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1 – Introduction, research outline and methodology 

 

1.1 – Introduction 

 

In 1636, count Johan Maurits van Nassau set sail for the Dutch colony of Brazil. Being a distant 

relative of William of Orange, he was appointed Governor of the colony by the Dutch West 

India Company only a short while before his departure. On his journey to the West Indies, he 

took with him as many as 46 scientists and artist, whom he charged with documenting all that 

they would find in the New World.1 Amongst them was Frans Post, a painter who would 

become world-famous for his scenes of the Brazilian countryside.2 However, Post did not only 

paint whatever he found in Brazil: during the long voyage at sea, Post entertained himself by 

making some twenty simple but fascinating watercolours of the coasts they sailed past. The 

watercolours read as something of a diary, an account of the travels his ship made and the 

places they visited. The first works only show the coasts of the island of Madeira, covered in 

mist and clouds, but as Post paints more of them, he starts including more and more details: of 

the ships they sail past, the fish they catch or something as mundane as the weather 

conditions. He even makes detailed notes of the compass bearings at which the paintings were 

made. 

The watercolours have an interesting nature: the uniformity in their design and the 

kind of information that they contain suggests that they are not simply products of the mind of 

Post. Instead, they seem to follow a certain structure. Some 150 years later, on another ship 

that happened to pass Madeira, an artist made the same kind of images as Post did. Jacob van 

den Velde, captain of the military vessel the Triton, keeps a detailed journal of his travels, one 

that is riddled with drawings of the coasts they encounter: like the drawings of Post, they 

register the weather conditions at the time of their manufacture, the distance from the coast 

and the compass bearing at which the drawings were made. For Van den Velden this is no 

mere pastime: on numerous occasions, he states that the two maps that they have on board 

(he refers to them as the ‘French’ and the ‘English’ maps) often contradict one another, and 

that neither of them provides a solid basis for navigation. The maps are only one element in a 

system of depth-measurement, distance-estimates and compass bearings, and together they 

form the basis upon which he can make an estimate of his location.3  

                                                           
1 Straaten, H.S. van der, Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen, 1604-1679: a humanist prince in Europe and 
Brasil (Amsterdam, 1998), Introduction. The images are part of the collection of Het 
Scheepvaartmuseum,  
2 J. de Sousa-Leão, Frans Post, 1612-1680 (Amsterdam, 1973) Introduction. 
3 Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, Admiraliteitscolleges XXVII Van den Velden, 1.01.47.17, 16. 
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1   One of the watercolours of Post. The text gives a description of the ship we see in the forefront and of 

the circumstances under which they met. It also tells us some things about the residents of the island. 

Collection of Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.3457. 

 

 

 

 

2   The coastal profiles from the journal of Van den Velden. The text that surrounds the profiles provides 

information of the name and approximate size of the coast, as well as the compass bearings at which the 

drawings were made. NL-HaNA, Admiraliteiten / Van den Velden, 1.01.47.17, inv.nr. 16, 38. 
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 The drawings of Post and Van den Velden are by no means exceptional, and the 

uncertainty that Van den Velden experiences is not any more special. The kind of coastal 

profiles that they draw – detailed descriptions of the coast, with information that can be used 

to sail along them – fill the pages of many early modern sea atlases, books that contain written 

sailing directions (which we often call ‘pilots’ or ‘rutters’) and journals. From their introduction 

at the end of the fifteenth century onwards, they make up much of the information that is 

gathered and published by the makers of maps and pilot-books, such as the famous Blaeu, 

Barentz. and Van Keulen.4 Surprisingly, while they acknowledge their existence, studies in 

early modern navigation often pay little attention to coastal profiles. This is either because 

they don’t fall within the scope of their research – as is the case, for instance with Zeewezen en 

Wetenschap by Karel Davids – or because they assume that their role and function speaks for 

itself.5 This lack of attention does not do justice to the fact that coastal profiles appear so often, 

or that they are so distinct from other means of navigation. What is more, as the drawings of 

Post show they represent a specific kind of interaction with the coast, almost personal. Most 

importantly, they present us with a series of complex questions. In the first place, these 

concern the actual role that these images played in navigation – if they did so at all. Knowing 

virtually nothing about their origin, development, construction, compilation and proliferation, 

reconstructing these aspects should be the first step to take before making any other claims. 

The scope of this study, however, is not that of an analysis of the use of coastal profiles 

in navigation. Studying these images can not only lead to an understanding of their role and 

function, but also to a re-evaluation of the notions of space that inform them and other means 

of navigation. Even at first sight it should be clear that coastal profiles and maps present us 

with two different notions of space: a map is an a-personal, mathematised overview; a coastal 

profile, on the other hand, is much more directly connected to the faculty of vision, and 

presents us with a one-dimensional point of reference to which we can relate us: the coast. 

The case of Van den Velden represents a way of navigating that is entirely different 

from our own. Today, instead of astrolabes, profiles, compasses and maps, we might use Global 

                                                           
4 These publisher-mapmakers have enjoyed much scholarly attention over the past few decades. Some of 
the most important works include C. Koeman, ed., Lucas Jansz. Waghenaer van Enckhuysen – de 
maritieme cartografie in de Nederlanden in de zestiende en het begin van de zeventiende eeuw (Enkhuizen, 
1984). G. Schilder, and M. van Egmond, ‘Maritime Cartography in the Low Countries during the 
Renaissance’, in: D. Woodward ed., The History of Cartography III (Chicago, 2007) 1384-1432. D. van 
Netten, Koopman in kennis – de uitgever Willem Jansz Blaeu in de geleerde wereld (1571-1638), (Zutphen, 
2014). 
5 A more detailed account of the historiography on this topic will be given later in this thesis. For now, I 
refer to C.A. Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap (Amsterdam, 1985). D.W. Waters, Science and the 
technique of navigation in the Renaissance (Londen, 1976). G.S. Ritchie, The Admiralty Chart: British 
Naval Hydrography in the Nineteenth Century (Edinburgh, 1995). 
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Positioning Systems to reach Madeira. The difference, however, is more fundamental than 

that. Behind the use, disuse and knowledge of different instruments lies a different notion of 

what space is and how it is ‘ordered’. This notion is embedded in and connected with the way 

in which coastal profiles present themselves. This idea of how space is ordered informs the way 

in which coastal profiles were both used and made, and in turn, it is their appearance as an 

image that creates and reinforces this. This study will examine the sense of space that these 

profiles create, by approaching them as highly complex, visual carriers of information. It will 

not only reconstruct their rise and importance as a type of image within navigational 

literature, it will also research to what extent coastal profiles were part of a broader visual 

epistemology that informs these works, and how this generated the coast as a space, and the 

coastal view as a sense of space. 

 

 

1.2 – Research design and central questions 

 

1.2.1 – Central research question 

 

This thesis investigates the notions of spatiality that form the basis of coastal profiles. The 

central question that leads this study is: in what way did coastal profiles from the period 

between 1500 and 1850 function to represent and create the coast as a space? Emphasising the 

way in which they function means focussing on coastal profiles as structures of knowledge, 

that have been constructed in a certain way to contain this knowledge, and present this 

knowledge in a distinct way as well. Discussing and examining both these aspects of the image 

– their construction and their ‘visual rhetoric’ – will allow us to define the distinct 

characteristics of the way in which coastal profiles create and represent space. 

 The coastal profiles under examination in this thesis have two things in common: they 

are for the larger part of Dutch origins, and they were made in the period between 1500 and 

1850. The reason for focussing on Dutch coastal profiles is not only a practical consideration, 

but is prompted by the sources as well. While it is true that not all coastal profiles are Dutch 

(to the contrary, in fact), Dutch coastal profiles are part of a long, continued tradition.6 By 

limiting ourselves to Dutch profiles, and only discussing French or English profiles when they 

can shed light on things the Dutch profiles cannot, we are able to achieve a relatively complete 

picture of one tradition. The choice for investigating such a long period is motivated by the 

source material as well. The first coastal profiles emerged around 1500, and while it is true that 

                                                           
6 See Koeman, Lucas Jansz. Waghenaer van Enckhuysen, 11-45. 
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profiles are still in use in the twenty-first century, it is only the introduction of new techniques 

in navigation and the production of coastal profiles in the nineteenth century makes for a 

‘natural’ ending point for this research. Discussing a smaller period than this would do 

injustice to the sources, and limit our ability to make sense of them. 

 This thesis is not the result of an exhaustive analysis of all coastal profiles that were 

published or produced during the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. Such a study would 

require many years of extensive labour only to collect and index the hundreds of thousands of 

coastal profiles that were produced during this period, let alone to study all of them in-depth. 

Rather than an exhaustive overview of coastal profiles, I have tried to give a representative 

overview of them. 

 The core of the source material that is used in this thesis are the coastal profiles that 

are kept in the collection of Het Scheepvaartmuseum in Amsterdam. This material falls apart 

in two categories: printed coastal profiles and manuscript profiles. Printed coastal profiles are 

always a part of either sea-atlases or of rutters (books that contain sailing directions). The 

museum’s collection alone contains several hundred sea-atlases and rutters, of which a great 

majority contains coastal profiles. I have not tried to fully inventory this collection. Rather, I 

have relied upon several key works to analyse the genre as a whole.7 These works, as we shall 

see, have proven to be leading during their time and have set standards for many decades after 

their initial publication. 

The category of manuscript profiles is more difficult to describe, as it consists of books, 

drawings and other sources that are spread out over the museum’s collection. In most cases, 

finding out that these works contain coastal profiles is a matter of chance. This makes it 

virtually impossible to say how many manuscript coastal profiles are in the collection of the 

museum, let alone in other collections. The discussion of manuscript profiles in the coming 

chapters is based upon some twenty journals that were produced in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth century by a variety of authors in a variety of contexts. While they are relatively few 

in number, their similarity to each-other, as well as to other coastal profiles indicates that they 

are by no means unique, and can be regarded as representative for the genre of coastal profiles 

as a whole. In addition to the coastal profiles that form a part of the collection of Het 

Scheepvaartmuseum, I have had to rely upon other sources as well. This concerns mainly the 

older (pre-1500) rutters and sea-atlases, as well as several manuals for the production of coastal 

profiles. These works will be discussed in further detail in the chapters to come. 

                                                           
7 These works will be addressed in further detail in the next chapter. The four most important works are 
Onderwijsinge vader Zee (1558) by Cornelis Anthonisz., De Nieuwe Groote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel (1712) by 
Gerard Hulst van Keulen, Caertboeck van de Midlandsche Zee (1595) by Willem Barentsz. 
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The central research question can be divided into three subsections. The first of these 

examines the emergence and dissemination of coastal profiles within early modern 

navigational literature, the second examines the construction and production of coastal 

profiles and the third examines the way in which they work to create a distinct sense of space. 

After elaborating on these three subsections here, the next paragraph shall discuss the central 

concepts and methodology of this thesis in further detail. 

 

 

1.2.2 – Coastal profiles and early modern navigation 

 

The first subsection consists of a reconstruction of the origin and dissemination of coastal 

profiles, and the way in which they are incorporated in navigational literature and relate to 

other means of navigation. This section falls apart in three questions: ‘when and how did 

coastal profiles emerge’, ‘how did coastal profiles develop as a genre within contemporary 

navigational literature’ and ‘how do coastal profiles relate to other means of navigation’. We 

know fairly little about all three of these things, yet they might be the most important 

questions to ask. The first question is relatively easy to answer in that the first appearance of 

coastal profiles in navigational literature can be pinpointed with relative certainty and 

accuracy. In addition to this, we can rely on their para-text, as well as later occurrences in 

order to reconstruct the way in which the genre developed. This first question will deal with 

the period from ca. 1400 till 1600. 

To answer the second question we can to a large extent rely on the excellent 

scholarship of previous students of early modern cartography and maritime navigation. As 

mentioned above, while coastal profiles themselves have not attracted much attention, they 

almost always appear in conjunction with other material such as maps or written sailing 

directions. The work of eminent scholars such as Cornelis Koeman and others will prove 

invaluable in coming to understand the many places where we can find coastal profiles.8 A 

more extensive historiography on this subject will be given below. This second section will 

mainly concern itself with the seventeenth and eighteenth century, the time in which coastal 

profiles became common features of this literature. 

The third question is the most difficult of the three to answer. The most important 

reason for this is that the role of coastal profiles does not become clear from contemporary 

accounts. Moreover, before the second half of the eighteenth century, the only way we can 

                                                           
8 I refer again to the studies of Koeman, Lucas Jansz. Waghenaer, and Schilder, ‘Maritime Cartography’. 
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reconstruct the creation of coastal profiles is by studying the profiles themselves, or the few 

instances in which we do know how they functioned. In the end, however, we have to satisfy 

ourselves with contextualising the use of coastal profiles rather than reconstructing it. 

Together these three questions will do just that: they make a first attempt to situate coastal 

profiles within a wider historiography of early modern cartography and navigation, to sketch 

their development and to set the scene for the next two chapters. 

 

 

1.2.3 – Disciplined looking9 

 

The second subsection will deal with the question of how coastal profiles were created. It rests 

on the assumption that images are never simple collections of lines and colours, but that there 

is much more to say about their production. This way of approaching images, which we shall 

discuss in further detail below, calls for two kinds of analysis of coastal profiles: the definition 

of coastal profiles as a genre and the creation of coastal profiles as a way of disciplined looking. 

 The first subsection will analyse the way in which both professional sailors and artists 

have interacted with coastal profiles. It deals with the question of how these different types of 

draughtsmen have given substance to the genre, and if we can establish common features in 

these profiles. By examining the different types of people that drew these profiles, and the 

consequences this has for the appearance of the image, we will not only learn where the 

borders of the genre lie (in other words, when coastal profiles stop being coastal profiles and 

turn into other types of representations of coastlines) but it will also show to what extent the 

genre of coastal profiles formed a consistent way of representing space. 

The second sub-section will deal with the actual act of drawing the coastal profiles. 

While it is true that a wide variety of people – from artists to sailors – was involved in this, the 

profiles themselves show a high degree of consistency and uniformity. For the seventeenth and 

early-eighteenth century, we have to rely on the images themselves as our sole sources for 

reconstructing the way in which they were drawn. After the second half of the eighteenth 

century, when the education of naval officers is going through several changes, instructions for 

drawing coastal profiles can be found in handbooks for marine cartography.10 By taking these 

                                                           
9 The term originates with Heidi de Mare, who uses it as a methodological tool in her Huiselijke 
Taferelen (Amsterdam, 2012). 
10 One of the earliest examples of this is C.J. Philips, Zeemans Onderwijzer in de Tekenkunst; of, 
Handleiding om door perspectivische regelen, alle landverkenningen, kusten, baaien en wat een Zeeman 
meer voorkomt, op het papier wiskundig aftetekenen (Amsterdam, 1786). Examples of cases where we can 
identify individual draughtsmen: G. Anderson, The Merchant of the Zeehaen – Isaac Gilsemans and the 
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manuals as a contrast to our analysis of the images themselves, we can see to what extent 

coastal profiles were part of a way of disciplined looking – that is, a way of making observations 

and codifying them in a certain way. When taken together, the answers to both these sub-

sections will tell us how well-defined the genre of coastal profiles is, and how ‘the coastal 

profile’ functioned as a way of codifying spatial knowledge in an image. 

 

 

1.2.4 – Visual epistemologies and the construction of space 

 

The third section tries to reconstruct or define the way in which the coast is created as a space 

in early modern coastal profiles, as well as the epistemological basis that informs them. This 

falls apart in two additional questions: what knowledge-structures are present in coastal 

profiles, how do the works that coastal profiles form a part of create the coast as a space and to 

what extent does a visual epistemology inform the way in which readers should interact with 

rutters and sea-atlases? 

 This first question builds upon the conclusions of the second sub-section. It defines the 

way in which coastal profiles present their information, and how this way of presenting 

information is connected to the works that they form a part of. Understanding this is essential 

for finding out how coastal profiles ‘work’ to do anything. The second question will build on 

this, and examine how this way of presenting spatial information creates a certain sense of 

space. The third question will discuss both the images, maps and text in a selection of rutters 

and sea-atlases in order to determine to what extent visuality provides an epistemology for 

extracting information from them. This means that we shall ask ourselves to what extent these 

sources appeal to the visual capacity of its readers, in other words, to what extent they require 

the reader to visualise not only what they are seeing, but what they are reading as well. 

The concepts ‘sense of space’, ‘knowledge-structure’, ‘visual epistemology’ and 

‘visuality’ require some further introduction, and so does the methodology that will be applied 

to these sources, and is connected to these concepts. After giving an overview of the larger 

field within which this study operates, the next paragraph will provide an in-depth discussion 

of the terms and the ideas connected to them. We shall conclude by pointing out in what way 

this terminology helps us to find an answer to the central question of this thesis. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Voyages of Abel Tasman (Wellington, 2001). M.K. Barritt, Eyes of the Admiralty – J.T. Serres, an artist in 
the Channel Fleet, 1799-1800 (London, 2008). 
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1.3 – Knowledge, space and image: methodological and theoretical framework 

 

1.3.1 – Rutters, sea-atlases and the historiography of maritime knowledge 

 

While the theoretical and methodological framework of this thesis is heavily informed by the 

history of knowledge, its subject falls within the domain of cartographic and maritime history 

as well. Both domains have paid little attention to coastal profiles, so little even that a 

historiography of coastal profiles within these disciplines runs the risk of becoming a 

historiography of cases where coastal profiles should have been included but were not. 

Nevertheless, the broader field in which coastal profiles can be studied – that of maps and 

sailing instructions – has been studied quite well, and will provide a reasonably good context 

for researching coastal profiles. 

 Within the history of maritime navigation, coastal profiles have been all but neglected. 

Most studies on the topic deal with the act of ‘greater navigation’, which is sailing the oceans, 

traveling from continent to continent. Many of these studies take a very traditional 

perspective, in that they focus on the technical aspects of sailing, such as the use of different 

instruments and the mathematics and geometry behind maps. Moreover, most concern 

themselves with navigation at open sea, which is precisely when you would not use coastal 

profiles, as there is no coastline within range. It is no wonder then that in most of these books, 

coastal profiles are not even mentioned.11 

 When coastal profiles are mentioned, there is a thin consensus that they were useful to 

at least a certain extent, because they help sailors recognise the place they make landfall. 12 The 

works that are most useful for the study of coastal profiles are those that deal with ‘smaller’ 

navigation – i.e. navigation along the coast or at smaller seas or lakes – and with the practice of 

navigation. Of paramount importance is the book Zeewezen en Wetenschap (Seafaring and 

Science) by Karel Davids. While the book seems to address the technical and ‘scientific’ 

involvement in the act of navigation more than most, it does so with great attention for the 

relationship between practical and technical knowledge. Also noteworthy is the book Das 

Seebuch by Albrecht Sauer, which deals with the early history of sailing instructions and small 

navigation during the fifteenth and sixteenth century.13 

                                                           
11 See for instance B. Hewson, A History of the Practice of Navigation (Glasgow, 1951). Parry, J.H., The Age 
of Reconnaissance: Discovery, Exploration and Settlement, 1450-1650 (Berkely, 1981). 
12 Important works here are D.W. Waters, Science and the techniques of navigation in the Renaissance 
(London, 1976). C.A. Davids, Zeewezen en wetenschap: de wetenschap en de ontwikkeling van de 
navigatietechniek in nederland tussen 1585 en 1815 (Amsterdam, 1986). 
13 A. Sauer, Das Seebuch, das älteste erhaltene Seehandbuch und die spätmittelalterliche Navigation in 
Nordwesteuropa (Hamburg, 1996). 
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 The history of cartography has had a little more attention for coastal profiles, especially 

since the work of its scholars often includes more than maps. From the 1960’s onwards, several 

Dutch historians of cartography have devoted considerable time and effort to studying the 

rutters (books containing sailing directions) and sea-atlases, and reconstructing their 

development and characteristics during the early modern period. Their work is of a slightly 

‘antiquarian’ nature in the sense that, while they study the origins, development and 

production of the maps, rutters, atlases and other works under their investigation, they do not 

say much about the relation of these works to broader cultural, intellectual or ‘scientific’ 

developments.14 However, this is not to say that their work is not invaluable for the study of 

coastal profiles. Most notably their efforts have led to overviews of rutters, sea-atlases and 

maps published in the Netherlands during the early modern period, as well as several 

important works that study these works themselves.15 While none of these studies has coastal 

profiles for its topic of research, they do treat and document the rutters and sea-atlases that 

contain them extensively. 

 While this is not much for a historiography, it does go to show just how little we know 

about the images. The contextualisation of coastal profiles in the second chapter of this thesis 

will rely for a large part on the work of scholars mentioned here. For while they do not say 

anything about the coastal profiles themselves, some of them make for an excellent starting 

point for reconstructing their origins and development. 

 

 

1.3.2 – The History of Knowledge: historiography, concepts and theory 

 

This thesis concerns itself first and foremost with knowledge. More specifically, it deals with 

the way in which knowledge of space(s) and place(s) is gathered, transmitted and consumed, 

as well as with the ‘knowledge-structure’ that informs the way in which this happens. As such, 

this research operates within the field of the History of Knowledge, a fact that has 

consequences for both the questions asked as the roads taken in order to answer them. 

 Historians of knowledge concern themselves with a wide variety of questions. These 

might, in a single sentence, be summarised as: how did certain people at certain times in history 

define, create, transmit, consume or attach value to ‘knowledge’. The field might find its roots – 

                                                           
14 The antiquarian nature of their work has been heavily criticized by many, mainly Anglophone, 
historians of cartography. Recently, historians that want to escape this antiquarian way of dealing with 
maps in history have rallied behind the late Brian Harley. His article on the deconstruction of maps has 
been heavily influential in these circles. J.B. Harley, ‘Deconstructing the Map’, in M. Dodge et al, The 
Map Reader: Theories of Mapping Practice and Cartographic Representation (2011) 57. 
15 Schilder, ‘Martime cartography’. Koeman, Lucas Jansz. Waghenaer. Sauer, Das Seebuch. 



  
16 

as so many fields within the discipline of history seem to do – in the work of Michel Foucault, 

who in his The Order of Things and The Archaeology of Knowledge lays the groundwork for 

thinking about the relationship between knowledge, order and power.16 Over the past few 

decades, however, the field has proved itself to be highly dynamic, and has brought together 

disciplines such as cultural history, art history and the history of science and technology. 

Sometimes, it even bridges the gap between the humanities and the social or exact sciences, as 

is the case with the history of emotions, senses and the body. Its students have found a 

plethora of sources and objects of study, ranging from more traditional books and scholarly 

knowledge to objects, practices and embodied knowledge.17  

 As with any discipline, one of the most important characteristics of the history of 

knowledge are the concepts, theories and ideas that its practitioners use. As Pamela Smith and 

Benjamin Schmidt stress in their book Making Knowledge in Early Modern Europe, using the 

term knowledge is, at least to them, a way of stressing the ‘active’ aspects of the knowledge-

making process in order to address “productive ways of knowing, not simply passive bodies of 

information, and […] the active making of knowledge”.18 This emphasis on the active aspects of 

knowledge(-making) has found its way into much of the terminology that connects its 

students. Transmission, exchange, production, consumption, commodification, use and abuse 

and proliferation of knowledge are all terms that in one way or another try to get a hold of the 

elusive phenomenon of knowledge and the way in which it ‘moves’. 

 While it is tempting to use these terms at will in the hope that they speak for 

themselves, it is important to realise that each words brings with it certain associations and 

assumptions, not to mention implications for the kind of claims that we can (or inadvertently 

do) make with them. In using these terms, I will always attribute the agency to the human 

actors involved in the knowledge-something-process. This way, it will always be more-or-less 

clear what is going on: sailors use knowledge whenever they navigate along the coast using 

profiles, make knowledge whenever they draw their own and transmit knowledge whenever 

                                                           
16 Foucault, M., The Order of Things (London, 1970). Foucault, M. The Archaeology of Knowledge 
(London, 1971). 
17 Some of the most important books by leading scholars in the field include P.H. Smith and B. Schmidt, 
Making Knowledge in Early Modern Europe: Practices, Objects and Texts, 1400-1800 (Chicago, 2007). R.H. 
Smith and P. Findlen eds., Merchants and Marvels. Commerce Sciences and Art in Early Modern Europe 
(New York, 2002). C. Kwa, Styles of Knowing. A new history of science from ancient times to the present 
(Pittsburgh, 2011). P. Burke, A Social History of Knowledge – from Gutenberg to Diderot (Cambridge, 
2000). P. Burke and R. Po-chia Hsia, Cultural Translation in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, 2009). 
J.H. Cook, Matters of exchange. Commerce, medicine, and science in the Dutch Golden Age (New Haven 
2007). M.C. Jacob, The first knowledge economy. Human capital and the European economy, 1750-1850 
(Cambridge 2014). S. Dupré and H.J. Cook eds., Translating Knowledge in the Early Modern Low 
Countries (Berlin 2014).  
18 Smith and Schmidt, Making Knowledge¸ 7. 
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they hand it over to a publisher. The activity in the knowledge-making process thus always lies 

with the people involved. While this is perhaps not a perfect definition, and certainly not as 

precise as it could be, it is adequate in the sense that it provides some foothold and will 

prevent confusion about who does what, without being all too deterministic. 

We have yet to address one of the most important aspects of writing a history of 

knowledge: the knowledge itself. Taking knowledge as a subject for research was, for many 

historians, a way out of the restricting scope that the more traditional intellectual history or 

history of ideas had to offer. By moving away from a definition of knowledge that restricted 

itself to the scholarly kind, they have opened up the way for a much broader definition of the 

concept. However, by doing so, we are at risk of being overrun by a plethora of knowledge-

definitions, ranging from information, embodied knowledge, practices, scholarly knowledge, 

and know-how to a multitude of others. This is not a problem per se, as it leaves us some much 

needed freedom to ask new and interesting questions, yet it also imposes on every historian 

the task of defining the concept for him or herself, or better yet, to make clear what kinds of 

knowledge they shall be dealing with (and with what kinds not!).  

 I will not give an epistemology of my notion of knowledge, but rather point out two 

characteristics that set it apart from other kinds. The kind of knowledge that this thesis deals 

with is unusual in two ways. First of all, it moves beyond a conception of knowledge as existing 

in the form of a language of any regular kind. Whether written or spoken, most historians of 

knowledge (or ideas, for that matter) concern themselves with knowledge in the form of 

words. Others have, as we have seen, resorted to objects, practices or embodied knowledge. 

This research will deal with yet another kind: visual knowledge. This is perhaps one of the 

most elusive forms, as we cannot simply ‘read’ this kind of knowledge like we can read texts. 

Admittedly, texts too require a proper understanding of the historical context in which they 

function. Yet for images, it is even more difficult to find a way to distil – or sometimes even 

divine – how they would have been ‘read’ or understood by its viewer, and what knowledge-

structure informs them. 

