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Battista Agnese Portolan Atlas: World, c. 1540 
 

Description: One may not speak of an Agnese portolan Atlas (#384.2) or an Agnese world 
map and let it stand at that, disregarding the several elements of variety in the 
composition of the productions bearing that name. There were marked changes in the 
data and configuration of these maps at different times in the period of their production, 
roughly 1536-1564. In his definitive study of Battista Agnese, Henry R. Wagner divides 
the sixty known atlases of this period into three types - Pre-Californian, Post-
Californian, and Post-Californian with a new map of Scotland. The most significant 
member of the second or Post-Californian group is the atlas in the Pierpont Morgan 
Library dated May 15, 1542, the earliest Agnese now known to show on its map of the 
Pacific area the Peninsula of Lower California with place names arising from the Ulloa 
voyage of 1540. With its portrayal of the Moluccas and the Philippines in this map of the 
Pacific area, the portrayal of the western coast of America with but one break from the 
Strait of Magellan to Alta California, with the Indian Ocean map displaying the eastern 
coast of Asia far north along the China seaboard, we find in the Agnese Atlas a composite 
mappemonde which strongly affirms a distinct increase of knowledge among 
cartographers with regard to the bounds of the Pacific. In the oval map of the world 
found in the Agnese Atlases, a map based upon an older tradition and hospitable to some 
strange conceptions, Agnese stepped back a pace or two in time. It is one of the most 
decorative of all known maps of the world, but it repeats many errors long corrected 
even when about the year 1539 this map was first constructed on the so-called Verrazano 
plan.  A good deal of the mistrust expressed of Agnese as a cartographer must arise from 
this lovely anachronism which he generally placed in his atlases. In more than one 
particular, however, it is geographically important; not the least interesting of its 
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features is its inclusion of a lightly traced silver line, which indicates Magellan’s track 
around the world, a thin line joining ocean to ocean and continent to continent, 
demonstrating graphically the new comprehension of the world brought about by that 
earliest circumnavigation.   
  Twelve wind faces surround an unexpectedly correct world map that indicates 
the track of Magellan’s 1519-22 global circumnavigation. The 12 winds represented by 
faces are all named after classical Greek and Roman wind divinities. For example, in the 
west is Favonius vei Zephir, after the Roman god Favonius and his Greek counterpart 
Zephyrus, bearers of favorable light breezes to fill the sails of ships sailing across the 
Pacific. In the northeast is Agvilo vel Boreas for the Roman Aquilo and the Greek Boreas 
who bring cold winter air to places such as northern Russia. And in the South is Avester 
vel Notvs for the Roman Auster and the Greek Notus who send late-summer storms. The 
distinguishing feature of this map is the colored lines encircling the world representing 
the tracks of Magellan’s fleet. Agnese was the first mapmaker to employ this device. 
 This beautiful portolan chart belongs to the portolan atlas, once the property of the 
Emperor Charles V and by him presented to his son and successor, Philip II. The author, 
Battista Agnese, was an Italian map-maker, who published charts in Venice from 1536 to 
1564. His maps usually delineate a particular country only and map the coast with 
considerable detail; but the present world map, which may be dated roughly sometime 
after 1539, the date of the exploration of the Gulf of California by Ulloa, is necessarily 
drawn on a small scale and lacks details.  
 Agnese, according to Justin Winsor, was “one of the most prolific draughtsmen 
of the 16th century”; and of no other cartographer of the 16th century have so many 
specimens of work come down to modern times. There are in existence more than fifty 
atlases by Agnese, all commonly possessing a world map of elliptical shape, in which 
are traced the route from Spain to the East Indies via the Strait of Magellan, and to the 
west coast of South America byway of the Isthmus of Panama.  
 Of the few details on the map, in South America Agnese illustrates the La Plata 
River and the Strait of Magellan, and the Maluche (Molucca) Islands and Cape de Bona 
Speranza. There is no strait between South America and North America, as that 
conception, a requirement of the geography of Marco Polo, which was accepted as long 
as North America was thought to be connected with Asia, ceased to be represented in 
cartography after Europeans came fully to appreciate the difficulties in the way of 
finding a passage across the narrow isthmus on the way to Peru. But, as is indicated by 
Cataio Provi off California and by Cataio P. in China, i.e., the province of Cathay, America 
is still vaguely connected with Asia in the far north.  
 The scene of the conquests of the Pizarro brothers is named Peru; and the west 
coast of South America is apparently entirely traced, though there may be noticed a 
hesitation on the part of the draughtsman on the southwestern coast of South America. 
South America is called Mundus Novus, and no name at all is attached to North America. 
The fairly correct shape of Central America and Mexico, and the delineation of the Gulf 
of California, reflect the explorations of Cortes, Ulloa, and others in these regions. The 
Gulf of California and the peninsular character of Lower California go on the map as the 
result of the explorations of Ulloa in 1539, and remain on all the maps until the 
beginning of the next century, when Lower California begins to appear on the French, 
British, and Dutch maps as an island, and so remains for nearly a century. 
 The mariners of the 16th century, in their satisfaction at finding a passage through 
America to Asia, did not stop to explore the land south of the Strait of Magellan. Cape 
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Horn and the insular character of that land they never suspected, but rested in the belief 
that there was an unexplored Antarctic continent.  
 
