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Londinum Feracissimi Angliae Regni Metropolis, the first plan in Braun and Hogenberg's 

Civitates Orbis Terrarium. 
 
We can never walk the streets of the London or Moscow or Amsterdam that existed 450 years 
ago, but we do have the next best thing: the ornate and evocative city plans of Georg Braun and 
Frans Hogenberg.  What makes their plans so special is their ability to capture not just the broad 
layout of a city, but its essence.  They go beyond the specific details of geography, landscape, 
and architecture to give us a taste of each city's unique economy, culture, and soul.  Braun and 
Hogenberg gave the world a true gift with their Civitates Orbis Terrarum: an intimate impression 
of hundreds of cities that have since been transformed by time.  
 
The Civitates Orbis Terrarum was the first truly modern city atlas.  It spans six volumes and 
consists of 363 plates featuring plans and views of more than 450 towns and cities, along with 
some heraldic plates and one map (covering Denmark).  Volume I was published in 1572; the 
sixth and final volume was published in 1617.  Each volume was published in Latin, German, 
and French editions.  John Goss, an authority on antique maps, atlases, and travel books, 
describes the Civitates as "a celebration of the European city" and "one of the great books of 
the world."  Four centuries after the series' completion, its city plans and views continue to 
fascinate collectors, scholars, urbanists, architects, and history buffs. 
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Decorative title page from Volume I 
of a Latin edition. 

 
Advances in printmaking, etching, and copperplate engraving techniques at the end of the 16th 
century set the stage for the Civitates, while a growing mastery of perspective and geometry 
made its stunning bird's-eye views possible.  There were city plans before the Civitates, but they 
were often either large-scale, separately-issued pieces intended to decorate the estates of the 
wealthy and powerful, or so inaccurate as to border on the fantastical.  Hartmann Schedel's 
Nuremberg Chronicle (published in 1493) and Sebastian Münster's Cosmographia (1544) were 
both massively ambitious works containing many small-format woodcut city plans, but neither 
had the range, accuracy, or focus of the Civitates. The Nuremberg Chronicle, for instance, 
included numerous cities printed from the exact same block, while the Cosmographia only 
featured 74 city plans across its 1,200 pages -- and more than a third of those were just focused 
on Germany. 
 
Braun and Hogenberg kept the focus almost exclusively on cities and in over six volumes were 
able to include just about every major town and city on the European radar.  Their copperplate 
views and plans were a different breed from Schedel and Münster's woodcuts.  Although towns 
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and cities were depicted from a variety of angles, Braun preferred oblique bird's-eye views, 
stating that "towns should be drawn in such a manner that the viewer may look into all the 
roads, and streets and see also the buildings and open spaces."  Centuries before Google 
Maps, Braun and Hogenberg attempted to provide both a comprehensive view and a street-
level experience.   
 

 
The fortifications, mosques, ruins and gardens of Damascus, from Damascus, Urbs Nobilissima 

ad Libanum Montem, Totius Syriae Metropolis.  
 
They were also skilled at documenting the economy and culture of these towns and cities. One 
does not have to read Braun's commentaries to get a feel for the industry and social structures 
of the towns; one only has to look at the plan itself.  Fishing towns and bustling port cities are 
shown in glorious detail.  Given the importance of waterways to the trade of the era, Braun and 
Hogenberg were rigorous about their depictions of rivers and the vessels that traversed them.  
On land, the streets often teem with people from various walks of life: peasants, laborers, 
merchants, aristocrats.  There are often figures in the foreground showcasing the customary 
local fashions.  These diligent recordings of local dress earned the Civitates the reputation as 
one of the greatest costume books of all time.  
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Turks from the foreground of Braun and Hogenberg's beautiful plan of Constantinople, 

Byzantium, nunc Constantinopolis. 
 
But Braun's aim with these costumed figures had a more strategic dimension as well.  He was 
paranoid about "blood-thirsty Turks" plundering his work for military secrets during their 
campaigns in southeastern Europe and believed, mostly erroneously, that their Muslim faith 
prevented them from looking upon drawings of fellow human beings.  Although it can be hard to 
tell from many of the peaceful, idyllic views, the Civitates was published during a time of 
violence and conflict.  Although Hogenberg concurrently engraved horrific war scenes for the 
Geschichtsblätter, the chaos and gore of the Eighty Years' War is largely absent from the city 
atlas (although Braun's anger over the conflicts kicked up by the Reformation and Counter-
Reformation did gradually seep into his commentaries).  
 
So how did the expansive, epochal Civitates come together, and who were the men behind it?  
Initially, the series may have been the idea of etcher and engraver Frans Hogenberg, but it was 
chief editor Georg Braun who took on the Herculean task of shaping the work.  The Civitates 
was a colossal collaboration, drawing on hundreds of sources, both classical and contemporary.  
Braun established correspondences with map-makers, artists, town officials, and even his own 
readers.  As Braun wrote in the preface to the 1576 German edition of Volume II, "Should 
anyone not find their home town or native city in either of these first two books, however, I would 
kindly invite them to draw it from life and send it to me."  He compiled information from all of 
these connections to assemble the best city atlas possible.   
 
