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TITLE:  Vesconte World Maps  
DATE:  1306 - 1321 
AUTHOR:  Pietro [Petrus] Vesconte 
DESCRIPTION: Among the first maps in Christian Europe to reveal a new character 
are those by Pietro Vesconte (fl. 1306–1330). He was a Genoese cartographer and one of 
the earliest creators of portolan [nautical] charts. He operated primarily out of Venice, 
and greatly influenced Italian and Catalan mapmaking throughout the 14th and 15th 
centuries. Some consider him as the first professional cartographer to sign and date his 
works regularly. He produced chiefly sea-charts, and his world maps betray his 
experience in that field. Vesconte came from Genoa but did some, perhaps all, of his 
work at Venice. His work falls within the period 1310-30; the name ‘Perrino Vesconte’, 
which appears on one atlas and one chart, may be his own, using a diminutive form, or 
that of another member of his family. Vesconte was one of the few people in Europe 
before 1400 to see the potential of cartography and to apply its techniques with 
imagination. As can be seen in the world maps he drew around 1320 he introduced a 
heretofore unseen accuracy in the outline of the lands surrounding the Mediterranean 
and Black Sea, probably because they were taken from the portolan [nautical] charts. We 
may suspect that his influence lay behind the maps of Italy in the Great Chronology by 
Paolino Veneto during the years of 1306 to 1321 that was copied at Naples not long after, 
for other maps in the same manuscript are related to maps from Vesconte’s workshop 
that illustrate Marino Sanuto’s book calling for a new crusade. Marino Sanuto (Sanuto the 
Elder of Torcello, c. 1260-1338) was a Venetian statesman and geographer.  He is best 
known for his lifelong attempts to revive the crusading spirit and movement.  He wrote 
his great work is entitled Liber secretorem fidelum Crucis, sive de Recuperatio Terrae Sancta 
[Secret book of the loyalty to the Cross or the Recapture of the Holy Lands], also called 
Historia Hierosolymitana, Liber de expeditione Terrae Sanctae, and Opus Terrae Sanctae, the 
last being perhaps the proper title of the whole treatise as completed in three parts or 
“books”. 
 Sanuto’s work discussed medieval trade and trade-routes as well as political and 
other history.  In the work, he includes maps and plans which are of great importance in 
the development of cartography.   Begun in March 1306, and finished (in its earliest 
form) in January 1307, the book was offered to Pope Clement V as a manual for true 
Crusaders who desired the re-conquest of the Holy Land.  To this original Liber 
Secretorum Sanuto added significantly.  Two other “books” were composed between 
December 1312 and September 1321, when the entire work was presented by the author 
to Pope John XXII, together with a map of the world, a map of Palestine, a chart of the 
Mediterranean, Black Sea and west European coasts, and plans of Jerusalem, Antioch 
and Acre.  A copy was also offered to the King of France, to whom Sanuto desired to 
commit the military and political leadership of the new crusade. 
 The world map included in this volume was made by Vesconte who used his 
knowledge of sea charts in the crafting of this work. On this copy he even drew rosettes, 
which are standard feature in the portolan sea charts but are scarcely used outside the sea 
chart tradition. The region of the Mediterranean, whose accurate portolan charts already 
existed, is depicted in true detail but the rest of the world is shown in very approximate 
form and shape. The world map included in Marino Sanuto’s work is an outstanding 
example of early imperial geography and cartography. Geographical and cartographical 
knowledge of so far unknown regions and oceans, especially the Indian Ocean, was a 
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pre- condition for expansionist proto-imperialism of European powers in the footsteps 
of the so-called crusades. 
 The world map by Vesconte, now in the British Library and measuring 50 x 34.5 
cm (double page), may be even earlier than his chart dated 1311; although the first 
known copies of it are found, with other unsigned and undated maps, in a manuscript 
of Marino Sanuto’s book dating from 1306-1321. The maps were in fact long thought to 
be the work of Marino Sanuto [also spelled “Sanudo”] himself. Later, however, a copy of 
the Liber secretorum was discovered with the signature of Pietro Vesconte and the date 
1320, and he is now considered the author of the maps in place of Sanuto, who was not 
known as a cartographer. As mentioned above, Sanuto’s work was written to induce the 
kings of Europe to undertake another crusade against the Turks, and so the following 
maps accompanied it: a world map, maps of the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, the 
western coast of Europe and Palestine, plans of Jerusalem, and Ptolemais [Acre and 
Antioch].  

