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A BRIEF HISTORY OF GLOBES

Fig. 1
Farnese Atlas, c. AD 150. 
Archaeological Museum, Naples.    

Globes today are spherical maps of the earth or the heavens, and 
their surfaces, full of detail and colour, always draw our interest 
and hold our attention. This book shows that in the past they 
were much more than this. The engraved brass meridian rings 
and printed horizon rings encircling old globes were not merely 
decorative features. They were there for a purpose. A terrestrial 
globe represented the earth and a celestial globe represented 
the heavens. Together, as a pair, they allowed the relationship 
between the heavens and the earth to be explored and 
demonstrated. Globes were more complex objects than they 
initially appear, and they could be used to perform many 
tasks. They played a significant role in the distribution of new 
knowledge and they encapsulated the need to find our place 
in the cosmos.

The printed globe, as we know it today, emerged in the early 
sixteenth century. Around this time several factors came together 
to make it possible and timely for globes to be produced in 
greater numbers on a commercial basis. We know that globes – 
terrestrial and celestial – were made before 1500, but very 
few have survived. Those we know about were one-off items, 
made for a specific purpose or person, and they were few and 
far between. 

The idea of making spherical models of the earth and 
heavens originated with the ancient Greeks. It seems the concept 
of the earth as a sphere was first postulated around the time of 
Pythagoras in the sixth century bc. This idea gradually came to  
be accepted by other thinkers of the ancient world. Plato (c. 429–
347 bc) alludes to the earth being like a leather ball in his Phaedo 

of 380 bc, and Aristotle (384–322 bc) too was convinced that  
the earth was spherical. The first record of an actual globe being  
made is found in verse written by the poet Aratus of Soli (c. 315–
240/239 bc), who describes a celestial sphere with the stars drawn 
on it made by Eudoxus of Cnidus (c. 408–355 bc). Plato, Aristotle 
and Eudoxos all theorised about an earth-centred universe. Crates 
of Mallos (active around 150 bc) is known for the construction  
of a large terrestrial globe that showed the earth divided into  
four distinct habitable regions. There are other references to 
globes being used in teaching, but these very early globes have  
not survived and it is not known how they were made or what 
they looked like.

The interest shown by the thinkers of classical times in both 
the world around them and the visible heavens culminated in  
the work of Claudius Ptolemy of Alexandria (c. ad 90–c. 168).  
His principal works – the Geographia, a description of the known 
world, and the Almagest, a treatise on astronomy – were of great 
importance and influence, because for the first time spherical 
co-ordinates were used to locate the position of places and stars. 
The earliest extant globe, dating from around ad 150, is the well-
known Farnese Atlas, located in the Archaeological Museum in 
Naples. Featuring a celestial globe, this carved marble sculpture 
depicts Atlas carrying the weight of the heavens on his shoulders. 
There are two other celestial globes dating from the same 
general period. Both are chased (that is, the design is punched 
and hammered) metal globes. One of them, a brass globe much 
smaller in size (11 centimetres/4¼ inches), is known as the Mainz 
globe, because it belongs to the Romano-Germanic Central 
Museum, Mainz. The other (6.3 centimetres/2½ inches) is made 
from silver. Known as the Kugel globe, it is in private ownership. 
After this time, knowledge of the ancients declined in the 
Christian world and there are very few references to the making  
of globes for a thousand years.



T H E  G L O B E S 45

2

TERRESTRIAL GLOBE GORES, 1507

Martin Waldseemüller
Woodcut

James Ford Bell Library, University of Minnesota
Facsimile globe made by Sylvia Sumira, 2007, 12 cm (4¾ in.).

Private collection

Martin Waldseemüller (1470–1521), who worked in Saint Dié in France, is probably 
best known for his large world map Universalis Cosmographia published in 1507. 
He also made the earliest extant printed gores, although no set mounted on a globe 
survives. Cartographically, both map and globe are of great significance for they 
show the word ‘America’ for the first time. Whereas Waldseemüller’s map was large 
(248 x 136 centimetres/8 feet 1½ inches x 4 feet 5½ inches), the globe is essen-
tially a tiny distillation of the map, with a diameter of about 12 centimetres (4¾ 
inches). Only a few copies of the flat gores, printed using the woodcut technique, 
have survived. They look crude compared with later globes, but Waldseemüller’s 
gores show the introduction of a completely new technical and practical aspect to 
globe-making. To accompany the map and globe, Waldseemüller wrote a text, 
Cosmographiae introductio, which gave an introduction to cosmography, explained 
the principles of geometry and astronomy, and described the recent geographical 
discoveries illustrated on his map and, in reduced form, on his globe. The globe seen 
here is a modern replica made to show how the gores would have looked mounted 
on a sphere.
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THE CHINESE GLOBE (TERRESTRIAL GLOBE), 1623