Born in Cologne in 1541, Braun was likely the son of a glass-maker.  In 1558, he started his 
education with the Jesuits.  Although he eventually left the Order, he completed his studies in 
theology and became an assistant priest in 1565.  That same year, he started work as a private 
tutor to the son of Heinrich Suderman, a politician and merchant with a large and useful network 
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of social contacts.  The first two volumes of the Civitates, published in 1572 and 1575, came 
together under Suderman's roof, with help from his many contacts.   
 

 
Colonia Agrippina, showing the birthplace of Braun (and the Civitates). 

 
Braun lived with the Sudermans until 1577, when he was fortunate enough to be given a 
canonry at the collegiate college of St. George, which afforded him the time to throw himself into 
his work on the subsequent volumes of the atlas.  By the time he was appointed dean of the 
church of St. Maria ad Gradus in 1585, his dedication to editing the Civitates was becoming 
something of a problem.  In the preface to Volume IV, published in 1588, he confesses that he 
had been accused of neglecting his priestly duties for his secular interests.  But he continued in 
his role as editor, encouraged by the influx of submissions from his growing network of 
collaborators, at least until the ultimate volume, published in 1617, which does not include his 
name.  He died in 1622.  
 
Braun's principle partner on the project, the esteemed engraver Frans Hogenberg, was born in 
Mechelen in 1535.  His father Niklaus was an engraver who died just four years after the birth of 
his son.  But Hogenberg and his older brother Remigius still learned their father's trade under 
the tutelage of their stepfather, the cartographer Hendrik Terbruggen.  He worked for Mercator, 
engraving his large world map of 1569, and Ortelius, contributing engravings to his Theatrum 
Orbis Terrarum.  When he relocated to Cologne to flee persecution for his Protestant faith, he 
revolutionized the city's printing and publishing industry by essentially bringing copperplate 
engraving to town.  Hogenberg's work on the Civitates and Geschichtsblätter made him a 
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success.  Although he died in Keulen in 1590, before the completion of the Civitates, his son 
Abraham followed in his footsteps, contributing engravings to the final two volumes and 
publishing Volume VI along with Antonius Hierat.  
 
Although the Civitates is credited to Braun and Hogenberg, its six volumes are in actuality the 
product of countless contributors, among them Heinrich von Rantzau, Danish governor of the 
Duchies of Schleswig and Holstein, who supplied maps, plans, and descriptions, primarily of 
Denmark; Simon van den Neuvel, an engraver who worked on Volumes II and III; and Jacob 
van Deventer, who was behind 48 of the plan views in Volumes III and IV.  Abraham Ortelius's 
Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, the first modern atlas, originally printed in 1570, was a source of 
inspiration for the work; the Civitates is in many ways a companion to Ortelius's atlas, and the 
two are often found together, bound as a set.  But Ortelius wasn't just an inspiration: he was 
peers with both Braun and Hogenberg and corresponded with and advised Braun throughout 
the process of assembling the city atlas.  He is even credited with submitting preliminary 
drawings in the preface to the first German edition!   
 

 
Hoefnagel and Ortelius discussing the ancient context to the name of Lake Averno from an 

untitled view of the Grotto of the Cumaean Sibyl. 
 
Perhaps the most important of all of Braun and Hogenberg's collaborators is Joris Hoefnagel, 
the extraordinarily well-traveled artist whose 67 prospects helped to shape the work.  He 
included himself in the foreground of many of his contributions, sometimes with Ortelius, who 
took Hoefnagel along on a trip through Italy.  It is generally believed that Hoefnagel himself 
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contributed the descriptions for many of the French and Spanish towns he drew for the 
Civitates.  After his death in 1600, his son Jakob continued work on plates for the series. 
 

 
Roma. 

 
The number of people who contributed to the Civitates Orbis Terrarum could seemingly fill an 
entire city.  The product of their combined effort and wisdom ignited a vogue for townbooks that 
continued unabated into the 1700s -- and the enthusiasm for their city plans still has not died 
down.  Over the course of a century, Braun and Hogenberg's plates were acquired by Joannes 
Jansson, Frederick de Wit, Pieter van der Aa, and Covens and Mortier, and they were copied by 
many others.  To this day, map enthusiasts, history buffs, and collectors continue to be drawn to 
their beauty, detail, and historical significance.  As influential architect and urbanist Rem 
Koolhaas suggests in his foreword to Taschen's excellent 2008 reprint of the Civitates, Braun 
and Hogenberg's city plans preserve the moment when European society transitioned from "a 
feudal/religious order to a more mercantile, market-driven modernity."  Perhaps that is why the 
plans and views endure: they provide a snapshot of the cities of the world just as they were 
beginning to become what they are today.   
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