 The first reason for why this knowledge is interesting concerns its form, the second its 

subject. In the next hundred pages or so, we shall be dealing with knowledge of place and 

space. We shall not only concern ourselves with the question of how contemporaries used 

visual or other means to find their way around, but move even deeper than that and ask 

ourselves and our sources what notion or structure of spatiality informs these means.  

This might not be a concise definition of ‘knowledge’, but it is functional in the sense 

that it makes clear what kind of knowledge is under our examination: visual knowledge of 

places in the form of coastal profiles. Besides the History of Knowledge, there are two 
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additional spheres of academic activity that form the theoretical and intellectual framework of 

this thesis. Each can be summarised in a single concept – although, of course, both areas are 

much richer than that a single idea can show. The first of these is the concept of ‘visual 

epistemologies’, that brings with it a host of questions pertaining to images, truth and 

knowledge. The second concept is that of ‘sense of space’, an even more fluid set of words that 

relates to the way in which people in the past have located themselves spatially, and how they 

have entrusted this to paper or other media. Neither of these concepts is established enough to 

have a clear and ready-to-use definition, let alone one that is tailored to the specific demands 

of this thesis. In the following, we shall deal with both concepts in further detail, defining and 

refining them as we go. Finally we shall discuss how the two work together in answering the 

central question of this thesis. 

 

  

1.3.2 – Visual epistemologies, knowledge-structures and modes of representation 

 

Before we turn to visuality and senses of space, there is one other concept that we have to deal 

with first, as it forms the basis of my analysis of them: the concept of ‘knowledge-structures’. A 

more traditional term to describe this sort of thing might be ‘epistemology’, a theory of what 

knowledge is, one that dictates how one can acquire it and when something is true. However, 

‘epistemology’ does not quite cover the richness or elusive nature of a knowledge-structure, as 

it only deals with the knowledge itself, and not so much with its containers. A second term 

that might be useful is that of ‘strategy of presentation’, or ‘mode of representation’.19 Without 

wanting to touch upon the tension between representation and construction, it is safe to say 

that knowledge (whether constructed or not) can usually be written down, painted, drafted, 

transmitted orally or put in an object – in other words, it can be communicated in one way or 

another. The way in which that is done, the choices made in colour, material, words and style 

all form part of this strategy of presentation.  

This kind of analysis – one that looks at the interaction of form and content – is not 

new. Historians of knowledge have looked at the interaction of form and content in a variety of 

ways. This idea is central to the history of knowledge: we are not dealing with abstract ideas, 

but with something that is connected to the medium that is used to transmit it.20 The concept 

of knowledge-structure, as I define it here, lies somewhere in the middle between an 

                                                           
19 The term ‘mode of representation’ is used by Claudia Swan, who shall be discussed in further detail 
later. 
20 See for instance S. Dupré and C. Lüthy eds., Silent Messengers: the circulation of material objects of 
knowledge in the early modern Low Countries (Berlin, 2011).  
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epistemology and a mode of presentation, or rather, it covers both. The knowledge-structure is 

what connects the epistemology of knowledge with the presentation of knowledge, the thing 

that grounds ideas in their media and that helps us understand how this knowledge was 

consumed and presented. This makes it a very useful tool for the historical analysis of ‘things 

that contain knowledge’: by using the concept of structures of knowledge, we can get a hold on 

the way in which knowledge is transmitted, while maintaining a sensitivity for the nature of 

this knowledge, the form of its container and the way in which the two interact. This approach 

informs the two other concepts that form the methodological and theoretical backbone of this 

thesis. At the same time, the thesis aims to explore and test their combined potential for 

understanding knowledge-related processes. 

Images are one of the most difficult carriers of knowledge to analyse. When first 

confronted with an image, our response might be to analyse it rather superficially. We might 

look at the instructional value of the image, seeing only the factual information that the image 

transmits. In the case of coastal profiles, for instance, we could ‘fact-check’ the objects to 

identify the coast that they depict and use them in order to reconstruct what a specific 

coastline would have looked like at a certain point in history. A historian should not be 

entirely satisfied with this approach – although many of them hardly go beyond this kind of 

analysis – and an art-historian even less. Instead, they might want to find out more about the 

image, if only in order to provide it with a proper (historical) context. For instance, in the case 

of maps (as with coastal profiles, for that matter) we could study the context of their 

production, the persons involved, the accuracy of the information that they give or the 

mathematical basis upon which they are constructed. We could go even further and study the 

power-relations that lie at the basis of certain maps or images, as historians are increasingly 

wont to do.21 

However, this is as far as most historians and art-historians go. I do not mean to say 

that this kind of analysis of an image (an analysis that I will henceforth call ‘factual analysis’) is 

bad – on the contrary, a factual analysis provides a large amount of essential information which 

is the basis upon which other analyses can take place. It is able to perfectly satisfy the needs of 

many a research question. However, it does not fully exhaust our options for studying 

historical images. This thesis aims to broach this reserve of untapped potential and study a 

specific kind of image (coastal profiles and maps) from a knowledge-historical perspective. 

How should one go about? The analysis of images that we are looking for combines a 

factual analysis with an analysis of the ideas that gave the shape to the image that it has and 

                                                           
21 Contextualising maps in such as way was popularised by J.B. Harley in numerous books and articles. 
See Harley, ‘Deconstructing the Map’. 
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make it function in the way that it does. When it comes to studying images from a knowledge-

historical perspective, special attention should be given not only to the kind of knowledge that 

they contain (which is the ‘factual’ element), but also to the way in which they contain it. In 

other words, to the knowledge-structures that are present in the image. Questions we can ask 

are: ‘why did the maker use this colour or composition’ or ‘what information is included and 

what information is not’, but we can go even farther and ask ourselves: ‘on what basis were 

these images considered to be true?’ 

Historians and art-historians have already taken important steps on the road to 

understanding images at the level that the questions of this thesis require, asking the questions 

posed above. Three studies that deserve particular attention are Claudia Swan’s article on Ad 

Vivum as a mode of representation, Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison’s book on the history 

and genesis of scientific objectivity, and the even more (in)famous work of Svetlana Alpers on 

the structures underlying seventeenth-century Dutch painting. All three have tried to define 

the basis upon which the images under their examination were created, and all three have 

been successful in coming up with an answer. They operate at a ‘depth’ at which they are able 

to see clearly what ideas informed the creation of the image.22 

Swan has defined the meaning of the ad vivum, a term from early seventeenth-century 

art theory that indicates that something has not been drawn from memory but has been drawn 

while seeing it.23 Daston and Galison have examined the concept of ‘objectivity’ as a specific 

way of seeing and (re)presenting natural phenomenon that emerged during the nineteenth 

century. They trace its origins back to a ‘truth-to-nature’ way of representing natural 

phenomenon, and see it resulting in something called ‘trained judgement’.24 To borrow the 

term from Swan, these three concepts are ‘modes of (re)presentation’ that dictate or inform 

the way in which scientific images are being used. Svetlana Alpers states in her book The Art of 

Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century that Dutch art from this period is 

fundamentally based on a visual way of knowing. While earlier (Italian) art functions as an 

allegory and can be read as a text, Dutch art cannot be read as words, but has to be understood 

through the faculty of vision.25 The term ‘mode of (re)presentation’ might apply to Alpers study 

                                                           
22 There are, of course, many other studies dealing with images and knowledge. Most of them, however 
deal with the practical function of these images, or the instruments with which they or the information 
presented in them were compiled. The three studies selected here come closest to providing a means of 
tracing the ‘mentalities’ that stand at the basis of creating images. 
23 C. Swan, ‘Ad vivum, naer het leven, from the life: defining a mode of representation’, Word & Image 
11,4 (1995) 353-372.  
24 L. Daston and P. Galison, Objectivity (New York, 2010), 371. 
25 S. Alpers, The Art of Describing, Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago, 1983). Especially 
interesting within the context of this research is chapter 4, ‘The Mapping Impulse in Dutch Art’. 
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as well. In any case, it is one of the best examples of the way in which an examination of the 

theory that lies at the core of images can help us to understand them better or in a different 

way. 

None of these three studies, however, provide much foothold for studying the 

structures that are present in the images themselves. The term ‘mode of representation’ 

pertains to the general ideas that inform images, and that only covers a part of what we aim to 

do. It is mainly a one-directional thing: it prescribes how an image should take form, and only 

by extension does it tell us how it would have been seen. When it comes to examining the 

dynamics of knowledge-structures in images, we have to venture further into the history of 

knowledge and science. There, some historians have begun using the term ‘visual 

epistemology’ in order to get a hold of the interaction between image and knowledge. One of 

the most interesting (and definitely one of the more useful and concrete) definitions of the 

concept is given by Daniela Bleichmar in her book Visible Empire: Botanical Expeditions and 

Visual Culture in the Spanish Enlightenment. It deals with the overwhelming amount of visual 

material that was made during travels of discovery into the Americas. She defines a visual 

epistemology as “a way of knowing based on visuality, encompassing both observation and 

representation.”26 Her definition (or coinage) of the term bears close resemblance to a trend in 

the history of science that reserves a large place for the body and the senses in the practice of 

scientific research. In books such as Science in the age of Sensibility and The Science of 

Describing, as well as in Daston and Galison’s Objectivity and Alpers The Art of Describing, the 

authors reserve a large place for the faculty of vision as a source of knowledge, or even as a 

fundamental part of the truth-value of knowledge (‘if we can see it, it must be true’).27 

The terms visuality, visual epistemology, knowledge-structure and mode of 

representation are central to this thesis. Together they provide the methodological and 

theoretical framework upon which the analysis of coastal profiles will be based. They provide a 

means of analysis that is open and sensitive to seeing images as more than mere pictures, but 

as highly complex carriers of knowledge. By analysing the knowledge-structures in these 

images (i.e. the kind of information they contain and how this is ordered), and by examining 

the way in which their visuality plays a role in the transmission and codification of this 

knowledge, the coastal profile might be defined as a distinct mode of representation. 

                                                           
26 D. Bleichmar, Visible empire: botanical expeditions and visual culture in the Hispanic Enlighenment 
(Chicago, 2012) 8.  
27 Besides the aforementioned books, see also B.W. Ogilvie, The Science of Describing – Natural History 
in Renaissance Europe (Chicago, 2006), in particular chapter 4, ‘A Science of Describing’, that deals with 
sensibility and experience. J. Riskin, Science in the age of sensibility: the sentimental empiricists of the 
French enlightenment (Chicago, 2002). P.H. Smith, The body of the artisan: art and experience in the 
scientific revolution (Chicago, 2004). 
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1.3.4 – Visions of space 

 

The kind of knowledge that coastal profiles contain is of a spatial nature, and the aim of this 

thesis is to investigate the way in which coastal profiles create and represent a certain kind of 

space. This requires some elaboration, not in the last place because the term ‘sense of space’ is 

far from self-explanatory.  

 Moreover, space itself is a highly complex concept that requires some further 

discussion, especially since historians have dealt with the topic in a wide variety of ways. The 

spatial history that most historians practice is that in which space is a factor in history. This 

type uses place and spatiality in order to enhance their studies or come to new conclusions: 

they plot the locations of the events under their considerations on a map or they analyse the 

locations where these historical events took place and investigate how this place has 

influenced the event (or the other way around).28 There is another kind of spatial history, and 

this one deals not with space and place itself, but rather with the construction and 

representation of space. This area of spatial history is even more diverse than the first, and 

most of the studies that deal with it are not at all related to the way in which it is used in this 

study. Some of these scholars, however, deal with the question of how we locate ourselves in a 

spatial sense. Scholars such as Edward Casey, Bernhard Klein and others, for instance, have 

suggested that there is something like a cartographic mode of representation that gives form to 

the way in which we locate ourselves.29 

Localising oneself spatially is not exactly the same as a sense of space. In line with the 

aforementioned scholars (at least where it concerns terminology), with sense of space I mean 

to identify the specific ways in which we locate ourselves spatially. In the broadest sense, this 

can mean any kind of localisation: addresses, descriptions of surroundings, coordinates on a 

map and so on. The way in which this notion of spatiality manifests itself can be analysed as a 

knowledge-structure. Once spatial knowledge takes the form of a medium (or is mediated) – or 

perhaps any form at all – we can hope to find the same kind of connection between knowledge 

(of the spatial kind) and its form as we discussed earlier. In more concrete terms: a coastal 

                                                           
28 See for instance I.N. Gregory, and A. Geddes, Toward spatial humanities: historical GIS and spatial 
history (Bloomington, 2014). P. Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: an Essay in Spatial History (London, 
1987). 
29 E.S. Casey, Representing Place – Landscape Painting and Maps (Minneapolis, 2002). A. Gordon and B. 
Klein, Literature, Mapping and the Politics of Space in Early Modern Britain (Cambridge, 2001). B. Klein, 
Maps and the writing of space in early modern England and Ireland (2011). J. Pickles, A History of Spaces: 
Cartographic Reason, Mapping and the Geo-coded world (New York, 2004). 
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profile contains spatial information, and the way in which we use that information (i.e. the way 

in which we navigate) is informed by a sense of space or a structuring of spatial knowledge.30  

 It is within this context – the interplay between vision and space – that we can find one 

of the very few recent studies that have been undertaken on the topic of coastal profiles. In his 

article, titled ‘The Chorein of the Pirate’, Berhard Siegert explores the connections between 

coastal profiles as a mode of navigation and the creation of a Dutch ‘sea-scape’ in paintings.31 

This sea-scape comes into existence as a space by means of a wide range of ‘cultural 

techniques’, things such as cartography and navigation. As such, culture, politics and 

navigational praxis are intimately intertwined and responsible for the way in which a certain 

space is represented. While this analysis provides an interesting starting point for thinking 

about the way in which coastal profiles function , Siegert’s article falls short when it comes to 

pointing out how the images work. I shall here attempt to take the coastal profile as a starting 

point, and reconstruct the way in which images function to create a sense of space, rather than 

to identify the different ways in which the sea-scape is given shape.  

It is the first kind of space that we shall be dealing with: a way of ordering, representing 

and thinking about, in our case, the coast. It is not about the physical space that is the coast, 

but about the way in which coastal profiles create and construct this image. Coastal profiles 

and maps are a means of localising oneself spatially, and as such reflect a notion of spatiality. 

At the same time, they work to create a certain kind of space. By analysing coastal profiles as a 

mode of representation that relies on a visual way of knowing, we will be able to get a grasp of 

the way in which they produce a sense of space, as well as of the kind of space that they 

produce. 

 

 

  

                                                           
30 J.W. Crampton, and S. Elden eds., Space, knowledge and power: Foucault and Geography. For a detailed 
discussion of construction and representation see P. Stock ed., The Uses of Space in Early Modern 
History (2015), in particular the introduction, 1-18. he combination of Foucault and Space opens up a 
host of discussions. I will not address them here, as I do not deal with the interaction between space and 
power, or with the way in which space influences knowledge. For further reference, see S. Elden, 
Mapping the present: Heidegger, Foucault and the project of a spatial history (London, 2001). Crampton, 
Space, Knowledge and Power. 
31 Berhard Siegert, ‘The Chorein of the Pirate: on the origin of the Dutch Seascape’, Grey Room 57 (2007) 
6-27. His recent publication Cultural techniques: grids, filters, doors and other articulations of the real 
(New York, 2015) he explores the concept of ‘cultural techniques’ in a variety of contexts, including that 
of cartography and seafaring. 
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2 – Coastal profiles: emergence, development and context 

 

2.1 – Introduction 

 

In 1915, the Dutch Tourist Association published a small booklet called the Zuiderzee-

Silhouetten. It is a collection of silhouettes of the coasts of the Zuiderzee, accompanied by a 

travel narrative that takes the reader on a journey along the silhouettes. The author, W.J. 

Lugard, conceived of the idea when, while sailing on the Zuiderzee, he lost track of land for a 

moment and mistook the village of Volendam for the neighbouring village Edam. To a 

fisherman who happened to pass by he remarked: “zie, als wij eens de voornaamste punten 

langs de kust, zooals men ze ziet op ‘afstand’ van zee uit, in teekening brachten, van bepaalde 

punten genomen, die wij aangeven op een kaart; zou dit dan niet de oriënteering voor de 

toeristen op onze mooie binnenzee vergemakkelijken?”32 The fisherman replied that these 

things are nothing new and had existed for some time, but this did not withhold Lugard from 

publishing the booklet.  

Whether intended or not, the book shows many similarities to the kind of coastal 

profiles that had been in use for centuries. The images (all in black and white) show 

recognisable landmarks, and are accompanied by detailed information on the bearings at 

which the images were created, as well as at what distance from the coast. What’s more: the 

book includes a map on which all the locations at which the drawings were made are 

indicated. The silhouettes fulfil a dual function: not only are they a travel narrative, they are 

also a means of navigation. Although the book is interesting to the interested reader, it is not 

at all new. Coastal profiles had existed for centuries, and formed an essential part in pilot-

books and sea-atlases. However, Lugard’s idea and consideration do not only show remarkable 

similarities with the way in which coastal profiles were born, his ignorance of the history of 

what he had created reflects the way in which modern historians approach the subject.33 If 

Lugard’s considerations seem so straightforward and the silhouettes so useful, why do we not 

hear more about these images? 

This chapter will deal with the emergence, development and use of coastal profiles in 

Dutch maritime circles between 1500 and 1800. This period witnessed the emergence of the 

coastal profile, as well as important developments and innovations in the genre. It will consist 

of a combination of the study of secondary literature and primary source material. Our 

knowledge of coastal profiles is fragmented. At the same time, we know very little and 

                                                           
32 G.S. Vlieger, E. Bokhorst and T. Schilderpoort, Zuiderze-Silhouetten (SL, 1915) II. 
33 See chapter one for a more extensive historiography on the subject. 
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relatively much. The emergence of coastal profiles has been little documented. They first 

appeared in fifteenth and sixteenth century works on navigation, called rutters or routiers. The 

works in which they appeared had existed for some time, but the introduction of images meant 

a small revolution in the genre. Despite their interesting nature, these works have been little 

studied. One of the best works on the topic is Das Seebuch by Albrecht Sauer, who proposes 

that these works were the textual counterparts of an otherwise oral tradition that dates back 

several centuries.34 After their first appearance, profiles were quickly adopted by many of the 

great mapmakers such as Blaeu and Van Keulen, who included the images in their rutters and 

sea-atlases.35 Their cartographic work, as well as their businesses, has been studied 

meticulously by a variety of historians. One of the most thorough investigations in the work of 

Willem Jansz. Blaeu is Koopman in kennis, de uitgever Willem Jansz Blaeu in de geleerde wereld 

(1571-1638) by Djoeke van Netten.36 She provides an excellent overview of the work, sources and 

commercial enterprise of the firm. The Van Keulen firm has been described in a recent study 

and facsimile-edition by De Vries and others, titled The Van Keulen Cartography, 1680-1885.37 

The role of coastal profiles in the history of navigation can only be read between the lines in 

some of the better works on the subject. Zeewezen en Wetenschap, de wetenschap en de 

ontwikkeling van de navigatietechniek in Nederland tussen 1585 en 1815 by Karel Davids is still 

one of the most important works on the topic.38 He only mentions coastal profiles as becoming 

important where maps, charts and instruments fail.39 While none of these works devotes any 

specific attention to coastal profiles, they do contain some of the building blocks for thinking 

about the value of coastal profiles.  

Contrary to the views of earlier scholars – or at least as they were made explicit – this 

chapter will argue that coastal profiles were an important element of early modern navigation. 

They emerged whey sailors started to define the coast as a separate space to which they could 

relate themselves. Their value was quickly recognised, and after several decades of Dutch 

innovation they became a quintessential part of early modern navigation. I wish to propose 

that their value might lie in the close connection that the profiles have to the faculty of vision 

                                                           
34 A. Sauer, Das Seebuch, das älteste erhaltene Seehandbuch und die spätmittelalterliche Navigation in 
Nordwesteuropa (Hamburg, 1996). 
35 See for instance D. de Vries, G. Schilder, W. Mörzer Bruyns, P. van Iterson and I. Jacobs, The Van 
Keulen Cartography Amsterdam, 1680-1885 (Alphen aan de Rijn, 2005).  
36 D. van Netten, Koopman in kennis – de uitgever Willem Jansz Blaeu in de geleerde wereld (1571-1638), 
(Zutphen, 2014). 
37 De Vries, The Van Keulen Cartography. 
38 C.A. Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, de wetenschap en de ontwikkeling van de navigatietechniek in 
Nederland tussen 1585 en 1815 (Amsterdam, 1985). 
39 The terms ‘map’ and ‘chart’ are not always easy to distinguish from eachother. The precise difference 
between the two will be further explored in chapter 4, as it is a distinction of what kinds of information 
are present in them.  
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and to memory and experience. It are these characteristics that made coastal profiles a nexus 

of information that was able to connect different instruments and measurement, and provide 

sailors with a sense of certainty and familiarity along faraway coasts. 

If we want to fully grasp the role and importance of coastal profiles, we need to go back 

to the beginnings of the genre, and trace its development within the history of navigation. This 

will not require us to rethink the history of maritime navigation – the aim of this chapter is not 

to reconstruct the use of these profiles. Rather, it aims to reconstruct their development and 

their position relative to the use and production of other instruments for navigation, most 

notably written sailing directions and sea-charts. While this contextualisation of the coastal 

profiles will allow us to take a different perspective on the history of early modern navigation, 

its primary goal is to place the coastal profile into perspective, and to generate hypotheses will 

form the basis for the next two chapters. 

  

 

2.2 – A silent revolution in maritime navigation? 

 

Before there were coastal profiles, there were other means of navigating along the coast. This 

type of sailing was practiced on a daily basis even in antiquity, and there are examples of this 

kind of written sailing directions from the very first centuries AD.40 The history of written 

sailing directions, however, should not be sought after in antiquity, but in the Later Middle 

Ages. The thirteenth century witnessed the emergence and the rise of a genre of books that 

provided sailors with the information that they needed in order to find their way along the 

coast.41 We have come to know them under a variety of names: the Portuguese know them as 

roteiros, the Italians as portolani, the English as rutters or pilots and the Dutch as leeskaarten 

(and after ca. 1600 as zeemansgidsen). It is unclear how the northern and southern works relate 

to each other. However, their similarities, as well as extensive copying from the fifteenth 

century onwards seem to suggest that there were at least some connections.42 The genre(s) 

proved long-lasting and, as we shall see, these books would come to abound with coastal 

profiles several centuries later. If we are to understand the rise of this image, we need to 

understand the rise of these books as well. 

                                                           
40 A.E. Nordenskiöld, Periplus, an essay on the early history of charts and sailing directions (New York, 
1967) 7. The original edition was published in 1885, yet the book still contains valuable insights into the 
very early history of sailing directions. 
41 A. Sauer, Das Seebuch, das älteste erhaltene Seehandbuch und die spätmittelalterliche Navigation in 
Nordwesteuropa (Hamburg, 1996) 63-96. See also D.W. Waters, The Rutters of the Sea, the Sailing 
Directions of Pierre Garcie – a study of the first English and French printed sailing directions with facsimile 
reproductions (New Haven/London, 1967) 3-44. 
42 Ibidem. 
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2.2.1 – Portolani and Seebucher: the textual roots of coastal profiles, 1250-1500 

 

There are two books that exemplify these very early sailing directions well: one from the Italian 

peninsula, another from Germany. Together, they provide us with an insight in the basic 

navigational requirements of this type of navigation, as well as into the textual and visual 

‘instruments’ or information that sailors used to do so. One of the earliest examples of a 

portolano, one that resembles the later pilot-books and rutters in which coastal profiles were 

included, can be found in thirteenth-century Italy. The Lo Compasso da Navigare, written 

somewhere between 1250 and 1265 (although some scholars suggest that the book was actually 

written in 1296),43 contains detailed sailing instructions for sailing around the Mediterranean 

Sea. The book probably appeared in two parts: the first is the written book, the portolano, and 

the second is a map: the oldest of the portolan charts that are most familiar to us today.44 The 

unity of these two objects is suggested only by one of the (admittedly, few) scholars of the 

Compasso, yet the fact that both the Compasso as well as the Carta Pisana were both created 

in the second half of the thirteenth century and cover the same territory seems to at least 

suggest that they were part of the same sort of navigation.45 

 Both the book and the chart function according to the same principle that lends them 

their names: they are an enumeration of all the different ports that a sailor can sail past on his 

travels on the Mediterranean. The Compasso lists them as one would sail along the coast in a 

clockwise manner: from Napoli to Constantinople to Alexandria – and of course all the smaller 

harbours in between. It contains instructions on how to get to these harbours based on 

compass bearings, and then lists the distance in nautical miles between that harbour and 

several other points of interest. For the harbour on the island of Santorini these enumerations 

look like this: 

  

 L’ISOLA DE SANTORINO 

 

L’Isola de Santorino à de facza XV millara per ponente et a llevante. En lo capo da ponente à una 

isolecta che a nome Crutello per III millara. E de la dicta isolecta el l’isola de Santorino à uno 

                                                           
43 The oldest known copy of the book was written in 1296. Some scholars, such as B.R. Motzo, have 
suggested that the text itself is slightly older. Motzo also suggested that the Carta Pisana and the 
Compasso da Navigare were used, or even created, together. It is as yet unclear whether these claims are 
well-founded, or the result of sloppy antiquarianism. More information, as well as the full text of the 
Compasso can be found in B.R. Motzo, Il Compasso da Navigare, Opera Italiana della Meta del Secolo 
XIII, prefazione e testo del codice Hamilton 396 (Cagliari, 1947). 
44 It is interesting to note that we have come to refer to the maps as ‘portolano’s’, while this type of thing 
had as much a textual as a cartographic component. The contemporary name for the charts was 
probably something more like ‘carta de navegar’ or ‘mappa maris’. 
45 This is suggested in Motzo, Il Compasso, but we can find the same idea in Sauer, Seebuch, 72-81. 
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porto, et appresso de lo dicto porto V millara per tramonta à lo castello che so en l’isola de 

Santorino. 

  De lo dicto porto de Santorino all’isola de Nio XX millara per tramontane. En la dicta 

isola de Nio à bono porto, en lo capo da ver lo ponente, e la ‘ntrata de lo dicto porto è per 

tramontane. En fondo del dicto porto estai lo castello de Nio. La starea de la dicta isola è longa 

XV millara a Greco et a garbino.46 

 

In short, the book contains two important types of information: distance and direction (one 

should know that terms such as Tramontane, Ponente and Greco are compass-bearing). It is 

not difficult to imagine that knowing the distance and compass-bearing between two points is 

the most basic and at the same time most essential characteristic of navigation. More than 

that, it is also a way of dealing with the uncertainty that one’s one memory confronts us with. 

