All the Roads of the Sea: Charting Greek and Roman Waterways

At the end of Aeneid book 5, in a calm, and sailing under a gentle wind, the drowsy
Palinurus falls victim to the god of sleep who sends the helmsman to his watery death. Italy is
within sight, the Trojans have nearly reached their destination, and the services of the helmsman
are no longer required. Palinurus had faithfully guided Aeneas’ ships from Troy through
unknown waters, navigating through the tight formations of islands, straits, and shoals, under
calm skies and stormy.

Travel by water is fraught with danger. Successful mariners must anticipate weather and
sea conditions, and they must know where it is safe to sail and when, in order to avoid running
aground or worse. The ancients had detailed knowledge about the waterways that they traveled.
They collected data that facilitated safe passage, and these details are preserved in a variety of
technical and literary sources: from Homer, Apollonius of Rhodes, and Vergil, to Eratosthenes,
Strabo, Pliny, Arrian, Avienus, and others. Knowing water depth, for example, is essential for
successful maritime activity, and Herodotus provides the earliest positive evidence of taking
soundings (2.5.2; Casson 1995, 245), which sailors have been doing for as long as there have
been boats on water. And ancient leadlines of several types have been recovered. River pilots,
furthermore, commonly guided merchant ships through unfamiliar waters. By Polybius’s day, for
example, Lake Maeotis (the Sea of Azov just north of the Black Sea) had silted up to the extent
that it was unnavigable without a pilot who knew the waters well enough to steer larger boats
through safe, deep channels, away from the shoals (4.40.8).

Evidence that the ancients made nautical charts in the modern sense is limited at best, but
such charts may have been constructed and displayed, at least in monumental contexts, as

Apollonius of Rhodes implies. On the pillars in Aeétes’ Cholkian palace, the Argonauts saw



tablets “on which are marked all the roads and paths of both sea and land for those who
circumnavigate” (oic &vi micon 630 kai meipat’ ooty Vypic T TpaPeptic e TEPIE
Emvicoouévoloty: Argonautica 4.279-81; cp. mAdog, “sea route:” Argonautica: 4.259; Theocritus,
Idyll 7.52), reflecting, perhaps, monumental charts that might have been displayed in the
Hellenistic courts of Apollonius’s day (more likely unknown in Bronze Age Colchis, and
certainly unattested for that period). The Mediterranean Sea from the Bronze Age onward was
well-trafficked, and the best sailing channels, then as now, were commonly known (Arnaud
2005).

This talk will explore more deeply how Greek and Roman mariners collected and
employed maritime data, how this data was transmitted and displayed, and to what extent

nautical charts — either textual or pictorial — existed.
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