
A Mystery Resolved 

Lacaille’s map of the Cape of Good Hope

by Roger Stewart

Abbé Nicolas-Louis de La Caille (1713-
1762) was a diligent French scientist,
famous for his expertise in mathematics
and his contributions to astronomy,

geodetic surveys and maps of the Cape of Good
Hope and Mauritius. He was born at Rumigny in
the Ardennes and studied theology in Paris but
after taking Dean’s orders decided to concentrate
on science under the patronage of Jacques Cassini.
He is also known for his land surveys in France,
Southern Africa and Mauritius. A crater on the
Moon is named after him. 

In October 1750, with a directive from the
King, Lacaille left France for the Cape of Good
Hope in Southern Africa1. He made a brief visit to
Rio De Janeiro en route before arriving at the
Cape in April 1751. Here he completed a number
of projects in astronomy and geography, one of
which was the measurement of the arc of the
meridian at Cape Town. His first map of The
Cape, engraved by John Ingram, illustrated an
article by Lacaille on his geodetic work there.
Surprisingly, the result implied that the Earth was
pear-shaped! In March 1753, he left the Cape for
Mauritius where he conducted extensive
triangulation surveys. On the bicentenary of his
arrival, Mauritius issued a commemorative stamp
(Fig.1) and also published the Atlas souvenir de
l'abbé de la Caille (edited by L. Arbey; Port Louis,
Mauritius Government Press, 1953).

In June 1754, Lacaille returned to Paris where
he died in 1762 of uncertain cause.  

Lacaille’s 1763 Map 
In 1763, one year after his death, Lacaille’s diary,
written while he was at the Cape, was published as
Journal historique du voyage fait au Cap de Bonne-
Espérance par feu M. l'abbé de La Caille (Paris, chez
Guillyn). It included the small ‘Carte du Cap de
Bonne Esperance et de ses Environs’, which was
engraved by M. Dupin1 (See Fig.2). The map,
which displays the triangles used in his
measurements and calculations to determine the
arc of the meridian at the Cape, includes a tiny,
crude prospect of Cape Town, with the
inscription Vue de la Ville du Cap coté du Midi.
According to Tooley2, the view of Cape Town is

from the south; however, the view is towards the
south, from Table Bay. Apparently, Dupin also
sold a larger format version of this map privately1

but I have not been able to locate a copy. 
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Fig. 1 
The commemorative
stamp from
Mauritius.

Fig. 2 (below)
The Dupin (2nd
state) engraving of
Lacaille’s map
(13cm X 15.5cm) in
Atlas Universel
(Etienne Philippe de
Prétot, 1787).
(Taken from
Tooley)2.
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The First State of Lacaille’s Map.
An earlier publication of Lacaille’s map of the
Cape of Good Hope could explain derivative
maps that appeared before the publication of the
Journal historique (see Table 1). Major Raven-Hart,
who translated and edited this work, described it
as a “complete mess like many books put together

after the author’s death”1. In his book, Raven-
Hart included relevant extracts from an article by
Lacaille that appeared in the Mémoires de l’Académie
Royale des Sciences3. Raven-Hart included in his
book a copy of the 1763 Dupin map, but he did
not refer to a map in the article. 

A helpful archivist at the Institut de France
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Fig. 3 
The Ingram

engraving (First
state) of Lacaille’s
map published in

1755, from the
Histoire de
l’Académie
Royale des

Sciences, 1751
version.
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examined Lacaille’s article in the Mémoires and
found a map in it engraved by John Ingram (Fig.
3), a resident engraver at the Académie in 1754
and 1755. This is the first state of Lacaille’s map of
the Cape of Good Hope.

Vernon Forbes, an historian of the Cape,
“completed certain notes” in the book because
Raven-Hart died before he could complete his
edited translation of Journal historique. Forbes made
no mention of a map in the Mémoires. Soon after my
discovery of the first state of Lacaille’s map, by
chance I came across the following revelation in a
book by Forbes4. In a chapter on John Masson, the
Kew plant collector, Forbes wrote: “… de la Caille’s
much more accurate map appeared first in Mémoires
de l'Académie royales des sciences, 1751 (published in
1755) …and was reprinted in his book,
posthumously published in 1763”. Forbes was
correct that Lacaille’s map of the Cape of Good
Hope was first published in 1755 by the Académie
Royale des Sciences. However, the map published
in 1763, in the Journal historique, was not a reprint of
the 1755 map; it was a new engraving.

