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ATHANASIUS KIRCHER
AND HIS MUNDUS SUBTERRANEUS (1665)

Tina Asmussen (GERMANY)

When Athanasius Kircher’s (1602—1680) Mundus Subterraneus was finally published in 1665,
it marked the culmination of over two decades of anticipation. In 1657, he published Iter Fx-
staticum 1I: Qui & Mundi Subterranei Prodromus Dicitur in Rome, which served as a precursor
to the more comprehensive treatment in the 1665 work. Advertisements for his Mundus Sub-
terraneus had appeared as early as the mid-1640s. Kircher’s publication on optics, Ars magna
lucis et umbrae, included a list of both completed works and those in preparation ( “De libris
ab Authore partim editis; partim edendum paratis’), among which the Mundus Subterraneus
was prominently featured (Kircher, 1646, 936). Upon its release by the Amsterdam printer Jans-
sonius van Waesberghe, the Mundus Subterraneus quickly established itself as a cornerstone
of early modern natural philosophy, with reprints issued in 1668 and 1678. The work was ded-
icated to two of the era’s supreme authorities: Pope Alexander VII (Volume I) and Emperor
Leopold I (Volume II), symbolizing the synthesis of spiritual and temporal power. The influ-
ence of Mundus Subterraneus extended beyond its original Latin edition. A Dutch translation
appeared in 1682, and a partial English translation, focusing on volcanic phenomena, was pub-
lished in 1669 under the title The Volcano’s Or, Burning and Fire-vomiting Mountains, Famous
in the World.

Kircher’s monumental work exemplifies his distinctive methodology, which integrated natural-
philosophical theories with empirical and experiential insights (Asmussen, 2016, 111-119).
The book opens with a narrative rooted in personal experience, which Kircher claims inspired
his enduring interest in the subterranean world. In the preface, he recounts his dispatch by the
Roman Jesuit Order in May 1637 to accompany the Landgrave of Hesse-Darmstadt as a con-
fessor on his journey to Malta. During his return trip, which took him through Naples en route
to Rome, Kircher witnessed the dramatic eruptions of Mount Etna, Stromboli, and Vesuvius,
and experienced the accompanying severe earthquakes.

The preface, that recounts this adventure story, is structured into three parts. The first outlines
the purpose of his journey. The second vividly describes the earthquake he experienced, demon-
strating Kircher’s penchant for detailed observation. This section is complemented by a striking
double-page copper engraving of the erupting Vesuvius. The combination of awe and terror
inspired by these events, as Kircher describes, ignited his desire to explore the earth’s inner
workings in depth. The third part of the preface chronicles his daring ascent of Mount Vesuvius
in gripping detail:

“In the middle of the night, I ascended the mountain through difficult, rough, and steep paths;
when I had finally reached its crater, I saw, horrendous to describe, the entire area illuminated
by fire, with an unbearable stench of burning sulfur and bitumen” (Kircher, 1665, Preface III,

n.p.).



Kircher even claims to have been lowered into the crater to investigate whether Etna, Stromboli,
and Vesuvius were interconnected underground and to study the molten lava more closely.
While the veracity of this much-cited account remains speculative, it undoubtedly catered to
the tastes of his audience. As Monica Azzolini argues, Kircher’s depiction resonated with early
modern Rome’s humanistic and artistic circles, which had a particular fascination with Virgil’s
Aeneid and its evocative portrayal of the underworld (Azzolini, 2024).
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Figure 1. Drawing of the Vesuvius. Kircher, A. Mundus subterraneus quo Universae Naturae divitiae et occulta miracula
reuelata ... in decern libros digestum. Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale Vittorio Emmanuele II, Rome, Fondo Gesuitico 562.

A manuscript of the Mundus Subterraneus preserved in the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di
Roma reveals that parts of the work, including the preface, were completed as early as a decade
before its actual publication. Apparently, it was difficult to provide the financial means to pro-
duce this extremely expensive book, lavishly illustrated with many double-sided engravings
(on Kircher’s patronage refer to Asmussen, 2016, 64—110; Baldwin, 2004). This manuscript
also shows how Kircher provided instructions for the engraver’s on how to etch the illustrations
and it even contained impressive drawings by Roman artists (Strasser, 1982 and 1996). The
most impressive drawing depicts Mount Vesuvius during its eruption. The interior of the crater
is rendered in dramatic colors, undoubtedly constituting the highlight of the manuscript (Fig.

1).



Athanasius Kircher’s (1602—1680) academic
career, centered at the Collegio Romano from
1634, placed him at the heart of Roman sci-
entific culture (Findlen 2004; Lo Sardo,
2004). His work was shaped by both local
patronage and the transnational Jesuit net-
work, as well as by the broader respublica lit-
eraria (Asmussen 2016; Findlen 1991). His
efforts spanned disciplines—physics, mathe-
matics, Oriental languages, and beyond—
and reflected a deeply integrative view of
knowledge. Kircher remains a figure of strik-
ing complexity, his legacy is subject to polar-
ized interpretations that began during his life-
time and continue to this day (Fig. 2). Was he
the “last man who knew everything,” or
merely a “pompous Jesuit” (Findlen, 2004;
Eco, 1986)? Contemporary perspectives
ranged from René Descartes, who dismissed
him as a charlatan, to Georg Philipp
Harsdorffer, who extolled him as Germanus
incredibilis, one of the era’s foremost schol-
ars. By the 18th century, Kircher’s reputation
underwent significant decline. Johann
Burckhard Mencke’s inclusion of him in De
Charlataneria Eruditorum (1715) epito-
mizes theera’s growing disdain. Accusations
Figure 2. Comelis Bloemaert II, Portrait of Athanasius of plaglarlsm,. hngu istie lnadeq,uacy’ and in-
Kircher included in the Mundus Subterraneus, 1664; | tellectual gullibility, coupled with charges of
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam self-promotion, painted a picture of a figure
Hitnslid cilemuseamnANGTS0L increasingly out of step with the evolving
scientific methodologies of the Enlightenment. His encyclopedic, theologically grounded ap-
proach to knowledge became anachronistic, relegating him to the margins of the history of sci-
ence until well into the 20th century (Asmussen, Burkart, RoBler 2013; 7-22).

