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Introduction 

ÅMarine charts from 13th to 16th century  

 

ÅñThe first true mapsò (Beazley, 1904) 

 

ÅñThe outline ... for the Mediterranean was 

amazingly accurate.ò   

ñ(the) majority opinion ... (is) that the 

portolan charts were projectionless or that 

any projection was accidentalò (Campbell, 

1987) 

 



Origin & construction unknown 

"Whatever their antecedents might have been,  

these cannot be identified with any confidence 

today. ... 

How was the prototype constructed and when?ò 

 

                   (Campbell, 1987)  



Aim 

ÅTo investigate if portolan maps were 

constructed using one or more   

cartographic projections. 



Portolan definition 

ÅAlthough many portolan charts include 

compass roses, these were a later addition. 

 

ÅWe follow Max Eckertsôs (1925) definition 

and define portolans as those which are 

 

                ñrhumb line chartsò  



Methods 

1. trace 

shorelines 

2. digitize 

tracings 

3. choose 2 features as 

ñreference locationsò 

4. choose  map 

projection 

5. Computer-

assisted 

superposition 

6. assess 

superposition 

ACCEPT 

or  

REJECT 

cylindrical equidistant  

(standard parallel 42o) 



Dulcert, 1339 



Equidistant cylindrical - Refs : Gibraltar & Bosphorus Straits   

30o 36o 

42o 48o 



Equidistant cylindrical - Refs : Gibraltar & Bosphorus Straits   

42o 



Atlantic Zone 
Equidistant cylindrical - Refs : Gibraltar Strait & Cotentin 

Peninsula 

42o 63o 

36o 21o 0o 



Atlantic Zone 
Equidistant cylindrical - Refs : Gibraltar & Cotentin Peninsula 

42o 

Dulcert scale here is different =  0.8 of Mediterranean coast 



With this portulano, a navigator can sail to a given point by placing the needle of the compass  

along the magnetic meridian (without any correction) 



The rotation explained by the difference of magnetic declination in 1300 AD 

  Model from R.H. van Gent (2001) 



Western Mediterranean Zone 
Equidistant cylindrical - Refs : Gibraltar Strait & Messina Strait  



Summary 
Atlantic       Western Mediterranean        Eastern Mediterranean 

Orientation of the western part 

Scale of the eastern part 



Why is the relative scale of the 

Dulcert Atlantic coast = 0.8? 

ÅWe saw that the Eastern Mediterranean on 

the Dulcert was rotated because of the 

differences in the direction of magnetic 

north between the west and east 

Mediterranean. 

ÅWhy was the scale of the Atlantic coast 

= 0.8 of the scale of the Mediterranean? 

ÅWe will now examine the northern coasts of 

Africa on some other portolan maps. 



The ñColumbusò map, circa 1492 



ñColumbusò map ~1492 : Equidistant cylindrical : 42o :   



Plate Carrée Projections 

ÅThe plate carrée is the only cylindrical 

projection the standard parallel of which is a 

great circle. 

 

ÅIn the ñclassicalò plate carr®e  the standard 

great circle is the equator. 

 



ñColumbusò map ~1492 : Plate carr®e  



Juan de la Cosa, 1500 


