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Title: Pierre Desceliers’ Planispheres and the Dieppe School 
Date: 1546, 1550, 1553 
Author: Pierre Desceliers 
Description:  In his recent book, The World for a King (2015), Chet Van Duzer definitively 
explores some of the most spectacular maps to survive from the 16th century, the world 
maps made by the Norman cartographer Pierre Desceliers, particularly the one made for 
presentation to King Henry II of Prance in 1550. These three large manuscript world 
maps were not intended to be displayed on a wall, but rather to be laid out on a table for 
consultation. This is clear from the orientation of the figures and text on the maps, 
because in the south they are oriented so that they are the right way up when viewed 
from the southern edge of the map, while those in the north are oriented so that they are 
the right way up when viewed from the northern edge of the map. On Desceliers’ 1546 
map the dividing line for the orientation of these figures is the Equator. But when he 
went to make his 1550 map he seems to have appreciated that the centerline of his maps 
is not at the Equator, but rather at about 11° N, and in that map he uses the centerline as 
the dividing line for the orientation of his figures, with a few exceptions. On his 1553 
map the centerline is at 7° N, and he uses that as the dividing line, again with some 
exceptions.  
 The 1546 map is painted on four conjoined sheets of parchment that together 
measure 128 x 254 cm (4 ft. 2 in. x 8 ft. 4 in.) and was produced for Henry II when he was 
still Dauphin. This map has unfortunately undergone some attempted restoration that 
has rendered the North American continent very dark. 
 According to Van Duzer, the differences in the depictions of the hinterlands on 
Desceliers’ three world maps seem surprising at first. The 1546 map has depictions of a 
wide range of monstrous peoples in Asia - blemmyae (men with their faces in their 
chests), hippopodes (men with the feet of a horse), a centaur, cynocephali (dog-headed 
men), panotii (men with huge ears), lip-plated men (who should be in Africa), and 
pygmies - but these same creatures do not appear in Asia on his other maps. There are 
also striking differences in geographical features such as mountain ranges and rivers. It 
is important to remember that in the nautical chart tradition of portolans, to which 
Desceliers’ maps belong, the cartographic emphasis was on the coastlines, while the 
hinterlands were thought of largely as areas for decoration. There is some logic to the 
presence of the monstrous peoples in Asia on the 1546 map, as India had been regarded 
since classical antiquity as a locus of monsters and marvels. But the presence of the 
plate-lipped Africans in Asia and of the turkey (a New World creature) in Africa, for 
example, indicates that there was considerable looseness in the location of elements in 
the hinterland. In comparing the depiction of Asia on Desceliers’ three large world 
maps, Van Duzer comes away with the impression that there was a grab-bag of 
geographical and decorative elements to chose from when depicting a region, and 
different selections of those elements resulted in very different depictions of the same 
region, even on the maps by the same cartographer. It is an interesting question, to what 
extent Desceliers was involved in that selection, or whether it was left entirely to the 
artists hired to decorate the maps.  
 Van Duzer detects some involvement by Desceliers in those decisions in the 
decrease in mythical elements from his 1546 map to his 1550 and 1553 maps. In addition 
to its far more numerous depictions of monstrous peoples, the 1546 map has a much 
richer and more varied range of sea monsters than the 1550 map. These differences 
might be thought to be the result of choices made by the subsidiary artists who 
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decorated the maps, but Desceliers also shows himself to have been more accepting of 
some purely cartographic myths on his 1546 map than he was on his 1550 map. William 
Babcock has called the 1546 map an “entertaining repository of isles which are more 
than dubious”, and this is an accurate characterization. Among the mythical islands that 
the 1546 map features that do not appear on Desceliers’ later maps is the Island of the 
Seven Cities in the northwestern Atlantic, believed to have been colonized by seven 
bishops fleeing the Muslim conquest of the Iberian Peninsula in the eighth century. It is 
tempting to see the decrease in mythical islands on the 1550 map - which, as the islands 
are a cartographic rather than decorative element, was certainly due to Desceliers - as 
part of the same decision that led to fewer monstrous peoples and sea monsters on the 
1550 map. In other words, it was probably Desceliers himself who decided that his 1550 
map would include less of the fantastic than his 1546 map.  
 Again, according to Van Duzer, the most striking cartographic difference 
between Desceliers’ 1546 map on the one hand, and his 1550 and 1553 maps on the 
other, is in the depiction of North America, which has a much greater west-to-east extent 
on the earlier map. The shape of Labrador is entirely different as well: the peninsula 
comes to a much sharper point in the earlier map. The depiction of Labrador on 
Desceliers’ 1546 map is similar to those in two other roughly contemporary products of 
the Norman school of cartography, namely Jean Rotz’s Boke of ldrography of 1542 (#369) 
and the Harleian map of about 1542-4 (#382.1). The shape of Labrador on the 1550 and 
1553 maps is similar to that in the Vallard Atlas (#381), but it cannot have been the source 
of Desceliers’ undated depiction of Labrador, as its Labradorian place names are very 
different. Desceliers had access to a new source of information here, but we do not know 
what it was.  
 Another significant difference between the 1546 and his later works is that the 
latter show less of the eastern part of the world. On his 1546 map the northern Pacific is 
empty, the coast of Japan and the eastern coast of Asia are depicted in his characteristic 
