ARCHIVIO ISTITUZIONALE
ONIVERSITA DI BOLOGNA DELLA RICERCA

Alma Mater Studiorum Universita di Bologna
Archivio istituzionale della ricerca

God’s Underlands: Athanasius Kircher’s Epic Journey in the Mundus Subterraneus

This is the final peer-reviewed author’s accepted manuscript (postprint) of the following publication:

Published Version:

Azzolini, M. (2024). God’'s Underlands: Athanasius Kircher’s Epic Journey in the Mundus Subterraneus.
Leiden, Boston : Brill [10.1163/9789004688247_008].

Availability:
This version is available at: https://hdl.handle.net/11585/1002293 since: 2025-01-19
Published:

DOI: http://doi.org/10.1163/9789004688247_008

Terms of use:

Some rights reserved. The terms and conditions for the reuse of this version of the manuscript are
specified in the publishing policy. For all terms of use and more information see the publisher's website.

This item was downloaded from IRIS Universita di Bologna (https://cris.unibo.it/).
When citing, please refer to the published version.

(Article begins on next page)

14 July 2026


http://doi.org/10.1163/9789004688247_008
https://hdl.handle.net/11585/1002293

CHAPTER 7
God’s Underlands
Athanasius Kircher’s Epic Journey in the Mundus Subterraneus

Monica Azzolini

Abstract

The famous Jesuit polymath, Athanasius Kircher, memorably stated that his remarkable two-
volume scientific account of the underground, the Mundus subterraneus (1664) was born out
of his fear of dying after crossing the Strait of Messina during the earthquake of 1638. Even
assuming that this was true, this essay argues that a series of concurring elements enriched
Kircher’s reflections on both the afterlife and what lies within the bowels of the earth. One of
these factors was the growing contemporary interest in the material remains of early
Christianity preserved in the Roman catacombs; a second was the mounting influence of
Virgil’s Aeneid and its representation of the underworld within the humanistic and artistic
circles of early modern Rome. By focusing on key passages from Kircher’s letter of
dedication to Alexander VII, the importance of the rediscovery of the catacombs, the
relevance of the verses from Virgil’s Aeneid that recount Aeneas’s encounter with his father
Anchises in the nether regions, and the significance of Jan Brueghel the Elder and Jan
Brueghel the Younger’s hellish landscapes, this essay paints a rich picture of Kircher’s roman
environment, where reflections about the afterlife often accompanied an interest in the
excavation and extraction of both relics and natural objects and a keen appreciation for vivid
depictions of hell and purgatory. These elements point to the convergence of eschatological,
scientific, and mythopoetic themes that help us identify Kircher’s work as a superb example
of the unique synthesis of theology and natural philosophy, cosmology and eschatology that

characterises Baroque science.
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and now, already well within that gate,
across the circles—and alone—descends
the one who will unlock this realm for us.

Dante, Inferno, VIII, 128-130!

We rarely look down and when we do, the earth’s surface meets the eye. Even in broad
daylight, darkness and impenetrability block our view and we cannot look any further, we
cannot go any deeper. The dearth of sensorial experience impedes knowledge and leaves us
in the realm of the imagination. Looking down has never been simple, and this lack of
understanding, coupled with darkness, has made the underground a site of fear, uncertainty,

secrecy, and even sinfulness.? Possibly, no early modern author was more captivated by the

! ‘e gia di qua da lei discende Ierta, / passando per li cerchi sanza scorta, / tal che per lui ne fia la terra aperta’.
Alighieri Dante, La Divina Commedia, ed. U. Bosco — G. Reggio (Florence: 1979), Inferno, VIII, vv.128-130. I
started working on Kircher's Mundus subterraneus during my visit to the Firestone Library in Princeton in the
summer of 2019. I am incredibly grateful to the Princeton University Library for their financial support, and to
their staff for their unwavering assistance during my visit. Additionally, I would like to extend my gratitude to
Tony Grafton for his constant encouragement and support as I approached the rather daunting figure of
Athanasius Kircher, Germanus incredibilis, voracious reader, and true polymath of the early modern period. My
thanks go to Luca Ciancio for the precious references to relevant primary sources he so generously shared with
me. I also want to thank Christine Gottler and Wietse de Boer for inviting me to participate in this wonderful
project and for providing insightful suggestions on various versions of this essay.

2 On the impenetrability of the earth to sight and its place in various cultural and historical contexts, see also the

stimulating reflections in Kroonenberg S., Why Hell Stinks of Sulfur: Mythology and Geology of the



metaphor of light and darkness than the venerable Father Athanasius Kircher, the most
productive Jesuit author of the seventeenth century, eccentric polymath, Germanus
incredibilis, and indefatigable author of encyclopaedic works.? From his esoteric treatment of
optics and perspective in his Ars magna lucis et umbrae (1646) with its wonderfully
suggestive frontispiece (on which more later), to his joint exploration of the celestial and the
underground realms in his Itinerarium extaticum quo mundi opificium [...] nova hypothesi
exponitur ad veritatem (1656) and its companion volume, the Ifer extaticum secundum, qui et
mundi subterranei prodromus dicitur (1657), Kircher demonstrated his propensity for
exploring in equal measure both the light and the darkness of God’s creation. The triumph of
these efforts is most certainly his monumental Mundus subterraneus (1664), a work that
resituated knowledge of what lies under the surface of the earth at the centre of seventeenth-
century theological and scientific investigations.* In writing this enormous work in two
volumes Kircher had a wealth of literary, historical, and scientific sources at his disposal. In
addition, he also drew heavily on personal experience and the experience of his
correspondents.

Before exploring some of the sources and models that may have inspired this unique
work, however, it is essential to remember that the Mundus subterraneus, like other works of
natural philosophy penned by Kircher, fulfilled one of the aims outlined in the Jesuit order’s

mission, namely expanding the knowledge of God’s creation. The first rule of the professor

Underworld, trans. A. Brown (London: 2013) 7-8; Macfarlane R., Underland: A Deep Time Journey (New
York — London: 2020), ch. 1. See also Mattes J., “Mapping the Invisible: Knowledge, Credibility and Visions of
the Earth in Early Modern Cave Maps”, The British Journal for the History of Science 55 (2022) 53-80.

3 The best biography of Athanasius Kircher remains John Edward Fletcher’s monumental 4 Study of the Life
and Works of Athanasius Kircher, ‘Germanus Incredibilis’: With a Selection of His Unpublished
Correspondence and an Annotated Translation of His Autobiography, ed. E. Fletcher (Leiden — Boston: 2011).

4 Kircher Athanasius, ltinerarium exstaticum quo mundi opificium id est coelestis expansi, siderumque tam
errantium, quam fixorum natura, vires, proprietates [ ...] nova hypothesi exponitur ad veritatem (Rome, Vitale
Mascardi: 1656); idem, lter extaticum secundum qui et mundi subterranei prodromus dicitur (Rome, Vitale
Mascardi: 1657).



of philosophy as stated in the Ratio Studiorum summarized this goal admirably by declaring

that

since the humanities or natural sciences prepare the intellectual powers for
theology and assist in the perfect understanding and practical application of
religious truth and by virtue of their content contribute to the attainment of this
goal, the teacher whose heart is set on advancing the honour and glory of God
should teach these secular subjects in a spirit which will prepare his students, and

especially his Jesuit students, for the study of theology.’

It is neither surprising nor regrettable, therefore, that Kircher’s scientific works were
pervaded with religious imagery and are imaginative themselves. More surprising, instead, is
that he devoted so many pages to the study of a natural realm, that of fossilia, that had been
largely neglected by Aristotle and had little fortune among classical and medieval
commentators, who (except for Theophrastus and Albertus Magnus) only added marginally to
what Aristotle had said in the Meteorology.® There is little doubt that the Mundus
subterraneus represents the most comprehensive natural-philosophical summa of the
knowledge of what lies beneath the earth’s surface written in early modern times. Even when
the content is not particularly innovative — although it often is — the way the material was
pulled together, ordered, and illustrated makes it a magnificent example of Baroque science.
In this essay, I will first address some of Kircher’s reasons for turning his attention to

the underground, and then, in the second part of the essay, I will look at the influential

5 Farrell A.P., S.J., The Jesuit Ratio studiorum of 1599 (Washington, DC: 1970) 40. For the original Latin of the
1616 edition, www.uni-mannheim.de/mateo/camenaref/societasjesu.html#sj3 (accessed 2.02.2024).

¢ Magnus A., Opera omnia, ed. A. Borgnet (Paris: 1890), vol. 5 (Mineralium Libri V) 1-116; Theophrastus, De
lapidibus, ed. and trans. D.E. Eichholz (Oxford: 1965).



http://www.uni-mannheim.de/mateo/camenaref/societasjesu.html#sj3

classical models that he chose for recounting his imaginative journey into darkness and the
underworld. As my analysis aims to demonstrate, the Roman humanistic context in which
Kircher operated and the renewed interest in excavating the classical and religious past of the
Eternal City provided powerful stimuli for Kircher. In Kircher’s mind, I argue, a journey
through the Roman catacombs or a journey through natural underground channels could
equally spur meaningful reflection on salvation and the Last Things. For this reason,
Kircher’s work seamlessly weaves together naturalistic, religious, and eschatological themes

to provide a masterly celebration of God’s invisible creation.