The article and its first state of the Lacaille map
have a confusing history1,6. In 1751 and 1752,
Lacaille conducted his geodetic work at the Cape,
the triangles of which are recorded in his map. In
March 1753, while still at the Cape, he completed
his manuscript of the article for l’Académie. On
the 15th of November 1754, after his return from
Mauritius, Lacaille presented some of his findings
to the Académie Royale des Sciences in Paris. The
ensuing article appeared in the 1751 edition of the
Histoire de l’Académie Royale des Sciences6, which
was not published until 1755 (see Fig. 4 right).

There are other twists in the story of Lacaille’s
map. Tooley attributes the 1787 map to M. Philippe
(see Fig. 2)2; but he did not provide the name of the
publication in which the map appeared. The map is
identical to Norwich’s map number 2205; Norwich
correctly attributes the map to Nicolas de La Caille
but, incorrectly, gives 1752 as the publication date of
the map in the Journal historique. 

Who was M. Philippe and in what book or
atlas was the map published? M. Philippe was
Étienne André Philippe de Prétot, a royal censor
and historian at the Académie Royale des
Sciences. In 1787, his Atlas Universel was published
in Paris by Nyon, the Elder. A reference specialist
at the Library of Congress in Washington
examined the Atlas Universel [Call number:
G1015.P5 1787 (G&M Vault)] and confirmed that
the map is plate number 111 in the atlas - see top
right hand corner in Fig. 2. 

But why is the map in Atlas Universel identical
to the map in Journal historique? In 1776, Nyon the
Elder published the second edition of Lacaille’s

Journal… (title page in Fig.1). According to
Raven-Hart1, the first and second editions of
Journal historique are “identical, with all the errors
preserved”. Presumably, Nyon acquired the plate
of the map from the Guillyn family firm, which
published the first edition of the Journal and with
which he had been in business, as Nyon et

Fig. 4 
The title page of the
Histoire de
l'Académie
Royales des
Sciences.  Note the
difference in dates
between the volume
(M. DCCLI) and
publication 
(M. DCCLV).

1st state 2nd state

Engraver John Ingram M. Dupin

Date of publication 1755 1763 (2nd edition 1776)

Publication
Histoire de l'Académie Royales des

Sciences.

Journal historique du voyage fait au
Cap de Bonne-Espérance par feu M.

l'abbé de La Caille

Publisher l'Académie Royales des Sciences Chez Guillyn (Nyon, the Elder)

Title of map
CARTE du Cap de Bonne Esperance

et des ses Environs. 1752.
CARTE du Cap de Bonne Esperance et

des ses Environs

Cartouche On the right of the map On the left of the map

Prospect of Cape
Town

No Yes

Base line Base Base

Dassen Island Dassen Eyland Daßen Eyland

Babylonsche Toren Below and to the right of Bottelary Above and to the right of Bottelary

Top right, outside
neatline

Mem. de l‘Ac. R. des Sc. 1751. Pag.
456. Pl 24 No III (only in Atlas Universel)

Engraver's signature
Outside neatline at bottom left:

J Ingram Sculp.
No signature

Table 1 (below)
Differences between
the two states of
Lacaille’s maps of
the Cape of Good
Hope.
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Guillyn. Nyon must have used the same plate for
both the second edition of Lacaille’s Journal (1776)
and for Philippe de Prétot’s Atlas Universel (1787).

Lacaille’s map includes the triangles he used in
his measurements and calculations of the arc of the
meridian at the Cape. Despite his meticulous
work, the length of the arc was too long. The
source of Lacaille’s error was determined more
than a century later by Sir Thomas Maclear, who
followed up a suggestion from Sir George Everest,
a land surveyor with extensive survey experience
in the Himalayas. Some French scientists of the
period apparently did not agree with the Newton’s

law of gravitational forces between bodies with
mass. Lacaille ignored the effect of these forces
between the plumb bob on his instruments and
the mountains displayed on his map, close to
which he made a number of measurements6, 7.
This resulted in small errors in some of his
geodetic measurements. Consequently, Lacaille’s
Earth became pear-shaped. This created
temporary concern for the scientists at the
Académie Royales des Sciences who eventually
defined the metre as one ten millionth of the
terrestrial meridian through Paris between the
North Pole and the Equator. 
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Title Publication Author Engraver Publisher Place Date
Lacaille J Ingram Paris 1755CARTE du Cap de Bonne

Espérance. et de ses

Environs. 1752  

Vol 1751: Histoire et

Mémoires de l'Académie

royales des sciences

Académie royales

des sciences

Lacaille M.Dupin Guillyn Paris 1763CARTE du Cap de Bonne

Espérance et de ses

Environs.  