style for unknown shores, he perhaps realized that he had little information to convey 
about this part of the world. One significant result of this change is that the 1550 and 
1553 maps do not show the full eastern extent of Jave la Grande in the south. It is difficult 
to imagine Desceliers eliminating part of the southern continent if he felt complete 
confidence in his earlier depiction of Jave la Grande. A few further iconographic details 
on the 1546 map receive comment by Van Duzer. At first it seems remarkable that 
Desceliers neglects to depict the Amazon River, though he does include other important 
South American rivers. But other Norman maps also omit the Amazon River, including 
the Harleian map and the Vallard Atlas. In making his 1550 map, Van Duzer states that 
Desceliers was on the point of omitting the river again, for he wrote coastal place-names 
across the area where it reaches the sea, but then changed his mind or consulted a 
different model map that included the river, and painted it in. His 1553 map includes the 
Amazon, and there is no sign that it was a last-minute addition.  
 The 1550 map is also composed of four conjoined pieces of parchment that 
together measure an imposing 135 x 215 cm (4 ft 5 in. x 7 ft 1 in.), and is elaborately 
hand-painted with illustrations or cities, kings, exotic peoples, animals, ships, and sea 
monsters, and has 26 long descriptive texts that seem to have been composed especially 
for this map. The map has attracted attention for its beauty, its ethnographical 
illustrations, and for its depiction (along with other contemporary Norman maps) of a 
huge hypothetical southern continent, which some have held reflects a European 
‘prediscovery’ of Australia, that is, a discovery well before the traditionally accepted 
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European discovery by Willem Janszoon in 1606. In Van Duzer’s book the map is not 
only reproduced in full color and at full scale for the first time, it is also made the subject 
of the first systematic study, with discussion of the sources of its images, how it was 
produced, and a full transcription and translation of its long descriptive texts.  
 Sumptuous manuscript maps such as these by Pierre Desceliers continued to be 
produced for royal or noble patrons for centuries after the advent of printed maps, for in 
splendour and in value as unique objects, they overshadowed what was possible with 
printed maps. 
 The large map of 1550, sometimes refered to as the “Dauphin Map”, bears the 
arms of both King Henri II of France, which can be seen at the lower left corner of the 
map, and the Duc de Montmorency, in the lower right, indicating that it was drawn for 
one of these men. 
 Pierre Desceliers was one of the Dieppe group of chart-makers, who from the 
1530’s depicted French and Portuguese discoveries in a style that was strongly 
influenced by contemporary Portuguese charts. This map is in the style of a sea-chart, or 
portolan, with compass-roses, wind-faces and navigation (or rhumb) lines, but it was 
clearly a work of art not intended for use at sea. As mentioned earlier, it is highly 
unusual in its “dual orientation”; north of the equator texts and figures are inverted, 
suggesting that it was specifically designed to be spread out and viewed around a large 
table. 
 Despite Magellan’s historic voyage of 1519-1522, the geography of the Pacific 
region was still entirely unknown, resulting in around 90 degrees of longitude that is 
missing on these maps covering the Pacific Ocean. The Desceliers map is a Renaissance 
version of the medieval mappa mundi, a visual encyclopedia, composed of text and 
images (see Books II and III). There are more than 50 vividly-painted tableaux and 26 
extensive texts on the map, and they form a blend of classical and medieval myth and 
contemporary history. 
 Early French attempts to colonize Canada are described, as are the conquests of 
Peru by the Spaniards and the Portuguese sea-trade among the spice islands. But 
alongside these are descriptions of the marvels of Cathay, still based on Marco Polo, the 
legendary King Prester John in Ethiopia, and the race of Amazons in Russia. 
 Many of the map’s texts dwell on the potential wealth in jewels and spices of the 
world beyond Europe, and on the barbarity of the native peoples, illustrated by dog-
headed cannibals and sun worshippers. These had first been described as dwelling in 
India by the ancient Greeks. Following the arrival of Europeans in India after 1500 they 
were pushed further eastwards and Desceliers shows them as natives of the legendary 
great southern continent Terre Australle that was eventually to give its name to Australia. 
 The original world map that Desceliers made in 1553 was destroyed in a fire in 
1915, but photographs were made of it before its destruction and a good black-and-
white facsimile edition of the map was published, and thus it is still available for study. 
It was signed by Desceliers: Paicte a Arques par Pierres Desceliers Prebstre: 1553 [Made in 
Arques by Pierre Desceliers, priest. 1553], but it bore no indication of who commissioned 
it or of any early owners.  
 The map measured 126.5 x 210 cm (4 ft 2 in. x 6 ft 11 in.). It showed the world 
from 79° N to 56.5° S; so several degrees less latitude in the south than the 1546 map, 
which extends to 66° S. The map does not bear a scale of longitude, but covers almost 
the same west-to-east extent as Desceliers’ 1550 map, which shows (according to the 
1550 map’s scale of longitude) from 273° E at the map’s left edge to 177° E at the map’s 
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right edge, omitting 96° of longitude. The 1546 map omits only 61° of longitude, so 
Desceliers became considerably more conservative about depicting eastern reaches of 
the world on his later maps, though he could have found maps that depicted these 
regions if he had wished. The 1553 map is generally similar to Desceliers’ 1550 map in 
size, area of the world depicted, and level of decoration, but there are some specific 
similarities and also differences between the two maps that Van Duzer discusses dealing 
with Northern Europe and the Indian Ocean. 
 