Relying on this book – be it as ‘support and anchor’ or as simple mnemonic – is invaluable in 

reaching the right port, preferably safe and sound. The Carta Pisana has this function as well, 

and is constructed in a somewhat similar way:47 it presents the same ports in a geographical 

rather than in an enumerative way. The minimalistic layout of the map allows for a quick and 

clear overview of the position of ports and their ‘order of appearance’, while the rhumblines 

that are drawn criss-cross over the map make it possible to use it in conjunction with a 

compass.48 

                                                           
46 Cited from Motzo, Il Compasso, 53. 
47 The absence of degrees of latitude and longitude makes it impossible to determine one’s position 
when sailing in the middle of the Mediterranean. It is, however, very suitable for ‘plotting’ a course from 
an already known position (a port). I will forego on  discussing the history of portolan charts and the 
scholarly attention they have received over the past few centuries, as this is of little interest to us here. 
For an overview of this discussion see for instance T. Campbell, ‘Portolan Charts from the Late 
Thirteenth Century to 1500’, in: D. Woodward and J.B. Harley eds., The History of Cartography, I, 371-
463. 
48 See Campbell, ‘Portolan Charts’. While the pattern seems random, they correspond to the directions 
on a compass. 
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3. The Carta Pisana. 

 

The fact that the map can be used together with the compass is in this time highly 

innovative, and it is interesting to note that the Compasso allows for the same thing by 

including directions in its description of ports and routes. It is important to realise that the 

compass, something that is to us perhaps one of the most basic instruments for finding 

direction, was introduced into European navigation around the 13th century. While the 

compass was first used by the Chinese as an instrument in divination, they quickly recognised 

its value as a means of determining one’s location, and its first recorded use in navigation at 

sea can be dated in the early 12th century.49 One way or the other, the compass found its way to 

Europe, where the first references to it can be found in the beginning of the 13th century.50 This 

is at the same time as in which the Compasso da Navigare and the Carte Pisane found their 

origins, and both documents were evidently used in combination with a compass. 

                                                           
49 C.A. Ronan and J. Needham, The Shorter Science and Civilisation in China (Cambridge, 1986) 28-29. 
50 Zie B.M. Kreutz, ‘Mediterranean Contributions to the Medieval Mariner's Compass’, Technology and 
Culture 14, 3 (1973) 367–383. Also, C. Frederic, ‘The Economic Meaning of the Invention of the Compass’, 
The American Historical Review, 68, 3 (1963) 605–617. For a more detailed discussion of the compass, see: 
A.D. Aczel, The riddle of the compass: the invention that changed the world (Orlando, 2001).  
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Where the Mediterranean 

knows a tradition of Portolani and 

Roteiros, Northern Europe has its own 

tradition of Seebucher and Rutters. 

The very first of these is the Seebuch 

that was written around 1470.51 At first 

glance, the book functions in exactly 

the same manner as the Compasso da 

Navigare. It lists the ports along the 

entire north-coast of Europe, from 

Spain to the Baltic, which is again the 

ordering principle for all other 

information. This information, 

however, is much more extensive than 

that of the Compasso da Navigare. 

Not only does it include directions for 

sailing from port to port, it also 

includes information on the different 

tides, the directions in which the ebb 

and flood will take the ship and on 

the various dangers that might be 

lurking underneath the sea level, such 

as rocks or shallows. Even more than 

the Compasso da Navigare, the Seebuch is testimony to just how dangerous some of these 

journeys were. The information that the book gives is of paramount importance to the sailor, 

to whom determining their exact location and knowing the dangers thereof was a process that 

involved using all means at their disposal. 

This short analysis of the Compasso da Navigare and the Seebuch helps us to 

understand the most basic challenges of navigation, and the way in which late-medieval maps 

and manuals tried to deal with the insecurities and dangers of sea-travel. These problems that 

they deal with (in what direction to sail, and what dangers can be found there) are perennial in 

navigation and form the background for the way in which coastal profiles functioned. Early 

                                                           
51 The book originally bore a different title, but this has been lost. Upon rediscovery of the book, it was 
simply called ‘Seebuch’. C. Koeman, Lucas Jansz. Waghenaer van Enckhuysen, de maritieme carografie in 
de Nederlanden in de zestiende en het begin van de zeventiende eeuw (Enkhuizen, 1984) 13. 

4  A page from the Seebuch. Each paragraph deals 
with a certain stretch of coast. Collection of the 

Schiffartsmuseum Hamburg. 
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Modern rutters, as we shall see, stand in a long a long tradition of sailing along the coast, one 

that came with its own manuals and directions, in addition to instruments such as compasses. 

Furthermore, these two examples go to show how different instrumental, textual and visual 

means worked together in order to help sailors navigate from harbour to harbour. The fact that 

both documents were created with the same thing in mind (a sailor sails from port to port), 

and could be used together with the same instrument (the compass) suggests an 

interrelatedness of techniques that will prove to be a lasting characteristic in the centuries to 

come, a characteristic that is central to the reason why coastal profiles would become so 

important. These works are the precursors of the sixteenth and seventeenth century rutters in 

which coastal profiles emerged. The genre of portolani, or seebucher would enjoy a long life 

under this new name, up until today. 

 

 

2.2.2 – Of shapes and forms: the introduction of images, 1500-1550 

 

It is not evident that the books like the Compasso da Navigare and the Seebuch were used by 

many sailors. Only few of these early examples survive, and the fact that they are manuscripts 

suggests that their production was costly and time-consuming. Moreover, many sailors in the 

thirteenth and fourteenth century would have been – at least to a certain degree – illiterate, 

and a lot is unclear about the precise nature of the textual tradition in this kind of book-use.52 

Nevertheless, they provide a unique insight into the world of medieval maritime navigation.  

A small revolution in these sailing directions occurred somewhere around 1500, when 

images found their way into Northern European rutters. This happened first in France, with 

the publication of Le Grand Routtier et Pyllotage by Pierre Garcie-Ferrande in 1484, with later 

editions coming out until the middle of the seventeenth century.53 At a first glance, the book is 

not very different from the earlier Compasso and Seebuch: the ordering principle is the same in 

that all information is ordered in the way as one would encounter it at sea. In other words, the 

directions are not ordered alphabetically, but Calais comes after Normandy and before 

Flanders.  

                                                           
52 The existance of these manuals, however, suggests that at least some of them could read. Further 
research into the texual culture of late-medieval and early-early modern navigation might yield 
interesting results. 
53 B.A. Boumburu and M. Bochaca, ‘Savoir Nautique et Navigation dans le Golfe de Gascogne a la fin du 
moyen age, d’après le grant routtier et pyllotage et encrage de la mer de Pierre Garcie dit Ferrande’, 
Cuadernos del Cemyr 15 (2007) 91-108. 
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However, we can also 

see that by now, the genre has 

undergone several fundamental 

changes, or perhaps 

improvements. The most 

obvious change is that the 

books are printed instead of 

hand-written. This means, of 

course, that the books are much 

easier to reproduce. The 

contents of these books have 

changed as well: they now 

include an extensive 

introduction into some of the 

basics of navigation; the 

workings of the compass, the 

position of the sun and the 

moon, the different 

circumstances that each new 

month brings with it and on 

how to measure winds. The 

book, in other words, contains 

everything there is to know about “l’art et science tressubtille et quasidivine: du noble mestier 

de la mer. Et dicelle eviter et fouir toutes dangiers perils, mares pleines de impetusite courans 

et ondes bouillantes.”54 

The book, other than treating the coast harbour by harbour, then turns to a description 

of all the different landmarks and points of interest along the North-Sea coast. It looks 

something like the following: 

 

Quant tu seras le travers de Deue tu voyrras une monstaigne qui est bien grande qui est 

semblable a ceste figure. Et quant tu seras pres de terre tu pourras veouir la Chappelle de saincte 

Catherine qui est dessus une Montaigne devers cest aupres de la couste en l’hault du havre. 

                                                           
54 Cited from Waters, The Rutters of the Sea, 206. 

5. Le Grand Routier en Pillotage. The image is taken from an older 
edition from 1560. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 

ark:/12148/btv1b8609543t. 
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Sache que au bas de la quest yue ya une Montaigne qui est pres de le havre et au bas de fuy et en 

amon desse pres de terre ya une isle que l’on appelle saint nicollas.55 

 

This way of ordering has two interesting consequences. First of all, the book reads even more 

as a (a-personal) travel-narrative than earlier books. It is now a description of all the perils and 

landmarks one encounters along the way, rather than a description of all the perils and 

characteristics of different ports, and the prober way of to reaching them. A new space – the 

coast – is created, to which the sailor can relate himself: harbours are no longer the only points 

of interaction, and this might well suggest a change in and strengthening of maritime identity. 

Secondly, the way in which this book is structured means that it is not as easy to use as 

previous books: one cannot simply look up the details of a certain harbour, but has to work 

through the entire book to reach the information that one seeks. The layout does not help 

either: it does not show the names of specific regions or ports any larger than the rest of the 

text. 

This is, however, not the most innovative aspect of the Routier. Included in the book 

are 60 woodcuts depicting (somewhat) recognisable landmarks along the coasts that the book 

describes. The excerpt above did already mention the presence of these images in the book, 

and indicates that the images were fully integrated in the text. In other words, they were 

meant to be used. According to the author, these images are included “pour icelle terre 

cognoistre, ay trosse tire figure et figures semblables les caps, poinctes et montaignes les plus 

apparoissantes et cognoissables de lad’ coste despaigne: auecqs les lieues et distances desd’ 

choses.”56 Their purposed function, in other words, was to help sailors recognise these points, 

and connect whatever they saw with their eyes to the information that they read in the pilot.  

However, the woodcuts are of a rather crude nature. They do not show more than the 

rough outlines of rocks, hills or mountains, as well as an occasional tower or other manmade 

structure. While at first sight it is questionable just how useful they would have been (some, as 

the ones shown below, are no more than very simple lines), they might be more useful than we 

think. When a sailor is already in the vicinity of one of the places he knows to be depicted on 

the images – as is, for instance, the case with Deue – these woodcuts might well be the key to 

distinguishing between two different capes or mountains, and to finding the right course. 

Instead of ‘crude’, the right term to describe them might well be ‘clear’ instead. 

 The Routier en Pilotage is a landmark in the history of pilot books. It presents us with a 

shift from port-descriptions to descriptions of coastlines, the creation of a new space to which 

                                                           
55 Waters, Rutters of the Sea, 250-251. 
56 Ibidem, 206.  
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sailors can relate themselves. It reflects a way of sailing that is different from the thirteenth- 

and fourteenth-century practices: for the first time, images are included in order to bridge the 

gap between what the sailor would see and what he would read. These images, while crude, are 

the first of many coastal profiles. 

 

 

2.2.3 – Innovation and proliferation, 1550-1600 

 

The first steps that were taken by Pierre Garcie in his Routier en Pilotage would soon inspire 

further changes in books containing sailing directions. In 1558, Cornelis Anthonisz. published 

his Onderwijsinge vander Zee. It is the first Dutch leeskaart to contain these coastal profiles, 

and the images have undergone considerable change when compared to the French silhouettes 

of half a century earlier. However, the book is not the first Dutch rutter to be published, earlier 

examples are De Kaert vader Zee from 1532 or Dit is de Caerte vander Zee from 1540.57 It is 

interesting to note that the information contained in De Kaert vader Zee is derived from the 

fourteenth-century Seebuch.58 Both Dutch works do not stray far from this German example, in 

the sense that neither of them contains any images or profiles. Historians of navigation and 

cartography agree that from about this moment on, written sailing directions became one of 

the most important tools of navigation.59  

 

 

                                                           
57 For a complete overview of printed rutters and pilot-books from this period, see G. Schilder and M. 
van Egmond, ‘Maritime Cartography in the Low Countries during the Renaissance’, in: D. Woodward 
ed., The History of Cartography III (Chicago, 2007) 1384-1432. 
58 Koeman, Lucas Jansz. Waghenaer, 13. 
59 Arend W. Lang, Seekarten der südlichen Nord- und Ostsee: Ihre Entwicklung von den Anfängen bis 
zum Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts (Hamburg: Deutsches Hydrographisches Institut, 1968) 14-18. See also 
Schilder, ‘Maritime Cartography’.  
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6. Frontispice of the 1558 Onderwijsinge vander Zee. Collectie Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.3182. 

 

The subtitle of the Onderwijsinge vander Zee is: om stuermanschap te leeren. The first 

forty pages contain a detailed description of all the information that a sailor might need in 

order to steer his ship in the right direction. This includes – amongst many other things - an 

introduction into the proper use of the compass, all the different winds, tides and seasons that 

one can encounter, to use instruments such as protractors and the Jacobs staff or cross-staff, 

and to tell the time by night and by day. One of the most important sections in the book is an 

instruction on how to read sea charts, and how to conjecture ones position on these maps. 

Anthonisz. is the first Dutchman to write such a manual on his own.60 The second part of the 

book contains what Anthonisz. calls die Caerte van die Oosterse See ende hoe hem die landen 

uiter See opdoen, ende oock die coertsen, ende streckinghe vander Zee, vanden enen haven tot 

den anderen neerstelick ghecorrigeert ende verbetert. This lengthy title is the best summary one 

could give of the contents of the second part. Unlike the Routier en Pilotage, the images now 

make up most of the book, and each set of images is accompanied by a detailed sailing 

directions, that tell the sailor how and where to sail if they want to reach, for instance, the 

Eems or the Oostland. 

 

 

                                                           
60 C.A. Davids, ‘Van Anthonisz. Tot Lastman. Navigatieboeken in Nederland in de zestiende en het begin 
van de zeventiende eeuw’, Lucas Jansz Waghenaer van Enckhuisen. De Maritieme Cartografie in de 
Nederlanden in de zestiende en het begin van de zeventiende eeuw (Enkhuizen, 1984) 73-88. 
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7. Instruction on the different bearings of a compass. Similar images  

are included in rutters from the Compasso da Navigare onward. Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, 

A.3182. 

 

 

 

8. Coastal profiles from the 1558 Onderwijsinge der Zeevaart. We can clearly see that hills and towers are 

carefully represented in these images. The two profiles on the top contain symbols that are meant to 

indicate that the two coastlines should be connected to other coastlines at that exact point. Collection 

Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.3182. 
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9. Chart as it is included in the Caertboeck van de Midlantsche Zee by Willem Barentz. Collection Het 

Scheepvaartmuseum, A.4303 (facsimile). 

 

 

 

10. Coastal profiles from the Cartboeck van de Midlantsche Zee. On the left we see the sailing 

instructions, on the right the coastal profiles with their descriptions. Collection Het 

Scheepvaartmuseum, A.4304 (facsimile). 
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11. Close up of coastal profiles from the Cartboeck van de Midlantsche Zee. We can see what kind of 

information is enclosed in these profiles, ranging from the name of the coast that is represented to the 

distance at which the image was drawn. Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.4304 (facsimile). 
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The most interesting change from earlier rutters is not the amount of images, but their 

shape. Rather than individual points of interest, the images have become profiles of long 

stretches of coast, on which many different landmarks are indicated. As we can see on the 

images below, the coastlines are consequently named, and towers, hills, beacons and forests 

are shown in a recognisable manner. By means of symbols on the far ends of the profiles, we 

learn that the two can be read as one. While the coastlines still are nothing but smooth shapes, 

they now truly resemble what we would see as a coast. The images are no longer subordinate 

to the text; they can be read – or seen – as a journey in themselves. 

Dutch innovation did not stop here. In the decades after Anthonisz. publication of 

Onderwijsinge vander Zee and Caerte van die Oosterse See, other writers and publishers 

followed. In the wake of Anthonisz., men such as Cornelis Doedsz., Evert Gijsbersz., Jan 

Huygen van Linschoten and others present us with the same coastal profiles. Their works bear 

titles such as Reisghesschrift, Enckhuyser zee-caert-boek or Thresoor der Zeevaert. They do not 

only imitate the work of Anthonisz., but add some innovations of their own as well.61 In 1595, 

Willem Barentsz. Publishes his Caertboeck van de Midlantsche Zee. Before c. 1590, the Dutch 

rarely sailed the Mediterranean, but as the number of trading voyages to this part of the seas 

increased, there arose a need for atlases and sailing directions that could guide the sailors on 

the right course. The Caertboeck is an impressive collection of sea-charts and sailing directions 

that covers the entire Mediterranean, as well as many of the coasts of France and Spain. 

Surprisingly enough, the work contains hundreds of coastal profiles, and only a hand full of sea 

charts. Two things are particularly interesting about this book. First of all, the texts that 

accompany the profiles are some of the most detailed we have seen up until now, containing 

information on landmarks, compass-bearings, winds and harbours. Secondly, the profiles are 

not only accompanied by sailing directions, but now contain detailed information on the 

relative position of the ship on which the profiles were drawn. These innovations seem to 

suggest a search for the right way of combining different kinds of information. 

The connection between map and coastal profile takes on a peculiar form in a slightly 

earlier atlas, the 1584 Spieghel der Zeevaerdt by Lucas Jansz. Waghenaer. Where the maps of 

Barentsz. were relatively modest in their appearance, the Spieghel der Zeevaart contains a 

great many richly illustrated maps, alternated by descriptions of the coast and the different 

cities and harbours that can be found along them. Contrary to the Caertboeck, the coastal 

profiles in the Spieghel are not shown in conjunction with the textual descriptions of the coast, 

but are instead incorporated into the maps. Moreover, each profile is shown two times, in two 

                                                           
61 Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, 99. 
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different ways. The map below shows the coast of Biscay. In the upper section of the map, we 

can see a coastal profile such as we know them from Barentsz. or Anthonisz. (the 

accompanying text reads “Aldus verthoont en doet hem op tlandt van Biscaien tusschen 

Laredo en Rio de Sella, alssmen daer beneffens is seijlende.”) Surprisingly enough, in the map 

itself, the coastal profile is drawn along the coastline, in order to create a unique, 2,5-

dimensional overview of the coast. Like Barentsz., Waghenaer is experimenting with different 

ways of connecting different kinds of information: the incorporation of coastal profiles into 

maps seems to resemble a desire to bridge the gap between what sailors would have seen with 

their eyes, and what they would have read or seen in an atlas or rutter. 

 

 

 

12. Chart from the Spiegel der Zeevaart. In the top we see the coastal profile cited above. Note that the 

map does not contain a grid with degrees of latitude and longitude. This map cannot have been used for 

determining one's location using that kind of information. Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, 

A.0145(103). 
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13. Detail from the chart 9. The numbers in the water indicate the depth of the water at those specific 

points. The anchor indicates a suitable anchor place. We can see that the coastal profiles, in addition to 

being represented above the map, also find their way into the map itself. Collection Het 

Scheepvaartmuseum, A.0145(103). 

 

 

 These examples go to show that in the century after their first appearance, coastal 

profiles were avidly experimented with by mapmakers, and quickly developed from clear or 

crude woodcuts to detailed stretches of coast. Their makers tried to find ways of incorporating 

them in their works and finding ways of combining different kinds of information. At the end 

of the sixteenth century, in the atlases of Barentsz. and Waghenaer and the rutter of 

Anthonisz., we can see coastal profiles as they would look like for the next three or four 

centuries. In less than a century, the coastal profile emerged from a medieval tradition of 

Routiers and Seebucher, and became one of the most important elements of practical works of 

navigation. 
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2.3 – Navigating the Early Modern Map-trade 

 

Barentsz. and Waghenaer were some of the first in a long tradition of Dutch map-production. 

The seventeenth century witnessed the rise of Holland as an international producer of maps, 

globes and navigational instruments.62 The rise of the Dutch East- and West-India Companies, 

as well as many other landmarks in exploration and navigation, went hand in hand with this 

development, and both reinforced each other. Coastal profiles are decidedly different in their 

appearance from maps. However, as the cases of Barentsz. and Waghenaer indicate, they often 

appear in conjunction with them, and were created (or at least published) by the same makers. 

Understanding and explaining the rise of these images requires that we understand their 

position within the flourishing trade in maps and nautical instruments, both a commercial 

attempt and as a transfer of information. 

In the early modern period, just as it is now, creating maps was a collaborative effort of 

many professionals. Already in the seventeenth century, and increasingly from the eighteenth 

century onwards, the publisher became ever more central to the map-publishing process. In 

her study, Mary Spoonberg Pedley provides an in-depth analysis of all the stages of the 

mapmaking process.63 Rather than focussing on the technical aspects of maps, as historians of 

cartography have generally been wont to do,64 she analyses the factors that lead to the 

publication and marketing of maps in the eighteenth century. Two of the main problems that 

publishers face are the acquisition of information and the sale of their product. Two publishing 

houses that can serve to illustrate this process are those of the families Blaeu and Van Keulen. 

They might have been the most important map-publishers in Holland during the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries, and their publications and their businesses have received more 

scholarly attention than any other Dutch mapmaker firm. 

Today, we know Willem Jansz. Blaeu from his many wonderful maps and atlases. This 

reputation is not incorrect, as he is one of the most productive publishers of the seventeenth 

century, and published a very wide variety of works, ranging from city-maps to works on 
                                                           
62 See for instance C. Koeman, G. Schilder and P.C.J. van der Krogt, Miscellanea Cartographica: 
contributions to the history of cartography (Utrecht, 1988) introduction. 
63 See M. Spoonberg Pedley, The Commerce of Cartography, making and marketing maps in eighteenth-
century France and England (Chicago, 2005). Although the book concerns itself with the eighteenth 
century, and not with the Netherlands, it does provide a valuable over view of all the different stages of 
the mapmaking and –publishing process. Some of these might have been unique for these two countries 
at that time, but most of them hold true for much of the practice of cartography in early modern 
Europe. See also N.J.W. Thrower, The Compleat plattmaker: essays on chart, map and globe making in 
England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Berkeley, 1978). See also several of the other 
publications on cartography cited in this paragraph. 
64 We need not got into detail here, as maps are not the main focus of this chapter. However, ever since 
the legendary article of , the study of historical cartography has stepped up Its game and now concerns 
itself with analyses of all the different factors that play a role in the lifetime of a map. 
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astronomy.65 The first book that he published, however, was a rutter, one that he called Het 

licht der zee-vaert (1608). The book of Blaeu was very similar to the Spieghel der zee-vaerdt of 

Lucas Jansz. Waghenaar: both included an introduction into maritime navigation, the use of 

certain instruments and determining time and location by looking at the heavens above. In 

both cases, this introduction is followed by a mixture of sea-charts and written sailing 

instructions, although in the case of Blaeu the coastal profiles appear in the text, as was the 

case with Barentsz., and not in the charts, as was the case with Waghenaer.66 Blaeu may not 

have been as innovative as Waghenaer and Barentsz., he certainly did know how to market this 

very popular genre. After the initial edition of 1608, several other editions were published in 

the decades after. The Licht der zee-vaert became one of the most important rutter in northern 

Europe.67 This and all further editions of the rutter abounded with coastal profiles. In 1623, 

Blaeu published a second rutter, this one called the Zeespiegel. Again, the book contains 

hundreds of coastal profiles, which are enclosed in the accompanying (textual) sailing 

directions. The same holds true for his third rutter, the Haven-wyser van de Oostersche, 

noordsche en Westersche Zeen (1634). During the seventeenth century, coastal profiles were 

established as an integral part of works on navigation (pilots and sea-atlases), as is indicated by 

these works.68 

 Interestingly enough, foreign publishers did not publish similar books for decades after 

Blaeu published his. Blaeu (and other Dutchmen after him) dominated the international trade 

in rutters, and especially France and England proved to be lucrative markets. Already in 1619, a 

French edition of the Licht was published as Le flambeau de la navigation, and an English 

edition had already come out in 1612.69 It was not until the second half of the seventeenth 

century that a ‘native’ English rutter came out, under the title of The English Pilot (1689). The 

rutter followed the structure of earlier Dutch rutters: it consisted of a combination of charts 

and written sailing directions. The latter are laced with coastal profiles of the same style as 

those of Blaeu and Barentsz.. By copying these Dutch works, foreign publishers did not only 

take over the written and cartographic material that the editions of Blaeu and others 

contained, but the visual material as well. This only reinforces the notion that these images 

were considered to be very useful. 

                                                           
65 Van Netten, Koopman in Kennis, 9-16. See also P.J.H. Baudet, Leven en werken van Willem Jansz. Blaeu 
(Utrecht, 1871). M. Donkersloot de Vrij, Drie generaties Blaeu. Amsterdamse cartografie en 
boekdrukkunst in de zeventiende eeuw (Zutphen, 1992). 
66 Ibidem, 55. 
67 Van Netten, Koopman in Kennis, 68-85. 
68 C.P. Burger, ‘Oude Hollandse zeevaart-uitgaven. De oudste uitgaven van het ‘Licht der Zeevaert’’, 
Tijdschrift voor boek- en bibliotheekwezen, 6 (1908) 119-137. 
69 Van Netten, Koopman in kennis, 59-61. 
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  Eventually, the light of Blaeu faded in the genre of rutters, and new publishers took his 

place. The publishing house of Van Keulen, although less well known to us today, had an even 

greater lifespan than that of Blaeu. The Van Keulen firm was founded in 1680, several decades 

after the golden years of Blaeu, when Johannes van Keulen received a fifteen-year patent by the 

states of Holland and West-Friesland. According to one study, the first few years of the firm 

were extremely productive. During this short time, Van Keulen managed to produce five 

volumes of an atlas that contained sailing instructions for the entire world as it was known and 

navigated at that time. Asia was only covered by the firm from the eighteenth century 

onwards, as the VOC had a monopoly on all cartographic material. This impressive feat, that 

was the product of the large network of Van Keulen, lay the basis for a firm that would last 

until the end of the nineteenth century. During this time, the Van Keulens (Johannes was 

succeeded by his sons (in law)) remained incredibly productive, and new, improved maps, 

were being published during the complete lifetime of the firm.70 

During all this time, the Van Keulens continued the publication of rutters and sailing 

directions, all of which included coastal profiles.71 Interestingly enough, the Van Keulens 

included the coastal profiles both in their maps – in both of the ways that Waghenaer did – 

and in their written sailing instructions. It is only over the course of the eighteenth century 

that they make a considerable change in the way in which the profiles are incorporated in the 

rutters: the become more and more isolated, until the profiles acquire their own section in the 

rutters, apart from the maps and sailing instructions. The fact that the publishing house 

remained active for such a long time, and that coastal profiles remained a recurring element in 

their works does not only tell u something about the longevity of the genre, it also provides us 

with an opportunity to trace changes within he genre of coastal profiles. 

As the histories of Blaeu and Van Keulen show, coastal profiles did not suffer from a lack of 

distribution and marketing. As important elements in rutters and sea-atlases, the success of 

publishers in selling these books means that coastal profiles were sold as well. However, it is as 

yet unclear where the publishers got the information from that they needed to print the 

profiles. The acquisition of information for creating maps is one of the areas of historical 

cartography we know relatively little about. It is widely known that publishers possessed vast 

networks through which they acquired their information. In some cases, the most important 

sources were the publisher/writers themselves. 