Painted, 59 cm (23 in.) 
British Library, London

Called ‘the Chinese Globe’, and the earliest extant terrestrial globe known to have 
been made in China, this unique and rather beautiful terrestrial globe differs from 
the other globes in this book because it is painted rather than printed, and was not 
made in the West, but it shows a coming together of Western Renaissance thought 
and Chinese culture. Jesuit missionaries had been active in China since the late 
sixteenth century and, in addition to religion, they brought with them a European 
understanding of science. They were, however, eager to learn about Chinese culture 
and engage with scholars at the Ming Court. Manuel Dias (1574–1659) and Nicolo 
Longobardi (1565–1655), to whom the globe is attributed, were Jesuit scholars who 
became highly respected at court. Their names appear on the globe as Yang Ma-no 
and Long Hua-min. It is not clear whether the globe was commissioned by the 
Emperor or whether it was made as a gift. The globe gives a Western view of the 
world as it was then known, which was quite different from Chinese maps that 
showed China at the centre but gave little information about the rest of the world. 
The text is in Chinese and it explains the concepts of longitude and latitude, and how 
astronomical observations can be used. It also incorporates references to Chinese 
ideas about magnetism, which preceded Western understanding of this phenomenon. 

There are references to Chinese celestial globes dating back to the fifth century 
ad, but none has survived. There is also an account of an earlier terrestrial globe, 
which has not survived, having been made in 1603, again under the guidance of  
the Jesuits. 
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POCKET GLOBE, c. 1715

Johann Baptist Homann 
Engraved, 7 cm (2¾ in.) 
British Library, London

Shortly after 1700 the map-maker Johann Baptist Homann (1664–1724) founded 
his own publishing house in Nuremberg; it went on to become the most impor-
tant publisher of maps and atlases in Germany. After his death his son carried on 
the business, which lasted well into the nineteenth century. Homann collaborated 
with several globe-makers, among them Johann Gabriel Doppelmayr (1671–1750) 
and Christoph Eimmart (1638–1705). Homann published only one pair of globes 
himself, in the form of a pocket globe. As is usual, the terrestrial globe is housed 
in a leather case and lined with celestial gores, which are concave, so we see the 
heavenly constellations as from the earth. However, with this example, rather than 
being solid, the terrestrial globe is a hollow wooden sphere. The northern and 
southern hemispheres can be pulled apart and inside the globe we find a miniature 
armillary sphere made from card, with an illustrated zodiacal band, complete with a 
sun at the centre. The legend in the cartouche informs us that recent observations by 
the Académie Royale des Sciences in Paris were used in the plotting of both globes. 
On the terrestrial globe, as we have seen elsewhere, California is shown as an island.
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opposite
The mechanism of the selenographia.

above
The small ball at the front is a terrestrial globe. 
The selenographia gives an expanded view  
of the moon from the earth.



T H E  G L O B E S 203

54

TERRESTRIAL UMBRELLA GLOBE, c. 1860

John Betts
Colour lithographed, 40 cm (15 ¾ in.)

British Library, London

A globe, even one of modest diameter, can be cumbersome and difficult to move 
about when placed in a stand. It is no surprise, then, that some thought was given 
to imaginative and ingenious designs for making globes more portable. John Betts 
(active 1844–75), who made a variety of educational aids for the teaching of geogra-
phy, developed two solutions. His first portable globe, published about 1850, with 
a diameter of 13 centimetres (5 inches), comprised eight cardboard gores, linked 
together by string drawn through an ivory toggle. When the toggles were pulled 
together, the gores expanded to form an approximation of a sphere. Betts’s ‘umbrella’ 
globe, for which he is best known and which is illustrated here, comprises eight 
gores of linen, sewn together and mounted onto a metal frame with struts, with 
an umbrella-like mechanism. Though these globes have a novelty value, their geo-
graphical content is accurate and they show some of the most recent discoveries of 
the time.

Another type of collapsible globe was made by George Pocock (1774–1843) and 
his son, Ebenezer (active 1830). George had an interest in air pumps and together, 
around 1830, the Pococks made inflatable globes in three large sizes of 61, 91.5 and 
122 centimetres (24, 36 and 48 inches). They had to be lightweight in order to inflate, 
so they were made from very thin, gore-shaped paper segments. Spectacular when 
fully inflated, they were extremely fragile and therefore not very practical. They did, 