Reconstruction by M. Vivien Saint-Martin, 1847 
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 World and area maps, made by the Genoese cartographer Pietro Vesconte when 
he was working in Venice by 1318 for the book of Sanuto were the important visual part 
of the book. Cartography was a decisive factor in the imperial plan. On the 24th of 
September 1321 and during an audience he finally presented his book under the title 
Liber Secretorum Fidelium Crucis [Book of the Secrets of the Faithfull of the Cross] to Pope 
John XXII of Avignon. In these books Sanuto wrote, ‟I have published four maps of the 
world: one of the Mediterranean Sea the second of the sea and the land, the third of the Holy Land 
the fourth of the land of Egypt ...”. Sanuto didn’t mince his words.  The purpose of the 
‟mappamundis [was] to conquer and to hold the Holy Land and the lands roundabout it.”  
 A number of differences from the traditional mappamundi are immediately 
apparent in Vesconte’s world map. First, a network of rhumb lines covers the map, 
radiating from sixteen points on the rim. The names of the winds are based on the 
vernacular rather than the classical names, although an attempt has been made to 
Latinize them (sirocus, magister). The Mediterranean and Black Seas have taken their 
shapes from the sea charts. Africa curves to the south, with the Indian Ocean open to the 
east and dotted with islands, which seem to represent the sites of the Indian spice trade 
(the island of pepper, and sources of nutmeg, cassia, ginger). An indentation in the west 
coast of Africa suggests the Gulf of Guinea, however this may be “accidental”, as it 
predates any other recorded evidence of European travelers there. The Caspian Sea is 
shown as landlocked, rather than as a gulf of the northern ocean, and there is an extra 
sea, labeled Mare de Sara between the Black and Caspian Seas. This is usually understood 
as another name for the Caspian Sea. The legends and place-names are a mix of classical 
and modern. The mythical creatures Gog and Magog can be found in the far north, and 
the torrid and frigid zones are described as uninhabitable. However, there is no site 
marked for the terrestrial Paradise, a staple of the medieval European mappaemundi.  The 
holy land is not enlarged, and so it has room for only a few places (Syria, Jerusalem). 
Asian place-names include Cathay, the home of the Great Khan, and many places in 
Europe are included such as Cracovia, Estonia, Livonia, and Pomerania. On one 
manuscript, a reader, overcome perhaps by all this novitas, has written Archae Noe in an 
appropriate location in Armenia. In Africa and Egypt the place-names are classical (Libia 
cirenensis, Pentapolis, Garamantia), possibly reflecting the author’s reluctance to use 
Arabic names, which surely must have been known to him.  
 Surrounding the map is an anonymous geographical text of a conventional type, 
describing the division of the world into regions, delineating their borders, and giving 
the derivation of their names. The shape of the text, with Asia on top and twice the size 
of the other continents, Europe to the left and Africa to the right, mirrors the 
configuration of the map. On a separate page is an account of Minor Islands, mostly those 
in the Mediterranean for which there was no room on the map. There is limited 
correspondence between the names on the map and those in the text, the map being 
more modern. The greatest similarity is in Africa, where, as has already been noted, 
many of the names are of classical origin. Conversely, there are significant differences 
between the Europe map and text. The map fills eastern Europe with current names, 
while the text populates it with tribes long since moved on and settled elsewhere: the 
Vandali, Rugi (conquered in 488), Eruli (Heruls, exterminated by the Lombards in 567), 
Turtlingi (Tervingi?), Vinuli (Vinnili, later became the Lombards), and so on. The text is 
not completely archaic, however. For one thing, it does not mention Paradise as a 
province of Asia. Speaking of Scythia and Hircania, it reads: “Moderns have divided and 
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named [this area] differently, placing, where Scythia was, the kingdom of Cathay, which 
has the Ocean to the east; to the south, the islands of the Ocean; to the west, the kingdom 
of Tarsa [land of the Uighurs], to the north, the desert of Belina.” The source of this text 
on Asia is the Armenian prince Hetoum’s description of the east in his account of the 
Crusades, written just a few years before Sanudo’s work. The text and map were meant 
to be complementary, as there is a note at the bottom: “One must know that a 
mappamundi of this type is not drawn so that it shows everything, since this would be 
impossible.” The reader is further referred to the greater text, the Book of Secrets itself, for 
more information on the lands overseas. The world map is reproduced in a very similar 
form with almost identical nomenclature in all the surviving manuscript versions. Some 
refinement of the Scandinavian peninsula appears on the British Library manuscript, 
where it has a more attenuated form and extends farther to the west.  
 As observed by Professor Evelyn Edson, unlike the maps of the eastern 
Mediterranean and the holy land, the world map is not clearly connected with Sanuto’s 
strategic purpose. He may have included it as a gesture toward the world of learning, as 