                                                           
70 A wonderful overview of the Van Keulen firm is given in De Vries, The Van Keulen Cartography, 9-116.  
See also E.A. Keulen, E.K. Spits, In de gekroonde lootsland – het kaarten-, boekuitgevers en 
instrumentenmakershuis Van Keulen te Amsterdam, 1680-1885 (Leiden, 1989). 
71 De Vries, Van Keulen Cartography, 245 – 633. See also, for instance, Van Keulen, De Nieuwe Lichtende 
Zee-Fakkel van de Geheele Wereld (Amsterdam, 1728). 
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1. A Van Keulen map (ca. 1750) of a part of the island of Madagascar. We can see that information such 

as the location of sandbanks, suitable anchor places and the depth of the ocean floor is indicated in the 

map. Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A-III-127. 

 

 

 

15. These mid-eighteenth century coastal profiles by the Van Keulen firm differ markedly from the 

earlier coastal profiles we have seen. The difference does not lie in the information that they contain, 

but in the shape that they take. Instead of silhouettes or outlines, the profiles have now become drawing 

of mountains. Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A-III-127. 
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Barentsz. and Waghenaer both were experienced sailors, and they were intimately familiar 

with many of the challenges of the seas. When the publishers were not themselves sailors, as 

was the case for most of them after 1600, they had to rely on others to provide them with the 

necessary data and material upon which they could base their profiles and maps. This is where 

things get foggy: these networks ever stay under the radar, and it is always unclear who 

provides exactly what kind of information. In most cases, these were just ordinary seamen, of 

which the information would prove to be from a varying quality. As the author of a 1712 rutter 

(which, on a sidenote, contains only 4 profiles) phrases it: “Schippers [kwamen] haar 

schriftelyke beduidingen en aanwysinge quamen aanbrengen, waar uit dan met groote moeite 

en oplettentheid, een nut en goed werk is by malkander gebragt”.72 

 In other cases, however, the sources for this information become only broadly clear. 

Amongst the motors behind the production of ‘cartographic data’ were the Dutch Merchant 

Companies. The Dutch East India Company (VOC) started with the gathering of this kind of 

material from the very beginning of its existence. Even on the very first journeys eastward, 

surveyors (often with some experience with draughtsmanship) would join the company on its 

travels in order to record the distant coasts they would sail past.73 These maps often are 

intriguing mixtures of all sorts of information: depth measurements, compass-bearings and 

information on points of interest. The surveyors would occasionally draw coastal profiles into 

his maps, somewhat in the same manner as Waghenaer did in his Spieghel der Zeevaart, but 

this does not seem to be common practice74. Only several decades after its foundation, the 

VOC established a hydrographic office in Batavia, that was tasked with the (nautical) surveying 

of the entire area. The information that this office generated was shipped back to Holland, 

where professional publishers (such as Joan Blaeu) would duplicate the manuscripts, or rework 

them into printed maps.75 

 Most of the maps that Blaeu and others produced in service of the VOC were precisely 

that: maps, not profiles. Admittedly, it is true that some of these manuscript maps feature 

profiles as well as ‘geographical data’, which seems to suggest that it were the same people on 

board of these ships that would compile both the cartographic as well as the visual material 

                                                           
72 C. Middagten, Nieuwe Lootsmans Wegwyser; zijnde een opregte beschrijving der zeekusten nevens hare 
ordinaris loop der stromen en mswysing der compassen (Amsterdam, 1750) 1. First published in 1712. 
73 See Zandvliet, K., Mapping for Money – maps, plans and topographic paintings and their role in Dutch 
overseas expansionduring the 16th and 17th centuries (Amsterdam, 1998). Or G. Schilder, ‘Organization 
and Evolution of the Dutch East India Company’s Hydrographic Office in the Seventeenth Century’, 
Imago Mundi 28 (1976) 61-78. 
74 See, for instance G. Schilder, J. Moerman, F. Ormeling, P. van den Brink and H. Ferwerda, De Grote 
Atlas van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (Voorburg, 2006). Further investigation into the precise 
nature of this work is required, and will be undertaken in the next chapter. 
75 Zandvliet, Mapping for Money, 101-105.  
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necessary for the production of maps and profiles. Furthermore, we can assume that Blaeu and 

Van Keulen would rely on their ‘regular’ sources as much as they could. On the other hand, if it 

is not nautical surveyors but Artists and officers who are the most important creators of the 

visual material, this would suggests that publishers had to rely on a different network for the 

composition of coastal profiles. This might also explain why, over the course of the eighteenth 

century, these profiles become more and more separate from written sailing directions and 

maps, as the profiles of the Van Keulen firm show.  

Blaeu and Van Keulen were not the only publishers of maps and rutters at the time. 

Many other names would deserve to be mentioned, but they can tell us little more: the 

examples given clearly illustrate that during the seventeenth and eighteenth century, coastal 

profiles became part of commercial enterprises, both in Holland and abroad. They are 

completely intertwined with the better known histories of map-publishing. Although we do 

not have any clear indication that their presence in books would have made these books more 

(or less) desirable in the eyes of its users, the fact that profiles were consistently included in 

rutters and sea atlases at the very least suggest that they were an important element in early 

modern navigation. After their conception in the sixteenth century, their popularity did not 

dwindle for at least two centuries. At the same time, the cases of Blaeu and Van Keulen show 

that the relation between map and coastal profile, between surveyor and draughtsman is not 

only strong but complex too, and requires that we study the different types of information that 

are present in both maps and profiles more closely, as well as the way in which coastal profiles 

were constructed. 

    

  

2.4 – Of navigation Great and Small 

 

After their introduction into written sailing directions, coastal profiles quickly became one of 

the most characteristic elements in rutters and sea-atlases. They became intimately connected 

with the information that the other elements of these books provided: they accompanied the 

information on depths and bearings, or were included in maps. However, their precise 

function, as well as the reason why they were so industriously produced, is not entirely clear. 

Although we know a great deal about early modern navigation at sea, this thanks to the efforts 

of countless historians over the past centuries, coastal profiles remain ever at the background 

of things.76 Nevertheless, inscribing coastal profiles into the history of navigation will not 

                                                           
76 Here, we shall rely on but a few excellent works on the topic: Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap. D.W. 
Waters, Science and the technique of navigation in the Renaissance (Londen, 1976). J.B. Hewson, A 
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require a reconsideration of the fundamental insights into its practices. Although the question 

itself is new, the answer – or at least its ingredients – can be found in what we already know. 

This, in turn, leads to broader questions on the interrelatedness of coastal profiles and other 

means of navigation which we shall address later. 

 

 

2.4.1 – Challenges and solutions 

 

Sailing the seas was no simple task. The seas are rarely calm, and below the surface countless 

of dangers await. Rocks, shallows and tides lurk below or in the water. At open sea, the 

challenges were manifold: surrounded only by water, sailors could only rely on their 

instruments and the sky above them in order to know where they were. This mattered not so 

much before ca. 1600, but when more and more sailors started to traverse the ocean or were 

headed for the East Indies, the need for overcoming these challenges grew.77 Fortunately, this 

went hand in hand with the development of many instruments and means that would aid 

sailors in their efforts. Just as there are different challenges for sailing along the coast and 

sailing at open sea, so there were different solutions. There was a variety of means at their 

disposal that they could use in order to overcome the challenges of the open sea. Perhaps the 

most important of these was their experience and intuition. There probably existed old, oral 

traditions that taught mariners what to do and how to get where the wanted to go.78 These 

traditions are lost to us, and we can only rely on those objects, images and texts that have been 

preserved to provide us with an idea of how navigation would have worked. Besides their own 

knowledge, sailors used a variety of instruments, books and charts during their travels. Rutters 

belong to this category, as do many other things such as compasses, lodestones and sea charts. 

Together, their functioning provides us with an image of great ingenuity in the search for 

certainty. 

 No instrument is perhaps as important to maritime navigation as the compass. After its 

introduction in Europe in the thirteenth century, virtually no ship would set sail without it. 

Before its introduction, sailors would have to guess their bearing on the basis of the heavens or 

seasonal winds, but the compass made it possible to have a greater sense of certainty.79 It is 

easy to imagine the importance of this. Not only did the compass provide sailors with the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
History of the Practice of Navigation (Glasgow, 1951). J.H. Parry, The Age of Reconnaissance: Discovery, 
Exploration and Settlement, 1450-1650 (Berkely, 1981). 
77 Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, 56. 
78 Sauer. Das Seebuch.  Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, 56, 150. 
79 Hewson, A History, 46. Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, 56-61. 
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means of being more certain about one of the most important pieces of information they could 

have, it also provided them with a frame of reference. The clearest example of this is perhaps 

the Compasso da Navigare. Not only is it named after the compass, it also includes an overview 

of the different directions that a compass can show, and these directions are included in all of 

the sailing directions in the book. The compass probably left as much an impression on the 

practical side of navigation as it did on the mental framework of its practitioners. 

 The compass, however, was not the only instruments used by sailors in order to help 

them navigate. While it is useful for determining bearing, it cannot, for instance, determine 

latitude. If one is to get from Europe to, say, the New World, one has to more than just their 

direction. Latitude (north-south position) is essential for knowing (or estimating) whether one 

is steering the right course or not.80 Latitude was determined by using an astrolabe or a Jacob’s 

staff. Both instruments can be used to measure the angle between the horizon and heavenly 

bodies such as stars or the moon. Around the middle of the eighteenth century, the 

introduction of the sextant allowed for the determining of longitude as well as latitude. The 

sextant, so called for its shape (one-sixth of a circle) worked somewhat in the same manner as 

the astrolabe in that it could measure the distance of the moon from the sun or a star.81 In 

addition to bearing and position, there is a third, important type of information that sailors 

needed: distance travelled. In order to determine the distance travelled, one has to determine 

the speed at which one travels. By throwing a chip log into the water – a piece of wood 

attached to a long rope that has knots on regular intervals – and recording the amount of knots 

within a certain time frame, one could determine the ship’s speed. Captains often kept logs in 

which they recorded their bearings, latitude and longitude, and speed. Together, this 

information would provide them with an estimate of their location (gissing, or gegist bestek).82 

Some of the aides that mariners had they did not take with them on their ships, but were 

placed in the water. The Zuiderzee was filled with so called ‘barrels’ (tonnen) that were meant 

to indicate the location of sand-banks and shallows. These barrels were indicated on maps, 

which allowed for connecting the information on maps with what one would see at sea. 

 In addition to instruments, maps form another important tool in finding one’s way 

around. The term ‘map’ is a rather broad category, and the maps that were used in navigation 

can be better described as ‘sea-charts’. The precise role of charts within early modern 

navigation is not entirely clear and requires further research, but we know enough in order to 

say how they were used. While around 1600 roughly 32% of all ships made use of sea charts, 
                                                           
80 Especially for shorter travels, however, latitude might not have been that important. Davids, Zeewezen 
en Wetenschap, 86.  
81 Hewson, A History, 71-84. Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap,  65-68. 
82 Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, 150-159. 
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this increases slightly to 38% over the next century. More importantly, sailors start using 

atlases instead of separate charts.83 The information that charts show is of a varying nature. 

Not only do they show coastlines, they also indicate the position of sandbanks, shallows, 

suitable anchor points and depth. Most maps would also contain a grid of degrees. (For this 

reason, the Dutch term for this kind of maps is paskaart, so called for the fact that one can use 

a compass in order to set out a course on them.) These charts, in short, function as nodes of 

different types of information. One could use maps in order to combine what one had gathered 

using a compass, astrolabe and chip log in order to estimate their position, and one could use 

charts in order to see what dangers might be lurking at that position, or what direction one 

had to take.84 

 The world of navigation did not suffer from a lack of innovation. As Karel Davids 

describes in his Zeewezen en Wetenschap, scientific discoveries often led to the introduction of 

new tools and instruments. Using these instruments, however, was no mean task. Over the 

course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, countless of manuals were produced that 

should help sailors to use and master them. Some of these manuals are perhaps even more 

difficult to use and understand than the instruments themselves. Filled as they are with 

complex mathematics and geometry, they leave the impression that they were to be used by 

well-educated officers only. They concern themselves with the calculation of distances and 

angles. Some instructions, such as Handboeck of Cort begrijp der caerten ende beschryvingen 

van alle landen des werelds (1609) focus specifically on maps. Other instructions, however, are 

of a more practical nature. Books such as De Conste der Zee-Vaert (1614, later editions coming 

out until the end of the seventeenth century), or even the first part of the rutter Claesz., 

provide a more accessible introduction to the basics of navigation and the use of both 

instruments and charts. 

 

 

2.4.2 – Between map and memory: along the coastlines of a seafarer’s knowledge 

 

These instruments and charts have one thing in common: they devote most of their attention 

to navigation at open sea. This is, of course, the exiting part of the ships voyages. Charts and 

wayfinding speak to our imagination, and conjure up images of courageous explorers that 

sailed the seven seas in order to discover new lands. Yet once that was done and the ship had 

reached the coast, a new set of problems arose. After all, its position was only an estimate: 

                                                           
83 Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, 156. 
84 Ibidem, 86-102. 
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neither compass nor astrolabe were precise enough to show exactly where the ship had ended 

up, and if a chart happened to be on board, chances are it was impossible to recognise the 

coastline in the real world. Questions such as: ‘which bay led to the right harbour, and which 

one would only lead to treacherous rocks and cliffs?’ now became important. Ships that would 

sail along the coast for an extended period of time would experience the same problems over 

and over again, as for instance ships bound for the Baltic region would. The less experienced 

sailors might not recognise the different capes and coastlines, and quickly lose track of where 

they are – and where the dangers lie that the coast holds. Even the more experienced ones 

might lose track of where they were when the weather was bad enough, or when they reached 

coastlines formerly unknown to them.85 

 Sailing along the coast brought with it different challenges with their own solutions. As 

with the ‘greater navigation’, experience might have been the sailors best friend. As Abraham 

de Graaf phrases it in 1658: 

 

Want de geheele wetenschap van de Kleene zee-vaert is nergens anders in gelegen dan in 

lichtelycken en seeckerlyck te kennen alle hoofden, havenen ende andere revieren, hoe dezelve 

haer in zee verthoonen ende gesien warden, hoe verre en op wat streeck dezelve van den 

anderen liggen, op wat tijdt der mane sij volle zee ofte ebben geven, het loopen ende vallen van 

alle stroomen, ende hoe deselve in gedaente, in diepten ende gronden sijn: ’t welck altesamen 

[…] meest door eygen experientie ende by instructie van oude ervaren piloten ofte stuerluyden 

geleert wort.86 

  

De Graaf clearly addresses all the dangers of sailing along the coast: depths, tidal streams, 

winds and the shape of the coast. This kind of navigation poses challenges that are much more 

directly connected to the immediate environment of the ship. It is no longer about finding the 

right direction – instead, it is about finding the right position. Information on longitude and 

latitude are not nearly as important as information on underwater dangers, and the identity of 

landmarks, ports and cities along the coast. Direction is given, for the coast is a single stretch: 

now, one has to focus on navigating this complicated space. ‘Experientie’ and ‘instructie van 

oude ervaren piloten’ should help the sailor to do that.  

                                                           
85 There are no good contemporary examples of manuals that deal explicitly with these dangers. The 
nineteenth and twentieth century, however, did witness the publication of books such as those. 
Generally, the dangers that they encountered in those centuries do not differ so much from those in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century. See for instance G.P.J. Mossel, Manoeuvres met zeil- en 
stoomschepen: gedeeltelijk naar ‘De Scheepsbesturing’ van J.P.L. Groeneyk (Amsterdam, 1865) 316-325. 
86 Cited from Davids, Zeewezen en Wetenschap, 164. 
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 There are, of course, instruments to aid him in this respect. The compass, as De Graaf 

indicates, is invaluable here as well. The Compasso da Navigare, we recall, was used not to 

traverse the ocean, but to sail along the coast, and whether it is the Compasso or a rutter by 

Blaeu, compass bearings feature prominently in the written sailing directions. Yet another 

instrument might be just as useful: the sounding line. The sounding line is an instrument that 

can be used to measure the depth of the seafloor. It is nothing more than a long line with a 

lead attached to it. The rope would be lowered into the water, and as soon as the lead would 

hit the seabed the rope could indicate the depth of the sea.87 Information on depth, as is 

evident from the examples above, is indicated on maps as well as in the written sailing 

instructions that accompany coastal profiles. Their usefulness lies in the fact that, while 

distance is hard to estimate, depth is relatively easy to measure. The depth of the ocean floor 

thus helps estimating the distance to the coast. This kind of information forms one of the links 

between instrument and chart. 

 Another means that sailors would have used to navigate along the coast – one perhaps 

even more important than sounding lines – are of course sailing directions. As we have seen, 

the genre developed in response to the challenges that this type of sailing poses. The rutters 

provide detailed instructions for navigating the coast, with frequent reference to compass-

bearings and depth-measurements. As an early-twentieth century work on maritime 

navigation states: “Coast pilots, or sailing directions, are books giving descriptions of the main 

features, as far as of interest to seamen, of the coast and adjacent waters, with directions for 

navigation.”88 This holds true for the early modern rutters as well. For instance, the 1689 

English Pilot not only includes instructions on what course to sail, but holds other information 

as well. The island of Buss, for instance, “was further discovered by captain Thomas Shepherd, 

in the Golden Lion of Dunkirk, in the Year, 1671 […] the island affords store of Whales, easie to 

be struck, Sea-Horse, Seal and Codd in abundance […] the Sea is clear from Ice, unless in 

September.”89  

Coastal profiles form an important link in these kinds of connections. The examples of 

Waghenaer, Barentsz., Blaeu and Van Keulen show that they were deeply embedded in the 

textual and cartographic material that these rutters contain. While it is impossible to be 

certain about the way in which they were used on board of ships, their embeddedness in other 

types of information tells a great deal about their usefulness. Neither chart nor lodestone is 

able to indicate ones position; compass and astrolabe are only able to estimate it. What 

                                                           
87 See Mossel, Manoeuvres. 
88 G.R. Putnam, Nautical Charts (New York, 1908) 154. 
89 Sine Auctor, The English Pilot (London, 1689), 6. 
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remains are two things: the sailors memory and his senses. This results in an interesting 

hypothesis. Coastal profiles might have become so popular, and have remained that way for 

several centuries because they provided the sailor with a means of connecting what he saw 

with his eyes (and perhaps already knew from memory) to the information that he acquired 

through other means – be it by compass, chart or lodestone. Profiles are, in a sense, the most 

obvious and direct link between the coast and navigational instruments. Whether the captain 

was already familiar with the coastline or not, seeing it drawn on paper and using it either as 

mnemonic or as support and anchor could provide him with the certainty that he needed in 

order to take the last steps on his journey. 

 

 

2.5 – Conclusion 

 

The history of coastal profiles does not stop at the end of the eighteenth century, yet we have 

arrived at the end of this study’s focus. With the professionalization of navies all around 

Europe over the course of the nineteenth century, it is no longer the (semi-)independent 

publishers that form the centre of the production and dissemination of printed coastal 

profiles.90 During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, profiles did remain an important 

element in pilots, although the production of pilots would come to lie in the hands of 

admiralties and navies. Not even today have rutters lost the interest of sailors, although the 

role of coastal profiles in them has greatly diminished. The British Admiralty, for instance, still 

issues the Admiralty Sailing Direction (Pilots). However, in the age of GIS and GPS, the coastal 

profile has lost much of its value and function, as sailors can now rely on techniques that are 

more certain than drawn or photographed images of the coast. 

 Coastal profiles enjoyed a very long life. They arose from earlier traditions of navigation 

in which sailing from port to port was what sailors were wont to do. Gradually, these routiers 

became more and more interested in the coast as a space rather than as a succession of ports, 

and shortly after, coastal profiles make their first introduction into the genre. Their function 

appears to have been to help the sailor recognise on the coast what he read about in his book, 

or perhaps the other way around. In any case, coastal profiles developed along these lines, and 

quickly became full-bodied images of coastlines that, with the help of all sorts of signs and 

                                                           
90 In the case of the Netherlands, the government became increasingly involved in matters of maritime 
navigation, see for instance C.A. Davids, ‘The Longitude Committee and the practice of navigation in the 
Netherlands, 1750-1850’, in: R. Dunn ed., Navigational Enterprises in Europe and its Empires, 1730-1850 
(Basingstoke, 2015) 32. See also D. A. Baugh, ‘The Eighteenth-century navy as a national institution, 
1690-1815’, in: J.R. Hill ed., The Oxford Ilustrated History of the Royal Navy (Oxford, 1995) 120-160. J.C. de 
Jonge, Geschiedenis van het Nederlandsche Zeewezen (Den Haag, 1833-48). 
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information, formed a framework for documenting and presenting navigational information. 

Over the next two centuries, profiles remained an essential part of rutters and pilot books. 

Great map-makers such as the families of Blaeu and Van Keulen consistently included profiles 

in their rutters and sea-atlases. When this genre was taken over by publishing companies in 

other countries such as England and France, they seem to have copied the genre of coastal 

profiles as well (although it would require more extensive research in order to see exactly how 

foreign publishers adopted rutters and their profiles). This deep embeddedness of coastal 

profiles in textual and cartographic aides in navigation is reflected in the day-to-day practice of 

navigation. In order to circumvent all sorts of challenges – ranging from the determining of 

location and speed to the evasion of all sorts of dangers and the locating of the right port or 

harbour – sailors had to rely on a multitude of means in order to reach their destination safe 

and sound. The information that they acquired from each of these means formed part of a 

larger ‘nexus’ of information. Both charts and coastal profiles appear to be nodes in these 

networks, that had the capacity of combining different forms of information.  

 This analysis has provided answers as much as it has generated questions. While the 

place that coastal profiles take in the history of early modern navigation is now more or less 

clear, we have discussed them mostly from the perspective of what we already know. However, 

several suggestions have been made that take coastal profiles as a starting point for making 

claims on the history of navigation. These are the construction of the coast as a space in the 

sixteenth century to which sailors can relate themselves, the importance of vision and memory 

for the appreciation of coastal profiles, and the important role that coastal profiles play in 

structures of information in early modern charts and navigation. In the following chapter we 

shall dive deeper into the fabrication of this type of image. Studying the way these images were 

created and the people that were involved will provide us with the means to put these 

hypotheses to the test. 
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3 – The disciplined gaze 

 

3.1 – Introduction  

 

In the previous chapter we have seen that coastal profiles pervaded almost every work on 

maritime navigation between the sixteenth and the nineteenth century. What remained 

unclear, however, is the process through which the profiles ended up in these works. This 

chapter will deal with the production of coastal profiles by their draughtsmen. This is not an 

easy question to address, as there are not many sources that can tell us anything about it. The 

few sources that there are will be analysed in-depth. They can be divided into two categories, 

and the chapter is structured according to this division. The first part of the chapter is devoted 

to several small case-studies of instances in which we can get very close to the actual 

production of coastal profiles. It is on board of these ships that we fully grasp their origins of 

the coastal profile, and gain a better understanding of what the genre is. The second paragraph 

will deal with eighteenth-century manuals for marine draughtsmanship and surveying that 

were used in the education of sailors and officers. While they do not come very close to the 

practice of drawing profiles, they do help to situate coastal profiles in the wider context of 

maritime surveying. Moreover, they allow us to analyse the formal basis of drawing that if not 

used, was at least recommended to them..  

 The means of analysing the image in this chapter is based upon the efforts of several 

(art-)historians such as Svetlana Alpers, Claudia Swan, Daniela Bleichmar and Lorraine 

Daston. We have addressed their work in more detail in the introduction, but it is good to 

summarise this briefly. Their work, which deals with many different historical periods, rests on 

the assumption that images are not simply ‘universal’ carriers of knowledge, that would can be 

understood in only one way and have not basis in any epistemology other than that they 

‘represent something’. Instead, they suggest that images can be created and used in many 

different ways, and function as highly complex carriers of knowledge. In order to understand 

the way in which they functioned, we need to understand the context of their use and creation, 

as well as their epistemological foundation. Elements we can look at have to do with the 

perspective that the images take, the context in which they appear, the colours that are used 

and almost any other fact that can have an influence the way in which they were ‘read’ or 

‘consumed’.91 Here we shall limit ourselves to the production of the images, and analyse the 

                                                           
91 See S. Alpers, The Art of Describing. Dutch art in the seventeenth century (Chicago, 1983). S. Alpers, 
‘Seeing as knowing: a Dutch connection’, Humanities in society 1 (1978) 147 – 173. Swan, C., ‘Ad vivum, 
naer het leven, from the life: defining a mode of representation’, Word & Image 11,4 (1995) 353-372. 
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perspective that their draughtsmen take, as well as the way in which instruments and vision 

work together in creating them.  

 This kind of analysis will show that coastal profiles rely on a kind of disciplined 

looking, that guides the draughtsmen in the acts of both observation and documentation. 

Furthermore, it will show that coastal profiles are somewhere in between ‘art and science’, or 

rather, between maritime surveying and documentation. While the rules of mathematics and 

perspective are being put to use to ‘discipline’ the gaze in order to produce a more recognisable 

picture, the most important instrument for drawing coastal profiles were the draughtsmen 

themselves.92 Ultimately, coastal profiles are a mode of representing the coast that relied on a 

combination of drawing-skills, of knowing how to use the various navigational instruments on 

board, and a being at ease with letting one’s gaze be the instrument of observation.  

 

 

3.2 – Along the coastlines of our profiles 

 

If we are to understand the production of coastal profiles, where better to start than on board a 

ship? Coastal profiles formed a part of the information-gathering that took place at many kinds 

of ships, sailing under many kinds of circumstances, transporting many kinds of people. 

However, we know virtually nothing about the contexts of their production. The networks of 

information that map-publishers employed to make and print their maps, atlases, rutters and 

profiles are hardly charted.93 The actual act of drawing coastal profiles is even less clear: 

journals never make mention of it, they simply contain the end-result. The late eighteenth-

century manuals for maritime surveying and draughtsmanship that will be discussed in the 

next paragraph have no precedent in earlier periods. All that we are left with are the profiles 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Daston, L. and P. Galison, Objectivity (New York, 2010). Bleichmar, D., Visible empire: botanical 
expeditions and visual culture in the Hispanic Enlighenment (Chicago, 2012).  
92 This is a phenomenon that is currently being explored by historians such as Jessica Riskin. She and 
others stress the importance of seeing the eighteenth-century ‘scientist’ – or more generally ‘observer’ – 
not as a detached, objective figure who can only rely on his instrument to find truth, but that sensitivity 
and the individual’s capability of receiving ‘impressions’ from the outside world plays an important role 
in the construction of knowledge, scientific or otherwise. See J. Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility – 
the Sentimental Empiricists of the French Enlightenment (Chicago, 2002). See also C. Purnell, 
Instruments Endowed with Sensibility: Remaking Society through the Body in Eighteenth-Century France 
(Chicago, 2013). M. Willis, Vision, Science and Literature, 1870-1920: Ocular Horizons, Science and Culture 
in the nineteenth century (London, 2011). Smith, P.H., The body of the artisan: art and experience in the 
scientific revolution (Chicago, 2004). 
93 See K. Zandvliet,  Mapping for Money – maps, plans and topographic paintings and their role in Dutch 
overseas expansionduring the 16th and 17th centuries (Amsterdam, 1998). M. Spoonberg Pedley, The 
Commerce of Cartography, making and marketing maps in eighteenth-century France and England 
(Chicago, 2005).  
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themselves or scarce instructions given by the merchant companies to their captains and 

sailors, such as this one, from 1602, that indicate that their production was part of the wider 

information-gathering process that occurred on board ships: 

 

“Dat wy alle Journalen, Caerten, Schriften, off Teyckeningen van Landen, Steeden, Stromen, 

Reden, Havenen, Capen ofte Hoecken, Hemelteyckenen, Coursen ende alle dependentien van 

dese […] gemaect, geannoteert, geschreven ofte vercregen […]”94 

 

However, these limitations should not prevent us from trying to get as close to the production 

of profiles as we can. In the following we shall discuss several cases in which the draughtsmen 

of the coastal profiles are known. The examples below might not be representative in 

quantitative terms, meaning that it might often have been surveyors and cartographers that 

drew the coastal profiles. No studies have yet been undertaken to even ‘map’ the presence of 

manuscript profiles in the thousands of journals or diaries that captains or passengers kept on 

their ships, and as such we are left with many scraps and pieces, without knowing the full 

picture. While this situation is not ideal, the profiles below are representative in qualitative 

terms, as they provide a clear understanding of the process of drawing coastal profiles as it 

happened on board at least some ships. Analysing the production of coastal profiles from this 

perspective allows us to get much closer to the actual production of the image, yet not as close 

as we would like.  

