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Title: Universal Atlas 
Date: 1568-1571 
Author: Fernão Vaz Dourado 
Description: This atlas was made in 1571 by one of the finest Portuguese cartographers, 
Fernão Vaz Dourado (c. 1520-c. 1580). Vaz Dourado authored at least four different 
nautical atlases, each of them including 20 maps, painted between 1568 and 1580, at the 
pinnacle of Portuguese cartography. The Universal Atlas by Vaz Dourado, made in Goa 
(a small Portuguese protectorate located in the west cost of India) is the most famous of 
them. This sublime example of sumptuous cartography also owes much to the art of 
illumination as well as to cartography. 
 Fernão Vaz Dourardo was the son of a senior official and a native woman. He 
lived during the third period of the golden age of Portuguese cartography; hence, his 
vision of the world was less influenced by Ptolemy’s Geography typical of previous 
periods. 
 Images by Vaz Dourado were soon found in the printed cartography of northern 
Europe such as, for example, the one in Linschoten’s work (#436.1) or the one that 
circulated in editions of Ortelius’s work (#410). These images were used by everyone as 
the basis for new versions. 
 The following is an excerpt from the commentary volume of the Universal Atlas of 
Fernão Vaz Dourado by João Carlos Garcia (Faculdade de Letras, Universidade do Porto): 
 
The known works of Vaz Dourado are of an extraordinary quality and beauty. He is 
considered as one of the best cartographers of the time. Most of his manuscript charts 
are of relatively large scale and are included in nautical atlases. The following six atlas 
from the period 1568-1580 are known: 

• 1568: 20 manuscript sheets on parchment, dedicated to D. Luís de Ataíde 
(Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid). The 1568 atlas contains the first large-scale charts 
of Ceilão (Sri Lanka) and Japan, later copied by many other cartographers. 

• 1570: 20 manuscript sheets on parchment (Huntington Library, San Marino, 
USA) 

• 1571: 20 manuscript sheets on parchment, from which two (the frontispiece and 
the Eastern Mediterranean) were stolen in 1851 (Torre do Tombo, Lisbon). 

• c. 1576: 20 manuscript sheets on parchment (Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal, 
Lisbon) 

• 1575: 21 manuscript sheets on parchment (British Museum, London) 
• 1580: 20 manuscript sheets on parchment (Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal, 

Lisbon) 
The plates of all the atlases are reproduced, mainly in monochrome, in Portugaliae 
Monumenta Cartographica. The 1571 atlas was reproduced in color, with a reconstructed 
frontispiece, and, inexplicably, with the Eastern Mediterranean plate from the 1576 atlas 
included without any explanation, in Atlas de Fernao Vaz Dourado : reprodcao fidelissima do 
exemplar do Torre do Tombo, datado de Goa, 1571, Porto: Livraria Civilizacao, 1948. The 1571 
atlas was again reproduced in color, in a boxed set of 18 loose sheets, as Universal Atlas of 
Fernão Vaz Dourado, Barcelona: M. Moleiro Editor, S.A., 2012.   
 Vaz spent his last years in Portuguese Goa (present-day India) and is known to 
have produced seven brilliantly illuminated sea atlases between 1558 and 1580. His 
portotan charts belong to a class of late 16th century cartographic masterpieces, which 
reflect the peroo's rising demand for cartographic works that were both visually 
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impressive and accurate for practical navigation. This atlas, dating from about 1575, 
consists of 17 illuminated maps, in addition to declination tables and cosmographic 
rules. Among the maps included are those of the southern tip of South America and the 
Straits of Magellan; the Caribbean and nearby parts of North and South America; the 
Atlantic coast of present-day Canada (Labrador) and the United States; Scandinavia, the 
British Isles, and the Baltic Sea; Europe; the eastern Mediterranean; West Africa; 
southern Africa; Brazil; the island of Madagascar and neighboring Mozambique; East 
Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and India; China and Southeast Asia; and the Pacific coast 
of Mexico and Baja California. Place-names are in Latin. The atlas belonged to the royal 
collections of Palacio das Necessidades in Lisbon. King Don Luis and King Don Carlos 
both commissioned sketches and reproductions of the maps.  