he wrote his book in Latin and included citations from classical authors. After all, his 
first audience was the papal court at Avignon, a center of Latinate learning. One 
function the world map could have, however, was to show the relatively small part of 
the world dominated by Roman Catholic Christianity after the defeat of the Crusader 
kingdom. In the Book of Secrets, Sanuto avers that the only Christian kingdom now in 
Asia is Armenia, and it is struggling for its existence. Even in Europe, Spain is partly 
controlled by Muslims, while Eastern Europe is dominated by the schismatic Greeks. 
Looking at a world map, one can contemplate this sorry state of affairs. Despite Sanuto’s 
religious mission, his world map is a dramatic departure from the Christianized image 
of the world on the Hereford mappamundi (#226), where Christ presides in judgment over 
the entire world and the apostles’ missions reach out to all nations. The reality that most 
of the world is not Christian is the message of Sanudo’s world map and a call for action.  
 Pietro Vesconte, in his mappamundi drawn for Marino Sanuto’s Secreta fidelium 
crucis, tried to combine the two types into one image. Vesconte was a prolific maker of 
portolan charts in Venice between 1310 and 1330. While much of his production is 
conventional, his world map for Sanuto’s crusader manuscript departs dramatically 
from earlier examples, seeking to combine the mathematical system and new land-
shapes of the portolan charts with the contained, circular, Jerusalem-centered format of 
most mappaemundi. In this map, the influence of the portolan charts can be seen at a 
glance: in contrast with the amorphous forms of Asia and southern Africa (familiar in 
many other medieval mappaemundi), the Mediterranean world is instantly recognizable 
and proportionate, clearly copied directly from the outlines of a portolan chart. Even 
more striking is the network of lines that are drawn in a sixteen-point wind-rose that 
encircles the whole earth. He uses an exact copy of one of the rhumb-line networks that 
covered half of a portolan chart to grid the space of the entire world, rather than just one 
part as in the portolan charts. The grid, however, no longer holds any indexical 
significance outside of the small corner of the map that has been drawn from the portolan 
charts. The rest is a strange hybrid that would have provided little navigational 
assistance to any traveler. The rhumb lines claim for this new map a kind of symbolic 
empirical authority, when in actuality the points on the rhumb-circle do little more than 
indicate the positions of the winds (much like the circular wind-faces depicted along the 
edges of the world in a work like the Psalter map, #223). What the map actually shows 
varies little from a traditional mappamundi; what has changed is its implied claim to be 
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modern and accurate in a different sense. Vesconte’s map offers a glimpse of the 
currency that empirical geometry carried at this transitional moment. Vesconte clearly 
saw in the geometry of the portolan charts an iconic, modern power that could be 
combined with the forms of a traditional world map to create a new kind of picture. 
 The Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts, with (in the east) the Black Sea and the 
Sea of Azov, are no longer an unrecognizable pattern of shapes that can be identified 
only by names attached to them; instead they are drawn just as in a normal portolan  
chart.  Also like the portolan charts, Vesconte covers the surface of his map with rhumb 
lines or loxodromes (except on the Sanuto version); one of the first to use loxodromic or 
rhumb lines to prepare charts.  A somewhat better conceptual construct is also shown of 
the greater continental rivers of the North, from the Danube to the Don and Volga, and 
from the Vistula to the Oxus and Jaxartes.  In this fluvial detail, however, as in the 
delineation of two Caspian Seas, Vesconte is more traditional and unnatural on “his 
map” than the one ascribed to him in Sanuto. On the other hand, Vesconte is distinctly 
truer in his representation of the British Isles and Scandinavia on “his map” than on 
Sanuto’s.  But everything outside Vesconte’s experience betrays the poverty of his 
sources.   His conventionalization of Africa, with its south-east projection after the style 
of the Arab cartographer Ibn Idrisi (#212), so as to face India/Asia, and with a western 
Nile River traversing the continent, from the region around the Mountains of the Moon 
and the sources of the river of Egypt to the Atlantic.  The delineation of East Asia and of 
the northern regions, from China to Denmark, show no noticeable inclusion of recent 
discoveries or modification from the typical 
medieval design, so completely discarded in the 
Catalan Atlas (#235), half a century later. 
Vesconte‘s world maps were circular in format 
and oriented with East to the top, although most 
of the fabulous elements so common to early 
world maps have been omitted, Prester John, the 
mythical Christian king occasionally located in 
Ethiopia, does manage to appear on Vesconte’s 
map and has been “re-located” to India. 
 This world map is painted using colors 
fairly typical of the medieval period.  The oceans, 
seas and rivers are in green, the saw-tooth 
mountains in brown, the major cities represented 
by crowns and castles are in red, and the 
landmasses are in white.  