1 Journeying through Light and Darkness: Looking under the Surface

The theme of light and darkness (or lux et umbrae) was not just linked to Kircher’s Ars
magna lucis et umbrae (1646), dedicated to the physical, astronomical, astrological, and
metaphysical properties of light (a text which also discussed the power of the sun above and
below the earth’s surface); it was also subtly connected to Kircher’s other major work, the
Mundus subterraneus, which he dedicated to Pope Alexander VII (vol. 1) and Holy Roman
Emperor Leopold I (vol. 2).” On the elaborate frontispiece of the Ars magna lucis et umbrae,
Kircher had already hinted at the theme of darkness under the surface of the earth. The
anthropomorphic Sun-Mercury on the left of the image (tattooed with astrological symbols
and holding a caduceus with the signs of the planets) radiates his light onto a burning mirror
held by the feminine figure of the Moon on the opposite side, and to another mirror hidden in
an underground cave placed in the lower right corner [Fig. 1]. Casting light on what lies
under the surface, therefore, was a theme that had been dear to Kircher for some time. The

study of light, however, was not purely scientific and experimental. Rather, as Koen Vermeir

" Kircher Athanasius, Ars magna lucis et umbrae (Rome, Lodovico Grignani for Hermann Scheus: 1646); idem,
Mundus subterraneus in XII libros digestus (Amsterdam, Johannes Janssonius van Waesberge: 1664).



has convincingly argued in relation to the Ars magna, it carried deep theological and
eschatological meaning. In the Ars magna, for instance, pious souls travel in straight lines of
light to ascend to God. The scientific study of light thus assumes eschatological meaning
through the use of anagogical imagery. In other words, scientific concepts and phenomena act
as anagogical metaphors to suggest to the reader the soul’s elevation towards God.® Within
this framework, meditating on natural phenomena is seen as a means of elevation towards the
Creator. For this reason, as Vermeir stresses, in Kircher’s work science and technology are
never separate from metaphysics and theology, but they serve as a means to gain deeper
knowledge of God in preparation for life after death.” Thus, studying Kircher’s scientific
works without being attentive to their theological and spiritual meanings and without
grasping the meditative and transcendental functions of their imagery and images risks
missing a crucial element of his work. !

Take the Iltinerarium extaticum. As Jacqueline Glomski has argued in a short article,
Kircher’s Itinerarium extaticum and, by extension, its companion volume, the Iter extaticum
secundum, were works of cosmic fiction that displayed all the features of Baroque literature:
a florid and evocative style, a blurred perception of reality, an appeal to the senses, along
‘with reminiscences of the Counter-Reformation mystical tradition (including the Ignatian
Exercitia spiritualia, and apocalyptic and Solomonic writings)’.!! The protagonists of both

journeys are the human Theodidactus and the angel accompanying him on his journeys,

8 Vermeir K., “Athanasius Kircher’s Magical Instruments: An Essay on ‘Science’, ‘Religion’ and Applied
Metaphysics”, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 38 (2007) 363—400, at 380.

9 Ibidem 379-380, 387-390. On the use of optical devices for devotional practices in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, see Gottler C., Last Things: Art and Religious Imagination in the Age of Reform
(Turnhout: 2010).

10 Vermeir highlights this principle in his discussion of Kircher’s experiments in the Ars magna by encouraging
us ‘to read his instruments in a religious and metaphysical way as “visualizations of the invisible”” (“Athanasius
Kircher’s Magical Instruments”, 391).

I Glomski J., “Religion, the Cosmos, and Counter-Reformation Latin: Athanasius Kircher’s Itinerarium
extaticum (1656)”, in Steiner-Weber A. — Enenkel K.A.E. (eds.), Acta Conventus Neo-Latini Monasteriensis.
Proceedings of the Fifteenth International Congress of Neo-Latin Studies (Miinster: 2012) (Leiden: 2015) 227—
236, at 227.



Cosmiel. In the first dialogue of the Iltinerarium extaticum Cosmiel guides Theodidactus from
planet to planet and to the fixed stars to explore their properties and configurations, while the
second, entitled De providentia Dei in mundi opificio elucescente (On the providence of God
shining forth in the workmanship of the world), is more technical, explaining the functioning
of the cosmos and dispelling some Aristotelian misconceptions that Theodidactus still held in
favour of the new astronomy of Tycho Brahe.!? The stated aim, however, is to illustrate
God’s providential plan through his works. Casting light — indicated by the term elucescente
in the title — is precisely what Cosmiel does as God’s servant and messenger. As a fictional
contrivance to transition from the first to the second journey, moreover, Kircher introduces
the figure of Hydriel (another angel), who, seeing Theodidactus asleep in a garden, introduces
him to the theme of water, including underground water. This new fictional character fulfils
also the function of moving the narrative from above to underground. Thus, upon returning,
Cosmiel explains to Theodidactus the technical structure of the underground, and then, in the
last dialogue, accompanies him on a journey below ground. The subtitle of the Iter extaticum
secundum reveals Kircher’s intentions: to lay bare (exponitur ad veritatem) the structure of
the terrestrial globe together with what is hidden in it and the deepest secrets of nature
through the veil of fiction (per ficti raptus integumentum).'

As scholars have noted, the second journey is shorter than the first as Kircher makes it
explicit that he is working through the material for a longer work by using the phrase ‘prelude
to the underground world’ (Mundi subterranei prodromus) in the subtitle. And indeed, the
larger book appeared, in the remarkable format of two hefty volumes full of information

about the structure of the earth and its secrets: his Mundus subterraneus. While in the

12 For brief summaries of these works and links to digital editions, see the NOSCEMUS database entries,
available from https://wiki.uibk.ac.at/noscemus/Itinerarium_exstaticum;
https://wiki.uibk.ac.at/noscemus/Iter_extaticum_II (accessed 2.02.2024).

13 Kircher, Iter extaticum secundum, titlepage: ‘Terrestris globi structura, una cum abditis in ea constitutis
arcanioris naturae reconditoriis, per ficti raptus integumentum exponitur ad veritatem’.



https://wiki.uibk.ac.at/noscemus/Itinerarium_exstaticum
https://wiki.uibk.ac.at/noscemus/Iter_extaticum_II

aftermath of Galileo’s trial astronomy would have appeared too risky a subject for Kircher to
pursue, geo-cosmology may have seemed a safer and more suitable subject by which to
propose new neo-Aristotelian theories about the earth. According to the goals outlined in the
Ratio studiorum, moreover, this type of inquiry was intended to tackle theological subjects.
However, this may not have been the only reason why Kircher decided to turn inward
and downward. There were additional reasons why an exploration of the underworld was
both timely and topical. First, Kircher tells his reader that his interest in the earth’s
physiology grew out of a personal experience that brought him close to death and fostered
sustained meditations on the afterlife. As he was travelling around the Mediterranean, first to
Malta and then to Sicily, he was caught in the middle of renewed seismic activity in the
region. This placed him in close contact with the mighty forces of nature that governed the
underworld and prompted some reflections on his own mortality. As he tells us in the opening
pages of the Mundus subterraneus, while crossing the Streat of Messina by boat on 24 March
1638 with some companions, he witnessed the eruptions of Stromboli and Etna and the
earthquake that accompanied them. He was so close to dying that he promised that, should he
survive, he would write a work about the earth’s interior.'* Second, in the sixteenth century
there had been a growing interest in the Roman and Christian archaeology of the area in and
around Rome. This interest, coupled with excavations related to material extraction for
building, meant there were ample opportunities to see ‘earth workers’ digging in and around

Rome. "

14 Kircher, Mundus, vol. 1, Praefatio, fols. ** 1 r — ** 3 r. See also Fletcher, 4 Study of the Life and Works of
Athanasius Kircher 37. Of course, this explanation could be also read as a literary device.

15 On the term ‘earth workers’, and their visibility/invisibility in eighteenth-century sources, see Barnett L.,
“Showing and Hiding: The Flickering Visibility of Earth Workers in the Archives of Earth Science”, History of
Science 58 (2020) 245-274. For an art-historical study that takes a ‘bottom-up’ approach and follows ancient
artworks from the moment of their excavation to their circulation across Italy and beyond, see Furlotti B.,
Antiquities in Motion: From Excavation Sites to Renaissance Collections (Los Angeles, CA: 2019).



