator's prose hexam.eron is no exception. It reconciles new geo
graphic discoveries with the account in Genesis and effectively reinterprets 
Biblical texts to explain the observations of explorers, mathematicians, and 
natural philosophers. If new knowledge of the world had fractured the intel
lectual consensus of the ancients, it also affected post-Reformation debates 
profoundly. Mercator's purpose is to reestablish the order and harmony of 
all things within a providential scheme: "For this is our goal ... that from 
the marvelous harmony of all things ... God's wisdom will be seen to be in
finite, and his goodness inexhausttble." As the belief in marvelous harmony 
was being assaulted from all sides, Mercator's impossible worldmaking mis
sion contains the seeds of the Enlightenment craving to catalogue the whole 
as well as the old mystical desire for unity and transcendence. 

The philosophic interest of ''De mundi creatione,'' like that of Du Bar
tas's La sepmaine, lies in its attempt to grapple with the nature of matter, 
specifically its origin and properties, without succumbing to Lucretian athe
ism. Mercator seeks to reconcile the classical idea of chaos and the doctrine 
of the creation ex uihilo; rejecting the Platonists' division between form 
and matter, he seems to suggest-quite heretically in some quarters-that 
the origin of all things is a divinely created "first matter'' that suspiciously 
resembles chaos. This original, divine matter then becomes the basis for a 
theory of unity despite the immense diversity observed in all earthly forms. 
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Though the treatise has been dismissed as a Neoplatonizing account of cre
ation, it participates in a complex pan-European meditation on the nature 
of the cosmos, its materiality and structure, as well as the place of human 
beings within that universal frame. Filled with catalogues of places, plants, 
animals, and even a miniature theory of the origin of human culture, the 
treatise 'deserves greater attention for the ways in which its philosophical 
underpinnings frame the compendious "description of the world" in the 
maps that follow. 

Mercator's ambitions demand that the Atlas be read alongside such late 
sixteenth-century writers as Postel, Du Eartas, Lef'evre de la Eoderie, Louis 
le Roy, Dee, and Spenser. Like these figures who fought to cut through 
masses of new information, see beyond diversity, and uncover the harmony 
of the cosmos, "De mundi" aims to transform how we see the world, pen
etrating into its originary mysteries even as the Atlas reveals the structure 
of the world to the mortal human gaze. Mercator delicately balances the 
desire for omniscience with the limits of human knowing as he calibrates 
the mapmaker's representational ability with creative speculation. The in
formal title he used for the treatise that would become ''De mundi" captures 
this doubleness-"cosmopoeia," the creative making of the world.120 

CHAPTER TWO 

On Cosmographic Autobiography: 
Montaigne's Essais 

"Our world has just discovered another world," writes Michel de Montaigne 
in the late i58os, "and who will guarantee us that it is the last of its brodiers, 
since the daemons, the Sibyls, and we ourselves have up to now been igno
rant of this one?"1 In "Des coches," the Essais's long meditation on the Span
ish discovery and conquest of die New World, die "very inlage of the world 
which glides along as we live in it" is like a mirage beyond the grasp of hu
man knowledge, perpetually multiple in its many forms.2 New knowledge 
had opened a wound, bodi spatial and temporal, from which die very con
ception of the world had yet to recover. As the euphoria of discovery gave 
w~y to conquest, commerce, and die scrutiny oflong-cherished intellectual 
certainties, early modern Europe was faced with a teeming multiplicity that 
threatened to destroy traditional structures of audiority and understanding. 

~ Montaigne captures this esprit du temps with an elegiac quotation from Lu
cretius: "This age is broken down, and broken down is the earth."3 

SELF AND WORLD 

Recording and reacting to tliis upheaval of historical and geographic propor
tions, Montaigne makes "the world" one of his primary subjects alongside 
the relentless self-exploration that is his professed theme. Monde [world] is 
a keyword for die Essais- an all-encompassing category that barely contains 
the plediora of customs, cultures, peoples, beliefs, opinions, attitudes, and 
anecdotes that fill the work's pages. The proliferating fullness of the world 
is the great bulwark against which Montaigne interrogates the self.4 Monde 
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11. "Geographia designat:rix imitatio e[st] tori.us cogniti orbis cum his quae fere universaliter 
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29-30. 
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Renaissance Learning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Devon L. Hodges, Renaissance 

Fictions of Anatomy (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1985); and Jonathan Sawday, 
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phy, King Lear," South Central Review 26, no.1-2 (2009): 42-81, and "Mapping the Global Body," 
in Early Modern Visual Culture: Representation, Race and Empire in Renaissance England, ed. Peter 

Erickson and Clark Hulse (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 44-97. Traub's 
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25. On this topic seeJean-Frans:ois Staszak, La giographie d'avant la giographie: le cHmat chez 
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27. Despite the development of new interdisciplinary fields in medical humanism and medical 

geography, the still operative disciplinary divisions between histories of medicine and cartography 
obscure seemingly important connections between the development of medical and geographic 
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illustration and prints rarely consider map books alongside books on instrument making, botany, 

or anatomy, though they were frequently printed at the same presses and involved overlapping 
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i.628), 3. On the astrological significance of the sun and heart, see Eugenio Garin, Astrology in the 

Renaissance: The Zodiac of Life {London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, i.983), u. 
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37. On astrology in Louvain, and Mercator's involvement in the field, see Van den Broecke, 
Limits of Influence; and Annelies van Gijsen, "L'astrologie," in Girard Mercator Cosmographe: Le 
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39. On the geographic particularities of the map vis-a-vis its contemporaries, see Gilbert A. 

Cam, "Gerard Mercator: His 'Orb is Imago' of i.538," Bulletin of the New York Public Library 41, 
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outside the class-status of"artisan,'' see Zuber, "Armchair Discovery." 

52. On the iconography of Atlas, see James R. Akerman, "Atlas, la genese d'un titre," in Gerardi 
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cator und d£e geistigen Strifmungen des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts, ed. Hans H. Blotevogel and Rienk. 
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71. Indeed, while defending his choice to translate the title of Ptolemy's Geography as Cos

mographia, Jacopo d'Angelo, the first translator of the text into Latin, celebrated the term as an 
equivalent to the Lati.ll mundus. See the dedicatory epistle to Pope Alexander V, in Cosmographia, 

ed. Filippo Beroaldo, trans. Jacopo D' Angelo (Bologna, 1477), Ar. 
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published between 1477 and 1600 (Akerman, "From Books with Maps,'' 8-9). These figures are 
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and the Med#erranean, ed. J. B. Harley and David Woodward (Chicago: University of Chicago 
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Library, 1987). 
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gondy's, in a throwback. to older Ptolemaic editions, contains a long prefatorial "essai" on the 
development of geography followed by the maps. The "Orbis vetus" in this edition corresponds 
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and Geo-visualization 24, no.1 (1987): 24-46. 
89. Blaeu, Atlas Maior, siue, Cosmographia Blauiana, 6 (following "Orbis Terrarwn" section). 

Sanson's detailed "tables geographiques" for the world and each of its regions in the Atlas nou-veau 

may derive from this kind of schematic diagram in Blaeu's atlas. The publication success of the 
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iam omnia conplexus est neque est quicquam, quod non insit in eo, perfectus undique est'' (Mar
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