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South America is a continent located in the Western Hemisphere, mostly in the Southern 
Hemisphere, with a relatively small portion in the Northern Hemisphere. It may also be 
considered a subcontinent of the Americas, which is how it is viewed in the Spanish and 
Portuguese-speaking regions of the Americas. It is bordered on the west by the Pacific 
Ocean and on the north and east by the Atlantic Ocean; North America and the 
Caribbean Sea lie to the northwest. Today it includes twelve sovereign states (Argentina, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname, Uruguay, 
and Venezuela), a part of France (French Guiana), and a non-sovereign area (the 
Falkland Islands, a British Overseas Territory though this is disputed by Argentina). In 
addition to this, the ABC islands of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, Trinidad and 
Tobago, and Panama may also be considered part of South America. 

 South America has an area of 
17,840,000 square kilometers (6,890,000 sq mi), 
ranking fourth in area (after Asia, Africa, and 
North America). The geography of western 
South America is dominated by the Andes 
mountains; in contrast, the eastern part 
contains both highland regions and large 
lowlands where rivers such as the Amazon, 
Orinoco, and Paraná flow. Most of the 
continent lies in the tropics. 
  The mapping of South America begins 
with voyages of Christopher Columbus, 
followed rapidly by the many expeditions by 
Spain and Portugal. However, one researcher 
has presented a pre-Columbian map that he 
says displays South America (see below). 

Unlike North America, South America in the early 16th century was generally viewed as 
a separate landmass from Asia, although not always (see my monograph entitled “When 
America was part of Asia for 270 years”). Over the next 200+ years the cartographic shape 
of South America evolved. The north and east coasts were explored thoroughly 
beginning with Columbus who entered the Gulf of Paria in Venezuela and planted the 
Spanish flag in South America on August 1, 1498. From there he explored the Orinoco 
River of Venezuela. In 1499, Vincente Pinzon sailed to the Brazilian coast (at a cape he 
named Santa María de la Consolación). From there, he sailed northwest to the Amazon 
River, whose mouth he explored. He sailed north to northeastern Venezuela (to the Gulf 
of Paria) and then returned to Spain. On April 22, 1500, Pedro Alveres Cabral sighted 
Brazil, claiming it for Portugal and naming it the Island of the True Cross. King Manuel 
later renamed this land Holy Cross; it was later renamed Brazil, after a kind of dyewood 
found there, called pau-brasil. Cabral stayed in Brazil for 10 days and then continued on 
his way to India. On his first expedition (sailing for Spain, 1499-1500), Amerigo Vespucci 
was the navigator under the command of Alonso de Ojeda. On this trip, Ojeda and 
Vespucci discovered the mouth of the Amazon and Orinoco Rivers in South America, 
thinking it was part of Asia. On his second expedition (sailing for Portugal, 1501-02) he 
mapped some of the eastern coast of South America, and came to realize that it not part 
of Asia, but a New World. Ferdinand Magellan was a Portuguese explorer who led the 
first expedition that sailed around the Earth (1519-1522). Magellan also named the 
Pacific Ocean (the name means that it is a calm, peaceful ocean). 
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 In 1494, Portugal and Spain, the two great maritime European powers of that 
time, on the expectation of new lands being discovered in the west, signed the Treaty of 
Tordesillas, by which they agreed, with the support of the Pope, that all the land outside 
Europe should be an exclusive duopoly between the two countries. The treaty 
established an imaginary line along a north-south meridian 370 leagues west of the Cape 
Verde Islands, roughly 46° 37' W. In terms of the treaty, all land to the west of the line 
(known to comprise most of South American) would belong to Spain, and all land to the 
east, to Portugal. As accurate measurements of longitude were impossible at that time, 
the line was not strictly enforced, resulting in a Portuguese expansion of Brazil across 
the meridian. 
 The west coast of South America was explored much later in the 16th century. 
The Francisco Pizarro expedition in 1532-3 that	 traveled through much of the Pacific 
coast of South America along present-day Peru where he “discovered” the Incan empire. 
The Englishman Sir Francis Drake led the second expedition to sail around the world in 
a voyage lasting from 1577 to 1580 which explored both the east and west coasts of 
South America. 
 Like all of the other “new discovery areas” (Africa, Asia. North America), 
knowledge of the interior of South America was slow to develop and therefore the 
unexplored areas of South America were often populated with imaginary natural 
features (mountains, rivers, etc.) and exotic animals and indigenous people. 
 During the early days of exploration the continent went through a variety of 
place names before settling on “South America”: Mondo Novo [New World], Terre Sancte 
Crucis [Land of the Holy Cross], America, Espirito Santo, Parias, Santa Cruz, Terra Incognita, 
America Peruana, Tierra del Brazil, La terra dagli Papaga [Parrots’ Land], and Vera Cruz. 
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This map by the Venetian cartographer, Albertin de Virga, shows Marco Polo’s “Southern 