As numerous historians have emphasized, starting from the mid-1500s, Rome became
the focus of unprecedented, large-scale investigations of the material and archival remains of
early Christianity.!'® This process, it has been highlighted, was steered from above, from the
top of the Church hierarchy, and was advanced by Counter-Reformation initiatives that
included Cesare Baronio’s new martyrology of 1586 and the posthumous appearance of
Antonio Bosio’s Roma sotterranea (1635).!7 In fifty years, Simon Ditchfield has suggested,
Rome rose from its ashes to become ‘a shining beacon of the Counter-Reformation’.!® Part of
this process, as Bosio’s work suggests, involved recovering the material evidence of the
city’s early Christian past. It is not by chance that Antonio Tempesta’s famous map of Rome
of 1593, the ideal guide for any wealthy pilgrim, was dedicated to Giacomo Bosio, Antonio’s
uncle. As Ditchfield highlights, the map gave prominence to the new orders — the Oratorians
and the Jesuits — and their homes, the church of Santa Maria in Vallicella and the Jesuit
church of the Gesu. These two orders were heavily involved in the market of early Christian
relics. "’

The historical depth of this Christian tradition materialized in the form of buildings
and objects reclaimed from the mixture of soil and debris that stood between the feet of early
modern Romans and the Christian catacombs of Santa Priscilla that were “rediscovered” in

1578.2° The discovery of this subterranean city filled Romans with awe and wonder. The fact

16 The literature on this topic is extensive and cannot be summarized fully here. For recent, state-of-the art
accounts and provocative arguments, see Schwab M.E. — Grafton A., The Art of Discovery. Digging into the
Past in Renaissance Europe (Princeton, NJ: 2022), and Lewis N.D., The Early Modern Invention of Late
Antique Rome (Cambridge: 2020); see also Ditchfield S., “Reading Rome as a Sacred Landscape, c. 1586—
1635”, in Coster W. — Spicer A. (eds.), Sacred Space in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: 2005) 167—192. For
an elegant and informative history of catacomb archaeology that sums up some of the essential scholarship, see
also Hirschfeld A.K., “An Overview of the Intellectual History of Catacomb Archaeology”, in Brink L., O.P., —
Green D. (eds.), Commemorating the Dead: Texts and Artifacts in Context. Studies of Roman, Jewish and
Christian Burials (Berlin — New York: 2008) 11-38.

17 Ditchfield, “Reading Rome” 167.

18 Ibidem 168.

1 Ibidem 169-170.

20 This was indeed a rediscovery, but the scale of extraction changed substantially. For earlier uses of the Roman
catacombs see Oryshkevich 1., The History of the Roman Catacombs from the Age of Constantine to the
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that these were the tombs of early Christians infused the discovery with eschatological
meaning. While the legend recounts that some Roman labourers found these catacombs while
digging for pozzolana — a natural silicious or silicious-aluminous material known since
ancient times for its ability to react with water to form a very hard and waterproof compound
— the truth was probably more prosaic. The presence of catacombs in and around Rome was
well known from historical sources, but the city had never seen so much engineering work as
in the time of the Counter-Reformation. The recovery of early Christianity soon involved
going underground and exploring darkness to reimagine a pristine Christian time on which
the Church of the Counter-Reformation could remodel itself. As Bosio explored the
topography of Rome equipped with patristic texts, papal documents, and saints’ vitae to
reconstruct an earlier, more authentic Christian topography, Kircher did the same more
imaginatively, piecing together antiquarian and scientific information about the space under
the surface of the earth. Whereas Bosio’s work, Roma sotterranea, saw the ‘priority of text
over trowel’, Kircher’s Mundus subterraneus tried to bridge theology and science, theory and
experience in two very different volumes; while Bosio’s work emphasized the
incompleteness of his information and the martyrdom of early Christians, Kircher’s
imaginative journey supplied a partly fictional, partly eschatological, and partly experiential
view of the earth from within.?!

As Kircher stated in the dedication letter to Pope Alexander VII appended to the first
volume of the Mundus subterranus, in entering the nether regions of the earth he would

encounter the souls of those who await salvation. He declared, ‘I am making my way to the

Renaissance (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University: 2003); for a famous case where those who met
underground came to the attention of the ecclesiastical authorities for plotting the Pope’s murder, D’Elia A., 4
Sudden Terror: The Plot to Murder the Pope (Cambridge, MA: 2009). On the event, which included the erudite
humanist Pomponio Leto, see also Schwab — Grafton, Digging into the Past 16—17.

21 On Bosio’s predominantly textual approach, see Ditchfield S., “Text before Trowel: Antonio Bosio’s Roma
sotterranea revisited”, Studies in Church History 33 (1997) 343-360; and Ditchfield, “Reading Rome” 178—
189.
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lower parts of the earth. There, I will also find a part of your Apostolic Kingdom, where
happy souls, as if in exile, await your keys, with which you will open the treasure of the
Church for them and supply them with the means to travel to their home more swiftly’.?* As
the material remains of martyrdom were supposed to lead the faithful to meditate on the
greatness of God, so Kircher’s journey into the bowels of the earth ought to cast light onto the
secret marvels of nature created by the same God. The sacred space that was associated with
the souls of those who had sinned — which, despite being unnamed, seemingly corresponds to
the place of purgatory — was also a sacred space filled with wondrous nature to be explored.
Kircher scholars who have written on the Mundus subterraneus may not have fully
appreciated the significance of contemporary attempts to explore the underground around
Rome and Latium (and elsewhere in Italy) for Kircher’s own explorations of nature below the
ground. One of the reasons may be due to Kircher himself: as noted, the German Jesuit
prefaced his work with the account of his life-changing experience at sea during the dreadful
earthquake of 1638 and explicitly credited this event as the source of his commitment to
explore the underworld. This genealogy story, however, seems to obfuscate the fertile stimuli
that were coming from Rome itself, both from archaeological excavation and from specific
themes and representations of the underworld. This argument is reinforced by the fact that
Kircher and Bosio shared the same patronage network around Cardinal Barberini.?* Another
reason may be that current ways of conceptualizing the history of science, the history of

religion, and the history of archaeology tend to conceal the existing connections among these

22 Kircher, Mundus, vol. 1, “Dedicatio”, fol. * 3 v: ‘Ego vero interea in inferiores partes terrae iter adorno: illic
etiam apostolici tui regni partem aliquam reperturus in loco, ubi felices animae velut in exilio claves tuas
expectant, quibus Ecclesiae thesauros eis aperias, et tanquam viaticum ad patriam citius adeundam suppedites’.
23 Cardinal Francesco Barberini (1597-1679) and Giovan Battista Pamphilj (1574-1655) were long-time friends
belonging to the same circle. See Merola A., “Francesco Barberini”, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani 6,
1964, https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/francesco-barberini_%?28Dizionario-Biografico%29/ (accessed
2.2.2024). See also Russell S., “Antiquarianism and the Villa Pamphilj on the Janiculum Hill in Rome”, Papers
of the British School at Rome 82 (2014) 237-264, at 240.
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cultural enterprises in the early modern period, imposing anachronistic divisions and applying
presentist interpretations to material that was conceived and consumed within a different and
more cross-disciplinary intellectual framework.?* The recovery of the tombs of early
Christians, at the crossroads between religion and archaeology, intersects with the vision of
the souls’ salvation as they travel towards God. Descending alive into the region of the dead
only to rise again to the surface of a renewed Christianity would have had deep
eschatological meaning for early modern Romans.

Given the conspicuous absence of purgatory in the Holy Scripture, moreover, its
existence, as historians have highlighted, became a cornerstone of the Reformation and
Counter-Reformation debate.?® Historians have maintained that the sixteenth century was
arguably the Golden Age of Catholic writing about purgatory.?® The Council of Trent
reaffirmed that ‘the suffrages of the faithful’ helped those souls that were in purgatory, and
the Jesuits wrote extensively about purgatory, more than any other order. At least according
to one historian, ‘the doctrine of purgatory clearly fitted well into their appeal to a mitigated
and less strenuous teaching on the Beyond, and substantially widened the scope of methods

by which salvation might be attained’.?’ In Kircher’s case, I would argue, one method to

24 For examples of how some of these areas intersected in the early modern period, see Grafton A., “Humanism
and Science in Renaissance Prague: Kepler in Context”, in idem, Defenders of the Text: The Traditions of
Scholarship in an Age of Science, 1450-1800 (Cambridge, MA: 1991) 178-203; Buchwald J.Z. — Feingold M.,
Newton and the Origin of Civilization (Princeton, NJ: 2013). For examples related to medicine, see Siraisi N.G.,
“History, Antiquarianism, and Medicine: The Case of Girolamo Mercuriale”, Journal of the History of Ideas 64
(2003) 231-251; eadem, History, Medicine and the Traditions of Renaissance Learning (Ann Arbor, MI: 2007).
For the adoption of similar methods among humanists, philosophers, and natural historians, see Blair A.,
“Humanist Methods in Natural Philosophy: The Commonplace Book”, Journal of the History of Ideas 53 (1992)
541-551; eadem, Too Much to Know: Managing Scholarly Information before the Modern Age (New Haven,
CT: 2010); Krédmer F., “Ulisse Aldrovandi’s Pandechion Epistemicon and the Use of Paper Technology in
Renaissance Natural History”, Early Science and Medicine 19 (2014) 398-423; idem, “Ein papiernes Archiv fiir
alles jemals Geschriebene. Ulisse Aldrovandis Pandechion epistemonicon und die Naturgeschichte der
Renaissance”, NTM. Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der Wissenschaften, Technik und Medizin 21.1 (2013) 11-36. For
a broader analysis of the later period, see Daston L. — Most G.W., “History of Science and History of
Philologies”, Isis 106 (2015) 378-390, at 382—383.