 
 
Map No. 10. Canada. In the oldest existing description of the chart shown above, 
Varnhagen stated: “The chart on the fifth folio provides key clarifications and due 
grounds for arriving at conclusions about the Portuguese discovery of and presence 
along the coasts of North America”. In the late 19th century, Ernesto do Canto analyzed 
the list of toponyms along the coasts shown in the charts to yet again confirm that the 
Portuguese were the first to explore North America. This chart depicts the modern day 
territories of Eastern Canada and North-Eastern USA, with a greater concentration of 
information around Newfoundland and the vast St. Lawrence River valley, the main 
means of penetrating the interior of the continent. Newfoundland had long been known 
to the Portuguese due to its importance as a cod fishing ground and hence the reference 
in the chart’s title to the “codfish coast”. 
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 Although the Treaty of Tordesillas meridian is not depicted, the chart is based on 
the principle that it would have dissected the space portrayed therein: the Spanish 
dominions to the west and Portuguese dominions to the east. This explains the presence 
of a shield with the coat of arms of Castile/Aragon, located approximately on the 
modern day state of Maine (USA) and another shield with the coat of arms of Portugal 
situated north of the St. Lawrence River, in the “Land of Labrador”. Finally, south of the 
St. Lawrence, the caption “Land of the Corte-Reais” recalls the arrival of the Corte-Real 
brothers in 1501. Flags with the cross of the Military Order of Christ can be seen on the 
Magdalen islands in the center of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and on the southeast tip of 
Labrador. To the east the words “Ocean Sea” occupy a large portion of the chart. 
 Max Justo Guedes made the following comment with regard to this chart’s 
importance in the context of Vaz Dourado’s work: “The most interesting points of this 
vast work (…) are related to North America. In the northeast, Dourado followed the 
French-Portuguese prototype derived from the discoveries by Jacques Cartier which had 
first been presented by the anonymous author of the so-called Vallard Atlas (#381.2), but 
he used the drawing by Diogo Ribeiro (#346) – and subsequent modifications – for the 
Atlantic contours.” 
 

 
 
 Map 11: West Indies, Central and South America, up to the Amazon River. West of 
the Treaty of Tordesillas meridian extend exclusively Spanish territories in the central 
strip of the New World. Using the equator as a base, the image encompasses all of the 
southern areas of North America, with a special emphasis on “Florida”, the Gulf of 
Mexico and the large region known today as Central America, “New Spain”, the Antilles 
and the ocean (Mare oceanum), along with the northern areas of South America, where 
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the name Peru is placed close to Panama. The image repeats areas that were well known 
to and controlled by Spanish cartographers from the late 15th century onwards. 
  

 

Map No. 2. United Kingdom, Southern Europe and North of Africa. This folio depicts 
all of Western Europe, from Hamburg and the British Isles up to Mauritania (19º N), 
including northwest Africa and the western and central Mediterranean up to Sicily. The 
Tropic of Cancer serves as the base of the map. The text in the border reads: “On this 
sheet is drawn all the coast of Africa and Guinea up to South Tomé Island”. Only two 
names have been provided for the vast expanses of ocean that occupy the left half of the 
map: to the north, the Oceanvs Cantabricvs, along the 47º N parallel and the Mare 
Atalamticvm, south of the Canary Islands, southwest of the chain of mountains identified 
as the Atlas mountains. The archipelagos of the Azores, Madeira and the Canary Islands 
have been clearly identified but, west and southwest of the Azores, some of the classic 
mythical islands continue to survive in these hydrographic maps of well-known spaces: 
St. Peter, St. Anthony, St. Anne. The Portuguese presence is indicated by the sites where 
the flags of the Order of Christ have been placed: Arzila and Ceuta, controlling the Strait 
of Gibraltar, and Mazagão (El Jadida), on the Moroccan coast, Portugal’s most important 
military stronghold. The Portuguese coat of arms is depicted on a shield near the well-
delineated regional toponyms of Gine, as opposed to two other shields in the interior of 
the continent (“Africa” and “Tvnes”), with Islamic crescents. 
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Map No. 3. West Coast of Africa down to São Tomé. The line of the Equator serves as 
the basis of this map, which depicts the coasts of western Africa from Gibraltar to the 
island of São Tomé in the Gulf of Guinea, including the Atlantic archipelagos of the 
Azores, Madeira, the Canary Islands and Cape Verde. The Western Ocean (Oceanvs 
Ocidentalis) bathes all of these coasts and islands. The almost empty interior only 
contains a hypothetical fluvial network, in which a large river stands out, probably the 
Senegal; dense and detailed Portuguese geographic toponyms can be found along the 
coasts: Cabo de São João, Cabo do Galo, Rio dos Camarões. The flags only highlight two 
powers: Portugal as opposed to the Arab territories, symbolized by the Islamic crescent. 
One of the Muslim flags is prominently implanted in Safi, an erstwhile Portuguese 
stronghold in Morocco and the seat of a bishopric, which was abandoned in 1541. The 
flags of the Order of Christ are shown in Arzila and Ceuta, controlling the entry/exit to 
the Mediterranean, on the island of São Tomé and in the delta of the Rio dos Camarões 
[the Wouri River, near the modern day city of Douala], inside the Gulf of Guinea, slave 
trading emporiums. Additional signs of possession include two shields with the 
Portuguese coat of arms in the interior region of the Rios da Guiné [Guinea] and inside 
the Gulf of Guinea, replete with Portuguese toponyms. This latter aspect was repeatedly 
cited while presenting this atlas folio as historical documental proof of Portugal’s rights 
in West Africa, particularly in the Guinea region, at the time when diplomatic and 
military agreements were being signed with France and England in the mid-19th century. 
His chart of the northwestern coast of Africa, displayed above is executed using the so-
called “plain chart model”, where observed latitudes and magnetic directions were 
plotted directly into the plane, with a constant scale, as if the earth was flat. Until the 
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adoption of the Mercator projection charting method, this was the most advanced 
charting method in Europe. 