Continent” southeast of Asia. The island-continent is called “Ca-paru” or Great India. The map 
was made between 1410 and 1414. It was not until more than a century later that Francisco 

Pizarro, a Spaniard, finally reached Peru. He arrived at the shores of a southern mainland that 
was already named “Peru.” According to Dr. Thompson it was already included on Chinese, 
Venetian, and Portuguese maps. Western historians have given Pizarro credit for discovering 

Peru—even though it was already discovered and mapped by somebody else. This is from a theory 
by a researcher at the University of Hawaii, Gunnar Thompson. Thompson, a psychologist who 
serves as director of the Multicultural Discovery Project at the University of Hawaii, supposes 
that de Virga lacked precedents for expressing medieval European surveys of the Americas on a 
planisphere and thus depicted the New World in an odd configuration — to the north and west. 
He contends that the continent labeled Norveca represents America’s east coast from Labrador to 
Florida, that the land northeast of Norway is Venezuela and Brazil, and that the island situated 
southeast of Asia delineates the coast of Peru. De Virga’s African outline is startlingly advanced 
compared with the works of his European contemporaries. It would another 80+ years before the 

Portuguese circumnavigated Africa.  De Virga appears to have had an unusual ability to 
calculate shapes and distances on the basis of second-hand information provided to him, most 
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likely by sailors probing the African coasts and from reports by merchants familiar with the 
trans-Saharan gold route. 

 
A sketch of the northern section of de Virga’s world map reveals the legacy of a survey by 

Nicholas of Lynn, according to Gunnar Thompson. He suggests that most of the lands identified 
as “Polar Regions” correspond to territories near or beyond the Magnetic North Pole: 1) 

Greenland; 2) Baffinland; 3) Ginnungagap or Hudson Strait; 4) Labrador; 5) Newfoundland; 6) 
St. Lawrence River and Gaspe Peninsula; 7) Nova Scotia or Norumbega; 8) Cape Cod; 9) 

Chesapeake Bay; 10) Florida and the Antilles; 11) Gulf of Mexico; 12) Venezuela; 13) Amazon 
River; and 14) Brazil. (see monograph #240) 
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The Western Hemisphere portion of Juan de la Cosa’s 1500 world map 

 
The earliest map that displays any portion of South America is the portolan manuscript 
map by Juan de la Cosa in 1500 (see monograph #305). The strangest feature of the Cosa 
map is its grotesque representation of Brazil south of the equator. This was excusable in 
1500, but by 1508 Amerigo Vespucci was pilot-major of Spain and his great voyage from 
5° S to 42° S would have been available for La Cosa to correct his outlines of South 
America. Therefore there is no cause to doubt that the Cosa map was compiled in 1500. 
La Cosa returned to Spain with Alonso de Ojeda [Hojeda] in July 1500 and left again 
with Bastidas for Colombia in October of that year, which means that the map was 
drawn between these months. From 1499 to 1500, La Cosa took part in voyages of 
discovery by Alonso de Ojeda (1471-1515), of Amerigo Vespucci (1451-1512) and Vicente 
Yanez Pinzón (ca 1461-ca 1524). With others he signed the famous affidavit, demanded 
by Columbus, that he believed Cuba to be a part of the mainland of Asia. In 1499, he was 
chief pilot of Ojeda’s expedition along the northern coast of South America. On this 
voyage, he was associated with Amerigo Vespucci. Upon his return from this expedition 
in 1500, he made his famous marine chart for Ferdinand and Isabella. 
 What is shown of South America also suggests that it is probably a continental 
landmass.  But note that the landmass is extremely large compared to the amount of 
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exploration that had been conducted to date. Many place names are indicated on the 
northern and eastern coastlines, but the large interior portion in devoid of any detail. Off 
the coast of Brazil, the island with the legend, Ysla descubierta por portugal [Island 
discovered for Portugal], refers to the fact that on January 28, 1500, approximately two 
months after his departure from Palos, Vicente Pinzón finally located the promontory 
extreme eastern Southern Hemisphere and indicates La Cosa’s belief concerning the 
location of the land discovered by Cabral in 1500. He called it Santa Maria de la 
Consolacion and took possession for the Spanish crown. This event took place three 
months before the same site is seen by the explorer Portuguese Pedro Alvares Cabral (ca 
1467-1520) during his journey to India via the Cape of Good Hope. The news of this 
discovery was probably brought to Spain while La Cosa was still working on his map. 
On the coast of the mainland farther north is the legend: Este cavo se descubrio en año de 
mily IIII XCIX por Castilla syendo descubridor vicenttians. [This cape was discovered in the 
year 1499 for Castile, Vicente Yañez being the discoverer thereof.] This refers to the 
discovery made by the Spaniard, Vicente Yañez Pinzon, January 20, 1500 (1499 old 
style), three months before the Portuguese Cabral sighted the same coast on his way to 
India via the Cape of Good Hope. Mar Dulce commemorates the current of fresh water at 
the mouth of the Orinoco River seen by La Cosa far out to sea when he was with 
Columbus on his second voyage. Costa de perlas, or the Pearl Coast, on the northern coast 
of South America, was first discovered by Columbus on his third voyage in 1498 and 
had been visited again by La Cosa, with Ojeda and Vespucci, in 1499. 

