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A Changing World: Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographia from 1544—BT3.187.1(2) 
 
The library of New College, Oxford, contains a vast amount of early printed material from the 
sixteenth century. A particular highlight from this collection has to be Sebastian Münster’s 
Cosmographia from 1544. A rare first edition, the book in New College Library is the only copy in 
any academic library in the United Kingdom. Ambitious in scope, in this work Münster wanted to 
create a volume that would encompass all of human knowledge, writing in the preface that ‘the art 
of cosmography concerns itself not only with the countries, habitations and lives of the various 
people of the earth, but also with . . . strange animals, trees . . . the habits, customs, laws, and 
governments of men’.1 As such, the unfolding chapters lead the reader on a tour of the known 
world, revealing the geography, history, and theology of sixteenth-century Europe. This note will 
discuss its significance in terms of the European Renaissance and the history of the book, before 
finally investigating how it came to arrive in the college’s collections. 
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On the other hand, though, a closer look at the Cosmographia reveals that it can by no means 
be described as a purely medieval text. Münster’s complete description of the world may contain 
many gaps, but it is not completely incorrect. Instead, its detailed descriptions of the cities, states, 
and customs of Europe were built up over a large period of time, and contain much useful and 
accurate knowledge. Indeed, the Cosmographia was the result of eighteen years of work by Münster 
and the result of a long research process. To ensure its accuracy, Münster completed long trips 
around his native Germany to collect empirical data. Where it was not possible to collect such 
data, he made use of an extensive network of contacts from across Europe to both collect and 
clarify his sections on specific countries.9 Münster clearly wanted to ensure that his Cosmographia 
was as accurate as possible. 
 

 
 

New College Library, Oxford, BT3.187.1(2), a woodcut map of north-eastern Europe 

 
The results of this more scientific research process can again be glimpsed in the woodcuts 

included throughout the text. The detailed, and surprisingly accurate, map shown here depicts 
north-eastern Europe, focusing on Lithuania, Estonia, Sweden, Finland, and Russia. The 
Cosmographia may include elements from the medieval mappae mundi elsewhere, but this more 
modern map represents a clear departure from that earlier tradition. It not only makes use of 
Münster’s research process, but begins to set the format that would be taken for all modern maps, 
with the map facing north. In medieval Europe, maps had instead often ‘placed Jerusalem at their 
centre, with little or no attempt to understand or represent the wider world’.10 Münster therefore 

                                                           
9 McLean, Cosmographia, p. 145. 
10 Brotton, The Renaissance, p. 79. 
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broke away from medieval tradition in the Cosmographia, creating woodcut maps that are 
recognisably modern. Indeed, it became such a renowned geographical text upon publication that 
it influenced Ortelius’s famed Theatrum orbis terrarum,11 considered to be the first truly modern 
atlas.12 Thanks to Münster’s scholarship and research, the Cosmographia was a text that gained 
authority throughout Europe. 

Münster, therefore, represents a world in flux. Although respecting certain medieval 
viewpoints, the Cosmographia shows that he is starting to divert from established norms. Like his 
contemporaries, his extensive research process shows him to be a man who was clearly insatiably 
curious about the world around him, refusing to take anything at face value. As such, he has been 
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The provenance note (above), and accompanying inscription in the New College Library Benefactors’ Book (below) 
 

 
 

Fortunately, the provenance of this important work is clearly documented. A note at the 
start of the book, pictured above left, reads ‘Liber collegii santæ Mariæ Winton in Oxon, ex dono 

Joannis Owenii . . . socii . . . 1591 Aug:1⁰’. It is, therefore, certain that the Cosmographia was donated 
to the library by the Welshman John Owen (1563/5–1622?). This fact is further supported by the 
accompanying entry in the Benefactors’ Book for the Library. A Fellow of New College, Owen 
became distinguished in his life for his perfect mastery of the Latin language and his ability to write 
epigrams. A staunch Puritan, in later life Owen turned his wit and criticism towards the Catholic 
Church. Consequently, his books of Epigrammata were placed on the Index Librorum 
Prohibitorum in 1654.21 

Owen donated the 1544 edition of the Cosmographia to New College Library in 1591, during 
his final year as a Fellow. In this year, he decided to leave Oxford to take up a teaching position 
near Monmouth. This donation built on his previous generosity, as Owen had already donated 
New College Library’s later—and much more common—Latin edition of the Cosmographia back in 
1584.22 As can be seen above, the Cosmographia is bound together with another volume: the 
Dennmärkische Chronick 
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annotations in the 1544 edition, though, suggest that the text was influential to him, as these 
annotations may have been written in Owen’s hand. Although exact attribution is not possible, the 
fact that the annotations are in Latin clearly points to Owen. His mastery of Latin is clear from his 
epigrams, so it would definitely be a language he would know better than Münster’s original 
German. At any rate, the number of annotations shows a clear engagement with the text, 
demonstrating the Cosmographia’s important role in disseminating knowledge throughout Europe. 

In conclusion, Münster’s Cosmographia perfectly encapsulates the rapidly changing Europe 
of the mid-sixteenth century. Although very much still influenced by the medieval world, it 
demonstrates how scholars attempted to reconcile new knowledge with medieval frameworks of 
thought. Likewise, it is a key part of book history. Due to its structure and binding, it represents a 
clear break from medieval book production. In its subsequent editions, its editors further expanded 
on its content and order, refining it to create one of the first encyclopaedias in Europe since the 
age of antiquity. By the late seventeenth century, the Renaissance was largely complete. The 
educated European outlook on the natural world had changed beyond all recognition from what 
it had been in 1500.23 Books such as the Cosmographia played a large part in not only influencing 
this change, but also spreading this knowledge around Europe. New College Library is grateful for 
John Owen’s bequest of the first edition that played a role in this very process. 
 
 

William Shire 
Deputy Librarian 

New College, Oxford 

                                                           
23 Peter Dear, Revolutionizing the Sciences: European Knowledge and its Ambitions, 1500–1700 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2009), p. 164. 