Journal historique du

voyage fait au Cap de

Bonne-Espérance

Lacaille M.Dupin Paris 1776CARTE du Cap de Bonne

Espérance et de ses

Environs.  

Journal historique du

voyage fait au Cap de

Bonne-Espérance

Nyon the elder

M.Dupin Paris 1787CARTE du Cap de Bonne

Espérance et de ses

Environs.  

Atlas universel pour l'etude

de la geographie et de

l'histoire ancienne et

moderne

Philippe de

Prétot

Nyon the elder

Gentleman's Magazine S. Urban (Ed) J Gibson London 1755A MAP of the CAPE OF

GOOD HOPE and the

country adjacent. 1752

D. Henry & R.

Cave

I Tirion ? I Tirion Amsterdam 1763NIEUWE KAART van der

KAAP DER GOEDE HOPE

was “Volgens de

Afmeetingen van den Abt

DE LA CAILLE in 1752

Hedendaagse Historie of

Tegenvoordige Staat van

Afrika; Nieuwe en

Beknopte Handatlas

Atlas Moderne J. Janvier Lattré Janvier Snr Paris 1769

Atlas Universel Santini Venice 1778

CARTE PARTICULAIRE

DU CAP DE BONNE

ESPERANCE et de ses

Environs Dressée par M.

l’Abbe de la Caille Atlas Universel Delamarche Paris 1818

Le Neptune oriental G de la Haye Demonville; Paris 1775

Malassis Brest

PLAN DU CAP DE

BONNE-ESPERANCE ET

DE SES ENVIRONS Levé

géométrique en 1752 par

Mr. de ***.

Après de

Mannevillette

''The Political Magazine'' ? J Lodge John Bew London 1781A map and chart o f the

Cape of Good Hope

R. Bonne G. André R. Bonne Paris 1780CARTE DU CANAL DE

MOSAMBIQUE …depuis

le Cap de Bonne Espérance

Atlas Maritime; Atlas

Geographique... à L'Histoire

The DUTCH COLONY OF

THE CAPE OF GOOD

HOPE

Faden’s Atlas L.S.D. de la

Rochette

W. Palmer W. Faden London 1782

Carte de l'Arc du Merien

mesure au Cap de Bonne

Esperance par Mons. de la

Caille.

? ? F.G. Berger ? ? ?

Carte du cap de Bonne

Esperance

Mem. Astro. Soc. Vol. I

paper XXI pp. 255-270

G Everest C.J.

Hullmandell

(lithographer)

Astronomy

Society

London 1822

CARTE du Cap de Bonne

Espérance et de ses

Environs.  Par M. l’Abbe de

la Caille. 1752

? ? ? South African

Astronomical

Observatory

? ?

Table 2 
The Lacaille and

some derivative
maps.
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A Summary of the History of Lacaille’s Map
of the Cape of Good Hope
• In 1751 and 1752 Lacaille made geodetic
measurements at the Cape of Good Hope.
• Between November 1752 and February 1753
Lacaille spent time “editing my observations and
in making copies for sending to the Academy”1. 
• On the 15th of November of 1754, Lacaille read
a paper to the Académie Royales des Sciences in
Paris on the astronomy and the arc of the meridian
at the Cape. 
• The ensuing article appeared in the 1751 volume of
the Histoire (é) de l'Académie Royales des Sciences. This
volume was published in 1755. The article included
“Carte du Cap de Bonne Esperance et de ses Environs
1752”, which displayed his geodetic triangles. This is
the first state of Lacaille’s map of the Cape. The map
was engraved and signed by John Ingram.
• In 1763, one year after Lacaille died, chez
Guillyn published the first edition of his Journal
historique in Paris. The Journal included the second
state of Lacaille’s map; The map was engraved but
not signed by M. Dupin.
• In 1776, Nyon the Elder published the second
edition of the Journal historique. For the map, Nyon
used the Guillyn plate, which he must have
acquired from the family firm, with which he had
been in business (as Nyon et Guillyn);
• In 1787, Nyon used the same plate for Lacaille’s
map in Atlas Universel by Philippe de Prétot.
• Numerous maps by other cartographers are derived
from Lacaille’s map of the Cape of Good Hope.
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Note: The Institut de France now incorporates l’Académie
Royales des Sciences. It is located in the building that housed
the Mazarin College where Lacaille had been a professor of
Mathematics after his return from the Cape.  
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