 

Map No. 12. Coast of Brazil. Brazil is shown in the Portuguese portion of South 
America, between the equator, which establishes the margin at the top of the map, and 
the Rio de la Plata; between the Treaty of Tordesillas meridian to the west and the South 
Atlantic to the east, which, although not identified occupies half the map. The 
complementary nature of maritime and continental spaces and the decisive importance 
of the former are quite evident in this folio. The locations of islands and archipelagos are 
related by means of maritime routes (not depicted), as is the case with the alignment of 
islands and islets between 18º S and 21º S, in an East-West direction. Unlike the case in 
other corresponding folios in Vaz Dourado’s atlases, Brazil is not depicted as an island 
separated from the continent by the river basins of the Amazon or the Maranhão and 
Rio de la Plata. The Maranhão does not extend too far south and largely occupies the 
interior of the continent. An ostentatious graphic scale is drawn over a large part of the 
unknown space, in the center of the territory. This interior is divided up into “great 
regions”: the “Coast of Brazil”, “The Maranhão”, the “Amazon River”, the “Rio de la 
Plata” and, on the Spanish side, which bears two shields (to the north and south), with 
the coat of arms of Castile/Aragon, the “Land of the Emperor”. The shield with the 
Portuguese coat of arms, in Northern Brazil, dominates the entire map. The greater or 
lesser density of toponyms along the coasts corresponds, naturally, to a greater or lesser 
concentration of European colonization. 
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Map No. 7. China, Japan and part of Southeast Asia. The space in the map, based on 
the equator, extends from Ceylon to Japan and to the Moluccas, in other words up to the 
Treaty of Tordesillas semi-meridian, which, even though it is not drawn, was substituted 
by the scale of latitudes, near the right margin of the folio. Thus, the map meticulously 
portrays the coasts (Malaysia, Indo-China, Borneo, China), the archipelagos and the 
numerous islands of the Eastern Indian Ocean and the South China and East China seas, 
as well as the entrance to the Pacific Ocean. The location of points (ports and islands) 
which, when viewed together, show the configuration of the coasts was based on 
nautical itineraries and hence often have a rectilinear and sequential aspect. This also 
explains the lack of information about coasts that were peripheral to these itineraries, as 
is the case with the coasts of the Gulf of Thailand and the Gulf of Tonkin, and the better 
information about coasts that were commercially more attractive, such as the region 
between Canton and Shanghai. The Portuguese emporium of Macao, established during 
the 1550s, which ensured the link between the great maritime routes and Canton 
through the Pearl River, is shown for the first time in Vaz Dourado’s maps. Three 
Portuguese flags are implanted in specific places and territories: Ceylon, Malacca, and 
the Moluccas. In terms of Muslim power there is only one large shield with crescents 
dominating the Bay of Bengal; all of East Asia (China, Thailand, Indo-China) is 
illustrated, apart from the names of the main kingdoms, with eight large pagodas, which 
indicate another religion not yet mentioned in the atlas, i.e. Buddhism. This is probably 
the best-known folio in Vaz Dourado’s atlases, not just because it includes many of the 
geographic novelties of the Far East, but also due to its iconography and rich colors. 
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Map No. 15. Coast of Mexico. The main objective of this map is to show readers the 
relatively unknown west coast of North America. The dearth of toponyms proves the 
slow Spanish colonization implemented from Mexican ports on the Pacific coast, located 
to the south. Towards the northwest there is a large inscription surrounding the coat of 
arms of Castile/Aragon, stating: “IN THE MONTH OF JANUARY OF THE YEAR 1545 
RUY LOPEZ DE VILLALOBOS DISCOVERED THIS COAST WHILE GOING TO THE 
MOLUCCAS.” However, neither the explorer’s name nor the date corresponds to 
known historical events. In November 1542 a fleet captained by Ruy López de Villalobos 
set sail from Navidad, on the Mexican coast, heading towards the other end of the 
Pacific Ocean. He has been credited with attributing the name Philippines to the 
Southeast Asian archipelago but not with exploring the coasts of California. These coasts 
were reconnoitered during exactly the same period (1542-1543) by a Portuguese working 
in the service of the Spanish crown, João Rodrigues Cabrillo, and Bartolomé Ferrelo on 
the orders of the first viceroy of New Spain, António Hurtado de Mendoza. This 
exploration extended the spaces depicted in Vaz Dourado’s map as ostensibly having 
been explored by Villalobos from Baja California to the area north of San Francisco, up 
to about 44º N. In 1545, indicated as the date of the discovery, the two mariners were 
already dead. Neither of them returned from their voyages. In terms of modern-day 
Western Mexico there is a prominent inscription recalling the campaigns of Cortés, in 
1535-1536: “The land that was discovered by Hernán Cortes on the orders of Emperor 
Charles.” Unlike some contemporary and later maps California is not incorrectly shown 
as an island. 
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Japan and Korea 