25 Marshall P., Beliefs and the Dead in Reformation England (Oxford: 2002), esp. chs. 2 and 3.

26 Sullivan H., Grotesque Purgatory: A Study of Cervantes’s Don Quixote, Part II (University Park, PA: 1996)
79.

7 Ibidem 79-80.
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obtain salvation was to meditate on and admire the extraordinary world contained in the
bowels of the earth.

While exploring natural caves and visiting the Roman catacombs are now seen as
distinct enterprises, Kircher may have thought differently. In the first volume of the Mundus
subterraneus, he dedicates a chapter to the numerous caves, gaps, and underground paths
within the earth (Caput XX: De antris, hiatibus, et innumeris terrae meatibus). Here he
connects the Roman catacombs, ‘with which Roma subterranea deals abundantly’, with other
imaginative underground spaces like hell, purgatory, and limbo, but also with the oracle of
Delphi, the caves of the giants in Palestine and Sicily (humanae cryptae), and those of the
sybils and the muses in the Agro Cumano near Naples (this syncretism is very typical of
Kircher, of course). Following the humanist Jacques Gaffarel, he then seamlessly moves from
the theoretical to the technical, making a distinction between natural and artificial caves and
describing their salubrity or lack thereof. He thus provides examples of both natural and
artificial caves. Among the natural caves, he mentions Mount Sorano near Grosseto (which
he had personally visited) and the Aeolian Islands on the coast of Sicily; among the artificial
caves, he lists the Neapolitan underground pathways near Posillipus and those of Syracuse.?®
All these spaces, at least in Kircher’s eyes, possess the same ontological status.

There is no doubt, furthermore, that the Mundus subterraneus reveals some continuity
with Kircher’s other fully topographical work dedicated to Rome and its surroundings, his

Latium, which appeared in 1669. As Harry B. Evans has argued convincingly, Kircher’s

28 Kircher, Mundus, vol. 1, 118. Here Kircher cites as his source a work by the French scholar and priest Jacques
Gaffarel (1601-1681) entitled Mundus subterraneus, but a work by that title does not seem to have been
published. Gaffarel published, however, a short synopsis in French, Le monde sousterrein ou description
historique et philosophique (Paris, C. Du Mesnil: 1654), which divides the caves in divine, human-made,
animal-made, natural and artificial. It is possibly to this work that Kircher refers in the Mundus subterraneus. 1
thank Luca Ciancio for pointing me to this work. Gaffarel is also the author of the controversial Curiositez
inouyes sur la sculpture talismanique des Persans, horoscope des patriarches et lecture des estoilles (Paris, H.
Du Mesnil: 1629). Ch. 5 of this text discusses natural and artificial stones and talismans. On this neglected
author, see Hirai H. (ed.), Jacques Gaffarel between Magic and Science (Pisa — Rome: 2014).
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interest in the topography of Italy, Tuscany and Latium in particular, had led him to write
another account of a “journey”, Iter Etruscum.?® In Kircher’s own words, the work had been
a long-term undertaking requiring considerable investment of time and money, a book ‘in
which Etruscan civilisation is described from Noah’s offspring to the present day, its political
status is set forth, and marvellous things of nature are explained which I observed in its
mountains, cities, territories, rivers, lakes, and its many hot springs [...]’.>° Kircher had
travelled personally to various sites and had planned to have the work lavishly illustrated; he
mentioned these early explorations (including, as we have seen, his visit to Mount Sorano) in
the Mundus subterraneus. His investigations of the area near Viterbo allowed him to
encounter people who were living underground, ‘in a manner like that of the troglodytes of
Malta’; this underground settlement was under the jurisdiction of Prince Camillo Pamphilj.
Kircher emphasized how he had employed a local guide and had seen these places with his
own eyes, but also that numerous other sources pointed to similar habitations elsewhere, as
recounted in the Jesuits’ annual letters: in parts of India common people lived in subterranean
passages, and so did people in parts of Africa and near the Caspian Sea. He then remarked, ‘I
will say nothing here about the underground crypts in Rome, where so many martyrs and
popes hid during the time of the persecution; the reader may consult Roma subterranea about
them’.! The fact that these explorations were carried out on the Pamphilj’s estate was not
inconsequential, moreover. As Charles Dempsey has highlighted, the Barberini and Pamphilj
circles shared ‘common antiquarian interests’, and the Pamphilj invested significant

economic resources in fashioning a genealogy that reached back to Numa Pompilius, who

2 Evans H.B., Exploring the Kingdom of Saturn: Kircher’s Latium and Its Legacy (Ann Arbor, MI: 2012) 2-6.
30 This is how Kircher described the work to his long-time patron and dedicatee, Duke August of Brunswick-
Liineburg. I cite from Evans’ translation, Exploring the Kingdom 3.

31 “Non dicam hic de subterraneis Romae urbis cryptis, ubi tot Sancti Martyres una cum Pontificibus sanctis
persecutionis tempore delituerunt, de quibus Lector Romam subterraneam consulat’. I quote from Evans’
translation again, Exploring the Kingdom 4. Evans incorrectly attributes the work to Paolo Aringhi. However,
Aringhi, a Oratorian, had only taken Bosio’s work and expanded it. He published it with the title Roma
subterranea novissima in 1651, but Bosio’s work had already appeared (posthumously) in Italian in 1632. Bosio
had been working on his Roma subterranea since the early 1590s.
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succeeded Aeneas as founder of Rome. Anchoring their genealogy in a remote past of
historical significance was functional in claiming the heightened prominence of their family
in sixteenth-century Rome. As Susan Russell and Ingrid Rowland have documented amply,
one of the ways in which this was achieved was through the patronage of artists, humanists,
and antiquarians and the commissioning of works focused on the archaeology of early
Christianity and Aeneas’s legend (on which more in the concluding section of this essay).*?
As Massimiliano Ghilardi has convincingly argued, moreover, earlier scholarship had
maintained that the “birth” of early Christian archaeology was largely, or even exclusively,
associated with Filippo Neri and the Oratorians. In part, Ghilardi maintains, this was due to
Antonio Muratori’s incorrect association of Bosio with the Oratorians (possibly because
Paolo Aringhi, who published an augmented edition of Bosio’s work, was indeed an
Oratorian). Muratori’s influential account grew into the legend that saw Bosio and Neri
excavate together. As Ghilardi amply documents, however, the Oratorians were not the first
to develop an interest in early Christian material remains. Indeed, the Jesuits, under whose
guidance Bosio had studied, were already working on early Christian relics before the crucial
date of 31 May 1578, when allegedly some cavatori di pozzolana had accidentally
rediscovered the sacred burial site of St. Priscilla (now called ‘di Anonimo di via Anapo’ as
the identification has been challenged multiple times).* It is difficult to believe that Father
Kircher, who at some point fashioned himself as a new Hermes Trismegistus, would have not
been extremely fascinated by the discovery by members of the German College of the Jesuits
of the catacombs of St. Hermes on the old Salaria road in November of 1576. Access to what

Ghilardi calls ‘a goldmine of saints’ required an extremely long wooden ladder. The

32 Russell, “Antiquarianism and the Villa Pamphilj”; Rowland 1., “Vergil and the Pamphili Family in Piazza
Navona, Rome”, in Farrel J. — Putnam M.C.J. (eds.), A Companion to Vergil’s Aeneid and Its Tradition (Oxford:
2010) 253-269.

33 Ghilardi M., “Miniere di santita. La riscoperta delle catacombe romane: oratoriani o gesuiti?”, in Dompnier,
B. —Nanni S. (eds.), La mémoire des saints originels entre XVle et XVIlle siecle (Rome: 2019) 377-514.
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extraction of relics from this site, moreover, was so intense that it caught the eyes of the
Church hierarchy: Ghilardi quotes a document reporting the 1628 interrogation of three
Jesuits who described the long and dangerous ladder leading down to the tunnel, the
indefatigable work of the fossori (the workmen), and the criteria these Jesuits applied to
intentionally select only the relics of martyrs. The three Jesuits availed themselves of the
advice of other church figures who belonged to a selected group of experts and who were
Bosio’s friends. A detailed report on how to operate these extractions, entitled Pratica per
estrarre li corpi de’ Santi Martiri da sagri cimiteri di Roma (How to extract the bodies of
martyred saints from the Roman catacombs) was issued under the Pontificate of Alexander
VII, in the years around 1662-1667, around the time Kircher published his Mundus
subterraneus. Ghilardi notes, moreover, that this was not the only site over which the Jesuits
had control for the extraction and translation of relics. Some of these relics, perhaps
unsurprisingly, fed a veritable market aimed at boosting the cult of Christian saints both in
Europe and beyond.** The picture that emerges from these documents is clearly one of low-
and high-level practitioners working together, and of churchmen deeply invested in exploring
the underground and recovering early Christian objects in order to foster the cult of early
saints in the growing economy of salvation of which purgatory was an important part.