Size: 80 x II inches 
Location: John Carter Brown Library, Providence, Rhode Island. 
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Plate 6 of the Agnese Atlas 

 
A rare manuscript atlas by Battista Agnese, probably made in 1544, was acquired by the 
Library of Congress in 1943. The handsome volume, bound in contemporary brown 
tooled leather and stamped in gold, has 15 vellum leaves, with 10 colorfully illuminated 
hand-drawn maps. The atlas is known to have been earlier in the famous Furstliche 
StollbergWernigerodische Bibliothek, Wernigerode, Saxony. The original owner of the 
volume was Heronimous Ruffault, the Abbot of St. Vaast (Vedasti), in France. On the 
verso of the first leaf there is a decorative inscription that reads: “REVERENDISSIMVS I 
CHRISTO PATER DNS HIERONIMVS RVFFAVLT ABBAS SACTI VEDASTI ET SANTI 
ADRIANI.” Henry R. Wagner, distinguished authority on the history of cartography, 
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published a detailed study on Agnese and his atlases in 1931. After examining some 60 
separate Agnese atlases, Wagner classified them into three types as follows:  
Type I. Pre-Californian, from about 1535 to the end of 1541.  
Characteristic features are the absence of California, delineation of Yucatan as an island, 
separation of England and Scotland, and the misplacing of Taprobana (as Ceylon/Sri 
Lanka) on the oval world map.  
Type II. Post-Californian, from about 1542 to about 1552.  
Atlases in this group show the peninsula of California. With one exception, only the 
routes of Magellan and that to Peru are shown on the oval world map. Also, with some 
few exceptions, North America is of the Verrazano type, and Yucatan is drawn as an 
island. On the map of Northwest Europe, Scotland has a square shape. In most atlases of 
this type Scotland and England are separated by a narrow strait.  
	

	
	
Type III. Post-Californian with a new map of Scotland, from about 1552 to 1564.  
In addition to containing a new map of Scotland, these atlases show Yucatan as a 
peninsula. Also, on the oval world map the Verrazano shape of North America has been 
dropped. Taprobana appears in its proper place as Sumatra and the island of Ceylon has 
been reduced to its proportionate size.  

The atlas comprises a declination table and an armillary sphere on single pages, 
an uncompleted double-page zodiac with a small Atlantic hemisphere in the center, and 
10 maps 29.5 x 19.5 [cm.]:  

1, Pacific Ocean, Vermeio type;  
2, Atlantic Ocean;  
3, Indian Ocean;  
4, Northwest Europe;  
5, Spain and Northwest Africa;  
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6, West Mediterranean;  
7, Central Mediterranean;  
8, East Mediterranean;  
9, Black Sea;  
10, Oval world-map.  