 

On the 3rd of April 1770, Jacob Andries van den Velden was given command of the ship the 

Triton. The ship is bound for the West indies – current day Venezuela, Surinam and Guyana – 

with as task to deliver and pick up several passengers. These journeys are not uncommon, and 

although not all of the journals that were kept during these voyages contain coastal profiles 

(most do not), some do.95 During his journey, Van den Velden keeps a detailed log of whatever 

happens on board the ship, as captains are wont to do. However, in addition to the day to day 

business of the sailor, Van den Velden also keeps a detailed log of te weather conditions, the 

ships position and of the coasts that they sail past. These latter observations are accompanied 

by quite a number of coastal profiles. This makes the journal of Van den Velden an excellent 

case for studying the way in which sailors themselves would have made coastal profiles during 

their travels, or, if Van den Velden did not make the drawings himself, of the way in which 

they would incorporate them into their reports to the admiralty. 

                                                           
94 Onderdeel van een eed van geheimhouding, Nationaal Archief 1.04.01 'Voorcompagnieën' I.B.2.a.34. 
95 See NA 1.01.46, ‘Admiraliteiten’. 
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We know fairly little about the circumstances that led to the inclusion of these coastal 

profiles in the journal. We do not know, for instance, whether these observations were 

commissioned, made out of pure diligence on the part of Van den Velden or were simply a 

common feature in these types of logs. However, the amount (and quality) of both the 

observations and the coastal profiles are uncommon. Another thing we do not know with any 

certainty is whether Van den Velden made the profiles himself, or whether, as Mackenzie 

recommends, he had an artist with him on board. A detailed comparison of the handwriting 

both in the images and in the written text might provide some clarity, but for the moment we 

have to work with this uncertainty. 

The appearance of the profiles, however, is highly similar to several dozen other 

journals in the collection of Het Scheepvaartmuseum and the National Archives in The Hague. 

Below we see a page from the logbook that shows several coastal profiles that were made of the 

island of Madeira, which they encountered on their way to the Americas. The profiles are in 

watercolour, and are drawn on a straight line – not the horizon, but the place where the land 

touches upon the water. By means of variation in colour, the draughtsman indicates the 

position of mountains relative to each other. Other than that, the coasts consists solely of 

shapes, and no landmarks such as buildings, cities, forests or even variation in terrain is 

indicated. It is difficult to estimate to what extent these images were based upon memory, 

vision or measurement, but the absence of clear indications of the height of mountains, for 

instance, or the uncertainty about the distance at which the ship lies from the coast clearly 

indicates that the profiles were made largely “op zicht”, to use the words of Luymes. 

Nevertheless, the profiles are accompanied by detailed descriptions that hold several 

types of information. In general the profiles in the journal are accompanied by three types of 

information: position, bearing and weather conditions – in addition of course to the name of 

the coastline that is portrayed. The bearing in relation to the ship is indicated by the letters at 

the edges of each profile, and the distance is indicated by the words “nae gissing”, followed by 

a distance in miles. Occasionally we find indications of the conditions under which the profile 

was made, such as “met een klaar gezicht” or “dikke lucht”. Sometimes the draughtsman 

thought it useful to include additional comments on the terrain, such as “heel heuvelachtig”. 
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16. Page with coastal profiles from the diary of Van den Velden. National Archive, The Hague. 

 

 The images are accompanied by detailed notes in the journal. The journal provides a 

more detailed narrative of the course of the ship, including the time of the day at which certain 

parts of land that are included in the profiles were reached, as well as more detailed notes on 

the weather conditions, such as the direction and strength of the wind. What is interesting is 

that the text refers to places such as villages and suitable anchor-places using the profiles, 

while these locations are not included in the profiles themselves. For example, on the 27th of 

January 1771, while sailing along Madeira, the ship discovers  

 

het steedje of plaatsje st. Cruz, in de bogt of inham tusschen de N.O. hoek van ’t Eijland Madera, 

en een schorre stijle hoek, waar op een klip is, die zig van verre als een huijs of muur vertoont, 

en de oost hoek van de baij van Fonsale maakt; zie hiervan de afteekening no. 9.96 

 

As a whole, the journal of Van den Velden seems to provide a better idea of what went on 

aboard ships than the books of Philips and Mackenzie, and it is very likely that we have come 

close to reconstructing the way in which coastal profiles were made. Creating coastal profiles 

was intimately connected with the process of navigation and wayfinding that went on at these 

ships, as is evident from the kind of information that accompanies these profiles. Moreover, 

drawing the profiles seems not to have been part of an effort to ‘map’ the coast as a whole, but 

                                                           
96 NL-HaNA, Admiraliteiten / Van den Velden, 1.01.47.17, inv.nr. 16, 68 
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can much better be described as a way of ‘recording’ information that might have proved of 

use to other sailors. 

While in the case of Van den Velden the author of the coastal profiles remained 

unclear, there are many other cases in which we do know that artists accompanied ships in 

order to draw coastal profiles – and were tasked to do so by the navy or company that owned 

the ship. In the years 1642-43, Abel Tasman undertook a journey to what we know today as 

Australia and New Zealand. Tasman is widely known as the first European ever to set foot in 

New Zealand. His journeys are amongst the most famous travels of exploration of that time, 

and Tasman’s name has immortalised as the name of the island Tasmania.97 Less well known is 

the artist that accompanied Tasman on his journey. Isaac Gilsemans was a draughtsman in 

service of the Dutch East India Company, who had been employed by the company in 1633 – 

this is at least the year in which he departed for the East Indies. We know fairly little about his 

whereabouts during the first years of employment, but eventually, he was tasked with joining 

Tasman to ‘Terra Australis Incognita’. Contrary to the journey undertaken by Van den Velden 

more than a century later, the journey of Tasman was one of exploration. As such, it was 

imperative for the ship to carefully record whatever they discovered, both in text, map and 

image. With this in mind, it is understandable for an artist to have joined them, who could 

draw up the many coastal profiles that feature in the journal.98 

 

 

17. One of the many coastal profiles included in the journal kept by Abel Tasman. Taken from a 
reproduction of the journal, collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, S.0240 (facsimile). 

                                                           
97 G. Anderson, The Merchant of the Zeehaen – Isaac Gilsemans and the Voyages of Abel Tasman 
(Wellington, 2001) 35-40. 
98 A.J. Tasman, V.D. Roeper and D. Wildeman, Het journaal van Abel tasman, 1642-1643 (Den haag, 
2006). 
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At first sight, the way in which the profiles are included in the journal seems to be 

comparable to the way in which Van den Velden included the images in his journal: the 

written text is an account of the journey of the Zeehaen, and the images contain all sorts of 

information on the bearing and distance. However, the journal contains much more than 

coastal profiles. Included in it are several drawings of people native to the lands they visited, 

and descriptions of the things that Gilsemans witnessed while travelling. Below, for instance, 

we can see a drawing that Gilsemans made of the island Mao Jamma. It is interesting to note 

that he uses the same words to refer to both the coastal profiles and the native inhabitants: 

“aldus vertoont zich […]”. In Gilsemans’ drawing and Tasman’s journal, information relating to 

maritime navigation becomes intermingled with other types. The coastal profiles are indeed 

part of an effort to explore the world, but decidedly not in a concerted effort to ‘map’ the entire 

area. They are an exploration, a process in which the draughtsman is sensitive to all that he 

witnesses and sees, and records that which he might find useful to others. 

  

 

 

18. This image shows one of the drawings that Gilsemans made of the native inhabitants of Mao Jamma. 
Taken from a reproduction of the journal, collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, S.0240 (facsimile). 

 

Hiring artists to make profiles did not stop after the sixteenth or seventeenth century. 

For instance, around the end of the eighteenth century, when Mackenzie would write his 

treatise on marine surveying, stressing the importance of measurement as a solid basis for 

navigation, the British Royal Navy hired the artist John Serres in order to document large parts 
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of the British coast.99 The correspondence between officers in the British Admiralty makes it 

very clear that these sketches were thought highly useful in navigation. In 1799, Evan Nepean, 

First Secretary to the Admiralty Board, wrote in a letter to Lord Bridport: 

 

I have engaged Mr. Serres, the marine painter whose father I dare say your Lordship well 

remembers, to go out in one of the ships from Plymouth for the purpose of taking views of Brest 

and the environs and to continue at sea during your present cruise. It is somewhat extraordinary 

that, excepting a sketch taken by the schoolmaster of the Sans Pareil there is not one view of 

that port or of any part of the coast in its vicinity to be found in this or any other of the public 

offices, though every possible search has been made, and it is not new for your Lordship to 

know that views of that description give landsmen a better idea than the best constructed 

charts.100 

 

Even the chief marine surveyor of the time remarked how “expedient it is for views to be taken 

of all lands seen.” 101 

 

 

19. Example of the coastal profiles as made by Serres. National Maritime Museum, Greenwich. Image by 

courtesy of the Hydrographic office. 

 

                                                           
99 Barritt, M.K., Eyes of the Admiralty – J.T. Serres, an artist in the Channel Fleet, 1799-1800 (London, 
2008) introduction. 
100 Cited from Barritt, Eyes, 17.  
101 Ibidem, Eyes, 23. 
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 The result of Serres’ work were hundreds of coastal profiles of the coast of the United 

Kingdom that would combine artistic beauty with navigational usefulness. Serres’ has lived up 

to is reputation of a fine artist, while at the same time adhering to the structure of coastal 

profiles that we also find in Van den Velden’s journal: the profiles are accompanied by 

information on the compass bearing, distance and weather conditions. Other than Van den 

Velden, however, Serres’ profiles are much more than silhouettes; they are colourful 

representations of all there was to see. Serres received nothing but praise, and was 

complimented mostly on the fact that they are “most accurately taken” and “Excquisitely 

Correct”.102 

 Not all artists that drew coastal profiles were employed by the navy or a merchant 

company. Around the same time when Gilsemans would make his drawings in the East Indies, 

Frans Post, the famous painter of Brazilian landscapes, would produce a series of coastal 

profiles on board the ship of Johan Maurits van Nassau. The first of these appear to be no more 

than sketches of foggy coastlines, such as the one portrayed below, but as Post makes more 

and more profiles, his understanding of the genre changes as well. 

 

 

 

 It is possible that some of the sailors on board the ships taught him what the 

characteristics of a coastal profile were, perhaps he was already familiar with the genre or 

maybe the kind of information that he records just fits very well with drawing coastlines. In 

any case, the information that he starts to include is that of all sorts. He addresses the weather 

                                                           
102 Cited from Barritt, Eyes, 105. 
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conditions, the names and sailors of ships that they encounter, the location of waterfalls and 

bays, and on occasion even the name of the fish they catch and eat. 

 

 

 

 

20, 21, 22. These are three of the 20-some drawings made by Frans Post on his journey to Brazil. The 
images show the progression of his understanding of and interaction with the genre of coastal profiles. 

Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.3457. 

 

 

However, no matter how interesting the drawings of Post may be, they do clearly 

indicate where the difference lies between coastal profiles that were used in navigation and 

those that were probably made for leisure. Post does not include information on the exact 

compass bearing or the distance from the shore. This makes it quite difficult to use his 
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drawings in navigation, and it is unlikely that they were ever used in such a way. The very 

‘personal’ information that he includes in them is much more anecdotal than the information 

that Gilsemans gives, and the perspective is much less restricted to the baseline of the coast 

such as we saw it in the drawings of Van den Velden or Serres. Post’s drawings do not serve to 

teach others about the coasts he encounters, but function as a visual diary of his travels. 

 The profiles of Serres do not have the dual function of Gilsemans drawings, and they 

are even more different in context and appearance than those of Post, but they all do take 

more or less the same perspective. There is a certain temporality to them that maps do not 

possess. Even though Gilsemans was exploring an unknown area and Serres was tasked with 

drawing large parts of the English coasts, their drawings – at least at the first sight of them that 

we have had – do not seem to reflect any desire to order or control the space that they depict. 

Instead, the draughtsman takes the role of something like a ‘photographic film’, exposed to the 

coast and recording what he sees. This does not make the coastal profiles any less useful: on 

the contrary, it is the sensitivity of the artist, and his ability to represent the coast as he would 

see it that makes coastal profiles the tools for navigation that they are. 

The coastal profiles that we have seen up until now all were the finished product of a 

process of drawing. In a few cases, however, we can take a look at the process of drawing itself. 

In 1823, a ship called ‘Zr.Ms. Lynx’ departed for South America and the Dutch East Indies. 

During its travels, many drawings were made of the coasts they sailed past and the harbours 

they frequented. These drawings are attributed to H.P.N. ‘t Hooft, the first officer of the ship. 

They stand out not only for their artistic quality, but also for their choice of subject and the 

great variety in the ways in which Hooft has chosen to portray them. The drawings feature 

such ordinary things as ports and coastlines, as well as icebergs. The drawings are an unusual 

combination of very frugal profiles and colourful drawings and watercolours.103 

 Some of the more simple coastal profiles show clearly the ideas behind drawing them. 

The image below shows a stretch of coast called ‘Mindanoa’, which is most likely situated in 

Indonesia. The straight lines that are drawn over the paper show that Hooft had a very clear 

idea of the structure of the image even before he drew the coastline. The coastline itself is 

nothing more than a coloured surface that shows the location of mountains and hills, and it is 

accompanied by the usual information on compass bearing and distance from the coast. These 

are coastal profiles in the simplest form, that stress the fact that drawing them is not an act of 

measurement, but of using the eyes to trace the ridges of the terrain, and draw them in such a 

way that others might recognise them. 

                                                           
103 The drawings are in the collection of Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.0573(07). 
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23, 24, 25, 26. This is a selection of the drawings that were made aboard the Lynx.  
Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.0573(07). 

 

The most interesting set of drawings in his collection, however, is a series of eight drawings of 

an unknown stretch of coast. The first image looks like a wonderful drawing of a coastline that, 

although not very useful in navigation for the lack of any additional information, is 

nevertheless clearly inspired by the genre of coastal profiles. However, the subsequent images 

make clear that the project has been left unfinished. Where the second drawing in the set does 

still hold some colour, the rest of the drawings are nothing more than rough sketches of 

coastline. Together, the images are a genealogy of the coastal profile, showing exactly what the 

steps were in drawing it. 

 

None of the coastal profiles we have seen has been able to show how coastal profiles were 

made in the sense that they do not tell us anything about the circumstances in which they 

were produced or the tools (or lack thereof) that are the basis for the information that they 

contain. Did the draughtsmen simply use their eyes, and how careful did they copy what they 

saw? Nevertheless, they do show that the coastal profile is a genre that is both fluid enough for 

all kinds of draughtsmen to interact with it, while at the same time providing a stable and 

perdurable way of representing the coast. Whether made by an artist in the modern sense of 

the word, or by a professional sailor, the genre seems to dictate a kind of distanced 

representation of the coast, that is dominated by the inclusion of certain types of information 

and always takes the same perspective of the land under investigation: the shapes of the land 

that presents itself, with different degrees of colorization. This makes the coastal profile not 

only into a genre of drawing, it might also make it into a mode of representation and a way of 

disciplined drawing.  
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3.3 – Between memory and measurement 

 

While the question of how coastal profiles were made does seem rather simple, answering it is 

complicated by a lack of sources and an unclear picture of who made the profiles and why they 

did so. Not even the unfinished profiles that were made on board the Lynx can show us 

precisely how they were made. However, as the eighteenth century progressed, things changed 

in the way in which sailors and marine surveyors were trained to make their observations. As 

was pointed out before, their education became increasingly institutionalised, and came to lie 

in the hands of governments and navies. This went hand in hand with an increase in the 

publication of manuals, treatises and books that were to be used in these schools. Most of 

them deal with the act of sailing, but there are a handful that deal with the production of naval 

charts, surveys and coastal profiles, two of which we shall discuss here. 

One of the best ways to get a grip on the way in which eighteenth century sailors drew 

their profiles is by reconstructing the way in which they were trained to do so. While this does 

not show how they actually drew them with any degree of certainty, it is the only question for 

which we have sources other than the profiles themselves. Yet even the education of sailors 

and mariners before the middle of the eighteenth century is difficult to reconstruct. Often, this 

education would have taken place on board the ships at which they sailed. Over the course of 

the seventeenth century, several schools were instituted that were aimed at the education of 

merchants, captains, officers and the like. In both cases, there are no sources that can tell us 

anything about the way in which coastal profiles were drawn other than the profiles 

themselves. However, in the decades around the year 1800, several manuals appear that deal 

with maritime cartography and maritime draughtsmanship. The fact that they appear around 

this time might have several causes. The most obvious one is that at this time, the education of 

mariners and officers is taken over by governments and navies, or becomes otherwise further 

institutionalised. Other explanations might be that, with literacy ever increasing during this 

period, ‘the book’ as such becomes ever more a preferred method for study and education.104 

However this may be, the books that came to be around provide us historians with a wonderful 

source for reconstructing the way in which sailors were taught to draw and survey. In the 

following we shall discuss two works that deal with drawing coastal profiles greater detail, one 

Dutch the other English. Despite the fact that they appeared at the end of the period under our 

                                                           
104 On the education of sailors see: C.A. Davids, ‘The Longitude Committee and the practice of 
navigation in the Netherlands, 1750-1850’, in: R. Dunn ed., Navigational Enterprises in Europe and its 
Empires, 1730-1850 (Basingstoke, 2015) 32. See also D. A. Baugh, ‘The Eighteenth-century navy as a 
national institution, 1690-1815’, in: J.R. Hill ed., The Oxford Ilustrated History of the Royal Navy (Oxford, 
1995) 120-160. J.C. de Jonge, Geschiedenis van het Nederlandsche Zeewezen (Den Haag, 1833-48).. Fairly 
little is known about the drawing-skills that were required of them. 
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investigation, it is likely that they were the product of a much longer tradition of drawing, 

mapping and navigating.  

 

 

3.3.1 – The Zeemans Onderwijzer in de Tekenkunst 

 

One of the very first manuals that deal with the drawing of coastal profiles is the Zeemans 

Onderwijzer in de Tekenkunst, written in 1786 by Caspar Jacobsz. Philips. The author was not a 

sailor, but an artist and land-surveyor. Born in Amsterdam in 1732, Philips came to work as an 

engraver for such publishers as Isaac Tirion, and as a land-surveyor in service of the estates of 

Holland and West-Friesland. He published several books, the first of which was called 

Uitvoerig onderwijs in de Perspectief of Doorzichtkunde, published in 1765. The book deals 

extensively with the nature and proper use of perspective. The author does not fail to mention 

that it is one of the very few native Dutch books on the topic. The fact that he is writing the 

book in service of his compatriots excites him without measure. More than that, however, the 

book stands out because of its strong emphasis on the practice of drawing. While Philips 

advertises the book as a comprehensive introduction, it is comprehensive in a very ‘practical’ 

way. Rather than to deal with the principles of perspective, Philips has chosen to structure his 

book according to the needs of the draughtsman. It deals with all sorts of situations, from 

drawing tiled floors to drawing the shadows cast by candlelight. In doing so, he follows the 

structure of many other ‘manual-books’ at the time, whether they be manuals for land-

surveying or for maritime navigation. As we shall see later on, this very practical way of dealing 

with the topics at hand permeates his manual on maritime draughtsmanship. However, one of 

his other publication contextualises his Zeemans Onderwijzer even better. Today, Philips is 

known best for his nearly 1500 engravings of houses along the Amsterdam canals. Published 

between 1768 and 1771, the book provides us with a schematic overview of thousands of houses. 

In its appearance, the drawings of Philips almost resemble our coastal profiles. The book reads 

as a ‘rutter’, showing in a seemingly objective succession the houses of the wealthy.105 

As an engraver, land-surveyor and specialist in the area of perspective 

draughtsmanship, Philips seems to have been a decent choice for writing an introduction into 

drawing that is specifically aimed at sailors. What is interesting, however, is that (for as far as 

we know) he has no experience with sailing whatsoever. If this leaves us wondering why he 

would write a book on the topic, the introduction indicates that it was requested by a 

                                                           
105 On Philips and his work, see for instance P. Spies and A. van Oord-de Pee eds., Het Grachtenboek 
(Den Haag, 1991). 
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contractor. The book is dedicated to the commissioners of the Vaderlands Fonds ter 

Aanmoediginge van ‘s Lands Zeedienst. This organisation was founded after the disastrous naval 

battle at the Doggersbank in 1781,and its main objective would be to train young sailors in 

order to prevent such a disaster from happening ever again. One of their first actions towards 

this goal was the foundation of te Kweekschool voor de Zeevaart.106 The publication of the 

Zeemans Onderwijzer fits very well within this mission, and it seems likely that the book was 

specifically requested for use at that school.107 

But what is it about drawing that the commission thought would be so useful for sailors 

to know, and did Philips succeed in providing for a useful manual? The reasons for requesting 

the book – if they did indeed request it – become clear from the full title: 

 

Zeemans Onderwijzer in de Tekenkunst; of, Handleiding om door geometrische, doorzichtkundige 

en perspectivische regelen alle landeverkenningen, kusten, baaien, havens, klippen, forten, 

kasteelen, torens, baaken, schepen, steden en wat een zeeman meer voorkomt, op het papier 

wiskundig af te tekenen. 

 

Two things are particularly interesting about this title. The first of these is that this book on 

maritime draughtsmanship deals first and foremost with things that can be seen on the coast. 

Although this may seem very obvious, it is important to realise just to what extent sailors 

would relate to the coast, something that becomes ever clearer while reading the manual. 

Perhaps even more interesting than this is the fact that the title indicates that the kind of 

drawings that these sailors will be making is of a mathematical nature. Even in its title, this 

book points us at two very important questions when addressing coastal profiles: what did 

sailors want to draw, and how did they do it? 

 The table of contents reveals even more about the subject of the book. The latter has an 

extended introduction that addresses the basics of drawing and perspective: from an 

understanding of the definition and working of corners, lines, distance and shapes to some 

notes on terminology, the shape of the earth and the direction of shadows. This introduction 

already reveals an interesting mixture between geometry, drawing and land-surveying. The 

four subsequent chapters deal with such topics as drawing objects, buildings or natural objects 

such as mountains and cliffs. Perhaps the most important realisation is that coastal profiles as 

                                                           
106 Teding van Berhout, J.P.E., Het Vaderlandsch Fonds ter aanmoediging van ’s-Lands Zeedienst 
(Amsterdam, 2012) Introduction. 
107 Philips makes mention of this school, and states that he thinks that his book will be very useful for its 
pupils. Philips, C.J., Zeemans Onderwijzer in de Tekenkunst; of, Handleiding om door perspectivische 
regelen, alle landverkenningen, kusten, baaien en wat een Zeeman meer voorkomt, op het papier wiskundig 
aftetekenen (Amsterdam, 1786) Introduction. 
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such do not figure in the book. Instead, the author deals with drawing all sorts of objects and 

natural phenomena that one might want to include in such profiles. At least to Philips, a 

coastal profile is a drawing of either the coast or its characteristics, and not a ‘tool’ in 

navigation that is accompanied by or compiled on the basis of other types of information, such 

as location, distance and bearing.108 

 When it comes to coastal profiles, Philips seems to have quite a clear idea of what they 

are:  

 

In het aftekenen van bergen, klippen en andere landverkenningen, komt derzelver omtrek tegen 

de lucht, zeer in aanmerking, want de zeeman, land gewaar wordende, ziet daadelijk naar den 

omtrek die hetzelve tegen de lucht maakt; derhalven herhalen wij, dat al zulken aftekeningen 

ten uitersten naauwkeurig moeten gedaan worden, op dat ze ook ten nutte van andere 

zeelieden, en ter verbeeteringe der afbeeldingen in de zeeboeken verstrekken konnen.109 

  

To Philips, coastal profiles are not the kind of highly uniform ‘visual instruments’ in 

navigation. Instead, they are drawings of coastlines or ‘things’ along the coast – if they are 

drawings at all, for in Philips, a landverkenning might have been just that: the exploration of a 

coastal area.  

Philips promised to provide the reader with a means to draw that which they wanted to 

daw in a mathematical way. To a modern audience, we might expect this to mean that the 

drawings should be made by the use of all sorts of instruments. We might expect the drawings 

to be based on extensive measurement, or that it would be possible to place a scale next to the 

image as it might be that precise. However, producing a ‘mathematically correct’ image is first 

and foremost connected to a ‘mathematically’ informed way of looking, in order to produce 

what we might call a perspectivally correct image. Philips mathematics is the mathematics of 

perspective and geometry. This is not to suggest that his drawings are unmathematical, but 

rather that we should be careful in our associations with the term. This is not a new 

realisation. Scholars of early modern draughtsmanship, geometry and mathematics have long 

stressed the interplay between perspective and vision.110 Even the notion that perspective can 

help to establish a truthful image has been long recognised by scholars and can be found in 

                                                           
108 Philips, Zeemans Onderwijzer, introduction. 
109 Ibidem 79. 
110 See for instance S. Dupré, De Optica van Galileo Galilei: interactie tussen kunst en wetenschap (Brussel, 
2001). L. Massey, The treatise on perspective: published and unpublished (Washington, 2003). M. Kemp, 
The science of art: optical themes in western art from Brunelleschi to Seurat (New Haven, 1990). L. Stapel, 
Perspectieven van de Stad: over bronnen, populariteit en functie van het zeventiende-eeuwse stadsgezicht 
(Hilversum, 2000). J.V. Field, The invention of infinity: mathematics and art in the Renaissance (Oxford, 
1997). H. Damish, The Origin of Perspective (Cambridge, 1987). 
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many introductions into draughtsmanship that were published well before Philips would 

publish his book.111 However, in the context of Philips’ Zeemans Onderwijzer, it is important to 

stress this connection, for it means that in the production of maritime knowledge, the eyes 

were very much involved, and could, at least according to Philips, be relied upon. 