Kircher’s sustained interest in caves and catacombs is attested also by his
correspondence: in the third edition of the Mundus subterraneus he included, as he often did
in parts of his works, a letter-report from the Italian traveller to the East, Cornelio Magno

(1638-1692), detailing his exploration of the grottos of Antiparos.* To highlight that Kircher

34 Ibidem 384-394.

35 The three-page section on caves in vol. 1 (ch. 20), was expanded to twelve pages when Kircher added
Magno’s letter. See Kempe S. — Naumann G. — Dunsch B., “Athanasius Kircher’s Chapter XX About Caves,
Fractures and the Innumerable Passages of the Earth’ and the Grotto of Antiparos from ‘Mundus Subterraneus’,
1678, translated from Latin”, in Filippi M. — Bosék P. (eds.), Proceedings of the 16th International Congress of
Speleology, Czech Republic, Brno, July 21-28, 2013 (Prague: 2013), vol 1, 59—64 (with German translation of
Kircher’s passage). On Magno, see the brief note by Almagia R., “Magni, Cornelio”, in Enciclopedia Italiana
(Rome: 1934), https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/cornelio-magni_%?28Enciclopedia-Italiana%29/ (accessed
2.02.2024).
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himself was no armchair naturalist or antiquarian, however, one has just to remember how, in
a separate work entitled the Historia Eustachio-Mariana (1665), he claimed to have
identified the ruins of an early Christian church on the top of a mountain near Tivoli; Kircher
had subsequently made this place, La Mentorella, his own special place of devotion. Openly
comparing himself with a farmer clearing thorns, ploughing fields, and digging stones out of
the ground, Kircher emphatically recounted how, guided by the works of ancient writers, he

had climbed a rough terrain, to reach

a lonely, fearsome area, surrounded by a crown of huge, rocky cliffs. It was truly
a place filled with dread, since the stony peaks of the mountains seemed to strike
the sky with their height, and the precipices of the overhanging cliffs that ended

in dizzying and fearful chasms seemed to suggest the underworld.>

The comparison Kircher made with the fearsome realm of the underworld is significant.
In this period, finding God in frightful, liminal places became almost Kircher’s
signature. As Evans highlights, there is something of this account that reminds us of
Kircher’s equally wondrous description of exploring Vesuvius.>’

Of course, some of Kircher’s journey was imaginative. According to him, an
inscription identified the location as the very place where St. Eustachius underwent
conversion to Christianity in the fourth century CE, and Constantine, the first emperor to
embrace Christianity, founded the church. In practice, Maren Elisabeth Schwab and Anthony

Grafton argue, such an inscription may never have existed — there is no evidence that

36 The translation, this time from the Historia Eustachio-Mariana, comes once again from Evans, Exploring the
Kingdom 7.
37 Ibidem 8.
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connects it with Constantine. This fact, however, does not invalidate the assertion that
Kircher was not only an avid reader, but also an eager explorer.>® If mines were ‘trading
zones’, to use Pamela Long’s apt expression, so were catacombs. Where antiquarian interests
mixed with theological and eschatological ones to result in reflections on the death and future
salvation of early martyrs, there was sometimes space not only for an economy of relics, but
also for scientific observation.*® Roman engineering and hydraulics, after all, were being
rediscovered and valued among artisans and architects around the same time, as the Eternal
City was being revamped to accommodate the growing need of water (both potable and not)
among the populace and the upper classes.*

Despite being advertised in other publications, Kircher’s Iter Etruscum never saw the
light of day. The book was “killed” by Jesuit censorship. As Evans and others have
highlighted, this was not the first or last time Kircher had succumbed to internal Jesuit
control. His slim but extremely interesting Diatribe de prodigiosis crucibus (Discourse on
Prodigious Crosses, 1661) nearly suffered the same fate.*! As a theologian and a natural
philosopher, Kircher had been asked to express his opinion on a perplexing phenomenon that
happened in Naples after an eruption in 1660: black and red crosses had started appearing on

linen across the city, and the population had tended to interpret these as bad omens. As

38 The story has been recounted most recently in Schwab — Grafton, The Art of Discovery 2-5. See also Evans,
Exploring the Kingdom 6-9. Cf. Tschudi V. P, Baroque Antiquity: Archaeological Imagination in Early Modern
Rome (Cambridge — New York: 2017), ch. 5 (focusing on Kircher), who argues that ‘Athanasius the antiquarian
relied minimally on the investigation of ruins and instead on ideals of erudition, the hunt for patrons, and the
propagation of faith’, at 177. I resist the interpretation that the bookish mode of investigation excludes the
experiential one.

39 On the significance of mining as a place for the development of practical and experimental epistemologies,
see Long P.O., Openness, Secrecy and Authorship: Technical Arts and the Culture of Knowledge from Antiquity
to the Renaissance (Baltimore, MD — London: 2003), ch. 6, and Morel T., Underground Mathematics: Craft
Culture and Knowledge Production in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: 2022).

4 Long P.O., Engineering the Eternal City: Infrastructure, Topography, and the Culture of Knowledge in Late
Sixteenth-Century Rome (Chicago, IL: 2018). For a fascinating account of how Roman engineering knowledge
and techniques were embodied in everyday artisanal practices in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, see
also Mukerji C., Impossible Engineering: Technology and Territoriality on The Canal du Midi (Princeton, NJ —
Oxford: 2009).

41 On this intriguing text, see now Tutino S., “The Mystery of Mount Vesuvius’s Crosses: Belief, Credulity, and
Credibility in Post-Reformation Catholicism”, Journal of the History of Ideas 83 (2022) 207-227.
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Stefania Tutino has detailed in a recent article, such phenomena required careful management
on the part of the state and church authorities, who could not neglect to assuage the fear of
people.*? Kircher’s work had tried to fully naturalise the phenomenon as caused by the
various metals that had been spewed into the air by the mighty volcano. His fellow Jesuit
censors, however, were not entirely pleased with the Jesuit’s excessive insistence on the
natural character of the phenomenon. They thus suggested changes that Kircher mostly
implemented and allowed the text to appear with the Jesuit general’s permission.*

Despite being the target of censorship, the indefatigable Kircher was not deterred
from continuing his work on chorography, or indeed exploring the underground. After
publishing the slim Historia Eustachio-Mariana, the German polymath worked steadily on
the Mundus subterraneus, which appeared in 1665, and his Latium, which was finally
published in 1671. Indeed, Kircher makes his ambition clear early on, defining the work
contained in the Mundus subterraneus as new knowledge or organum that reveals truthfully
the workings of God. The term organum here has the double meaning of knowledge and
instrument, but is also a clear reference to Aristotle’s Organum.* The subterranean realm is
both harmonious and ordered according to God’s providence. Kircher introduces his journey
to Pope Alexander VII, the dedicatee, endowing the Summum Sacerdotem with the gift of
light and casting him as a second radiant manifestation of God’s power, both a guide and a
source of light. In the dedication, Kircher presents himself as a man in need of a guide to
enlighten his path as he starts his journey in the nether regions of the earth. In order to ‘enter
the underworld, which is hidden from us and leading to a more shrouded world’, Kircher

pleads emphatically, ‘may I be permitted to enter my foot fearlessly; for the introductions

42 Ibidem.
43 Ibidem 220-221.
4 Kircher, Mundus, vol. 1, “Praefatio”, fol. ** 1 r: ‘Organum hoc, optimo jure hujus operis argumentum, quod

Mundi Subterranei nomine inscripsimus, dici potest’.
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which I consider [writing], I must trust your propitious work, by whose light I may describe
this darkness clearly, lest the darkness tramples upon me wandering and toiling in the
labyrinth of the lower world’.** Kircher thus casts his journey under Alexander VII’s guiding
light in overt Virgilian and Dantesque undertones. As I shall illustrate in the second section of
this essay, this Virgilian echo is not limited to this early passage in the dedication. Rather, it
is central to the way in which Kircher frames the whole enterprise, construing his own

persona as a new Aeneas.