Locations:  
1546 map: Manchester, John Rylands Library, French MS 1. 
1550 map: British Library Add. MS 24065, London. 
1553 map: Formerly in the library of Johann Nepomuk Wilczek, now destroyed, 
photographic copy from Eugen Oberhummer’s Die Weltkarte des Pierre Desceliers von 
1553, Vienna, 1924. 
                     
Sizes:   
1546: 128 x 254 cm/ 4 ft. 2 in. x 8 ft. 4 in. 
1550: 135 x 215 cm/4 ft. 5 in. x 7 ft. 1 in. 
1553: 126.5 x 210 cm/ 4 ft. 2 in. x 6 ft. 11in. 
 
Reference: 
*Cummimg, W.P., R.A. Skelton, D.B.Quinn. The Discovery of North America, pp. 124-125. 
*Goss, John, The Mapmaker’s Art, An Illustrated History of Cartography, Rand McNally, 1993, p. 70, 
Plate 3.13. 
*Nebenzahl, K., Atlas of Columbus, pp.112, Plate 36. 
*Van Duzer, C., The World for a King, British Library, 2015, 192pp. 
Van Duzer, C., “Hic sunt dracones: The Geography and Cartography of Monsters”, 18 Ashgate 
Research Companion, pp. 399, 410, 416, 425, 427. 
*Wolff, H., America, Early Maps of the New World, pp.58-59, #73. 
 
*illustrated 
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Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere, 1546, / 4 ft. 2 in. x 8 ft. 4 in,  
Manchester, John Rylands Library, French MS 1. 