It is important to note that what Philips is doing is not providing the sailor with an 

instruction for measuring objects along the coast – as we might perhaps expect from a land-

surveyor – but that he is providing them with a means of using the rules of perspective and 

mathematics to look in a ‘disciplined’ way, and translate whatever the eyes see into a 

perspectivally correct image. Instruments play a role here, but the focus is on the eyes and on 

vision. In other words, the observations that sailors made are not necessarily mediated by 

instruments, and mathematics serves to guide the eye and the pen in order to produce an 

image that can be recognised better. While it is true that instruments such as rulers and 

compasses were used in drawing, and it seems likely that some instruments that were already 

on board would have been used while looking. Nevertheless the following examples will show 

that the primacy lay with the eyes.  

 The importance of the eye is stressed elsewhere in the manual: “Het aftekenen van 

voorwerpen is als eene door het oog geduurige afmeeting van het eene deel tegen het andere, 

en daardoor wordt het geheel in een goede proportie gebracht.”112 This dominance of the eye 

translates itself into the way in which Philips teaches sailors do draw coastal profiles. One of 

the most illuminating passages is where he explains how to draw mountains: 

 

In het aftekenen, bij voorbeeld, van een’ berg, met een vuurtoren op denzelven, houdt 

men den volgende regel: 

 

                                                           
111 A quick search in an online  catalogue such as Google Books or the Getty Research Institutes gives 
hundres of examples. In the Dutch context, J. Bolten, Method and practice, Dutch and Flemish drawing 
books, 1600-1750 (Landau, 1985). 
112 Philips, Zeemans Onderwijzer, 52. 
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Overzie voorëerst, van een behoorelijken affstand, en bestudeer met opmerkzaamheid, binnen 

welk figuur de geheele berg te brengen zij, bijvoorbeeld, onder die van een half cirkel, DBE, zo is 

deszelfs hoogte, AB, de helft van deszelfs breedte, DE, en de proportie is gevonden; schets 

voords de gedaante zo naauwkeurig af, als het mogelijk is, en breng vervolgens binnen den 

omtrek alle de voornaamste verhevenen, holligheden, vlakten enz., alles in eene goede proportie 

tot elkander, ten einde het zaamen een goed geheel uitmaakte. 

  Meet met uw oog af te hoogte van den vuurbaak tegen de hoogte van den berg, en 

vindende, bij voorbeeld, dat dezelve laager dan de berg is, zo deel naar gedachten de berg, bij 

voorbeeld, in drie gelijke deelen; breng de hoogte van den vuurbaak binnen dezelven; zie hoe 

veele van die deelen hij bevat, stel twee, dan hebt ge de begeerde hoogte van den vuurtoren 

gevonden, en door vergelijking van de zijden van dien toren, tegen zijne hoogte, bekomt gij ook 

deszelfs dikte.113 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
113 Philips, Zeemans Onderwijzer, 76-7. 
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After drawing one mountain, one might want to draw the others as well: 

 

 

Om een geheele keten van Bergen aftetekenen, volgt men dezzelfde handeling; dat is, men sluit 

ze alle bij elkander binnen een parallelogram, of langwerpig rechthoekig vierkant, ACDBA: 

calculeer of meet voords, op het oog af, de langte van AE, tegen AB; EF, tegen EA; FG, tegen FE, 

en GB, tegen GF; dan wordt de basis of grondlijn van iederen berg, proportionaal tegen den 

anderen gevonden.114 

 

This passage is a clear example of the tension or interplay between mathematics and vision. 

When drawing a mountain, Philips teaches, one should find a shape – such as a square – that 

can guide the eye and the hand in observing and drawing the mountain, and giving it its 

proper shape. When drawing an entire mountain range, the different mountains should relate 

to each other by dimension alone, not by exact size. This, as well as the earlier examples given 

by Philips, show that accuracy for him lies in accurate proportions, and not accurate 

dimensions.115 

 The title of the book promises to teach sailors how to draw those things that might be 

useful for them, and it quite literally lives up to its promise. The book is first and foremost a 

manual in draughtsmanship, not one in taking measurements, observations or doing other 

things that might be just as relevant to navigation. Nevertheless, although Philips seems to be 

unfamiliar with the practice of navigation and coastal profiles as a certain way of codifying 

knowledge, his book is enlightening in the sense that it tells us how sailors might have 

                                                           
114 Philips, Zeemans Onderwijzer, 78. 
115 For a discussion on the relationship between drawing, measurement and mathematics see for instance 
A. van Helden, Measuring the Universe: cosmic dimensions from Aristarchus to Halley (Chicago, 1985). E. 
Gerritsen, Zeventiende-eeuwse architectuurtekeningen: de tekening in de ontwerp- en bouwpraktijk in de 
Nederlandse Republiek (Zwolle, 2006). M. Millman, J.W. Winkler and D. Bohn, Master of line: John W. 
Winkler, American Etcher (Santa Barbara, 1994) Introduction.  
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translated what they saw into drawings. It shows quite clearly how the rules of drawing – of 

which Philips was very knowledgeable – can help the sailor to provide a clear and recognisable 

picture of what he saw. Its usefulness for navigation, however, is not immediately clear. It does 

not offer more than a way of drawing coastlines or objects along the coast. The inclusion of 

other forms of information, such as bearing and distance, or the way in which coastal profiles 

relate to maps and instruments is not addressed at all. Most importantly, it is unclear what 

Philips even means when he uses the term ‘landverkenning’. Is it, as it is to us, a drawing, or is 

it the act of visually exploring the coast? However that may be, the book is a clear example of 

the way in which theories and practices from the world of mathematics and art find their way 

into the world of the sailor. It shows that drawing a coastal profile, or entrusting a 

landverkenning to paper, is a way of drawing that relies on a disciplined way of looking: 

geometry is used to structure what the draughtsman is seeing. In the end, a coastal profile is at 

the same time strongly connected to the gaze and to technical draughtsmanship. 

 

 

3.3.2 – Coastal profiles and marine surveying 

 

Caspar Jacobsz. Philips was not the only author of a manual on drawing of coastal profiles. The 

second half of the eighteenth century witnessed a small rise in the number of manuals on the 

topic, both in the Netherlands and abroad. Especially noteworthy is the case of England. After 

the second half of the eighteenth century, with the increased institutionalisation of all matters 

nautical, several manuals on maritime surveying appear. In 1819, the second edition of a book 

called A Treatise on Marine Surveying was published in London. The book was written in 1774 

by Murdoch Mackenzie, a marine surveyor in the service of the Royal Navy.116 Mackenzie was 

born in 1712, and came to work for the Royal Navy at a relatively young age. Somewhere in the 

1740’s he was employed in the surveying of the Orkney Islands and the Shetland Islands, where 

he himself was born. During his career he was involved in surveying large parts of the British 

waters and coastline. Not only was he an avid surveyor, he wrote several treatises on surveying, 

most notably the one we are discussing here. In the same year in which he published his 

Treatise on Marine Surveying, he was elected a fellow of the Royal Society for his great 

knowledge of mathematics and philosophy. Mackenzie died in 1797, which means that the 

second publication of his manual for surveying was done posthumously.117 The interesting 

thing about this is that although the manual was published again in the nineteenth century, it 

                                                           
116 I have not been able to retrieve the original book. I shall therefore rely on the second edition. 
117 Dictionary of National Biography, volume 35(1885-1900), 160. 
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/McKenzie,_Murdoch_(d.1797)_(DNB00) 
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actually provides a rather good image of the way in which marine surveying was carried out in 

the second half of the eighteenth century, and indicates that these practices were still in use 

half a century later. Furthermore, Mackenzie’s occupation as a marine surveyor means that we 

can expect him to be a lot more familiar with and knowledgeable about the demands that were 

put on coastal profiles and maps, as well as with the practice of navigation. 118 

 The focus of A Treatise on Maritime Surveying is already a lot different from the 

Zeemans Onderwijzer in de Tekenkunst by Philips in the sense that it deals with surveying 

rather than with drawing. Its role in the practice of navigation has received little scholarly 

attention, but in one of the few works on the topic, Luciana Lima de Martins awards a great 

place to Mackenzie’s treatise in the history of marine drawing: “The relevance of drawing to 

marine surveying was emphasised in late eighteenth-century treatises.”119 It is surprising to 

note, however, that on the topic of drawing, Mackenzie has very little to offer: 

 

Previous to undertaking a geometrical survey of the sea-coast, a proficiency in drawing will be 

found of advantage; at least so much of it, as to be capable of shading with India ink, or etching 

with a pen, hills, rocks, cliffs, miniature buildings and the coast-line of a map; of sketching, from 

nature, the out-lines of them; and of taking distant views of the land, from sea. This can only be 

attained by practice, aided by a few instructions from a drawing-master. A surveyor who is not 

capable of sketching readily, and shading with some neatness, ought to have a draughtsman 

with him for that purpose.120 

 

After this short comment on the use of drawing as a basis for measurements, the only other 

place in the book where Mackenzie addresses the top is in his introduction. There, he 

distinguishes between ten types of marine surveys, in which draughtsmanship does play a role. 

We shall briefly discuss all ten, as they help us understand the dynamics between seeing and 

measuring in the treatise. The first type of survey, and from his words we can learn that 

Mackenzie sees this as the most important of all, is a nautical chart. This type of map  

 

                                                           
118 Not much is known about marine and coastal surveying before the nineteenth century. For more 
information, see for instance T. Morrison, The Coast Mappers (New York, 2004). A.J. Wraight, E.B. 
Roberts, The Coast and Geodetic Survey 1807-1957: 150 years of history (Washington, 1957). H.R. Slotten, 
Patronage, practice and the culture of American science: Alexander Dallas Bache and the U.S. Coast 
Survey (Cambridge, 1994). 
119 Lima Martins, L. de, ‘Mapping Tropical Waters: British Views and Visions of Rio de Janeiro’, in D. 
Cosgrove ed., Mappings (London, 1999) 148-168.  Other studies dealing with Mackenzie only discuss the 
‘scientific’ aspects of the book, most notably the instruments and mathematics behind it. See for 
instance D. Smith, The progress of the Orcades survey, with biographical notes on Murdoch Mackenzie 
senior (1712-1797) , Annals of Science 44,3 (1987) 277-288. 
120 M. Mackenzie, A Treatise on Marine Surveying (London, 1819 [1774]) 3. 
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is commonly constructed and drawn by some experienced seaman from his own observations 

and journals of the courses and distances from head-land to head-land, and point to point; with 

the intermediate spaces filled up from such charts or maps as are at hand, or are in most repute. 

Sometimes on the margin of the chart are added larger sketches of some of the most noted 

harbours he is acquainted with, drawn from his own memory, or copied from others. […] In 

these charts, the distances are either usually taken by the eye, the log-line or the ship’s 

traverse.121 

 

It is not immediately clear – at least not to a lay person – what this map would have looked 

like, but we can assume that it was similar in appearance to the kind of nautical charts featured 

elsewhere in this thesis. The second type of survey, the Abbreviated Collections of Draughts, is 

of the same sort as nautical charts. The most important difference is that these collections are 

sold by map-sellers as a collection because the map-seller himself is usually not in the position 

to judge the quality of the individual charts, and instead choses to publish several of them. 

 The third, fourth and fifth types of surveys are the most interesting to us, as they deal 

with coastal profiles. We should be careful, however, in naming them ‘surveys’, as Mackenzie 

himself states that “none of [these] ought to go under the name of surveys, because there is no 

mensuration of distances in them, nor any thing determined in a geometrical manner.”122 The 

third type in Mackenzie’s scheme is a Memorial Sketch, which he describes as “a delineation of 

a harbour, or any part of a coast, from the memory only; without notes, or immediate sight.”123 

This is the type of sketch that is made by those who visit certain stretches of coast frequently 

or is at least very familiar with it. However, according to Mackenzie, it cannot convey more 

than a general idea of the coast and this makes it “of little service to shipping.” More useful is 

the fourth type of survey, the Eye-Sketch, which is “a delineation of any harbour, or part of a 

coast, done by the eye at one station, without measuring distances; and drawn according to the 

apparent shape and dimensions of the land.”124 This reminds us of the way in which Philips 

teaches sailors to draw. While he addresses the drawing itself, as well as the rules of 

perspective, in much more detail than Mackenzie will in the rest of his treatise, drawing 

according to the apparent shape and dimensions of the land, on the basis of visual observation, 

is exactly what Philips does. With that in mind, we might want to read Mackenzie’s further 

comments on this type of survey as a response to Philips:  

 

                                                           
121 Mackenzie, Treatise, IV. 
122 Ibidem, IX. 
123 Ibidem, VI. 
124 Ibidem, VII. 
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Though here, neither bearings, distances, the figure of the land, nor the position of rocks or 

shoals, can be exact; yet a good draughtsman, may make such a sketch convey a sufficient 

notion of a small bay, harbour or island, to be serviceable on some occasions; and in moderate 

weather with the help of the lead, to direct a vessel to the safest channel and ordinary 

anchorage.125 

 

In other words, while this type of drawing is already much more useful than a memory-sketch, 

it is still not very useful in navigation. Contrary to what Martins sates, Mackenzie seems quite 

unconvinced of the value of drawing in navigation. The fifth type of surveying, that of an 

Ambulant Survey, is quite similar to the fourth, with the exception that it is not made on board 

of a ship but while walking along the coast, using a compass to take bearings and the eye to 

estimate distances. This type of survey is even less useful, as it is much more difficult to tell 

what the coast looks like while standing on it than when seeing it from a distance. 

Where these first ways of surveying did not include measurement, the next five do. 

Surveying type number six is a Disjunct Survey. This is a kind of survey where “the harbours, 

bays or islands in any country, are each surveyed separately in a geometrical manner. Or, when 

one, or more, straight lines are measured on a level plane in each harbour, bay or island; the 

angles taken with a good instrument, and the distances of the several places determined from 

thence trigonometrically.”126 This type of survey is as useful – or useless – as an ambulatory 

survey, as “no person unacquainted with the coast, would willingly run from a harbour, by the 

detached draughts that are to be seen on the margins of some maps and charts.”127 They are 

only useful to those that are already familiar with the area that they depict.  

The next type of survey forms a marked change with the previous six. The Lineangular 

Survey is “when the coast is measured all along with a chain, or wheel, and the angles taken at 

each point and turn of the land, with a theodolite, or magnetic needle.” While this type of 

survey, by virtue of its extent, is already much more precise than a Disjunct Survey, the eight 

Trigonocatenary Survey is even more precise. This is when “one long base-line is carefully 

measured on a level plane, the angles taken with a good instrument, and from that base-line a 

connected series of triangles carried on along the whole coast, by which the distances of the 

several heads, points and flexures of the shore, are determined trigonometrically.”128 In other 

words, this type of survey is one that is based on triangulation, a technique that is very 

common in the production of maps and surveys of land as well. The last two types of survey, 

                                                           
125 Mackenzie, Treatise, VII. 
126 Ibidem, IX. 
127 Ibidem, IX. 
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the Orometric and Stasimetric surveys, are variations upon this theme, and use either a 

mountain or three points for the first measurement, in order to provide a more precise 

overview of the coast.129 

It are these last five types of surveying that form the focus of the rest of the treatise. 

The bulk of the book consists of detailed instructions and introductions into the use of 

instruments to carry out triangulations and measurements, and the mathematics that informs 

them. The focus of the treatise is first and foremost the geometrical surveying of pieces of the 

coast by means of instruments, and not on drawing coastal profiles. After his introduction into 

the different ways of surveying coasts, Mackenzie will not return to draughtsmanship. While 

the treatise is useful for reconstructing the way in which charts were made, it does not deal 

with the kind of information that coastal profiles represent. Philip’s book on draughtsmanship, 

other than that of Mackenzie’s treatise, is targeted specifically at sailors, and deals extensively 

with drawing the coast. The treatise reveals that there exists a certain tension between the 

making of marine charts and the making of coastal profiles. While both kinds of drawing are 

included in the book, MacKenzie does not hold the production of drawings in high regard. 

While he does not exclude the coastal profile from the realm of maritime surveying, he does 

implicitly make clear that they are a different kind of knowledge. To Mackenzie, the coastal 

profile is not so much a mode of representation, it is rather a mode of observation, one that 

does not require the kind of elaborate discussion in a work on maritime surveying as some of 

the technologically more demanding types of survey do. 

 

 

3.3.3 – Epilogue: twentieth-century continuity? 

 

The genre of manuals of marine surveying would only really take off in the nineteenth century, 

and as they do, they become ever more focussed on the production of nautical charts. 

Nevertheless, draughtsmanship keeps playing a part in these manuals, if a minor one. In the 

1883 Hydrographical Surveying, written by captain W.J.L. Wharton, two pages of the four 

hundred-page book are reserved for ‘sketching. “A sketch,” according to Wharton, “is made 

with the object of more easily identifying details to which it is necessary to take angles. By 

having a view of hills, islands, houses, trees etc., from two or three stations, they can, if fairly 

placed in their proper positions, be easily recognised in the different sketches when 

                                                           
129 These types of surveys are common in land-surveying as well. See for instance H.C. Pouls, De 
landmeter: inleiding in de geschiedenis van de Nederlandse landmeetkunde van de Romeinse tot de Franse 
Tijd (Alphen aan de Rijn, 1997). 
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plotting.”130 He then continues with short instructions on drawing the images: one should, for 

instance, always work from left to right, and start with the mountains and landmarks that are 

farthest away from the draughtsman. Drawing, for Wharton, is nothing more than the basis 

upon which triangulation and surveying can take place. It is telling that he does not refer to 

these drawings as coastal profiles. In fact, the term does not feature at all in the book. 

 With this in mind, it is interesting to note that even in twentieth-century manuals on 

nautical surveying, the coastal profile has not disappeared. In 1952, the Dutch Navy published 

the book Hydrografisch Opnemen, which was written in 1925 by captain J.L.H. Luymes. The 

two pages that sketching had in the book by Wharton have turned into one page, that is 

entirely devoted to drawing coastal profiles. While it is an extremely minor part in a seven 

hundred-page book, it does provide us with some very interesting insights. “Land-

verkenningen ten behoeve van zeevarenden,” so states the book, “moeten worden vervaardigd 

indien deze voor een ter plaatse onbekend gezagvoerder bij het aanlopen der kust gemak 

kunnen opleveren. In het bijzonder zijn dus van belang landverkenningen van merk- en 

gevaarlijnen, van toegangen naar havens en riviermonden.” When taken while sailing, the 

coastal profiles ought to be made using a photo-camera, but when the ship has taken anchor 

one should draw the profiles instead. When the profile has been made with a camera, great 

care should be taken to transpose the image to paper immediately by hand using tracing paper, 

in order to be able to add details to the image. At all times, coastal profiles should be made at 

the point where they would also be used, and using a sextant in drawing the profile is 

recommended, as “het geheel op zicht tekenen van landverkenningen is een kunst, welke 

slechts door zeer weinigen beheerst wordt.”131 

  

  

3.4 – Conclusion 

 

On board the Lynx, the Triton and the Zeehaen, we have come as close as we can get to the 

drawing of coastal profiles. While they have failed to reveal how coastal profiles were made, 

they have shown that the coastal profile as such formed a highly consistent way of depicting 

the coast, that could be used by many types of draughtsmen without losing many of its 

defining characteristics. While some drawings, such as the ones made by Frans Post on his 

voyage to Brazil, might not have been useful for navigation, they do adhere to the same way of 

                                                           
130 W.J.L. Wharton, Hydrographical Surveying: a description of means and methods employed in 
constructing marine charts (London, 1883) 77. 
131 J.L.H. Luymes, Hydrographisch opnemen (Den Haag, 1953 [1925]) 478. 
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representing the coast as a collection of texturized shapes, accompanied by different types of 

information. 

 Even more so than the historical examples given in the first paragraph, the manuals by 

Philips and Mackenzie have made clear that coastal profiles are based upon a disciplined way 

of looking, observing and drawing. While the kind of knowledge that they contain is not as 

‘technical’ as that of other types of surveying, they are the result of a gaze that is steered and 

directed by the principles of geometry and perspective. Their information might be rooted in 

seeing and experiencing, the coastal profile is by no means a simple image, but can instead by 

defined as a mode of representation, that navigates the waters between personal observation 

and technical drawing. 
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4 – The coast on display 

 

4.1 – Introduction 

 

“Vision is a complex word that incorporates both the ocular act of registering the external world, 

and a more abstract and imaginative sense of creating and projecting images. There are ‘ways of 

seeing’ that vary with individuals, genders, cultures and so on, and there are histories and 

historical geographies of seeing.”132 

 

With these words, cultural theorist Denis Cosgrove summarises his ideas on vision and its 

centrality to our construction of space. Cosgrove has been very influential in a movement that 

tried to draw maps out of the sphere of historical antiquarianism, and into that of the study of 

cultural objects. One of his most interesting and influential ideas is that vision – in both of his 

definitions – is central to the way in which we relate ourselves to our environment. To 

Cosgrove, maps are not all that different from perspective drawings, paintings or even textual 

descriptions: all rely on a visual ‘epistemology’, in which vision and seeing provide the 

dominant framework of thought. 

Visuality lies at the heart of the production of coastal profiles. Although the gaze of 

their creators is guided and disciplined by te rules of perspective, the profiles are not the 

product of measurement but of seeing. However, coastal profiles were not only made, they 

were also used. They provided the textual sailing directions with a visual counterpart, and in 

doing so created space in the visual way that Cosgrove describes. But the visuality of rutters 

and sea-atlases might not only rest in their incorporation of profiles and maps. If we take a 

visual epistemology less literally, and take it as a way of thinking, a framework for thought and 

knowledge, we might well find that a visual epistemology informs much of the navigational 

literature of the time. 

The use of images and visuality is not the domain of Cosgrove alone, it is part of a wider 

discussion on the role and use of images in a wide variety of text, from devotional literature to 

medical treatises. The most fundamental question in these discussions concerns the 

relationship between text and image. Traditionally, historians of science have focussed on the 

textual nature of knowledge, and this may or may not be connected to the fact that early 

modern Protestantism seems to have disfavoured images as a way of gaining knowledge as 

                                                           
132 D. Cosgrove, Geography and Vision – seeing, imagining and representing the world (London, 2008) 
introduction, 5. 
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well.133 More recently, however, many scholars have tried to show that images often played a 

very important role in the transmission of knowledge, studying the way in which images 

featured in religious literature, scientific literature or even popular literature.134 This tension 

between visual and textual ways of knowing provides one of the backgrounds to this chapter. 

The extent to which our capacity to see and visualise is important in the gaining of access to 

certain knowledge, or the way in which the gaining of knowledge occurs through the act of 

seeing can be described as a visual epistemology: a visual way of knowing.135 

 However, we know much less about the use of images in early modern navigation than 

about their use in other domains – except, of course, when it comes to sea-charts. An 

exception to this is the work of media-historian Bernhard Siegert. In a recent article titled ‘The 

Chorein of the Pirate: on the origin of the Dutch Seascape’, Siegert presents a theory on the 

interrelatedness of coastal profiles, maritime cartography and Dutch seascape-paintings, and 

on the importance of images and visual material in navigation. Navigation, to Siegert, rests on 

 

“[…] sight lines, whereby readings of the compass are joined with the observation of landmarks 

and soundings. The pilot finds his position, or the precise moment when he has to tack or to 

jibe, by visually locating landmarks such as church steeples, towers or city halls, and 

navigational aids like floating lights and station poles, either above or next to each other.”136 

 

This way of navigating gave rise to a very distinct way of representing space that in turn 

became the basis for Dutch seascapes: 

 

“The maritime space of the Dutch seascape was constituted by a perspective that was informed 

by the practice of navigation by lines of sight. What looks like a panoramic view of a coast that 

                                                           
133 Baskins, C.L., ‘Introduction’, in: C.L. Basskins and L. Rosenthal eds. Early Modern Visual  
Allegory: Embodying, Meaning (Burlington, 2007). Coelen, P. van der, ‘Pictures for the  Peole? Bible 
Illustrations and their Audience’, Lau Bibles in Europe, 1450-1800 (Louvain, 2006). Dillenberger, John, 
Images and Relics: Theological Perceptions and Visual Images in Sixteenth-Century Europe (New York, 
1999). Michalski, S. The Reformation and the Visual Arts: the Protestant Image Question in Western and 
Eastern Europe (London, 1993).  
134 Gombrich, E.H., Symbolic Images: Studies in the Art of the Renaissance. Oxford, 1985. Maresca, T.E., 
‘Personification vs. Allegory’, in: K.L. Cope ed. Enlightening Allegory, Theory Practice and Contexts of 
Allegory in the Late Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (New York, 1993). Weststeijn, T., De Zichtbaere 
Wereld. Samuel van Hoogstratens Kunsttheorie en de legitimering van de schilderkunst in de zeventiende 
eeuw (Amsterdam, 2005). See S. Alpers, The Art of Describing. Dutch art in the seventeenth century 
(Chicago, 1983). S. Alpers, ‘Seeing as knowing: a Dutch connection’, Humanities in society 1 (1978) 147 – 
173. Swan, C., ‘Ad vivum, naer het leven, from the life: defining a mode of representation’, Word & Image 
11,4 (1995) 353-372. Daston, L. and P. Galison, Objectivity (New York, 2010). Bleichmar, D., Visible empire: 
botanical expeditions and visual culture in the Hispanic Enlighenment (Chicago, 2012). 
135 Bleichmar, Visible empire, Introduction. 
136 Berhard Siegert, ‘The Chorein of the Pirate: on the origin of the Dutch Seascape’, Grey Room 57 (2007) 
6-27, there 15. 
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appears above the horizon on Vroom’s painting The Seventh Day of the Naval Battle is in fact a 

module taken from Waghenaer’s Thresoor der Zeevaerdt.”137 

 

What makes Siegert’s thesis so interesting, is that he provides a way of thinking about the way 

in which space is constructed. “Space” to Siegert, “does not exist independently of cultural 

techniques of space-control, and maritime space in particular cannot be separated from the 

practice of navigation that has disclosed maritime space in the first place.”138 This construction 

of space, to Siegert, was of a very visual nature, as it was done through coastal profiles. 

Nevertheless, his focus lies more on the connection between profile and painting than on the 

way in which profiles functioned within navigation. 

 This chapter deals with two things: the way in which the information in rutters is 

structured and represented, and the extent to which a visual epistemology lies at the heart of 

them, or, in what way our visual capacity is needed in order to understand not only image, but 

text as well. First we shall dive deeper into the knowledge-structures of rutters, asking 

ourselves what kind of knowledge they contain and how this is represented to the reader 

textually. Then we shall turn to the images, and examine how they interact with the text. 