Six of Dourado's manuscript atlases have survived: four executed in Goa and two in Lisbon, 
totaling II5 charts. The atlas of 1568 is the earliest and only example containing separate, large-

scale, detailed maps such as this one of Japan. The original crescent- or shrimp-shaped delineation 
of Japan is unknown in other separate maps of the period, which do not provide the same detail 
and nomenclature. Considering its date and the paucity of information on Japan available to 

Europeans at that time, Dourado’s map was a considerable achievement. Its influence on printed 
maps published during the ensuing half century was widespread. Dourado's map includes Korea 

as a peninsula with China at its north border. For a century thereafter, charts either failed to 
show Korea or indicated it as an island. Buddhist shrines are visible across Honshu, Japan’s main 

island, and Korea. Seven Portuguese flags appear to surround Japan, optimistically suggesting 
the colonial power’s dominance. 
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Map No. 4. Africa from the Cape of Good Hope up to the equinoctial line. With the 
Equator on the top, this map depicts southern Africa, from São Tomé to the Cape of 
Good Hope and from there to the coast of Somalia, including the island of Madagascar 
and a large part of the western Indian Ocean. The interior of the almost empty continent 
contains the notion of a central lake from which various rivers emerge, which run 
towards each one of the oceans, although the graphic scale inscribed over it makes it just 
a hypothesis. This is an image derived from the maps by Bartolomeu Velho (1561) and 
Gastaldi (1564), which had already been disseminated amongst erudite sections of 
society from 1570 onwards by means of Ortelius’ Theatrum and would be circulated even 
more widely with the 1591 Lopes/Pigafetta printed map of Africa. Indicating the 
spiritual possession of all overseas territories by the Military Order of Christ, the 
Portuguese presence in the southern regions of Africa is represented by flags bearing the 
cross of Christ, such as the one placed at 26º S, on the coast of the Namibian desert, the 
“lowlands”, as well as by shields with the Portuguese coat of arms, placed north of 
Manicongo, in Mozambique and in Sofala/R. de Cvama. The link between Portuguese 
colonization and the basins of the great Congo and Zambezi rivers, as well as 
Portuguese control over the stopovers on maritime routes between the Atlantic and 
Indian oceans, have been clearly identified here. 
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Northern part of South America 
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Southern tip of South America 
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