 The map however cannot be considered as a 
T-O type but akin to the Ptolemaic model of the 
world, having been rotated 90 degrees. 
Notwithstanding its raison d’etre (urging the 
European rulers to organize a new crusade) it 
stands bereft of any religious content. On this map 
we do not see mythical and Biblical creatures or 
other Christian features such as the Earthly Paradise 
or the rivers of Paradise and here, for the first time in 
medieval world maps the Red Sea is not colored red and does not standout. In fact the map 
has rather more Islamic religious content, such as in Arabia the Islamic religious centers of 
Mecca [Mecha] and Baghdad [Baldac], all shown red. 
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 Northern Europe is show as a densely populated area with many legends of 
towns and provinces. Norwegia is a peninsula and Anglia, Scotia and Hybernia are shown as 
islands in the North Sea. Only the countries of Francia, Germane and Yspania are indicated by red 
ink. The river Tanay [Tanais = Don] is shown flowing from a northern mountain range into the Sea 
of Azov. The shape of Mar Pontus [The Black Sea] is almost correct. 

 The flat-bottomed circular sea enveloped by mountains is named Mare Caspiu [the 
Caspian Sea]. Situated between this and the Black Sea [Mare Pontos] there is another arrow-like 
lake, which bears the legend “mare” only. This should in fact be the Caspian Sea, since to its south 
the legends read Caspia and Yrcania, two provinces located south of the Caspian Sea. It 
follows that the true identity of the flat-bottomed sea above should have been the Sea of Aral, 
situated in western central Asia, with Bactria shown on its shores. 

 The unnamed mountain range running between the Black Sea and the arrow-like 
Caspian Sea can only be the Caucasus Mountain range. At its intersection with the second 
mountain range the vignette of a large gate reads Porte Forree [Iron Gates, the name given to 
the Caspian Gates by the Persians, Turks, Armenians and others]. For the first time in medieval 
western maps this passage, also known as the Caspian Gates, has been shown in as correct 
position, namely on the western shore of the Caspian Sea. 

 To the left of the red inscription Asia there is a vertically standing rectangle resting on 
the mountain range, bearing the label Archa Noe [Noah’s Ark]. The eastern end of this mountain 
range is called Montes Caspii [Caspian Mountains] while towards its western extremity it is 
identified as Taurisius or Taurus mountain range. Below Asia and the legend of Taurisius there 
is the legend of Armenia Magna. Coicia [Cochis or Abkhazia] is located north of Armenia 
Magna. For the first time in western medieval cartography, the region of Georgia appears 
entitled as such. The region of Albania, which should have been near Georgia, is shifted to 
the upper left corner of the map, near the surrounding ocean, which is outside the area 
cowered by the detail map. 

 To the west of Armenia, south of the Black Sea the region is divided into various strips 
of land starting at the top with Persida, Asia Minor and followed by Bitia [Bithynia]. Calcedonia, 
Licaonia, Galatia, Lidia and Frigia minor [Phrygia], Cilicia lies to the south of this region, over the 
mountains and between the two vignettes of castles. Further south, at the foot of the Taurus 
mountain range lies Capadocia. 

