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Notes
Johannes Metellus (1520-1597) has one of the more mercurial biographies in the history of
cartography. Born in Burgundy, he studied law under Andrea Alciat (1492-1556) at Bologna and, by



1552, appears to be employed assisting his fellow Burgundian Gilbert Cousin (1506-1572) with his
‘Brevis ab dilucida Burgundiae Superioris’, and in the publication of Lelio Torelli’s ‘Encyclopaedia’
(1553), and Benedict Aegius’ ‘Apollori Athenensis Bibliothecas, sive de deorum origine’ (1555). After
leaving Bologna, he travelled to Rome, Venice and Florence, England (in 1554), and Antwerp (where,
it is presumed, he met Abraham Ortelius and Christophe Plantijn), before finally settling in Cologne
at some time before 1563.

This date marks his earliest recorded correspondence from that town - a curious letter to the
Flemish humanist and theologian George Cassander (1513-1566) on the medical applications of
sasparilla (!).

Metellus is known to have contributed material to a new edition of Ortelius’s ‘Theatrum’ in 1575,
passed information to Gerard Mercator in 1577 concerning an expedition in Mexico and the spice
trade in the East Indies, and he is thanked in the introduction to Michael Eitzinger’s ‘Leo Belgicus’.
He also wrote the description of Lyon in the first volume of Braun and Hogenburg’s ‘Civitatis Orbis
Terrarum’, and a preface to volume two of the same work. Whilst Metellus appears to have been of
assistance to others, he was not, it would seem, particularly successful in getting his own output into
print. The surviving works suggest that he planned ultimately to publish a small-format multi-volume
world atlas, starting with France, Austria, and Switzerland (Meurer, MET1), and Spain (Meurer,
MET?2), although both of these were published anonymously.

Metellus’s cartography is distinctive from the atlases produced in the Low Countries in the same
period in that it borrows heavily from the Italian cartographic tradition of the so-called ‘Lafreri
School’.

This is particularly evident in the present work - his final atlas, where at least half of the maps are
not very well disguised copies of those of Giuseppe Rosaccio. This notwithstanding, the ‘Insularum
orbis aliquot insularum’ is an attractive publication and stands out as a northern european
contribution to the tradition of ‘isolari’, or ‘island books’, that has its origins in the manuscript
Mediterranean chart books of the fifteenth century, and in print with Bartolomeo dalli Sonetti,
Bordone, and Porcacchi.

The work is of particular interest for the maps of the Balearic Islands (incorporating an inset map of
Elba) and the Philippines (after the Pieter Kaerius 1598 map), both of which appear to have escaped
the attention of previous cartobibliographers of those regions. The map of the Canary Islands
(Broekema 99) is based on the Barentsz chart of 1595.

A great rarity; Meurer, in his 1988 work on the “Cologne School”, was only able to locate four
institutional examples: Augsburg, BL, LOC, and Miinich. We are not aware of any other example of
this atlas appearing on the market in the past 30 years.
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Provenance

Bookplate of “Ludovici de Chaumejan Marchionis de Fourille”: Louis de Chaumejan Marquis de
Fourille (1690-1765), abbé commendataire of Saint-Vincent de Senlis. The son of Henri de
Chaumejean de Fourilles and Marie Claire Diedeman, Louis de Chaumejan amassed an impressive
library of over five hundred volumes acquired both through inheritance and during his lifetime. At
his death, the collection was dispersed and the catalogue was published by Davidts. The sale was
held on Tuesday 4 June, 1765 “en sa maison, rue St-Dominique, attenant la grille des Jacobins.”
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