2 The Eschatological Imagination: Kircher as the New Aeneas

There is little doubt that living in Rome formed Kircher’s appreciation not only for early
Christian catacombs but also for the figure of Virgil and his hero, Aeneas. As Paula Findlen
has argued, like Aeneas Kircher had been forced to flee his homeland. His arrival in Rome,
moreover, was almost providential, as he had been heading to Vienna to take up the post of
court mathematician when, thanks to the influence of the French savant Nicolas-Claude Fabri
de Peiresc and Cardinal Francesco Barberini, he was invited to Rome to take over Christoph
Scheiner’s post as professor of mathematics at the Collegio Romano.*¢

Kircher was bound to have read Virgil abundantly as a Jesuit student: a staple of

humanist education, Virgil had become a favourite author within the new religious order.*’

4 Ibidem, “Dedicatio”, fol. * 3 v: ‘Ego vero interea in inferiores partes terrae iter adorno [...]. Ut autem in
subterranea disclusi a nobis et reconditioris mundi adita, mihi pedem intrepide liceat introferre; ad
introductiones, quas meditor, propitio tuo fidere est opus: ad cuius lucem possim tenebras illas describere
luculenter, ne tenebrae conculcent me in labyrinth inferioris mundi errantem et laborantem [...]".

46 Findlen P., Possessing Nature: Museums, Collecting and Scientific Culture in Early Modern Italy (Berkeley,
CA: 1996) 334-335; on Peiresc’s friendship with Cardinal Barberini, see Sarasohn L.T., “Nicolas-Claude Fabri
de Peiresc and the Patronage of the New Science in the Seventeenth Century”, Isis 84 (1993) 70-90.

47 Kallendorf C., In Praise of Aeneas. Virgil and Epideictic Rhetoric in the Early Renaissance (Hanover, NH:
1989); Haskell Y., “Practicing What They Preach? Vergil and the Jesuits,” in Farrel J. — Putnam, M.C.J. (eds.),
A Companion to Vergil’s Aeneid and Its Tradition (Chichester: 2010) 203-216.
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The Ratio studiorum of 1599 consolidated a programme of studies that was put in place much
earlier (it took fourteen years of work for the Ratio studiorum to reach its full formulation).
After having laid the basis of grammar, students proceeded to learn eloquence by studying
the works of Cicero, Sallust, Livy, and by reading Virgil’s Aeneid (with the notable exception
of the salacious Book V) and some Horace. Virgil returned to the classroom in the higher
grammar classes, where the students studied Virgil’s Eclogues, but also Book IV of the
Georgics, and Books V and VII of the Aeneid.*® The Roman poet was championed as the best
model for epic poetry; in Kircher’s time, as his order achieved the peak of its success, Virgil
was even considered by some ‘the leader of the Muses’, to be imitated, and, ideally,
surpassed.*’ As Yasmin Haskell has observed, at times the Jesuits remodelled their favourite
author creatively, as in the case of the Jesuit Antonio Possevino, who criticized him harshly,
but equally often took from him what was useful and appropriate and left aside what was
not.>°

The choice of Virgil, moreover, may have been reinforced by a solid and venerable
localized humanistic culture revolving around the papal court that modelled itself after
Virgil’s style and themes. In a recent study, Geoffrey Glodzik has argued very convincingly
how ‘in Rome, Vergil’s adopted city, this passion [for his work] was pursued with particular
fervour, purposefully placing the poet at the centre of the city’s narrative in the early
Cinquecento’.’! As Glodzik highlights, Virgil’s language, genres, and themes were functional
in articulating a vision of Rome’s providential destiny as the city of God. He concludes that

‘Vergilianism, based upon an application of Vergil particular to Rome, became the language

4 Farrell, The Jesuit Ratio studiorum 79-80, 84-94. For the original Latin of the 1616 edition, www.uni-
mannheim.de/mateo/camenaref/societasjesu.html#sj3 (accessed: 2.02.2024).

4 Haskell, “Vergil and the Jesuits”, 205.

50 Ibidem.

31 Glodzik J.A., The Reception of Vergil in Renaissance Rome (Leiden — Boston, MA: 2023) 1.
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of the prevailing discourse of papal Rome’.>? For early sixteenth-century Roman humanists,
therefore, Virgil’s authority provided a way to anchor papal authority and dignity in the
distant past and create an ideal line of descent for the Eternal City. As we have seen, this
anchoring Rome in the past, which served to make it the centre of Christianity in the Counter-
Reformation, was later reinforced by the rediscovery of another phase of this teleological
history, early Christianity and its martyrs.

As historians of Virgil’s reception have emphasized, different environments allowed
for different interpretative frameworks to develop around Virgil’s work, and this, in turn,
provides historians with privileged points of access into the Renaissance world of learning
and the works of the authors who readapted Virgil to their ends.>* By the time of the Counter-
Reformation, even Greek and Roman gods were put at the service of a providential Christian
narrative of salvation. Virgil’s fourth eclogue was read as an account of the birth of a
miraculous child and proof that Virgil had anticipated the birth of Jesus, and Virgil’s Latin
work provided the essential element of continuity between the founding of Rome and the
rebirth of the Eternal City in the sixteenth century.>* The attractiveness of the Virgilian model
for a journey in the underworld may have been enhanced by contemporary artistic trends. As
Christine Géttler has richly documented, at the end of the sixteenth century the ability of
Flemish painters like Jan Brueghel the Elder to paint airy, fiery, or ethereal substances was
particularly appreciated by Roman patrons; this in turn motivated Brueghel’s sons to further

develop these curious iconographies. Gottler convincingly argues that the ‘poetic hells’

32 Tbidem.

53 Ibidem 3. Glodzik develops this argument by building on the reception studies of Hardie, Kallendorf, and
L.B.T. Houghton. For analogous considerations, embedded in specific local contexts or related to specific
Virgilian texts see Hardie P., The Last Trojan Hero: A Cultural History of Virgil’s Aeneid (London — New
York: 2014); Kallendorf C., Virgil and the Myth of Venice (Oxford: 1999); idem, The Protean Virgil (Oxford:
2015); Houghton L.B.T. — Sgarbi M. (eds.), Virgil and Renaissance Culture (Tempe, AZ: 2018). Cf. Wilson-
Okamura D.S., Virgil in the Renaissance (Cambridge: 2010), who has a tendency to universalize Virgil across
Europe and is less attentive to space and place.

4 Rowland, “Vergil and the Pamphili Family”, 257-258.
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Brueghel the Elder depicted in the period from about 1594 to 1608 were ‘most likely
motivated by some of Jan’s early patrons in Rome’; and we know that he had frequented the
catacombs, as he had scribbled his name and the year 1593 on the wall of the St. Domitilla
catacomb that had been discovered the same year by Antonio Bosio.>® Already by the mid-
sixteenth century, nocturnal, hellish landscapes had become so popular that they began to be
mass-produced and often signed with Bosch’s name (Bosch having been the one who
inspired the genre).>® The lustrous, small-format copper plates of Jan Brueghel the Elder
catered to this taste and were often seen in direct relation to the works of Bosch. Collectively,
these painted hells are indicative of a strong fascination with the underworld within the elite
Roman circles Kircher frequented. Significantly for my argument, moreover, Jan Brueghel
the Elder expanded on Bosch’s choice of religious imageries of purgatory and hell to include
mythological, historical, and allegorical themes, including the scene of Aeneas’s descent into
the underworld. Book VI, as historians have highlighted, was often chosen for its exemplary
Christian values and as representative of hell’s landscape. Caves, tunnels, the shimmering of
light on metallic surfaces, the rendering of smoke and flames that were the subject of these
paintings were also natural elements that concerned Kircher.>” That the Virgilian theme was
so popular is demonstrated by the existence of three versions of Aeneas with the Cumaean
Sybil in the Underworld, one of the key scenes of Book VI [Figs. 2, 3].

In fashioning his exploration of the underworld as an epic journey, Kircher thus
followed in the steps of earlier humanists and contemporary artists: he simply added another

example of the ingenious reworkings of Virgil’s Aeneid in Western culture. Of the many

55 Géttler C., “Fire, Smoke and Vapour. Jan Bruegel’s ‘Poetic Hells in Géttler C. — Neuber W. (eds.), Spirits
Unseen: The Representation of Subtle Bodies in Early Modern European Culture (Leiden — Boston: 2007) 19—
46, at 25; see also Gottler, Last Things 335-373, at 343.