 

 
Detail: North America 1546 (oriented with South at the top) 



Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere 
#378 

6 

 

 
Detail: South America, 1546 
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Detail: Eastern Hemisphere, 1546 
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Detail: Africa 1546 

 



Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere 
#378 

9 

 
Detail: Asia, 1546 (oriented with South at the top) 
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Detail: Asia and the Southern Continent, 1546 
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Chet Van Duzer examining the 1546 map at the  
University of Manchester Ryland Research Institute 
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Detail: North America, 1550  

 (oriented with South at the top) 
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Daphin map detail showing Europe and Northern Africa (oriented with South at the top), 1550 
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Detail: The Southern Continent, 1550 (Australia?), displaying a cynocephalus (dog-headed) 
chopping up the body of another cynocephalus in preparation to eating it, along with camels, 

elephants, idol worshipers and miners 
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Dauphin map detail showing the Caribbean area, 1550 
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Detail: Africa, 1550 
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Detail: South America, 1550 
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Detail: Africa portraying a blemmya, a five-armed man, miners, a rhinoceros. 
 

Vallard Atlas: Canada, 1547, from the Dieppe “School”(oriented with South at the top) 
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Detail: Northern Asia and Zipangri [Japan], 1550, displaying miners, idolaters, an elephant, a 

griffin, along with a variety of settlements. 
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 Detail: Northwestern Africa, 1550 

 



Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere 
#378 

21 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere, 1550, 4 ft. 5 in. x 7 ft. 1 in.,  
British Library Add. MS 24065, London 
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This huge map was drawn in 1550, on a simple grid with no attempt at a true projection. 
The sea is richly decorated with ships, compass roses and navigation lines, as well as 
whales and mermaids . The land is covered with painted scenes, some probably based 
on reports and drawings by mariners, others clearly legendary and there are many 
panels of explanatory text. 

Two other features strike the eye. Much of the text is upside down, which 
suggests that the map was designed to be laid on a table and walked round, not hung on 
the wall. Also, the vast bulk of the Pacific Ocean is missing. The coastline of South 
America is drawn and labeled in some detail, with the River Plate and the Amazon 
hugely exaggerated. In the interior, decorative drawings record the conquest of Peru, by 
the Spanish with their guns, and the exotic fauna, represented by parrots and monkeys. 
One curious feature is the clump of round objects, like beehives, which appear all over 
the map and perhaps represent native dwellings. 

North America is labeled Canada and concentrates on the eastern seaboard from 
Florida to Labrador, where there are delightful bears, including one eating fish on an 
iceberg. In the interior there are unicorns and a scene which shows the legendary battle 
between the pigmies and cranes. 

Europe is interesting for the treatment of Scandinavia. North of the Scandinavian 
peninsula, Greenland is shown as part of the mainland and is decorated with various 
animals, including an elephant. There is also a text box about the Amazons, who were 
believed to originate in the Black Sea area, flanked by two figures with animal heads. 

The African coastline is drawn with considerable accuracy, including the island 
of Madagascar, while the interior is full of lively scenes .The Nile fills almost the length 
of Africa, from its source in the Mountains of the Moon, far in the south .The 'monstrous 
races' also recur in the form of two figures, one without a head and the other with 
multiple arms. 

The outlines of India, Ceylon and the Malay peninsula take on recognizable 
forms, while Zipangu [Japan] appears as a rectangle off the coast of China. Inland, the 
Great Khan appears in dominating splendor and the eye is also caught by pictures of 
elephants, even a white elephant, along with a griffin and a heraldic lion. In the south 
east, the islands - Sumatra, Borneo and the others - are drawn with varying accuracy. 
But Java, whose north coast is mapped in some detail, extends far south to join up with 
the unknown southern continent, la Terre Australle, which occupies the whole of the 
bottom edge of the map. This is clearly unknown territory, inhabited by camels with 
ostrich heads and a group of dog-headed people who are chopping up one of their 
number 
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Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere, detail: Western Hemisphere, 1553, 
the original full map was 126.5 x 210 cm (4 ft. 2 in. x 6 ft. 11 in.) 
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Detail: North America, 1553 (oriented with South at the top) 
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Detail: South America, 1553 



Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere 
#378 

26 

 
 

Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere, detail: Eastern Hemisphere, 1553 
the original full map was 126.5 x 210 cm (4 ft. 2 in. x 6 ft. 11 in.) 
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Detail: Eastern Hemisphere, with Southern Continent, 1553 
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Detail: Africa, 1553 
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Detail: Asia, 1553 (oriented with South at the top) 
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Detailed heliotype (?) reproduction of a lesser-known but extremely important early manuscript 
map of the world drawn by Nicolas Desliens at Dieppe in 1541. 