 Africa occupies most of the southern hemisphere and does bear the basic 
geographical features such as the Gulf of Guinea and the Cape despite its inaccurate shape. 
The Nile River has its source in unspecified mountains and flows northwards to the 
Mediterranean flowing through Egyprus, past numerous castellated towns located on its 
shores. Other provinces of Africa are Libie, Pentapolis, Sarmatia and Siirtes Maiores. In southwest 
Asia the following toponyms stand out: Arabia (red), Mecha [Mecca] (red), Baldac [Baghdad] 
(red), Pa[r]thia and India Magna. Albania has been pushed towards the edge of the map near the 
Northern Ocean. The toponyms in red are those deemed important by the mapmaker. 
 From Rouben Galichian’s book Countries South of the Caucasus in Medieval Maps: 
Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the text surrounding the Vesconte world map provides 
explanatory comments about various provinces and their features. At the top right of the 
map, lines two to five and twelve to fourteen from the top describe the peoples, features 
and location of Armenia. Lines two to five roughly translate as: Armenia was named after 
Armenus, who came to Colchis and Armenia with Jason. It is located between the Caucasus and 
Taurus Mountains, Capadocia and the Caspian Sea. Armenia is in two parts Upper [Greater] 
and Lower [LesserJ. 
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  Lines twelve to fourteen roughly translate as: Kingdom of Armenia has the 
Kingdom of Khawrazm at its east. On the north it has the Kingdom of Nisia whose largest city is 
Sarai.  
 Two lines further down there is a description regarding Georgia beginning with: 
Kingdom of Georgia has a large white mountain at its east, and to its south lies Armenia.  
It then continues with further elucidations. On the left of the map line 27 is the 
description of Albania, which loosely translates: … its people are white and to its east is the 
Caspian Sea, which is connected to the Northern Ocean, it extends to the Meotides Marshes [Sea 
of Azov] and deserts. 
 This map also sees the first mention of the name Georgia, though there is a 
reference to Colchis (or Abkhazia), indicating that the latter may not yet have been 
entirely annexed with the kingdom of Georgia. 
 The chronicle compiled by the Minorite friar Paulinus dates from about the same 
time (ca.1320). It too contains a world map and a map of Palestine, which closely 
resemble the work of Pietro Vesconte. Some differences in detail occur; for example, 
though both the Vatican copy and the Paris copy have two Caspian Seas, in the Vatican 
copy they are the same shape, while in the Paris copy the western Caspian corresponds 
to the later form of the Catalan maps. There are other differences, usually relating to the 
interior of countries, i.e., to regions little known to Vesconte himself. These differences of 
detail between the maps in contemporaneous manuscripts of Marino Sanuto and 
Paulinus can only be explained by assuming that two scribes copied Vesconte’s map, 
adding to it from different sources. 
 Besides his world map, the most interesting of the medieval maps of Palestine 
was also drawn by Vesconte in about 1320. In its purpose it was like Harding’s map of 
Scotland (ca. 1450): it illustrated a book by Marino Sanuto that urged a new crusade to 
re-conquer the Holy Land, now entirely lost to the Christians. Cartographically, 
however, it was far more sophisticated than Harding’s map, though more than a century 
older. It is covered with a network of squares, and the accompanying text explains that 
each represents one league (or two miles); every town is placed in the appropriate 
square and confirming the picture presented by the map; the text identifies the square 
where each town is to be found. The rivers and mountains were drawn in with less 
precision and they differ somewhat in the seven surviving copies of the book. This may 
seem to us an entirely normal and rational way to set out a map, but in the 14th century it 
represented an enormous conceptual leap, and confirms that Vesconte was a man of skill 
and imagination. Where he (or Sanuto) got the necessary information, the list locating 
the towns, we do not know; both this and the grid may derive from Arab sources, and a 
more remote connection with grid-based maps in China is not impossible.  This map is 
also oriented with East at the top and the green at the bottom marks the Mediterranean 
which was wrongly named the Flumen Jordanus [River Jordan] by a much later 
annotator.  Nordenskiöld calls this map “the first non-Ptolemaic map of a definite 
country”. 
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Vesconte Map of Palestine, 1320  
British Library, Additional MS. 27376, ff.187v-188 

 
Vesconte was working in Venice by 1318. Cartography was a decisive factor in 

the imperial plan. On the 24th of September 1321 and during an audience he finally 
presented his book under the title Liber Secretorum Fidelium Crucis [Book of the Secrets of 
the Faithfull of the Cross] to Pope John XXII of Avignon. ‟In the same books”, we wrote, 
‟I have published four maps of the world: one of the Mediterranean Sea the second of the sea and 
the land, the third of the Holy Land the fourth of the land of Egypt ...”. Sanuto didn’t mince his 
words.  The purpose of the ‟mappamundis [was] to conquer and to hold the Holy Land and 
the lands roundabout it.”  