A reassessment began in the latter half of the 20th century. Scholars contextualized Kircher as
a central figure in the cultural and scientific milieu of his time. Scholars such as Paula Findlen
have provided critical insights into Kircher’s intellectual and sociocultural contexts, emphasiz-
ing the importance of viewing his achievements holistically. As Findlen aptly notes, Kircher’s
significance cannot be fully appreciated by focusing solely on his failures or isolating individual
works. Rather, he must be understood as a product of the world that shaped him, and which he,
in turn, profoundly influenced (Findlen 2004, 41).

The multifaceted legacy of Athanasius Kircher finds a striking embodiment in his Mundus Sub-
terraneus (1665), a monumental exploration of the Earth’s natural and subterranean processes.
This encyclopedic work, spanning two volumes, encapsulates Kircher’s characteristic ambition
to synthesize diverse fields of knowledge into a unified framework, blending ancient, medieval
and early modern natural philosophy with experimental science, theology and metaphysics. As
such, it serves as both a testament to his intellectual audacity and a window into the scientific
culture of the 17th century.

The first volume of Mundus Subterraneus addresses the philosophical and scientific dimensions
of natural phenomena, offering interpretations of the Earth’s internal and surface operations.
Here, Kircher examines everything from volcanic activity to the movement of water and air,
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framing his inquiries within a broader cosmological and natural-philosophical context. In con-
trast, the second volume shifts to a practical perspective, cataloguing the Earth’s “fruits”—gem-
stones, fossils, metals, and minerals—and their usage (Figs 3a and 3b). Kircher’s vision of the
Earth was deeply informed by classical authorities such as Plato and Strabo, as well as early
modern thinkers like Georg Agricola. These influences coalesced in a model of the Earth as a
dynamic, living system, governed by natural laws but imbued with an almost organic vitality.
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Fig. 3a (left). Frontispiece of the Mundus Subterraneus, Vol. 1. by print maker Theodor Matham after drawing from Johann
Paul Schor. Courtesy of Science History Institute, https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/4813cct.

Fig. 3b (right). Frontispiece of the Mundus Subterraneus, Vol. 1l by the print maker Anthonie Heeres Siverdtsma (mentioned
on object) after drawing from drawing by Crispijn van de Passe (II) (mentioned on object). Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.

https://id.rijksmuseum.nl/200255829

Central to his interpretation was the idea of an eternal fire at the Earth’s core, an ancient concept
that Kircher expanded into a sophisticated hypothesis (Fig. 4). He proposed an intricate network
of subterranean “chimneys” and passageways through which fire, air, and water circulated,
analogous to the human body’s circulatory system. This analogy underscored Kircher’s broader
commitment to demonstrating the interconnectedness of natural phenomena (Nummedal,
2001).

Practical applications of his theories were another significant focus of Mundus Subterraneus.
Kircher delved into the origins of stones and metals, drawing heavily on Agricola’s De Re Me-
tallica and integrating observations from Jesuit colleagues involved in mining ventures across
Europe and the Americas. His discussions of mining techniques, machinery, and geological
formations highlighted his effort to bridge the gap between theoretical and applied science.
Alchemy, a contentious subject, also features in Mundus Subterraneus (Asmussen, 2013).
While he avoided endorsing alchemical claims outright, his openness to its philosophical and
experimental aspects demonstrated a willingness to explore contentious areas of inquiry. His
nuanced views positioned alchemy and mining—often marginalized in natural philosophy—as
integral to understanding the Earth’s processes (Baldwin, 1993; Nummedal, 2001).



Figure 4. Cross-section of the earth showing interconnectedness of fire. Courtesy of Science History Institute, https://digi-
tal.sciencehistory.org/works/48i3cct.)

The influence of Mundus Subterraneus on early modern science was profound. Kircher’s inte-
gration of natural philosophy with practical disciplines such as mining, metallurgy, and alchemy
expanded the boundaries of scientific inquiry, bridging theoretical knowledge and applied sci-
ence. His illustrations, which vividly depicted volcanic eruptions, subterranean waterways, and
mining machinery, captivated readers and enhanced the work’s accessibility and appeal. The
book encapsulates Kircher’s vision of the Earth as a living, dynamic entity, governed by natural
laws yet profoundly shaped by human activity. Its rich blend of natural philosophy, practical
knowledge, and imaginative speculation secured its place as a seminal text, influencing scien-
tific and cultural discourses for centuries. As we mark the anniversary of this remarkable work,
we celebrate not only its historical significance but also its enduring capacity to inspire inquiry
and wonder.
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