36 Géttler, “Fire, Smoke and Vapour” 26; Géttler, Last Things 345.

57 Kallendorf C., “From Virgil to Vida: The Poeta Theologus in Italian Renaissance Commentary”, Journal of
the History of Ideas 56 (1995) 41-62; Géttler, “Fire, Smoke and Vapour” 33-34; Géttler, Last Things 335-376;
Honig E., Jan Brueghel and the Senses of Scale (University Park, PA: 2016) 89-91.
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“Virgils” of the Renaissance, however, Kircher chose that of the Aeneid, Book VI as it was
functional to his own literary purposes for the Mundus subterraneus: the book recounted
Aeneas’s journey to the underworld, provided a brief overview of God’s cosmos, and played
frequently with the theme of light and darkness. Kircher, as the New Aeneas, was ready to
cast light on the creation of God below the earth’s surface as well as its relationship with the
celestial realm. As mentioned, the urge to reflect on life after death and explore the nature of
the nether regions may have emerged from personal experience, but soon afterwards Kircher
went well beyond it to investigate ‘the greatness and richness of the whole of nature and the
greatest variety of things’ and reveal the ‘causes of secret virtues through keen investigation
based on the marriage of art and nature necessary to human life with the working of
experiments as well as the application of reason and new methods of investigation’.
Kircher did not hide his debt towards Virgil in the Mundus subterraneus. Rather, he made it
explicit from the very start. The titlepage of the first volume features a cartouche that echoes
very closely some key verses from Book VI of the Aeneid: ‘Spiritus intus alit totamque infusa
per artus / mens agitat molem et magno se corpore miscet’ (deneid, VI, 726-727) [Figs. 4,
5].°” Book VI represents a crucial juncture in Virgil’s epic poem: this is the moment when
Aeneas concludes his troubled journey and finally settles in Latium. Crucially, it is a moment
that preludes to Aeneas’s rebirth as the founder of Rome. The Virgilian verses are part of a
larger “cosmological” section of the epic poem that takes place in the nether regions of the

earth. Book VI recounts how the Trojan hero arrived on the shores of Italy with his fleet and

38 Kircher, Mundus, titlepage: ‘Universae denique Naturae maiestas et divitiae summa rerum varietate
exponuntur. Abditorum effectuum causae acri indagine inquisitae demonstrantur; cognitae per Artis et Naturae
coniugium ad humanae vitae necessarium usum experimentorum apparatu, necnon novo modo et ratione
applicantur’.

% The phrase ‘Intus alit’ also appears on the frontispiece of De igne subterrraneo physica prolusio ([s.n.], [s.1.]:
1641), a short work by the Florentine court physician Giovanni Nardi. Nardi’s image of the earth, with its lands,
seas, and volcanoes, is very reminiscent of Kircher’s famous ‘Systema Ideale Pyropylaciorum’. I owe this
reference to Luca Ciancio, who is exploring Galileo’s interest in Nardi’s work. On Nardi, see Andretta, E.,
“Nardi, Giovanni”, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, 77 (2012),
https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/giovanni-nardi_(Dizionario-Biografico)/ (accessed: 16.05.2024).
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dropped off anchor near present-day Naples. Following his late father’s recommendation, he
travelled to the Temple of Apollo, where he met the Sibyl, a priestess, and prayed to Apollo
for the chance of settling in Latium. Aeneas had one additional wish: he asked the Sibyl if he
could travel to Dis — the underworld — to meet his father’s spirit one last time. To be allowed
to travel, the Sibyl responded, Aeneas had to accomplish a task: he needed to receive a sign
that he was ready for such a journey; he needed to travel to a forest and find a golden bough.
If the bough broke off the tree easily, Aeneas was ready to travel (4deneid, V1, 95-150).
Predictably, Aeneas returned with the bough and the Sibyl took him to the gate of Dis.
Aeneas’s journey here deepens, both metaphorically and physically, as Charon ferries

him across the river Styx into the underworld. After some wandering, the Trojan hero reaches
the Blessed Groves, where good souls wander in their journey towards the Fields of
Gladness. Here he meets his father Anchises who explains to him the meaning of his long
journey and the future that awaits him and his progeny as founders of a new dynasty, the
Romans. Having met Anchises, Aeneas attempts three times to embrace him, and three times
he fails as his father’s image vanishes in his arms (4eneid, V1, 700-705). At this point,
noticing a crowd of people on the shore of a river, Aeneas asks the name of the river and why
these people are there. Anchises replies that these are the souls of people who drink the
waters of Lethe, the river of oblivion, before returning to inhabit other bodies. Thus, in this
last meeting, Anchises does much more than illustrate the meaning of Aeneas’s past and
future: he also explains to his son how the universe works, and how the souls of people are
reborn (4eneid, VI, 710-751). In Anchises words,

First, you must grasp that the heaven and earth and the sea’s liquid flatness,

Also the gleaming sphere of the moon, constellations, the huge sun

Feed on internal Energy. Mind, which suffuses these cosmic

Limbs, pervades the vast body and keeps the mass vital. This mixture
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Generates life within humans and beasts, flying creatures, and also

Monsters Ocean spawns below marbled plains on its surface.

Fire endows them with force, and the source of the seeds for that fire

Is, though it's slowed and restricted by noxious bodies, the heavens. (4eneid, VI,

724-731)%
In Virgil’s cosmogony, everything in nature is infused with one great spirit, which resides
temporarily in the body, to be released and purified upon death to re-enter into another. Why
did Kircher choose these specific Virgilian verses ‘Spiritus intus alit totamque infusa per
artus / mens agitat molem et magno se corpore miscet’ (Adeneid V1, 726-727) as the opening
of his work? Kircher here continues a long tradition of adaptation and recontextualization of
this famous passage. This tradition is so rich and complex that historian of philosophy
Brunello Lotti has dedicated an entire book to its reception in medieval and early modern
times. As Lotti explains, vv. 724-727, and especially vv. 726-727, are often cited on their
own, without any specific reference to the doctrine of metempsychosis there expressed — the
already mentioned souls of people who drink the waters of Lethe, the river of oblivion, before
returning to inhabit other bodies — which was clearly unacceptable to Christian doctrine.®!
We can presume that even for somebody like Kircher, who — as Ingrid Rowland quipped —
could express ‘radical opinions about the cosmos and religion beneath the nose of the Roman
Inquisition’, supporting the theory of reincarnation would have been a troublesome move. %
For Kircher, however, those verses had other meanings related more to the structure of God’s
cosmos than to the issue of metempsychosis. Their function here is rather to underscore how

God’s spirit permeates everything in nature, not just above the earth’s surface, but also

0 Virgil, Aeneid, trans. F. Ahl (Oxford: 2007) 151-152 (emphasis mine).
o1 Lotti B., “Spiritus intus alit...” La ricezione di un luogo filosofico virgiliano nel pensiero moderno (Florence:

2021)9.
62 Rowland, “Vergil and the Pamphili Family” 267.



27

below. As Lotti stresses, the success of these verses resides in their malleability to
interpretation: while hinting at the relationship between the World Spirit (anima mundi) and
matter, they are not otherwise particularly specific.®® The fact that they belonged to the book
where more than elsewhere Aeneas is identified as the first Roman, moreover, clearly
responded to contemporary concerns.

Kircher returns to the same Virgilian verses cited on the frontispiece in chapter IV of
the second volume of the Mundus subterraneus, in a section dedicated to the Sun. As Ingrid
Rowland has highlighted, the passage has the double function of reminding the reader that
Virgil’s ‘naturally Christian soul had grasped how God had imparted the breath of life to
matter in the act of Creation’ and how the physical structure of the universe points the way to
Christian revelation.®* As both Rowland and Lotti point out, moreover, the verses carry a
third meaning, which is given by the place in which these verses are inserted. The chapter in
which Virgil’s lines appear is an ode to the power of the sun, its working, its virtues, its
properties, and its influence on the sublunary world. In Kircher’s words, God — the world’s
most wise architect — created the sun, ‘the trusted prince of the world, the origin and source
of all heat and light, of life, source of the lower world, true and natural elemental fire’ from
the primordial chaotic mass of the Universe, whose nature and substance Kircher had already
described abundantly in his Itinerarium extaticum.% For Kircher the sun is a kind of mind
(mens), a spirit that guides nature, a governing body, a vicar of the true divinity, which shines
its light on the sacraments of God’s occult wisdom; it makes them manifest by rescuing them
from chaos and the dark abyss, so that from that visible and material divinity (the Sun), the

invisible majesty of God beyond this world might be made known to mortals. It is the sun,

83 Lotti, “Spiritus intus alit” 10-12.
4 Rowland, “Vergil and the Pamphili Family” 267.

6 Kircher, Mundus, vol. 2, 57-58.
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with its mighty mass, that makes the whole world fecund with its motion, pregnant with his
power: ‘By its work, it invokes nothing more in the nature of things than divine
providence’.%

Importantly, this passage of the Mundus subterraneus has more affinity with
Anchises’s speech than the rest of the work, where Kircher progressively moves away from
the celestial spheres and cosmological explanations to explore the structure of the earth.
Much like Virgil, as a prelude to his travel underground Kircher tries to explain how the
cosmos works, but he does so by drawing from the latest scientific knowledge available to
early moderns. The visible, material manifestation of God, the sun, will illuminate everything
that lies unseen within the earth. Moreover, while at a cursory reading Kircher’s description
of the sun may appear to be set firmly within the Aristotelian-Ptolemaic system, its centrality
as a giver of life and driver of transformation embodies the Jesuit’s sympathies for Tycho
Brahe’s theory. In line with fellow Jesuit Christoph Scheiner’s mature theories about the
sunspots (umbrae) in the Rosa Ursina (1660), Kircher postulated that the sun’s spots were the
result of the fluid nature of the sun’s surface,%” which caused its surface to look like the sea
ruffled by the wind [Fig. 6].6

As classicists and historians have pointed out, Virgil’s display of cosmological

knowledge is not unique, or indeed, surprising. Poets in antiquity were expected to show a

% Ibidem 58: ‘Quo quidem opere in rerum natura Divinam providentiam nihil magis indigitat’. It is significant
that indigito literally means to call upon, invoke a deity.