 
In the back cover there is a compass (with the needle missing) surrounded by a 

wind rose, and according to Ruge’s description, the binding may be a characteristic 
Agnese binding. The verso of the first leaf contains an inscription that it belonged to 
Heronimous Ruffault, the abbot of St. Vedasti and St. Adrian, and in the front is a 
notation in a later hand that this man was abbot from 1537 to 1563 of S. Vaast, a 
Benedictine convent in Arras.  

Of more than 60 Agnese atlases that have been identified and described, at least 
16 are known to be in collections in the United States. The Huntington Library has five, 
the Newberry Library three, the John Carter Brown Library and the Morgan Library two 
each, and there are single copies in the New York Public Library, in the Library of the 
Hispanic Society of America, and in the Library of Congress. The only other known copy 
in the Americas is in the Sociedad de Geografia of Mexico.  

All we know about Battista Agnese, wrote Wagner in 1931, is found on his own 
maps. He described himself as a Genoese and dates his maps from Venice. The Italian 
geographers who have manifested some interest in his work have so far failed to 
unearth a single other fact about his life, and the investigators in the Venetian archives 
seem never to have found his name mentioned. This is the more remarkable because he 
was one of the most prolific map-makers of the 16th century.  

Similarly, Winsor wrote, in 1897, that what we know of Agnese’s career is almost 
wholly derived from his works; and at least half of these, as we recognize them, are 
anonymous and undated. There has been some difference of opinion as to the length of 
his cartographical service. Wieser and Kretschmer assign to him atlases in the British 
Museum of as early dates as 1527 and 1529. Kohl puts his earliest work in 1530. Harrisse 
starts his career with a group of portolanos known to have been made in 1539. Kohl does 
not trace him beyond 1545. Harrisse and Kretschmer date his latest work 1564. It is 
significant of his want of care in registering the progress of geographical knowledge, 
that in this atlas of 1564 [a later type than the one in the Library of Congress], which is 
preserved in the Biblioteca Marciana at Venice, the Chilean coast is still undefined, 
though it had been known in Europe to have been tracked nearly thirty years. Cartier 
had established the insularity of Newfoundland at about the same time, and still in 1564 
Agnese does not recognize its island character.  

Plates 5, 6, and 14 in the Library of Congress’ Agnese are of particular interest, 
for they indicate the extent of European knowledge, when the atlas was made, of the 
territory now within the United States. No. 14, an attractive map of the world executed 
in red, green, blue, and gold, generalizes the Atlantic coast of the United States and the 
Pacific coast adjacent to southern California with an accuracy creditable in a period only 
half a century removed from the first voyage of Christopher Columbus. It shows no 
place names within the present United States. Plate 5 is on a larger scale than plate 14 
and represents the same coasts in essentially the same manner. In eastern North 
America, north of the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico, some 30 place-names are given 
for coastal features. Except fa florida, none of these names is in use today.  
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To United States scholars, plate 6 is the most interesting for it shows the entire 
Atlantic Ocean, and thus presents both the eastern portion of continental United Suites 
and the Mediterranean basin. There are 42 place-names in eastern United States and 
adjacent parts of Canada and Mexico. The coasts on the western border of the Atlantic 
are naturally much less complete and much more distorted than the coast lines of 
Europe, Africa, and western Asia.  

All the maps in the atlas are vividly executed and in an excellent state of 
preservation. Plates 5, 6, and 14 leave North America without continental designation; 
on each of them South America is designated as mvdvs novvs. Study of the place-names 
in this early manuscript atlas should make it possible for students of exploration to 
determine what source maps Agnese used in his compilation. Although he never visited 
any part of the New World, he probably knew more about its geography than did the 
navigators who had visited some of its coasts and mapped small portions of them. 
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Plate	5	
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