Coastal profiles are, of course, visual in nature. However, we shall see that the genres of rutters 

and sea-atlases might have been informed by the visual in a much more fundamental way, and 

that visuality provided a way of knowing that was closely connected to the practice of 

navigation. Ultimately, we shall see that coastal profiles embody a way of constructing space 

that is deeply visual in nature, and that a visual epistemology underlines large parts of the 

sixteenth-, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century navigational literature. Images, we shall see, 

are central to the sailor’s sense of space and his way of knowing. 

  

 

4.2 – The coast, but from a distance  

 

Coastal profiles never appeared alone. They always accompanied – or were accompanied by – 

textual or cartographic material. After some experimentation in the sixteenth century, the 

rutters and sea-atlases that contained coastal profiles rapidly acquired a relatively fixed 

structure of presenting spatial and navigational information. In the following we shall explore 

the knowledge-structures that are present in the rutters and sea-atlases of several authors, on 

order to find out what their characteristics were, and in what way they were written to 

                                                           
137 Siegert, ‘The Chorein’, 20. 
138 Ibidem, 7. 
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transmit this knowledge. What did coastal profiles show, and how did they do that? Special 

attention shall be given to two works: the Onderwijsinge vander Zee (1558) by Cornelis 

Antonisz. and the Nieuwe Grote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel (1728) by Gerard van Keulen. These two 

works are representative of the two most important periods under our investigation: 

innovations in the sixteenth-century, and continuity in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century. We shall find that these works – as well as the other works that will feature here – had 

a very particular way of presenting their information, and we shall discuss whether the context 

of chorography provides a good way of relating coastal profiles and rutters to broader ideas on 

spatial representation. 

 

 

4.2.1 – Early coastal profiles 

 

What did the text and profiles show, and how did they show it? We shall see that the idea of 

what the coast is changes somewhere in the fifteenth century, but that the way in which 

rutters guide the sailor along it remains more or less the same. This is because it does just that: 

it addresses the reader in quite a personal way, and does not only provide raw information, but 

presents it in a semi-narrative way so as to explain to the sailor where he needs to go. Even 

when the world of sailors and readers of all kinds expands, and more and more coasts are 

included in rutters, the mode of describing remains the same. Ultimately, we shall find that it 

is the visuality of coastal profiles that created the coast as a space in the way these rutters and 

atlases did: not belonging to land or sea, but a space of its own that, although you can be 

intimately familiar with it, never becomes more than a thing you can see. After all, when you 

‘enter’ the coast, you have left it already and made landfall. 
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 In the second chapter, we have 

seen before that the first examples of 

written sailing directions present us 

with an interesting shift in the way in 

which the coast is constructed. The 

late-fourteenth century Seebuch 

presents the coast as a succession of 

harbours. In a similar fashion as the 

southern-European Portolani, the book 

provides detailed and, what we may 

assume was, expert knowledge of the 

dangers, challenges and particularities 

of each harbour the sailor might sail 

past. The first book in which coastal 

profiles feature, Le Grand Routier en 

Pyllotage et Encrage (c. 1500) by Pierre 

Garcie presents us with a slightly 

different idea of the coast. Rather than a 

succession of harbours, the coast 

becomes a succession of all sorts of 

points of interest. 

 Although the ‘composition’ of the coast changes from the Seebuch to the Grand Routier, 

the way in which the book presents that what it describes is rather similar. Both the Seebuch 

and the Grand Routier are integrated wholes and read like a sort of narrative. The Seebuch 

consists of hundreds of small paragraphs that start with the word ‘Item’ to indicate that they 

each do the same thing for a different place, then to continue with a brief description of the 

area that is presented, in the order of how a sailor would sail along the coast. This structure, 

which can be seen in the image above, is a very clear way of ordering information about the 

coast. The Grand Routier even uses the same rhetorical means, as it addresses the reader in a 

very personal way, and as if he were already sailing. The book, so to say, is to guide him 

through his journey as if Garcie himself was on board. It also maintains the way of 

presentation, where the area that is described is sub-divided in smaller pieces that are each 

described in detail – only they are no longer harbours, but all sorts of areas. In the following 

description of sailing to Belisle these unique characteristics of Garcie becomes apparent:  

27. A page from the Seebuch, as shown in chapter two. 
Collection Deutsches Schiffahrtsmuseum. 
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“Et si tu faulu a trouver les asnes iras entour, cordane qui est une grant tour qui est de l’autre 

soucte de la riviere mais il ya de grans dangiers au dehors delle entre elle et les asnes. Et aussi tu 

iras pres de re et doloyron et te donne garde de la terrage des asnes sit u va de nuyt car il ya 

grant dangier. Belisle et Archasson a au suest quart de su et iras pres de deux bancs qui sont au 

nort darcasson.”139 

 

In his sailing 

instruction, Belisle and 

Archasson only play a 

marginal role between 

rivers, they are points of 

orientation, not the focus of 

the sailing instructions. The 

change in the way in which 

Garcie describes the coast is 

connected to his introduction of images into the 

genre. Scattered throughout his rutter, we can find 

some sixty woodcuts, the crudeness of which we 

have noted before. Without exception, the images 

show points of interest along the coast – they are 

not coastal profiles as we will see them later on. 

These points of interest can be anything from cliffs 

that have unique shapes to towers or chapels. Most 

of the images are accompanied by the name of the 

things that are shown, but some images go without 

any description. Furthermore, the text does not 

refer to the images in any way, apart from the 

introduction, where Garcie defends his inclusion of 

images by pointing out that they help the user of 

the book recognise the things that he is reading 

about.  

                                                           
139 Waters, Rutters of the Sea, 238. 

28, 29, 30, 31. Images from Le Grand Routier 

en Pyllotage et Encrage by Pierre Garcie. 

Collection Bibliotheque nationale de France, 

ark:/12148/btv1b8609543t 
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 In most cases, such as on the images shown on the right, the usefulness of the images, 

if there was any, relies on them resembling the shape of natural phenomena such as cliffs. Here 

we see several cliffs from the rutter. Whether exaggerated or not, their unique shapes are to 

correspond to the real-life cliffs, and the sailor is to recognise the cliffs by recognising the 

shapes. Apart from cliffs, there is but one example of natural phenomena to be used as points 

of recognition. The third image on the right shows a hill covered in trees, with one tree on top. 

In some cases, buildings are included in the image. The differences between the individual 

buildings are not at all clear, and it seems as if they are to indicate the presence of a building at 

that spot rather than to resemble the building that is there. In other cases, this less-direct way 

of representation is more pronounced. In the image on the right we see the Tower of Hercules, 

located at Coruña, on the north-coast of Spain. The roman lighthouse does not look like the 

image on the woodcut, it bears nothing of the oval shape that it has in the rutter. The sailor is 

to read the image by recognising it as a tower, and by recognising the flags shown on the base 

of the tower. Where the cliffs above relied upon the sailor to see and recognise shapes, this 

image requires the sailor to ‘understand’ the image and know the meaning of the flags on the 

base. 

 This presents us with a clear picture of how Garcie (re)presented and constructed the 

coast. To Garcie, as it was to the earlier rutters such as the Seebuch, the coast is a succession of 

points of interest and harbours that a sailor can sail past. Contrary to earlier books, Garcie did 

not conceive of the coast as succession of harbours, the coast in Le Grand Routier is a 

succession of all sorts of points of interest. This way, Garcie ‘detaches’ the coast from the land: 

it is no longer an extension of cities and countries, but becomes a space in its own, and the 

points of interest are points where sea and land meet on an equal basis.  

  

 

4.2.2 – Anthonisz.’s Onderwijsinge Vander Zee: from shapes to coastlines 

 

In the second chapter we noted as well that after Garcie, coastal profiles rapidly developed 

from individual landmarks to full stretches of coast. The first example of this ‘new’ way of 

making profiles that we have been able to find is the Onderwijsinge Vander Zee (1558) by 

Cornelis Anthonisz. Although his new way of representing coastlines may have consequences 

for the appearance of the coastal profiles, it does not mean that the way in which the rutter is 

read changes much in any other respect. As was the case in the book by Garcie, Anthonisz. 

starts off by giving a detailed introduction into the art of navigation and the use of instruments 

such as cross-staffs and sea-charts. It is only in the second part of the book that Anthonisz. 
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starts giving instructions for sailing a specific geographical area, the Baltic sea. Calling it a map, 

the book starts by presenting some thirty profiles, then to give a textual description of the 

coasts that are represented. The text is already better readable than was the case in Le Grand 

Routier: every section of coastline is introduced by a sentence in a larger type-setting that 

makes clear what portion of coast is being treated, e.g. “Item dit is in die wester Eems te 

seylen.”140 Other than this typographical improvement, the way of describing the coast remains 

more or less the same. Anthonisz. uses the same structure of paragraphs that deal with sub-

sections of the coast under his investigation. The coast between Brielle and Gdansk is 

subdivided in such areas as ‘Van’t Marsdiep tot het Vlyetwe’ and ‘Noorwege’.141 While there are 

no clear references between the profiles and the text, the profiles are scattered throughout the 

text in such a way that they always represent the same geographical area. 

 Although we may read the book in the same way as the one by Garcie (or even the 

Seebuch), as a description of a certain stretch of coast – the structure of the knowledge, if you 

will, remains the same – the Onderwijzinge vander Zee creates a different idea of the coast. In a 

way, we can discern the same kind of transition as the one that Garcie made in improving 

upon earlier works. Where Garcie gave shape to the coast as a separate space rather than as a 

collection of places that are in themselves extensions of the continent, Anthonisz. further 

detaches the coast from the land, and makes the coast a thing that exists between land and sea. 

This becomes clear already in the title, which does not refer to sailing along the coast of certain 

countries, but to sail a sea. (“Hier beghint die caerte van die Oosterse See.”142) The actual 

description of the coast reflects this mentality as well, and it does not favour harbours over 

other elements such as cliffs or rivers – all of these are mere means of oriëntation. Perhaps the 

most important change in relation to the book by Garcie, however, is the fact that Anthonisz. 

departs from the ‘linear’ way of presenting the coast. Where Garcie dealt with the coast of the 

North Sea in the order in which they would appear when sailing from Spain to Flanders, 

Anthonisz. does things differently. After first dealing with the coastline between Brielle and 

the Frisian Islands, he then discusses parts of the coast of France, Norway, the Baltic region 

only to return to parts of the coast of Holland at the end of his book. In all this, harbours and 

rivers are nothing more than points of orientation, and not destinations. As we can see from 

                                                           
140 C. Anthonisz. Onderwijsinge vander Zee (Amsterdam, 1558) f27 r. Note the fact that Anthonisz. uses 
the same word to introduce his instructions as the Seebuch. It is likely that the book by Anthonisz. was 
based upon the information in the Seebuch. Nevertheless, the way in which the coast is constructed 
seems to represent the ordering of Garcie much more than that of the Seebuch. 
141 Vlyetwe is the current-day Vlieland. 
142 Anthonisz, Onderwijsinge, f.21 v. 
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the example below, all points on and along the coast remain at a distance. What matters is the 

journey at sea, and the coast and its characteristics objects to which you can relate:   

 

“Item als ghy die wester Eems op wilt seylen van Gorkum of soe hout die thooren op Gorkum by 

oosten die grote duyn een winboen lanck want Dransont by dat Oostlant moechdy op seven 

vadem onder seylen dat Saecken op die hut state aent west landt ende die kansondt leyt daer 

teghens over op dat Oostland ende tusschen die Kansondt ended at Saecken op die hut ist thien 

ende elf vaedem diep.”143 

 

As was the case with Garcie, this different sense of the coast can be seen most clearly 

in, and is most powerfully created by the coastal profiles that Anthonisz. presents. Contrary to 

the images in the Grand Routier en Pyllotage, the profiles in Onderwijsinge vander Zee show but 

one thing: shapes. The 96 coastal profiles in the rutter are of a highly uniform nature, with 

only a few exceptions to the silhouette-like way of representing the coast. As we can see on the 

right, the profiles present the shape of everything that can be seen on the coast. This includes 

mountains and hills as well as buildings. Interestingly enough, this does not include 

information on the type of terrain, such as the presence of trees, rocks et cetera. The only 

things that are shown are those of which the shape stands out against the horizon. 

 There are but a few exceptions to this way of representation, and in these cases the 

exceptions are either variations in the way in which the profiles are filled in, or, in one or two 

cases, a completely different way of presenting the coast. Here we see, for instance, two 

representations of the island of Ameland. One of the images is entirely filled in, the other only 

has some buildings coloured black. Furthermore, the buildings are shown slightly larger than 

on the image above it – both changes are likely to have been made in order to increase the 

readability of the image. There are but two images in which Anthonisz. does not use the true 

profile-view in order to depict his coastlines. One depicts the sea around the island of 

Helfenes144, the other the island of Gotland. In both cases, Anthonisz. uses a birds-eye view to 

represent the island, which gives a better impression of the way in which it relates to other 

parts of the coast. 

 

 

                                                           
143 Anthonisz., Onderwijsinge, f.27 r. 
144 The current-day name of this island is unknown to us, and as such it cannot be located. 
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32, 33. Coastal profiles from Anthonisz.’s Onderwijsinge vander Zee (1558). Collection Het 
Scheepvaartmuseum, A.3182. 
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34, 35. The two images from Onderwijsinge vander Zee that use a different perspective. Collection Het 
Scheepvaartmuseum, A.3182. 

 

 

Anthonisz. clearly uses the same way of presenting his information as Garcie and the 

Seebuch: both are a succession of paragraphs that deal with sections of the coast, in which the 

author explains how to sail along the coast. Both books have a certain linearity to them, in the 

sense that they deal with one stretch of coast that they deal with in a narrative way, the 

difference being that in Le Grand Routier this narrative extends throughout the book, and in 

De Onderwijsinge Vander Zee the book consists of different sub-narratives of areas such as 
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Norway and the Frisian Islands. The largest difference, however, may lie in the fact that 

Anthonisz. further detaches the coast from the land, or rather detaches the ‘sailing’ from an 

interaction with the coast. Contrary to the book by Garcie, the profiles of Anthonisz. do not 

show individual points of interest, they show the coast as one unified space. On the other 

hand, by discussing stretches of coast that are geographically very different from each other in 

the same book, the ‘wholeness’ of the coast lies not in it being an extension of geographical 

areas, but in it being a space in and of itself. In other words, for Anthonisz., the coast is not the 

land, it is something in between, with which one does not interact other than through vision. 

It are the coastal profiles, in combination with the structure of the book, that create the coast 

in Anthonisz.’ unique way. 

  

 

4.2.3 – Van Keulen’s Nieuwe Groote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel 

 

As we noted in chapter two, the coastal profiles of Anthonisz. would provide the basis for later 

coastal profiles, and throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth century, they would not 

change fundamentally. While not every mapmaker, publisher or draughtsman made his coastal 

profiles look exactly the same, the differences that occur between them are small.145 In the 

following we shall examine the coastal profiles of one publishing company in particular: the 

Van Keulen firm. This firm is amongst the most productive of companies publishing rutters 

and sea-atlases in the seventeenth and eighteenth century. By focussing on one publisher, we 

can be relatively certain to ‘filter out’ the changes in personal style of these publishers, and 

instead get a clearer picture of the appearance of coastal profiles at this time. Specifically, we 

shall look at one publication, the Nieuwe Groote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel (1728). This book, the 

pinnacle of the Van Keulen’s activities presents us with as representable an image of the 

seventeenth- and eighteenth century coastal profiles as any individual book can.146 

While the books by Garcie and Anthonisz. both had a certain ‘linearity’ to them, this 

changes over the next few centuries. A very excellent example of this is the work of the Van 

Keulen firm, that published many editions of their Lichtende Zee-Fakkel over the course of one 

or two centuries. In 1728, the Nieuwe Groote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel was printed in Amsterdam, 

                                                           
145 For an extensive, yet not complete, overview of rutters and sea-atlases see G., en M. van Egmond, 
‘Maritime Cartography in the Low Countries during the Renaissance’, in: D. Woodward ed., The History 
of Cartography III (Chicago, 2007) 1384-1432. 
146 For mor information on the Van Keulen atlases, see W.F.J. Mörzer Bruyns, E.K. Spits, In de Gekroonde 
Lootsman: het kaarten-, boekuitgevers en instrumentenmakershuis Van Keulen te Amsterdam, 1680-1885 
(Utrecht, 1989). Or D. de Vries et al., The Van Keulen cartography: Amsterdam, 1680-1885 (Alphen aan 
den Rijn, 2005). 
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and it is a much more ‘complete’ work in the sense that it does not deal with one piece of 

coastline, such as the Baltic region or the North Sea, but instead it deals with the coasts of the 

entire known world. The book consists of six parts, each devoted to a specific geographical 

area: part one to the coasts of Europe, part two to the East Indies, part three to Africa and so 

on. In each volume, the coast is further in many smaller areas, such as “’t Vlie en ‘t Amelander 

Gat” or “Eylanden leggende tusschen de Zee-Kusten van Guinea, Angola, de Caffers en 

Brazilien.” There seems to be no obvious reason for this other than that it is sensible to divide 

the coast into manageable pieces. It is interesting to see that the scope of the book has 

widened so much since Anthonisz. This might be the result of the widening of the scope of 

Dutch sailors, who now want to familiarise them with coasts outside of Europe. However, it 

might also suggest that the intended public of these books had changed. After all, the book by 

Van Keulen provides armchair travellers, owners of merchant companies or others who do not 

themselves board the ships headed for Africa or the Indies to familiarise themselves with these 

faraway coasts, whatever reason they might have for that. 

Although the areas that are presented differ, the tone of the book mostly remains the 

same. It makes use of the same personal address to the reader, and shows the same kind of 

detachment from the coast as we noted in Anthonisz. As we can see here, the sailor is still 

addressed by the book, and the book still presents him with an explanation of how to steer a 

certain course. Nevertheless, the coast ever remains something to which the sailor relates 

himself, and rarely becomes something he visits: 

 

“Die van Amsterdam wil zeilen na ‘t Dal van Urk, zeilt van Amsterdam na de Wraaken O. ten N. 

houdende de Nieuwe Kerk een windboom/ en op ’t laatste een handspak langte benoorde de 

Oude Kerk, tot soo lange dat de Diemer Kerk komt buyten de Paardehoek.”147 

 

 However, the book by Van Keulen does not only deal with the better-known coasts of 

Europe, but also with the coasts of faraway lands. It is interesting to note that the kind of 

information as well as the way in which it is presented changes once the coast becomes less 

familiar. On Rio do Campo, for instance, the book says: 

 

“Bezuyden de voornoemde drooghte op de zuyd-zijde van Rio Campo streckt een groote bogt 

in/ aldaer is goed Ancker grond op 6 a 4 vadem/ aldaer is goede ballast ge bekomen ende goet 

water haelen/ aldaer staen oock eenige huyskens/ ende leggen lande-waert in zeven bergen alle 

                                                           
147 G. van Keulen, De Nieuwe Grote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel (Amsterdam, 1728) I, 5. 
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opeen rye nevens malkander/ dese bergen zijn seer wonderlijck van fatsoen/ alsoo dat sommige 

gelijck Oliphanten vertoonen/ ende sommige als Kemelen.”148  

 

The information here is from a different nature than before. It no longer narrates a certain 

course, it is a description of the lands and waters in the area of Rio do Campo. The sailor is not 

addressed in the same way as in Garcie or Anthonisz. While it is impossible to state with any 

degree of certainty why this is, it seems likely that it is due to the fact that detailed, expert-

knowledge of these coasts was lacking, the kind of which was available of European coasts as 

early as in the Seebuch. Another explanation for the difference in tone might be that the sailor 

who would use the book was himself less familiar with the coastline. If we assume, as we have 

in the first chapter, that coastal profiles and rutters often functioned as mnemonic tools, then 

a different way of presenting the coast may be required for those areas with which the sailor 

himself was less – if at all – familiar. In these cases, information of a more descriptive nature 

may prove more useful. 

The book by Van Keulen contains two kinds of coastal profiles: those included in the 

text and those shown separate from the text. The coastal profiles that are included in the text 

itself are almost identical in appearance to the coastal profiles of Anthonisz., as well as to those 

we have seen in the work of Barentz., Waghenaer and others. They are coastlines that show the 

shape of mountains, occasionally with buildings. The mountains are shaded, and when they 

are coloured, it is only done in one shade. They do not show the type of terrain that the coast 

has, i.e. we can see no trees or other vegetation, nor the type of soil. They are coastal profiles 

that consist of shape but not of texture. 

 

                                                           
148 Van Keulen, Zee-Fakkel, V, 14. 



  
96 

 

36. The coastal profiles from De Nieuwe Lichtende Zee-Fakkel that are enclosed in the text. Collection 

Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A-III-127. 

 

 

 

37. The coastal profiles from De Nieuwe Lichtende Zee-Fakkel that are shown separate from the text. 
Please note that the green colour is present in ‘every’ image, and does not say anything about the 

vegetation or terrain. Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A-III-127. 
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The appearance of the coastal profiles that are shown separate from the text 

immediately stands out. We know fairly little about the way in which the Van Keulens 

acquired their information, and if and how they kept them ‘up to date’ from publication to 

publication. It is tempting to assume that the woodcuts that are included in the text itself are 

left-overs from the early days of the publishing firm. The coastal profiles that were made with 

copperplates, in turn, might be the product of newer information. Unfortunately, it is very 

difficult to reconstruct the circumstances of their production. For now, we have to satisfy 

ourselves with suggesting that the change in style may be the result of new information 

reaching the Van Keulens and new methods of printing being put to use. However that may be, 

it is interesting to note that, although the second type of coastal profile is a copperplate image 

and not a woodcut, and might be of more recent date, the way in which the profile is 

represented does not change. Both profiles show no vegetation or texture, only shaded shapes. 

The shading becomes more intricate in the copperplate prints, to be sure, but they don’t 

fundamentally change. The way of constructing the coast that we noted in Anthonisz., where 

the coast is nothing more than a shape that you can see, either from the ship or in the book, 

remains dominant. This ‘detached’ construction of the space that is the coast lies at the heart 

of what the coast is: something you can see, but never enter. 

To summarise, after an early shift in the way in which the coast is conceived of in these 

rutters, we have noted a remarkable similarity in the way in which the sailing instructions are 

made accessible. After the coast had rapidly developed as a space separate from the land, it was 

made into a space to which the sailor might relate, but would not necessarily visit. In most 

cases, the way in which the coast is ‘explained’ to the sailor is of a narrative nature, in which 

the sailor is addressed somewhat personally. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, 

perhaps as a consequence of the widening of the number of coasts that sailors would visit or 

armchair travellers would want to read about, rutters move away from describing one stretch 

of coast, and start presenting a wide variety of ‘sections’ of different coastlines. This is most 

clear in the example of the Van Keulen-instructions. Where older books such as the one by 

Garcie and Anthonisz. still have something of a linear, itinerant structure because they deal 

with one area only, the rutter by Van Keulen becomes almost encyclopaedic in that it is a 

collection of many coastlines all around the world. The ‘linearity’ of the older rutters is 

replaced by a ‘universality’ that allows for a quick and easy way of ‘looking up’ the portion of 

coast that one wants to navigate or see. However, this occurs without changing much to the 

tone in which the coast is explained: whether it is in the sixteenth century or the eighteenth, 

the rutters aim to address the reader in a very personal and narrative way. It is only in the case 

of faraway coasts that the books have to change to a different mode of describing. 
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4.2.4 – The construction of the coast 

 

In order to think about the genre of coastal profiles in broader terms, we can rely upon the 

phenomenon of chorography. Chorography is derived from the Greek, where chora means 

‘country’ and choros means ‘space’ or ‘place’ - graphein, of course, means writing. Originating 

in antiquity, where such authors as Herodotus, Pliny and Polybius would practice what 

Ptolemy would coin chorography, the concept was picked up in the Renaissance and provided 

renaissance scholars with a way of describing places and spaces.149 Furthermore, it is a term 

that can never appear without its counterpart, geography. The difference between the two is 

explained by Lucia Nuti as follows:  

 

“Creating recognizable images of the visible features of single parts of the oecumene, the 

inhabited world, was recognized by Ptolemy as the final aim of chorography. A field of vision 

was thus opened up to the work of the chorographer, who had to demonstrate the skill of a 

draftsman in rendering ports, countries, villages, rivers and streams. The field of numbers and 

mathematical abstraction, the sublimity of global knowledge and representation, was restricted 

to the work of the geographer. As a mathematician, the geographer dealt primarily with points 

and lines, and pursued resemblance only with respect to the overall shape and form of the 

oecumene. Chorography was therefore intended to convey only a limited knowledge of the 

earth: an individual part rather than the whole, the secondary rather than the primary, quality 

rather than quantity.”150 

 

Chorography, as opposed to geography, is the practice of describing individual places and 

spaces. According to other historians, and as is proved by the many works of chorography that 

appeared at the time, it also bears a strong connection to natural history and that which we 

would today call ethnography.151 Even though not all of this is present in rutters and sea-

atlases, the general idea of this seems to correspond very well to the things that we have seen 

                                                           
149 D.J. Rohl, ‘The Chorographic Tradition and Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Scottish 
Antiquaries’, Journal of Art Historiography 5 (2011). 
150 L. Nuti, ‘Mapping Places: Chorography and Vision in the Renaissance’, in: D. Cosgrove ed., Mappings 
(London 1999) 90. See also Lucia Nuti, Ritratti di citta: vision e memoria tra Medioevo e Settecento 
(Venice, 1997). Margarita Russel, Visions of the Sea: Hendrik C. Vroom and the Origins of Dutch Marine 
Painting (Leiden, 1983). Svetlana Alpers, previously quoted in the introduction. Christian Jacob, L’Empire 
des Cartes: approche théoretique de la cartographie à travers l’histoire (Paris, 1992). D.J. Rohl, ‘The 
Chorographic Tradition’. M. Shanks and C. Witmore, ‘Echoes across the Past: Chorography and 
Topography in Antiquarian Engagements with Place’, Performance Research 15, 4 (2010) 97–106. 
151 A.M. Borys, Vincenzo Scamozzi and the chorography of Early Modern Architecture (Burlington, 2014) 
introduction. S.A., The Compleat Geographer: or, the chorography and topography of all the known parts 
of the earth. To which is premis’d an introduction to geography, and a natural history of the earth and the 
elements. To which are added maps of every country (London, 1709).  
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so far. Not only do these works provide sailing directions, they also include all sorts of 

information on what sailors could see and experience on their voyages. This information aims 

to describe the place that is the coast, and as such connects very well to the wider 

phenomenon of chorography. 