 
Nicolas Desliens; 1541 map predates the other Dieppe School planispheres that are more 
widely reproduced and known today (such as the Desceliers’ map of 1546, #378 shown 
herein), but it is arguably more important than all those that followed.  
 Desliens’ rendering of the Canadian coast (particularly the areas covered by 
Jacques Cartier's second and third voyages), as well as the rendering of Java le grande, 
were cutting edge. The mapping of Java le grande is an important piece of evidence that 
Australia was discovered before 1606. This map is among the earliest, if not the earliest, 
Dieppe school manuscript map to show Java Ie grande as such. This reproduction is from 
the collection of the famed early map scholar Edward Luther Stevenson.  
 
The Edward Luther Stevellson Collection  
Edward Luther Stevenson was among the most important scholars of early cartography 
active at the end of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th. He was responsible for 
numerous cartobibliographic books, including the first translation of Ptolemy to English, 
as well as a series of impressive facsimile maps produced while he was at the Hispanic 
Society of New York. Dr. Stevenson viewed facsimiles as integral to the study of early 
cartography, and he committed himself to building an unparalleled collection of 
photographs of early maps and globes. Much of his collection was donated to Yale 
University after his death, but the present item comes from a large collection of photos, 
manuscripts and related material that were part of Stevenson’s library, but were not 
donated to Yale. It is truly an impressive collection and many of the items, though 
reproductions, have serious antiquarian merit. As Alexander O. Vietor said about 
Stevenson collection that went to Yale “this is the stuff of which great libraries are 
made.” 
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A 1555 map of Florida from the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu 
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A 1555 map of South America (straits of Magellan) from  

the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu 
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A 1555 map of South America (Brazil, oriented with West at the top) 
 from the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu 
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A 1555 map of South America (oriented with West at the top) 

from the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu  
Amerique Du Royaume de Giganton a la rivere de la Plata 

 



Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere 
#378 

38 

 
Indian Ocean 
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A 1555 map of Eastern Africa from the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu 
 

Guillaume Le Testu, sometimes referred to as Guillaume Le Têtu (c. 1509-12 – April 29, 
1573) was a French privateer, explorer and navigator. He was one of the foremost 
cartographers of his time and a contributor to the Dieppe school of maps. His maps were 
distinguished by their sophistication and detail; they influenced generations of 
cartographers, navigators and explorers. 
  Le Testu was successful as a privateer during the early years of the French Wars 
of Religion. In 1573, he and Sir Francis Drake attacked a Spanish mule train escorting gold 
and silver to Nombre de Dios on the Atlantic coast of Panama, and he was subsequently 
killed following his capture by the Spanish. 
  Suggestions that Le Testu may have mapped (or even visited) Australia are 
based on: first, his maps’ depiction of a large island (or continent), south of Java, which Le 
Testu identified as the Jave la Grande [Java Major or Great Java] mentioned by Marco Polo 
(and was otherwise known at the time as Terra Australis); and second, Le Testu’s 
incorporation in these maps of birds that resemble black swans and cassowaries, which are 
both native to Australia. However, he did not claim to have seen Jave la Grande in person 
and many cartographers at the time incorporated hypothetical, mythological or fantastic 
elements, a practice that is clearly also true of Le Testu. His maps also showed unicorns 
and monstrous creatures such as 200 meter long giant snakes, basilisks, satyrs, Blemmyes 
(headless humans) and Cynocephalics (dog-headed humans). 



Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere 
#378 

42 

  Guillaume le Testu was born sometime around 1509–12, in either Le Havre, 
Normandy or Grasse, Provence. He was one of the last students to be taught cartography at 
the famed school of Dieppe. Le Testu subsequently took part in voyages of exploration 
throughout the Atlantic Ocean. In 1550, Le Testu was commissioned by King Henry II to 
create a map of the Americas, particularly where the French were trading. In June 1551, he 
sailed to Brazil on both an exploration and reconnaissance mission from Henry II, charting 
as far as the Rio de la Plata. His ship, the Salamandre, reached as far as 26º S, a fair distance 
past present-day Rio de Janeiro. In late December, he became involved in a firefight with 
two Portuguese ships near Trinidad and sustained heavy damage to his ship, although he 
was successful in mapping much of the South American coastline by the time of his return 
to Dieppe in July 1552. Le Testu was also involved in the founding of a French colony near 
Rio de Janeiro in 1555. 
  In 1555 or 1556, Le Testu published a world atlas entitled Cosmographie 
Universelle selon les Navigateurs, tant anciens que modernes and was consequently awarded 
the title of Pilote Royale by Henry II. The Cosmographie Universelle contained 56 maps 
reportedly based on charts Le Testu had personally drawn by hand on his expeditions. This 
atlas was dedicated to his mentor and patron Admiral Gaspard de Coligny, who had 
become leader of the Huguenots three years earlier. The manuscript was based on charts 
from French, Spanish and Portuguese sources supplied by Coligny. Included in this atlas 
were twelve charts of Jave le Grand/Terra Australis, which Le Testu located southward of the 
Moluccas. Le Testu commented: “However, what I have marked and depicted is only by 
imagination, and I have not noted or remarked on any of the commodities or 
incommodities of the place, nor its mountains, rivers or other things; for there has never yet 
been any man who has made a certain discovery of it.” Coligny subsequently supported a 
proposal from the d’Albagno brothers, for an expedition to Terra Australis to investigate the 
possibility of a French colony there. 
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This map (oriented with East at the top) contains a part of Jave la Grande [Java Major], which is 

situated in the southern part in the Temperate Zone. The inhabitants of it are Idolaters, ignorant of 
God, and in it grows nutmeg with cloves, and several other kinds of fruits and spices... This is La 
Grant Jave [Java Major], and La Petite Jave [Java Minor] in which there are eight Kingdoms. The 

men of these two countries are idolaters and wicked.... This Land is part of the so-called Terra 
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Australis, to us unknown, so that which is marked herein is only from imagination and uncertain 
opinion; for some say that La Grant Jave [Java Major] which is the eastern coast of it is the same 
land of which the western coast forms the Strait of Magellan, and that all of this land is joined 

together... This part is the same land of the south called Austral, which has never yet been 
discovered, for there is no account of anyone having yet found it, and therefore nothing has been 

remarked of it but from imagination. I have not been able to describe any of its resources, and for this 
reason I leave speaking further of it until more ample discovery has been made, and as much as I 

have written and annotated names to several of its capes this has only been to align the pieces 
depicted herein to the views of others and also so that those who navigate there be on their guard 

when they are of opinion that they are approaching the said Land... This piece is a part of the 
Southland or Terra Australis, from imagination situated under the Frigid Zone, forasmuch as some 

are of the opinion that the Land of the Strait of Magellan and La Grande Java [Java Major] are joined 
together. This is not yet known for certain, and for this reason I am unable to describe its resources. 

 
Three centuries later, the English scholar Edward Jenks suggested that a chart said to have 
been created in 1542 and later held by the British Museum may have been Le Testu’s source 
for Jave la Grande. Le Testu’s Cosmographie Universelle (1555) and world atlas (1556) are both 
in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris 
 (http://expositions.bnf.fr/marine/livres/Testu/index.htm).   
The map, said Jenks, was said to have been “the property of a man named Rotz, a French 
sailor who passed some part of his life in England”. Jenks commented: “this fact gives 
some color to the claim put forward by the French, that their countryman, Guillaume le 
Testu, was the true discoverer of Australia. The claim is based mainly upon the fact that 
Testu’s name appears on a map dated 1555, on which a southern continent, styled Jave la 
Grande, is outlined. But this fact, of course, merely proves that Testu had heard of such a 
country...” 
 

 


