
a history of the world in 12 maps

A history of the world in 12 maps offers a fascinating lens through which we can understand the

evolution of human civilization. Maps have long served as critical tools for navigation, political power,

and cultural identity. They encapsulate the geographical knowledge of their time and reveal how

societies have perceived their world. In this article, we will explore twelve significant maps that

illustrate the history of our planet, highlighting their importance and the stories they tell.

The Ancient World: Early Maps and Their Significance

The Imago Mundi (circa 600 BCE)

The Imago Mundi is one of the oldest known maps, created by the Babylonians. This clay tablet

depicts the known world at the time, illustrating a flat disk surrounded by water. It highlights the

significance of Babylon as the center of the world for its creators, showcasing how ancient civilizations

viewed their geography in relation to their culture and religion.

The Ptolemaic Map (circa 150 CE)

Produced by the Greek geographer Claudius Ptolemy, this map marked a turning point in cartography.

Ptolemy’s work laid the foundations for modern geography, incorporating a grid system of latitude and

longitude. His maps were based on both empirical observations and previous works, demonstrating the

blend of science and art in map-making.

The Age of Exploration: Mapping the New World



The Waldseemüller Map (1507)

The Waldseemüller map is notable for being the first to use the name "America" in honor of the

explorer Amerigo Vespucci. This map represents the New World as separate from Asia, marking a

significant shift in European understanding of the world. It reflects the excitement and curiosity of the

Age of Exploration, as new lands were being discovered and charted.

The Mercator Projection (1569)

Developed by Gerardus Mercator, this map projection revolutionized navigation. The Mercator

projection allows for straight-line courses to be plotted between points, making it invaluable for sailors.

However, it also distorted the size of landmasses, leading to misconceptions about the relative sizes of

countries, particularly those near the poles.

The Era of Empires: Maps Reflecting Power and Control

The Treaty of Tordesillas Map (1494)

This map illustrates the division of the New World between Spain and Portugal as established by the

Treaty of Tordesillas. The agreement was significant in shaping colonial empires and territorial claims.

This map serves as a reminder of the impact of European imperialism on global geography and the

ensuing conflicts over land and resources.

The British Empire Map (1921)

By the early 20th century, the British Empire spanned the globe, and this map showcases its vast

territories. With phrases like "the empire on which the sun never sets," it illustrates the extent of British

colonialism and its influence on international politics. This map also highlights the cultural and

economic impact of colonialism, as well as the resistance and struggles faced by colonized peoples.



Modern Maps: Representations of Change and Identity

The United Nations Partition Plan Map (1947)

The UN Partition Plan map was a critical document in the establishment of Israel and the ongoing

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It proposed a division of the land into Jewish and Arab states, reflecting

international attempts to resolve territorial disputes. The map’s legacy continues to resonate in

contemporary geopolitics, exemplifying how maps can shape national identities and conflicts.

The Cold War Map (1960s)

During the Cold War, maps were used as tools of propaganda and political maneuvering. This map

illustrates the division between the Eastern Bloc and the Western powers, showcasing the ideological

divide that characterized this period. It serves as a reminder of how maps can influence perceptions of

power, security, and alliances in international relations.

The Digital Age: Maps in a Globalized World

The Google Maps Interface (2005-present)

The advent of digital mapping has transformed how we navigate and understand the world. Google

Maps has democratized access to geographic information, allowing users to explore places in

unprecedented detail. This map illustrates the shift from static to dynamic representations of

geography, with real-time updates and user-generated content reshaping our interaction with space.



The Climate Change Map (2020s)

As concerns about climate change intensify, maps depicting the impact of global warming have

become increasingly important. These maps show rising sea levels, temperature changes, and

biodiversity loss, serving as crucial tools for advocacy and awareness. They highlight the urgent need

for action and adaptation, reminding us that maps are not just historical artifacts but also powerful

instruments for change.

The Future of Mapping: Beyond Geography

3D and Augmented Reality Maps

As technology advances, the future of mapping is evolving. 3D and augmented reality maps provide

immersive experiences, allowing users to visualize data in new ways. These maps have applications in

urban planning, education, and even gaming, indicating a trend towards more interactive and engaging

representations of our world.

Social Media and Crowdsourced Maps

Social media platforms have enabled the creation of crowdsourced maps, where users contribute

information and experiences. These maps reflect real-time data and grassroots movements,

showcasing the power of community in shaping geographic narratives. They represent a departure

from traditional cartography, emphasizing collective knowledge and participation.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Maps

A history of the world in 12 maps reveals not only the evolution of cartography but also the changing

perspectives of humanity. From ancient civilizations to modern technology, maps serve as mirrors

reflecting our understanding of geography, power, and identity. As we move forward, the significance



of maps will continue to evolve, shaping how we perceive and interact with the world around us. In the

age of information, the story of mapping is far from over; it is an ongoing narrative that will adapt to

the challenges of the future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'A History of the World in 12 Maps'?

The main theme is to explore how maps have shaped human history, culture, and our understanding

of the world through twelve significant historical maps.

Who is the author of 'A History of the World in 12 Maps'?

The book is authored by Jerry Brotton, a historian and geographer.

What is one of the key maps discussed in the book and its

significance?

One key map is the 'Mappa Mundi', which reflects medieval European understanding of the world,

highlighting religious and cultural views of the time.

How does 'A History of the World in 12 Maps' connect maps to

colonialism?

The book illustrates how maps were used as tools of colonialism, serving to assert control, claim

territories, and shape perceptions of new lands during the age of exploration.

What role does technology play in the evolution of maps as discussed



in the book?

The book emphasizes how advancements in technology, such as the printing press and satellite

imagery, have transformed map-making and expanded our geographical knowledge over time.

How does the author approach the subjectivity of maps in 'A History of

the World in 12 Maps'?

Jerry Brotton discusses the subjectivity of maps by examining how they reflect the biases and

intentions of their creators, shaping perceptions based on cultural, political, and social contexts.

What impact does 'A History of the World in 12 Maps' suggest maps

have on identity?

The book suggests that maps significantly influence identity by defining territorial boundaries, cultural

affiliations, and national narratives, thus shaping how people perceive themselves and their place in

the world.
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