The kind of description that coastal profiles and rutters give might fit very well into the 

category of chorography. As Lucia Nuti describes it, it is a very ‘personal’ of describing space, 

meaning that instead of numerical abstraction, the chorographer aims to ‘understand’ the 

place and represent it in such a way that the reader or viewer could imagine being there. This 

seems to correspond to what we have concluded in the case of coastal profiles. The profiles 

provide a means for the viewer to imagine being there, to imagine seeing the coast ad to 

imagine experiencing it. However, the visual way in which the coast is described in profiles, 

such as we have seen in the cases of Garcie, Anthonisz. and Van Keulen, also has the effect of 

‘objectifying’ the coast. It is almost a ‘one-dimensional’ image that is created, in the sense that 

that there is no interaction with the coast on the part of the sailor or the reader. The coast, in 

these books, is something that you relate to by seeing it, it is a shape, a collection of points of 

interest or natural phenomena, but it is never a space that you navigate in, it ever remains a 

space you navigate along. 

Visuality does not only determine the way in which the coast is constructed in these 

works, it is also deeply connected with their epistemological basis. We have seen that coastal 

profiles provided a way of orientation and navigation that supplements the written sailing 

directions, and sketch an image of what the coast would or might look like. They are and 

contain information of use in sailing the coastlines of the seven seas, either from the stern of a 

ship or from an armchair. Upon first reading them, one might even think that they revolve 

entirely around these images, and that the text only plays the second fiddle to it. However, we 

do not fully realise just how important and present the visual epistemology is in these books. 

In this final paragraph we shall explore in what way visuality is connected to the 

epistemological basis of these works.  

 

 

4.3 – A matter of perspective  

 

Coastal profiles contain two kinds of information: the purely visual information they are and 

the text that describes them. Furthermore they are enclosed in two other types of information: 

written sailing directions and cartographic material. Together, they present the reader with a 

wide spectrum of facts, from information of what can be seen along the coast to highly 
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technical navigational information relating to things such as depths and bearings. It is 

important to note that coastal profiles are not simply illustrations of an otherwise dominant 

text. Despite the fact that there is little to no reference to the images in the texts themselves, 

the profiles are sources and carriers of information themselves. 

However, we have also seen that they are included in the rutters in a bit of an odd way, 

in that they are (most of the time) not connected to the text. In the Onderwijsinge Van der Zee 

by Anthonisz., for instance, we can see that the text never refers to the hundreds of coastal 

profiles that the book harbours. This is not to say that coastal profiles did not contain 

information other than that of a strictly visual kind. On the contrary, the kind of information 

that coastal profiles contain is of a different nature than the information that the 

accompanying texts contain. We have seen that in the process of making coastal profiles, 

draughtsmen often included information on the compass-bearing at which the profiles were 

made, their distance from the coast, the weather conditions and so on. This kind of 

information supplements the strictly visual information on shapes, points of interest and 

natural phenomena that the coast. It finds its way to coastal profiles, and is often included in 

them as an accompanying text. The text that accompanies these images might look like this: 

  

“Item het Eyland Lypari leyt ontrent n.o. ten o. vanden hoed van Solanto 2.2 mijlen/ ende het 

lentw. ten n. vanden hoed van Messina, ende tis een vande eylanden Vulcanus, de welcke zijn 5 

int ghetal/ westwaert leyt Felicur en Alicur.”152 

 

The kind of information that the written sailing directions give can be divided in two 

categories: the actual sailing directions and descriptions of the coast. Both of these types are 

interwoven both in the text and in the images contained in the rutters. The sailing directions 

themselves often follow the same structure, of which we have discussed several examples 

above. In most early cases, the structure of this information is as follows. Often, instruction 

starts with the word ‘Item/’, followed by the destination and the distance and bearing that one 

has to take: “Item/ van Cabo Licosa tot den hoed van Policastro, ghenaemt Palinuro, ist coers 

o. ten z. ende o.z.o. 9 oft 10 mijlen.”153 In many other cases, however, the sailing instructions 

take the narrative shape such as we have seen earlier. The descriptions of coastlines are much 

more diverse than the sailing directions themselves. They contain many different types of facts 

about and features of the coast, ranging from the way it looks to the different animals and 

                                                           
152 G van Keulen, De Nieuwe Grote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel (Amsterdam, 1728) V, 20. 
153 W. Barentz., Caertboek van de Midlantsche Zee (1595) 7. 
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weather conditions one might encounter. For instance, the 1689 The English Pilot, for instance, 

gives the following description of the coast of Greenland: 

 

“Cape Desolation is the most deformed land that is supposed to be in the whole World; it 

sheweth like Sugar-Loaves, over-topping the Clouds and covered with Snow: the shore is 

generally laid with Ice a League from the shore; the Water is here Black and thick like to a 

standing Pool. When the Wind comes off the shore, it is cold; when from the Sea, it is warm.”154  

 

This is but one of hundreds of examples in the book, but it indicates what kind of 

information was included in them: every kind that was imagined to be of use to the sailor. 

Later on, we will find detailed descriptions of the presence of birds during one season and their 

absence in another, but also about the suitability of certain lands to be explored, colonised or 

turned into profitable and fertile farmland. At first, this information might seem either 

anecdotal or out of place, but if we look closely we shall see that every bit of information has 

its use. To know where the ice is, what kinds of birds can be seen from the ship, where and 

whence the winds blow all to determining one’s location, and assessing the dangers that that 

location brings with it. Furthermore, the presence of this kind of information becomes even 

less strange if we consider the fact that at this point, sailors might not have been the exclusive 

target audience. The textual coastal descriptions, in other words, contain a host of information, 

seemingly random, but most certainly of use to the sailor or of interest to other readers. 

 

 

4.3.1 – The visuality of text 

 

In many cases, we find explicit evidence that it was at least the author’s aim to enclose these 

images, as he was convinced that they would be an addition to the book. We noted before that 

Pierre Garcie already defended his inclusion of images in his book by stating that they help the 

sailor to find his way: 

 

“pour icelle terre cognoistre, ay trosse tire figure et figures semblables les caps, poinctes et 

montaignes les plus apparoissantes et cognoissables de lad’ coste despaigne: auecqs les lieues et 

distances desd’ choses.”155 

 

We find the same kind of claim in Anthonisz. Onderwijsinge Vander Zee: 

                                                           
154 S.A., The English Pilot (London, 1689) 2. 
155 P. Garcie, Le Grand Routier en Pyllotage et Encrage (ca. 1500 [1521]) 206.  
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“Vant voort so merct doch scharpelic alsoe wy hier sommighe landen op twee ofte drie 

manieren/ ende ghesichten ghemaeckt hebben/ om wel perfeckt u mercken vande lande te 

nemen”156 

 

However, it is not only the images that make the rutters rely upon a visual epistemology of 

spatial information. It does not only inform the coastal profiles and maps, but the text as well. 

The Nieuwe Grote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel, published by the Van Keulens, bears as subtitle: 

“Vertoonende de Zeekusten van Holland, Vriesland Holsteyn, Jutland […]”. After this we find a 

reference to a “beschryvinge van alle de Havenen, Bayen Reeden, Droogten, Diepten, 

Strekkingen op Opdoeningen van Landen […]”. In other words, even the title refers to the 

contents of the book as showing the coasts, harbours, bays and so on. While this terminology 

could be dismissed as being commonplace terms that we should not take all too literal, there 

are more indications of a visual epistemology playing a paramount role in this type of 

literature. We noted before that the book by Van Keulen subdivides the different coasts of the 

world in many parts. What we did not note yet is that each of these parts is accompanied by a 

map, and that every ‘chapter’ is titled “Vertooninge van […]”. The text, in other words, is an 

extensive description of an image: the chart. 

 The title of the work, in short, implores the reader to visualise that what they are 

reading. Let us take a look at the description of Rio do Campo again, this time with more 

attention to the way in which the coast is described: 

 

“Bezuiden de voornoemde drooghte op de zuyd-zijde van Rio Campo streckt een groote bogt in/ 

aldaer is geode Ancker grond op 6 a 4 vadem/ aldaer is geode ballast te bekomen ende goet 

water haelen/ aldaer staen oock eenige huyskens/ ende leggen lande-waert in zeven Bergen alle 

op een rye nevens malkander/ dese Bergen zijn seer wonderlijck van fatsoen/ alsoo dat zommige 

gelijck Oliphanten vertoonen/ ende zommige als Kemelen/ de kust aldaer is op ’t water laegh en 

dorre/ met laegh water ziemen de strand/ ende met hoog water niet/ de kust streckt van daer 

naar Rio Sambento, zuyden ten westen. Op noordhoeck van Rio Sambento legt een grooten 

ronden heivel/ genaemt den hop-berg/ alsoo die daer seer wel naer gelijkt.”157 

 

There are many more of these examples, not only in the work by Van Keulen. It would be facile 

to say that the only way in which these descriptions would be of any use to the sailor if they 

were to use their eyes, but is must be clear that a visual epistemology lies at the heart of these 

                                                           
156 Anthonisz., Onderwijsinge vander Zee, f.21 r. 
157 Van Keulen, Zee-Fakkel, V, 14. 
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instructions. Not only do they list things one can see, they explicitly appeal to the ability of 

sailors to see and recognise such things as mountains that resemble elephants and camels.  

This is not only true for coasts that are unknown to them, but also for those parts of the 

coast that they know like the back of their hands. When it comes to these more familiar places, 

a different type of visuality seems to take over, but the focus of these descriptions remains on 

the visual aspects of navigation. Let’s reiterate once more. To sail from Amsterdam to Urk, Van 

Keulen advises: 

 

 “Die van Amsterdam wil zeilen na ‘t Dal van Urk, zeilt van Amsterdam na de Wraaken O. ten N. 

houdende de Nieuwe Kerk een windboom/ en op ’t laatste een handspak langte benoorde de 

Oude Kerk, tot soo lange dat de Diemer Kerk komt buyten de Paardehoek.”158 

 

Even in these few sentences, Van Keulen refers to four points of reference that the sailor needs 

to keep in sight. In this case, visuality is not so much used in order to familiarise oneself with 

the surroundings and determine one’s location, but rather with navigating along points that 

are already known. It is the navigation by lines of sight that Siegert mentioned in his Chorein of 

the Pirate. Nevertheless, it is the act of seeing that is deemed the most important, more so than 

the compass or maps, and the rutter ‘works’ by imploring the sailor to use his eyes. 

 Ultimately, vision functions in many different ways in these rutters. The coastal profiles 

serve to be able to connect whatever one sees with his eyes to other types of information 

included in the book, or to be able to visualise what the coast would look like if you have never 

been there – or, in the case of armchair-travellers, never will. Even the text itself tries to 

‘visualise’ certain landmarks – not trough images but through words. The visual basis of these 

rutters supplements the visuality of contemporary navigational practices. As we have 

concluded before, experience, memory and vision are a sailor’s best friends in navigation, and 

the visuality of these rutters – whether in image or in text – complements this neatly. But 

whether the book is read by a sailor or a landlubber, it is their visual capacity that allows them 

to interact with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
158 Van Keulen, Zee-Fakkel, I, 5. 
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4.3.2 – The visuality of maps 

 

Coastal profiles are not the only images that are included in sea-atlases and rutters. What 

historians of cartography, navigation or any other denomination often forget is that maps, too, 

are deeply visual things. We usually tend to assume that although they are images, they belong 

to the realm of mathematics. While I do not want to contest this here, the visuality of both 

coastal profiles and textual sailing directions urges us to explore the way in which sea-charts 

interact with vision. 

The rutters and sea-atlases contain many maps in which visuality plays a large role. The 

most interesting cases are the hybrid images of space in which coastal profiles are interwoven 

into the map itself. Several art-historians have pointed out – for very different contexts – that 

in early modern spatial representations, different perspectives and views were often combined 

in order to provide as complete a picture as possible. One can think, for instance, of the many 

maps that are accompanied by city-views. This all-encompassing view can sometimes even be 

more abstract, in which case the different views present both maps and historical or 

contemporary figures.159 It is interesting to note that this phenomenon can be applied to 

coastal profiles as well. One of the most beautiful examples of this are the maps in Lucas Jansz. 

Waghenaer’s Thresoor der Zeevaart (1585).  

The absence of degrees of longitude and latitude makes that this map could never have 

been used in to plot a course by means of a compass. However, we can see that information on 

the depth of the sea bottom, sandbanks and suitable anchor places is included, which means 

that this map did at least has the proper design to be used, even if it was not. Besides this 

information, it shows three different kinds of perspectives. The map itself, of course, gives a 

‘regular’ cartographic overview of this part of Portugal. However, the coastal profile that is 

included above the map shows the coast as the sailor wold approach it from the sea. The most 

interesting perspective, however, is that where map and profile come together: along the 

coastline, we can see the coast as it would like from above and from a ship at the same time! 

We now venture into the realm of pure speculation, but this type of combined perspective 

seems to have been rather suitable for use on board of ships, as it allows sailors to read the 

map with much more ease. The ‘translation’ of what the coast looks like to the rather abstract 

lines on a map is simplified because the profiles that are drawn along the coast allow the sailor 

to make this connection based upon vision rather than on guess-work. 

 

                                                           
159 See for instance L. de Lima Martins, ‘Mapping tropical waters: British views and visions of Rio de 
Janeiro’, in: D. Cosgrove ed. Mappings (London 1999). 
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38, 38a. Map from W. Barentz.’ Caertboek van de Midlantsche Zee (1595). Below we see a selection of a 
portion of the coast. Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.4303 (facsimile). 

 

 

This way of combining different perspectives in one image is not unique for 

Waghenaer, and can be found in many more coastal profiles, from Barentz. to Van Keulen. In 

fact, this type of presentation is present throughout the production-process of the profiles. The 

image below shows a drawing made by a sailor in the middle of the eighteenth century, on a 

journey to Ceylon. The similarities that the image bears to the map of Waghenaer is 

remarkable: it shows depths, anchor-places, sandbanks as well as what the coastline would 

have looked like. If the hybrid perspective was not considered a useful addition to maps and 

profiles, it was at least considered a practical way of recording space. 

One final example should make clear just how the hybrid perspective-map works to 

present a complete and practicable overview of a certain area. The image below shows the 
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island of Fernando de Noronho, located along the west-coast of Africa. As was the case for the 

map of Waghenaer, this image includes three different kinds of perspectives. In the top we see 

a cartographic presentation of the island that includes information on sand-banks, dangerous 

parts of the coast and a suitable anchor-place (as indicated by the anchor). The second image 

presents something of a birds-eye perspective of the island, showing both the coastline in a 

semi-cartographic way, as well as what the inland mountains of the island would have looked 

like from the front. The third perspective is that of the coastal profile. Each of the three shows 

things the other two don’t, and the different views make clear reference to each other. 

Together, the three representations help the reader to understand the space that is this island 

in different ways, and provide him with the tools for knowing where he is and where he should 

come ashore.  

Maps do not only become intricately connected to our visual capacity by combining 

them with coastal profiles, it seems there are many more ways in which they can be interacted 

with in a visual way. For instance, if we look at the image of a sea-chart of the island of Java by 

Van Keulen, it presents us with many ways in which visuality helps the reader to read the map. 

The map below, for instance, makes use of the visibility of certain mills in order to allow for a 

more precise navigation and determining of one’s location. The same is true for the volcanic 

mountains on Java in the second image, that can be used in order to verify that one has found 

the right anchor place. This kind of ‘visual aid’ for reading the map is present in sea charts 

from all periods, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. 

A few images are hardly evidence, but they do raise important questions. It is clear that 

a visual epistemology informs coastal profiles and sailing instructions at a very fundamental 

level. It is less clear in what way visuality informs maps. Nevertheless, the examples that we 

have seen seem to indicate that a visual epistemology – by which I mean a deeper kind of 

visuality than the maps being of a visual nature – was a way for sailors and other map-users to 

simplify the map-reading. The inclusion of coastal profiles and other visual elements provided 

an alternative and accessible way of experiencing space, that was deeply intertwined with the 

practice of navigation, based as it is on memory and the capacity to visualise. Ultimately, maps 

might have been of a much more visual nature than their visuality alone might suggest. 
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39. Manuscript map made by a sailor on his travels to Ceylon. Little is known about the circumstances of 
its creation, but we can clearly see the combination of perspectives that is present in it. Collection Het 

Scheepvaartmuseum, B.0208(03). 
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40. Map of the island Fernando de Noronho, from De Nieuwe Grote Lichtende Zee-Fakkel, Van Keulen. 
Collection Het Scheepvaartmuseum, A.-III-127. 
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41, 42. Selections of two maps by Van Keulen. In the top image we can see the city of Y’stad, Sweden. In 
the bottom image we can see a bay on the south coast of Java, Indonesia. The lines clearly indicate how 

one should look, and subsequently see in order to determine one’s position. Collection Het 
Scheepvaartmuseum, A-III-127. 
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4.4 – A visual epistemology of spatial information? 

 

With these last remarks, we have reached the coastlines of our own knowledge. A visual 

epistemology informed coastal profiles, rutters, sea-atlases and maps above all else. As 

Cosgrove and Siegert have indicated, space is constructed through a variety of ‘cultural 

techniques’, and in the case of the coast these techniques are of a decidedly visual nature. This 

does not only mean that it is done by means of images, the visuality is present in the text as 

well, as the text tries to visualise the coast through words. Sight provides an epistemology 

through which the sailor – or any other reader of maps, profiles and rutters – can gain access to 

the knowledge that is enclosed in them. Although not all knowledge has sight as its 

epistemological basis – plotting a course on the basis of the compass and the sounding line, for 

instance, has more to do with instruments and techniques than with ‘seeing’ – many of the 

information does. The rutters ”vertonen” the coast, the written instructions paint a picture of 

what the coast look like, or appeal to the ability of sailors to relate to things they can see and 

even the maps are made accessible by means of elements that allow for a more visual 

understanding of the map. Maps and coastal profiles are not solely mathematical orderings of 

space, but rather a combination of different types of looking and different ways of ordering, 

structuring and representing space that are intimately connected with the part of navigation 

that is based on sight and memory. The visuality of this knowledge corresponds to the visuality 

of everyday sailing, and perhaps also to the desire of readers to travel and to see the world. In 

the network of information that mariners used, both coastal profiles and their textual 

counterparts appealed to vision and memory in order to provide an alternative and accessible 

way of experiencing space. Their success suggests that the personal and visual qualities of 

spatial knowledge that they represent are just as important and were deemed just as useful as 

the objective and mathematical ones that we usually expect maps, charts and instruments to 

possess. Furthermore, it is through visualising the coast that this becomes a space separate 

from the land. As a collection of things that can be seen, the coast develops as an autonomous 

concept, which derives its meaning from itself and not from either land or sea. 
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5 – Conclusion 

 

 

Over the course of three centuries, coastal profiles developed from images depicting 

landmarks along the coast to full stretches of coastline. Artists and sailors from many different 

backgrounds have interacted with the genre. While each of them did so in their own way, their 

drawings all have one thing in common: they are a way of relating oneself to the coast that 

appears to be different from any other perspective. The questions that the drawings of Frans 

Post and Jacob van den Velden raised in the first chapter of this thesis have proven to be 

leading in the analysis of all coastal profiles that have been discussed here. With one-and-a-

half century between them, their drawings show surprising similarities in the way in which 

they represent the coast, and in the kind of information that they contain. Their unique 

characteristics are exemplary for the topics that have guided this research: the role of images in 

early modern navigation, the way in which these images ‘work’ and are made to work, and the 

kind of space that they represent and create. 

The central question that has led this thesis is: in what way did coastal profiles from the 

period between 1500 and 1850 function to represent and create the coast as a space? In order to 

answer this question, we have placed the type of image within its context in the history of early 

modern navigation and cartography, and have analysed it from a knowledge-historical 

perspective – both as a way of observing and drawing, and as a way of consuming information. 

This approach has proven to be successful in allowing for a deeper analysis of this type of 

image, and has resulted in the following conclusions. 

 

 

5.1 – Coastal profiles in their historical context 

 

Coastal profiles emerged in early-sixteenth century rutters as mnemonic aides to sailors. The 

first book to contain the images was the Grand Routier en Pyllotage et Encrage, written by 

Pierre Garcie dit Ferrande. The profiles in this book can hardly be called profiles at all, for they 

depict nothing more than points of interest along the coast. This changed rapidly over the 

course of the next few decades. In 1558, Cornelis Anthonisz. wrote his Onderwijsinge vander 

Zee, which contained nearly a hundred coastal profiles that depict full stretches of coast rather 

than single points along it. This way of making coastal profiles would remain dominant over 

the course of the next four centuries, up until now. After this initial stage of introduction and 

innovation, the profiles became deeply embedded in the navigational literature of the time. All 
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publishers, from Blaeu to Van Keulen to Colom, included coastal profiles in their rutters, pilot 

books and sea-atlases. 

 Coastal profiles never appeared alone, they were always a part of works on navigation, 

or functioned within broader systems of information. Mapmakers such as Waghenaer, Blaeu 

and Van Keulen experimented with different ways to incorporate coastal profiles into their 

works: they included them in maps, portrayed them alongside them or included them in the 

written sailing directions that the rutters provided. On board ships, coastal profiles seem to 

have functioned in conjunction with a wide variety of instruments. Profiles contain not only 

visual information by which coastlines can be recognised, they also contain information on the 

weather conditions, the distance from the coast at which the profiles were made, the compass 

bearing at which the image was made as well as information on the depth of the sea-bed and 

the presence of sandbanks. Both as an element in publications on maritime navigation as well 

as in the navigation itself, coastal profiles form a distinctive feature. 

 This leads to two important conclusions for the history of maritime navigation. The 

first of these is that memory and vision are of paramount importance in the practice of 

everyday navigation. Traditionally, historians such as Waters and Hewson have focussed too 

much on the technical aspects of navigation, and have ignored the practice of everyday sailing, 

in which instruments were not the most important tool for navigation. Secondly, when sailors 

did resort to using aides in navigation, they seem to have chosen for aides that are 

complementary to the practice of everyday sailing. The success of coastal profiles may very well 

lie in the strong connection that they have with memory and vision. 

  

 

5.2 – Coastal profiles as a mode of representation 

 

Coastal profiles are more than mere images; they are a mode of representing the coast. As a 

type of image, they provide a clear way for all sorts of draughtsmen to represent the coast. 

Artists such as Frans Post and John Serres, as well as professional sailors or mariners such as 

Van den Velden interact with the genre in their own way. While their interpretations are 

different, the images all become coastal profiles by virtue of the way in which they consistently 

represent coastlines as a collection of shapes in which the land shows (“vertoont”) itself. That 

drawing coastal profiles is no simple task does not only become clear from the images 

themselves, but from manuals for maritime draughtsmanship and surveying as well. These 

manuals, that started to be published from te late eighteenth century onwards, show that 

drawing coastal profiles was as much an act of the eyes as it was of skill and the application of 
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the rules of perspective and geometry. This results in a ‘disciplined’ way of looking, in which 

experience and visual observation are being structured through skill and mathematical 

principles.  

 Over the past few decades, historians of art and knowledge have grappled with 

questions pertaining to the role of images in knowledge-processes. Historians such as Claudia 

Swan and Lorraine Daston have introduced terms such as ‘visual epistemologies’ and ‘modes of 

representations’ as tools to be used in these analyses. The case of coastal profiles adds to this 

discussion in an important way. It shows that to understand how images ‘work’ to transfer 

knowledge, it is essential to understand how the images were made. The manuals of Philips 

and Macenzie, as well as the analyses of the production of several different coastal profiles, 

have shown that creating a coastal profile is a complex undertaking, guided by all sorts of 

instructions and considerations. By understanding that they are the result of a certain type of 

observation, we can better understand the kind of knowledge they contain and transmit. 

 

 

5.3 – Coastal profiles and the construction of space 

 

Not only are coastal profiles a mode of representing the coast that depends on a disciplined 

way of looking and drawing, they also create the coast as a space. Coastal profiles have a clear 

and well defined knowledge-structure, where the reader – whether he or she is a sailor or an 

armchair traveller – is being guided along the coastlines of a certain geographical area. In 

doing so, the profiles, in combination with the sailing directions themselves, often follow the 

same structure and almost always contain the same kind of information. In all this, coastal 

profiles are never inferior to the written material that surrounds them, but instead function in 

complete equality. 

 Visuality lies at the heart of coastal profiles as well as the rutters that they often form a 

part of. In the case of the profiles themselves, it is clear that – being images – they are a visual 

form of knowledge. But visuality informs rutters in more than one way, for the written sailing 

directions that they contain often appeal to the visual capacity of their readers in order to be 

used. One has to visualise what is being read in order to understand it. All this means that the 

coast is first and foremost construed as a visual space. Whether it is in written sailing 

directions or in coastal profiles, the coast becomes a space that is defined by the fact that one 

relates to it from a distance. We can see the mountains and cities, rocks and shoals, but we 

only interact with them by seeing them. By painting an image of the coast as a succession of 

shapes, the space that is the coast comes to exist somewhere between land and sea, right at the 
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point where the two come to interact through the experience of the sailor, but without making 

the coast to belong to either one.  

  

 

This research has explored to previously uncharted territories of historical scholarship. Firstly, 

it has opened up the study of maritime history for a more interdisciplinary approach, in this 

case by approaching parts of it from a cultural- and knowledge-historical perspective. 

Secondly, it has shown that in order to understand the role that images play in the transfer of 

knowledge, it is essential to take into account all contexts in which the image figures, from 

production to distribution to use; only then can we fully understand how they ‘work’. In a 

broader perspective, this research has shown that images are worthy of historical scholarship  

of their own, and that if we look closely enough, we find that there is nothing simple about 

them but that they play an important role in the trans mission of knowledge. Finally, it has 

explored the interaction between vision and space, between images and observations on the 

one hand, and the construction of the coast on the other. Ultimately, it is the visuality of 

coastal profiles that decisive in the way the coast has taken shape and how we perceive of it: 

something that we see but never reach, something we relate to through vision, but never reach 

– for if we do, it has already become land. 

Coastal profiles have not only shown how contemporaries had knowledge of the coast, 

but have also brought us to the coastlines of our own knowledge, behind which lie fertile fields 

for future research. This research could go several ways, three of which appear the most 

obvious: a more extensive analysis of the wide array of sources that is available, a closer 

analysis of the different types of users of coastal profiles and a comparison of coastal profiles 

with other means of representing space, such as cartography and land-surveying. The first 

route would take us into the archives of mapmakers and merchant companies, to journals and 

travel documents. A treasure trove of documents is waiting in archives and libraries all over 

the world, and together they would provide a much clearer picture of both the context of 

production and of use of coastal profiles. The second route would attempt to ‘reconstruct’ the 

different types of users, each with their own wishes and demands, and their own ways of 

interacting with the images. Difficult to answer, this question is not limited to coastal profiles 

alone: much remains unclear about the readership of early modern atlases, travel narratives 

and manuals. The third route would take us further into the field of spatial history: much is 

unclear about the historicity and historical development of our sense of space and the way in 

which we construct it, and the case of the coastal profile would have much to add. In return, 

comparing coastal profiles to other ways of representing, documenting and recording space, 
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we would be able to better define and understand the way in which coastal profiles create the 

coast. 
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