The liña meridional, which crosses the extreme east of Brazil, is the line fixed in 
1494 by the Treaty of Tordesillas, dividing the territories between Spain and Portugal. It 
is now the meridian 49° W of Greenwich. 
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 One of the three maplets, or map sketches, attributed to Bartholomew Columbus showing the 
new discoveries “attached to Asia”, also shown is western Africa and the Straits of Gibraltar. 

Here South America is labeled Mondo Novo #304 
 

 One of the other earliest maps of South America was that initiated by 
Bartolommeo Columbus and Alessandro Zorzi in 1503/1522 (see monograph #304). 
Christopher Columbus was marooned in Jamaica for almost one year during his fourth 
voyage. From there on July 7, 1503, he wrote a letter to King Ferdinand, reporting on his 
exploration of Nicaragua and Panama. A copy of the letter was brought to Rome in 1506 
by Columbus’s brother, Bartholomew [a.k.a. Bartolommeo], who had accompanied the 
Admiral on this final voyage. Bartholomew was seeking the Pope’s support to persuade 
the King of Spain to grant a commission for colonizing and Christianizing the Central 
American coast. 
 Alessandro Zorzi, a Venetian who gathered accounts of explorers and travelers, 
was in Rome when Bartholomew arrived. Zorzi, assisted by Bartholomew, embellished 
an Italian translation of Columbus’ letter with these three sketch maps. They appear as 
marginal illustrations and together comprise an equatorial zone map of the world. These 
surviving examples were included in a geographical manuscript written by Zorzi about 
1522. The source of the delineation was a 1503 Christopher Columbus chart of Central 
America. That chart, now lost, had been with Bartholomew in 1506 and was reportedly 
seen by the contemporary historian, Peter Martyr, in 1513-16. Columbus’ letter, in which 
he uses the phrase Mondo Novo, and the map here reproduced, were unknown to his 
contemporaries 
 Places Columbus visited along the Honduran coast on his third and fourth 
voyages are recorded on the first section as if they were on an Asian coastline west of the 
West Indies but attached to South America. South America is called by Columbus Mondo 
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Novo  [The New World], a term generally credited to Vespucci. The shape of the 
coastline reflects the explorations of Columbus in 1498 and Ojeda in 1499. Among the 
few recorded place-names, “the Sea of Fresh Water” designates the mouth of the Orinoco. 



