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As the title can seem a bit puzzling, let me start by saying that this is a reference 
book on early modern global history in which an extraordinary amount of data is 
presented in a visual form. The vast number of maps, tables, graphs, and figures 
are meant to be core elements of the book, which explains why the authors call it 
an atlas. The first author wrote the text, and the second author created the 
visualizations. There is another reason why this book differs from ordinary 
reference books or textbooks. Its aim is to describe basic data and not engage in 
discussions, so its goal is to show and not to prove, as is explained in the 
introduction (9-10). The book is meant for students and others interested in the 
field of global economic history and the authors emphasize that it is no more than 
a first introduction to the vast literature on this subject. The data have been 
selected because of their importance in debates on the emergence of modern 
economic growth, more specifically the debate on the Great Divergence between 
Europe and Asia. Geographically, the focus is on Great Britain, the Dutch Republic, 
China, and Japan, but there is also information relating to other countries. The 
book covers the period between the 15th to the 19th century and focuses on 
economic and other material aspects of life. Five chapters on geography and 
demography, energy, resources, agriculture, and exchanges are followed by three 
chapters on growth and its sources. The ninth chapter documents the Great 
Divergence or great gap that emerged in the long 19th century as a consequence 
of the fact that only a small part of the world began to experience sustained 
economic growth. Finally, there is a brief chapter comprised of a review and some 
reflection.  

The authors are well equipped for their ambitious undertaking. Peer Vries 
has been teaching global history for more than twenty years and was professor of 
Global Economic History at the University of Vienna before his retirement in 2016. 
Annelieke Vries is an experienced mapmaker, trained as a geographer and a 
cartographer. Description and visualization of data is of course not neutral, even 
if only basic facts are considered. Therefore, it is only right that the first author is 
clear about his position in the Great Divergence debate. Even the Review and 
Reflection chapter, at the end of the book, reads like a firm conclusion. The section 
argues that the chance of an industrial revolution occurring in Great Britain was 
incomparably higher than in China, as the differences between the countries were 
substantial, both in the economy and society, and what is more, increasing in the 
18th and 19th centuries (320-321). But readers are invited to use the material in 
the book to reach their own conclusions.  

This book is impressive because of its wide scope, treating numerous 
aspects of the economic and societal history of very different countries over a long 
period. Best of all, however, is the fact that the data are systematically selected 
and presented in ways that make worldwide comparisons possible, especially 
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between Europe and Asia. One can find a table on life expectancy at birth in 
Europe and Asia from the 16th to 19th century, tables on tax revenue per capita 
in Britain, the Dutch Republic, France, Spain, China, and the Ottoman Empire 
1650-1899, along with a graph showing real per capita incomes in China, Japan, 
India, Britain, and four other European countries from 1500-1950 (35, 260, 281). 
This comparative approach also reveals how little we know about China and Japan, 
compared to the vast and detailed scholarly work that has been done on western 
countries, especially Great Britain and the Netherlands. The situation is much 
better than when Kenneth Pomeranz wrote his influential The Great Divergence 
in 2000, but it is still very uneven. The atlas presents predominantly quantitative 
data, although many interesting facts of a more qualitative nature are also found.  
Almost in passing, for example, a remark is made that the increasing use of 
eyeglasses was important from an economic point of view, as it could add about 
fifteen years to the working life of people dependent on good eyesight (52). A 
shortcoming of the book is the absence of an index which makes it difficult to find 
information like this in the printed book. A list of the maps, graphs, tables, and 
figures is also lacking, which is remarkable since the atlas is meant as a reference 
book. Fortunately, Project MUSE and other eBook platforms are hosting the PDF 
version. 

It was a very good choice to match the text with a variety of figures, 
considering the increasing popularity of data visualization. The figures are 
attractive and effective, giving the reader quick impressions of important 
historical developments. An infographic, for example, shows diseases Europeans 
introduced in the Americas, followed by a graph conveying the demographic 
collapse of the Native American population of Central Mexico after the arrival of 
the Europeans (142-143). More cheerful maps show European cities with printing 
presses in 1500, mechanical clocks around 1350-1380 and in 1450, and 
universities founded before and after 1500 (221, 222, 227). The importance of the 
steam engine is effectively illustrated by a graph showing the maximum capacities 
of prime movers, including the power of an adult man, a fully-grown horse, a 
waterwheel, and a steam engine (289). For non-Asian readers the maps of Asia 
are particularly helpful, like those showing the dividing line between the rice and 
wheat cropping area in China, China’s physiographic macro-regions, or the 
expansion of the Ching Empire in several phases (123, 246, 277).   

The book addresses a wide range of aspects, including health, migration, 
and military strength, but the authors inevitably also had to limit themselves. 
People interested in gender history may be disappointed, as there is nothing on 
women or gender in the table of contents. Scattered passages on this theme are 
mostly very short, and readers are supposed to understand “workers” as including 
women and children, which denies the role of gender in labour relations (212). A 
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little more attention is paid to environmental issues. This is welcome as we are 
now in the midst of another major transition, not so much involving the 
emergence of modern economic growth, but rather environmental degradation, 
climate adaptation, drinking water shortage and declining biodiversity. The atlas 
has several relevant passages, such as on deforestation, the use of animal manure 
and night soil, and sustainability in Tokugawa Japan (85-93, 176-178).  

Despite some of the criticisms mentioned, this book could be very useful 
for students and scholars exploring the immense literature on the Great 
Divergence debate. The authors have done an excellent job by opening up the 
field of global economic history in this way. 
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