The maps were long thought to be the work of Marino Sanuto alone, but in 1891 
Konrad Kretschmer, the famous German historian, discovered that Vesconte drew the 
maps for Sanuto's manuscripts. Little is recorded about Vesconte apart from his 
professional attainments. He was a master cartographer who made his living drawing 
mariner's charts. He is the first cartographer known to have signed and dated his works; 
his portolan of 1311 is the oldest extant dated sea chart. Also, Vesconte and the 
anonymous maker of the Carte Pisane of about 1290 were the first to use loxodromic or 
rhumb lines to prepare charts.  

There are striking coincidences between the Sanuto-Vesconte map and the text of 
Burchard of Mt. Sion, the 13th century pilgrim from Magdeburg who wrote an extensive 
account, accompanied by a map, of his ten-year stay in the Holy Land. While no copies 
of his map have survived, many examples of his text have. Sanuto quotes freely from 
Burchard's account, and Vesconte’s map repeats several of Burchard’s errors. For 
instance, the extensive phantom network of rivers west of the Sea of Galilee derives 
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from Burchard’s account, and Sanuto specifically follows Burchard in mistakenly 
locating Corazim on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee.  

The Sanuto-Vesconte map represents a combination of Vesconte’s information 
about coastal areas and Burchard’s lost delineation of the interior. This hybrid came to 
be definitive and was among the first non-Ptolemaic maps to be included in the printed 
Ptolemy atlases 150 years later. Ptolemy’s prestige as the father of scientific geography 
led cartographers to study the Sanuto-Vesconte map as well, and it became a widely 
used starting point for mapping the Holy Land.  

Nordenskjöld, the famous cartographical historian, has called this "the first non-
Ptolemaic map of a definite country." Its true distinction, however, is the contribution of 
Vesconte, who was qualified to provide a firm scientific basis for what is otherwise a 
derivative map of the biblical school. This map set new standards for cartographic 
accuracy; it radically changed mapmaking by uniting professional cartography with 
traditional scholastic geography. Here we see a merging of the biblical and classical 
schools of Holy Land mapmaking. Ironically, the reason for the project was 
anachronistic and medieval: the call to recover Jerusalem for European Christendom.  

It is not known from where Vescomte had his information on sailing routes and 
harbors. Interestingly, Sanuto, nor Vesconte never once referred to their contemporary 
fellow, the Venetian, merchant and traveler, Marco Polo (c.1254–1324), be it in the text of 
the Secreta or in the surviving letters. Neither he nor Pietro Vesconte used any 
information from Marco Polo’s travels in their maps or in any other way. The fact that 
the contemporaries, Sanuto and Vesconte, do not mention him—even though Polo, 
Sanuto and Vesconte were Venetians—supports the assumption that Marco Polo was 
merely a later fabricated legend then a widely traveled man. 

This map was used was used by the Italian crusading activist Marino Sanudo to 
illustrate his important call to arms, the Liber secretorum fidelium cruces, of around 1320. 
Sanudo was later called upon by the council organizing Philip’s crusade for his 
knowledge of the practicalities of scientific cartography. His maps make it clear that the 
physical location of the Holy Land was not a mystery. The up-to-date 14th century court 
of France knew where to find the Holy Land and how to get there. Although there are a 
few distortions of size and relative location, the Sanudo portolan resembles nothing less 
than a modern view of the earth from space with Jerusalem as the focal point at the 
center of the image. In other words, where was not the issue. 
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Pietro Vesconte mappamundi, printed German copy from 1611, 13 x 13 inches 
(oriented with East at the top) 

 
Fine example of this rare portolan map of the world, the earliest surviving 

printed evidence of Pietro Vesconte’s world map created circa 1311, generally 
considered to be one of the earliest surviving examples of a modern map of the world. 
Vesconte’s map, in its earliest form, survives in a 14th century manuscript work by 
Marino Sanuto, which was reproduced for the first time in print in Johann Bongars’ 
Orientalium expeditionum historia. Gesta Dei per Francos, sive Orientalium expeditionum, et 
regni Francorum Hierosolimitani historia (Hanau, 1611).  While not as broadly 
disseminated as the maps of Claudius Ptolemy, the Vesconte/Sanuto map shown above 
is perhaps the single most important surviving cartographic artifact of the early 14th 
century, providing great insight into the modern conception of the world, over 150 years 
prior to the first printed maps. 
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As noted by R.W. Shirley: 

[Printed for the first time] by Johann Bongars in 1611, Sanudo’s planisphere . . .  is one 
of the few examples of medieval maps based on portolano sources in printed form. It is a 
circular map centered on Jerusalem with the Mediterranean relatively well defined. The 
ocean surrounds the whole of the known world, the outer parts of which are represented 
by conjecture. The authorship of Marino Sanudo is not definitively established and the 
original manuscript map has also been attributed to Pietro Vesconte. 