%7 Ibidem 59: ‘Haec autem umbrarum lucularumque phaenomena, nulla ratione, extra discum Solarem, sed ex
ipsa corporis superficie quasi ebullire, hisce rationibus comprobatur’. On the heated debate about the nature of
sunspots that ensued between Galileo and Scheiner, see Ingaliso L., ““Mater una vera, veritas una phaenomeni
est’: La Theorica Solis nella Rosa Ursina di Christoph Scheiner”, Galilaeana 10 (2013) 25-39, as well as
Giudice F., “Galileo’s Cosmological View from the Sidereus Nuncius to Letters on Sunspots”, Galilacana 11
(2014) 49-64.

68 Kircher, Mundus 58: ‘[...] subinde totam Solaris hemisphaerii apparentis superficiem hererogeneam ex
umbris et luculis conflatam, eundemque Solem tanquam mare fluctibus aspertum, et fluctuantibus undique undis
crispum, neque id eodem modo, sed tempore diverso, diversas versare vicies [...]". Cf. Scheiner Christoph, Rosa
Ursina (Bracciano, apud Andream Phacum Typographum Ducalem: 1626-1630) 346.
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mastery of cosmology, comprising astronomy, philosophy, and the poetry of the universe.®
Virgil revisits this tradition both in the Georgics (2 and 3) and in the Aeneid, partly inspired
by the earlier example of Lucretius. Far from being a simple display of erudition, however,
these elements — “history” and “science”— intentionally create a double bind between this life
and the afterlife, between individual lives and world history. As Philip Hardie beautifully put
it, the Aeneid exemplifies Virgil’s attempt to create ‘general correspondences between events
in the natural cosmos and events in the human, historical world’.”® In particular, cosmological
themes appear in two passages, the Song of the epic bard Iopas at the end of the first book
(740-746), and the first part of the Speech of Anchises in the sixth (724-751), in which, in
Hardie’s words, ‘cosmology leads into eschatology’.”! Much in the same way, I contend,
Kircher’s Mundus subterraneus contains elements that bind the underworld and its workings
with the history of humankind and of Christianity. Allegory proper, once again in Hardie’s
words, ‘dispenses with the restrictions of time and space; it involves the simultaneous
presentation of two orders of reality [...] one of a particular and one of a general nature’.”? As
we explore the underworld described by Kircher in his Mundus subterraneus, those two
planes constantly overlap and alternate, and, in the process, we discover God’s invisible
creation and the power of God himself. God’s workings, however, are hidden in darkness,
and it is Kircher’s journey of exploration that will reveal them to the Christian reader.

While Kircher casts his journey in eschatological terms, there is also a very concrete
aspect to this account: these travels, based on his readings of natural philosophy but also on
personal experience, ought to take the reader into the depths of earthly, “technical”, and

scientific knowledge and beyond, to illuminate their understanding of the power of Creation.

 Hardie P., Virgil’s Aeneid: Cosmos and Imperium (Oxford: 1986).
0 Ibidem 63.
"I Ibidem 51.
72 Ibidem 66.
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In moving from the epic genre to prose, natural philosophy expands as epic disappears, and

eschatology thus leads to cosmology and geology.

3 Conclusions
Scholars who have paid attention to Kircher’s Latium have at best recorded his naturalistic
interests, registering them as odd idiosyncrasies in a context devoted to classical and religious
antiquarianism.’ Describing the content of Latium, Victor Tschudi said:
The parts are divided into chapters that deal not only with the geography of the
locations but equally with topographical, historical, biographical and
archaeological details connected with them. Kircher even writes on topics such as
hydraulics and botany. For example, in his text on Tivoli, he recounts first the
history and origin of the town; then the variety of villas, ancient and new, as well
as other structures; and finally the “works of nature” that could be seen in the
territory. ’*
The inclusion of ‘works of nature’, however, is surprising only if we focus on
disciplinary boundaries and assume that our own interests in investigating Kircher
correspond to his in writing Latium. Such a division, I argue, cannot be maintained for
at least two reasons: first, a rich body of scholarship has successfully put different areas
of Kircher’s interests in dialogue; second, this seems to miss the larger intellectual
framework in which Kircher’s enterprise and aims are to be situated. As a polymath at
the service of an intellectual enterprise of the Counter-Reformation and as a member of
one of the most militant and engaged orders of the early modern period, his main aim

was to advance ‘the honour and glory of God’ by finding God’s power and greatness in

3 Exemplary of the first mode is Evans, Exploring the Kingdom; of the second, in parts, Tschudi, Baroque
Antiquity.
" Tschudi, Baroque Antiquity 175.
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all of nature. As Tschudi sums it up elsewhere in his important study, Kircher aimed to
make God’s governance ‘manifest on all levels of existence, of which he found
evidence in the grandest scheme and the tiniest pattern in nature’.”> But God’s natural
realm and that of those men who chose to follow his guidance were never too far apart:
early relics and figured stones equally functioned for Kircher as powerful testimonies
of the power of the Creator. They were evidence of his presence and immanence in the
world. Meditating on this realm of light and darkness — the underworld — was also a
way to accompany the soul towards its final destination.

In this essay I have tried to demonstrate how Kircher’s Mundus subterraneus
fitted into a longer series of projects that saw the German Jesuit explore the wonders of
nature and art both above and below ground. The real and imaginary journeys he
embarked on from the late 1630s to the 1660s laid the foundations for his
eschatological journey in the Mundus subterraneus and were deeply connected with it:
the study of the workings of the cosmos and of the underworld was instrumental in
elevating the human spirit towards its Creator and meditating upon the Last Things.

When Kircher ventured underground, he was well-equipped with useful
classical and literary models to frame his journey. The Jesuits’ investment in early
Christian Rome and the trafficking of relics from the Roman catacombs certainly
created a powerful stimulus to look into the dark recesses of the earth; the
omnipresence of the Virgilian narrative, which clearly permeated the mind of every
young Jesuit, and the lively interest in artistic representations of the “invisible”, of
darkness, and of Aeneas’s journey, in particular, provided the best literary and artistic
model for his own journey. Secular antiquities, sacred relics, and natural specimens

invisible to the naked eye were made visible through his indefatigable work. So was the

7> Ibidem.
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faithful’s path from death to rebirth and salvation modelled on the journey of Aeneas.
For Kircher, the different objects of his study of the underworld fulfilled one simple
function: to demonstrate God’s might and presence and allow his readers to reflect on
the Last Things. As Schwab and Grafton have argued, ‘Kircher showed no sense of
strain or conflict when he applied the most-up-to-date methods of antiquarian research
to Christian material’.”® By the same token, the reader’s admiration for the marvels of
the earth’s interior could function as a means of meditation on death and salvation,
purgatory and hell. Signs of God’s presence could only be read by somebody who
possessed Kircher’s erudition and was plugged into the rich culture of the Roman curia.
Kircher’s reading of the Book of Nature was not going to be impeded by the physical
limitations of sight. Where human sight stopped, the light of God would lead and

illuminate the path to salvation.

Bio:

76 Schwab — Grafton, The Art of Discovery 19.
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libros digesta. Quibus admirandae lucis et umbrae in mundo, atque adeo universa natura

[...] (Rome, Sumptibus Hermanni Scheus: 1646). Public domain. © Wikimedia commons.
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1600-1625. Oil on copper, 26.8 x 35.3 cm, Copenhagen, Thorvaldsens Museum. Public
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Fig. 3 Jan Brueghel the Younger, Aeneas and the Cumaean Sibyl in the Underworld,
1630s. Oil on copper, 26.7 x 35.9 cm, New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Public domain. Image © The Met.

Fig. 4 Engraved frontispiece of Athanasius Kircher, Mundus subterraneus in XII libros
digestus (Amsterdam, Johannes Janssonius van Waesberge: 1664). Public domain. ©
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Fig. 5 Cartouche with verses from Aeneid, V1, 726-727: ‘Spiritus intus alit totamque

infusa per artus / mens agitat molem et magno se corpore miscet’. Detail of Fig. 4.

Fig. 6 Christoph Scheiner, Rosa ursina sive Sol ex admirando facularum et macularum
suarum phoenomeno varius (Bracciano, Apud Andream Phaeum Typographum Ducalem:
1626—-1630). Detail showing the ruffled nature of the sun’s surface and the sunspots. Zurich,

ETH-Bibliothek, Rar 10152. Public domain.
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