This mappamundi is, in essence, a portolano of the Mediterranean world combined with 
work of pre-portolan type in remoter regions.  The shorelines of the countries well 
known to Italian mariners, from Flanders to Azov, are very progressively delineated, 
although Africa, away from the Mediterranean, is conventional, with its south-east 
projected, after the manner of Idrisi (#219), so as to face Indian Asia, and with a western 
Nile traversing the continent to the Atlantic and the Niger shown in its classical fashion, 
extending due west to the Atlantic.  Chinese and Indian Asia show little trace of the new 
knowledge which had been imparted by European pioneers from the time of Marco 
Polo, and which appears so strikingly in the Catalan Atlas of 1375 (#235).  
 Its basic form also conforms to fundamental medieval conceptions of geography, 
in that it is oriented with East at the top and shows Jerusalem at the center of the World. 
 The ocean surrounds the known landmasses of the world, while the outer parts are 
largely conjectural.  True to the medieval conception of the world, the landmasses are 
about equally balanced between the Northern and Southern Hemispheres.    
 This all being said, however, in key respects the map was revolutionary for its 
time.  Notably, this map, along with Vesconte’s other work, features the first broadly 
accurate conceptions of the Mediterranean and Black Seas. Elsewhere In Europe, the 
appearance of Norvegia and Suecia [Scandinavia] are great advances from traditional 
cartographic sources attributable to Ptolemy, and Great Britain and the Baltic Sea appear 
in recognizable forms.  The Arabian peninsula, Black Sea and Caspian Sea are in a 
recognizable form, and the name Georgia appears above the Caucus Mountains. 
 Some idea is also shown of the great continental rivers of the north, such as the Don, 
Volga, Vistula, Oxus and Syr Daria.   
 The present printed version of the map shown above appeared in Germany in 
the early 17th century.  It was produced as part of the greater intellectual movement that 
flourished in Europe, and in Germany in particular, roughly from 1450 to 1650, during 
which scholars, heavily influenced by the enlightened ethic of Humanism, sought to 
acquire, preserve and learn from the most progressive elements of Classical and 
Medieval thought.  These scholars sought to go ad fontes, or ‘to the original source’ of the 
knowledge, or as close to it as possible.  As is the case with the antecedent of the present 
map, most of these sources existed only in manuscript form, available in a single or with 
very few examples.  The great achievement of this period was to preserve and liberate 
this knowledge through the printing press.  The portolan tradition was perhaps the most 
technically advanced element of medieval geography, and early modern scholars held it 
in high esteem.  It was thus of great importance that the Sanuto/Vesconte world map 
was here for the first time printed, so that it could be disseminated to a wider audience. 
 While the present printed edition of the map is uncommon, it is nevertheless 
responsible for creating and maintaining the scholarly awareness of this important map 
throughout Europe and beyond. 
 As noted in the History of Cartography, Volume 1, the Sanuto/Vesconte map was 
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one of the most important maps of former times reclaimed for an early modern 
audience: 

During the European Renaissance . . . it is possible to trace an increasingly 
systematic attention to the maps of preceding centuries.  The extent to which this 
represented a genuine historical feeling for maps as independent documents 
should not be exaggerated, especially in view of the general surge of interest in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in classical geographical authors and the fact that 
maps from the classical sources were valued as useful contemporary tools as well 
as vaunted as monuments of antiquity. . . . historical maps were also reproduced, 
continuing a medieval tradition of manuscript copying in the Renaissance, but it 
was printed facsimiles of such maps that did the most to stimulate their study and 
widen an appreciation of the cartography of earlier centuries.  Notable examples, 
engraved from medieval manuscript sources, were the Peutinger map . . . Marino 
Sanudo’s medieval tract Liber secretorum fidelium crucial . . . and . . . Richard 
Gough’s maps of medieval Britain, [along with Ptolemy's maps]. 

Vesconte’s portolan of the eastern Mediterranean (1311) is the oldest known signed and 
dated map. As evident on the present map, Vesconte was the first mapmaker to 
accurately maps the Mediterranean and Black Seas, and his depiction of Great Britain 
was a marked improvement over his predecessors. At least four of his multi-chart 
atlases survive, dating from 1313 to 1321. 
 Twenty-three surviving examples of Sanuto’s manuscript work are known to 
exist, all of which date from the 14th Century. Marino Sanuto descended from a rich and 
influential Venetian trader family with an extensive network in the Mediterranean 
where he travelled beside other places to Cyprus, Rhodes, Alexandria, Constantinople 
and Acre in Palestine where he visited for the first time in 1285.  The decades after the 
crusaders had been defeated in Acre in 1291 Sanuto must have been driven forth to 
design a strategy to conquer Palestine which is, as he wrote, ‟attractive to every nation ... 
situated in the middle of the habitable world and like a point of circumference. It faces 
Africa, Asia and Europe.” Sanuto also gave a detailed insight into the trading networks 
linking the sea routes of the Indian Ocean with the Mediterranean port cities, e.g. Gaza, 
Antioch, Iskenderun, etc. He elaborated the advantages of controlling the trade with 
spices, sugar, textiles etc. But, first of all the enforced embargo should not have any 
gaps, ‟that wood, iron, pitch and anything else should not be transported at all or 
anything imported from those lands. And this is the reason: because if Christians accept 
spices, sugar, cotton and other merchandise from the Levant, they export to that place 
too.” Obsessive about the plan he had in mind, he wrote down his strategy in the 
following decades.  The plan included an embargo against Egypt, prohibiting to trade 
wood and other naval supplies and ‟no Christian should purchase any goods 
whatsoever brought from the lands of the Sultan.” Hereafter, he presents the military 
components. Under Venetian command ‟will be assigned in all 15,000 foot soldiers and 
300 cavalry, and a deputy shall be chosen in his place lest one of them is absent: all this 
at the expense of the church together with ships, supplies and other things necessary for 
him to wage war. And the matter should be entrusted to only one captain because a 
well-ordered enterprise needs only one head.” Sanuto was hoping that Germans and 
Tatars would support the crusade. Here it is not the place to go into more details of the 
whole enterprise.  
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Vesconte world map, ca.1321, 35 cm diameter, oriented with East at the top 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome/Scala 
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Vesconte world map, 1320, 35 cm diameter, oriented with East at the top, Bodleian Library 

 
 
 
 
 



Vesconte World Maps 
#228 

 16 

Pietro Vesconte’s World Maps, 1321, from Marino Sanudo’s Liber secretorum fidelium crusis 
(oriented with East at the top) British Library, Additional MS. 27376*, ff.187v-188. 

 
 
 
 
 

Outline redrawing, re-oriented with North at the top 
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Pietro Vesconte mappamundi, ca. 1320, 33 cm diameter 
Bibliotecheque Nationale, Paris, France, MS Lat. 4939
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Vesconte world map on vellum, 1320, 35 cm diameter, oriented with East at the top,  
In the Secreta Fidelium Crucis, British Library, Additional MS. 27376, ff.187v-188 and  

Oxford University MS. Tanner 190, fols. 203v-204r (26.5 cm diameter) 
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Vesconte world map, 1320, 35 cm diameter, oriented with East at the top 

British Library, Additional MS. 27376*, ff.187v-188/8v-9r 
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“Mappemonde de Merino Sanuto, qui se trouve dans un MS. du XIVe siecle de la Biblioteque 
Royale de Paris, No. 4, 939 qui a pour titre: Chonicon ad annum MCCCXX”, in Vicomte de 

Santarem, Atlas compose de Mappe-mondes.Marini Sanudo world map, 1849, 35 cm diameter, 
oriented with East at the top, Bibliotecheque Nationale, Paris, France, MS Lat. 4939/ Oxford 

University B1a.10, map sheet 17 
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A clergyman whose work is extant, Fra paolino Minorata, c1275 to 1344 from Venice who wrote 
in his text “Chronologica Magna” a section entitled “de Mapa Mundi” and included a circular 

map some 248 mm diameter of the known world, a planisphere in fact. Obviously very similar to 
those attributed to Vesconte 
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World map by Marino Sanuto, 1320, from Geographie du Moyen Age by Joachim Lelewel 

 