The	Evolution	of	South	America	in	Early	Maps	

	 9	

 

 
South America in the Cantino world map, 1502  

 
On this Cantino world map the American coastline remains fragmentary, because up to 
this time probes had been made only to the West Indies, Nova Scotia-Newfoundland, 
part of the South American coast, and possibly Florida. Portions of this explored area 
were recorded, but gaps in the coastline were not filled in until further explorations. 
Note the detail on the northern and eastern coast and the absence of the southern and 
western coasts. Parrots became a standard feature on maps of South America. Note that 
the cartographer limited his depiction of South America to the northern and eastern 
coastlines because nothing was known of the interior or the western and southern extent 
of the landmass. (see monograph #306) 
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South America on the Caveri [Canerio] world map, 1502-05 by Nicolo Caveri [Canerio] 

 
The Caveri and the Cantino maps show similar contours for most parts of the world. In 
South America, particularly on the Brazilian coast, Caveri includes new place-names 
reported by two Portuguese expeditions. The first, in 1501-02, included Amerigo 
Vespucci; the second, commanded by Fernando de Noronha in 1503-04, attempted to 
establish a trading post in Rio de Janeiro Bay. Since Caveri had information from these 
voyages, the map probably dates from 1505. Also on these two similar maps, it is to be 
observed that the two mapmakers intended to convey a belief that the two continents of 
North and South America formed a grand division of the earth, separated as they were 
from both Europe and Asia. There are colorful parrots also shown in South America. 
Again, note that the Caveri limited his depiction of South America to the northern and 
eastern coastlines because nothing was known of the interior or the western and 
southern extent of the landmass. 
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South America on the world map by Giovanni Matteo Contarini & Francesco Roselli, 1506 
With Zimpangu [Japan], Terra di Cuba ] and the Portuguese discovery of Newfoundland 

attached to Cathay [Asia] 
 

On Contarini’s map present-day South America is separated from North America by a 
wide strait but its northern coast is plotted in detail, based on the discoveries of 
Columbus in 1498 and Amerigo Vespucci in 1499-1500. The eastern coast is continued 
southwards to the Rio de Cananor at 30° S, and it is noted that exploration has extended 
to 50° S latitude, a reflection of Amerigo Vespucci’s voyage of 1501.To the southwest and 
southeast undiscovered land extends to the map’s limits. Fifty degrees of longitude east 
of Asia, and on the Tropic of Cancer, appears Zimpangu, [Japan] which is stated to be 
identical with Hispaniola. Between Zimpangu and the west African coast, the discoveries 
of Columbus and the Spaniards are inserted, the group of islands, Terra de Cuba, Insula 
Hispaniola, etc., with no suggestion of a North American continent, and the northeast 
coast of South America as discovered by Columbus on his third voyage and his Spanish 
successors. The representation here of Terra S. Crucis [Land of the Holy Cross] shows 
Spanish influences.  The inscription off the southeast coast: reads (in translation): This is 
that land named Santa Cruz which was lately [discovered] by the most noble lord Pedro Alvares 
of the illustrious stock of the most serene King of Portugal in 1499.  This landmass ends 
abruptly at the border of the map, the Antipodean region. Note the detail and place 
names on the northern and eastern coasts and the lack of any knowledge or detail on the 
western coast, the blank interior and an undisclosed southern coastline. On the north 
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coast of South America, which Columbus called the “Pearl Coast,” is the legend: This is 
the gulf in which the Spaniards found very many pearls, and along this coast lions, swine, stags, 
and other kinds of animals. An interesting feature is that a conventional western coastline 
has been given to this southern landmass. For South America the coastline is shown 
from de lisleo [San Lorenzo, on the Gulf of Maracaibo, to the mouth of the Rio de la aues 
[Orinoco River], and, after a gap, from the southern coast is identified as Terra Sancte 
Crucis [Cape San Roque to Rio Cananea], matching the information provided by 
Vespucci’s expedition of 1501–1502. An inscription and a representation in South 
America register the local phenomenon of cannibalism, also reported by Vespucci. The 
“banderole” [i.e., small banner] and pictorial elements furnish information on place 
names, the products from the region, its parrots and hawks, and the cannibalism 
supposedly practiced there. (see monograph #308) 
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The Kuntsmann II (a.k.a. The Four Finger) World Map, 1502-06 showing South America 

 
Coincidentally, in South America of the pole-to-pole Tordesillas Line with the cannibal’s 
spit (shown below – right) to the whole issue of the expansion of the faith; teaching 
Christianity also meant spreading civilization. In the papal bull Inter caetera issued on 
May 3, 1493, the pope encouraged the Spanish kings to send missionaries to the new 
lands to teach both the Catholic faith and good customs: the monstrous practice of 
cannibalism portrayed on the map (not far from 
the inscription Terra Sanctae Crucis) was a potent 
reminder of the importance of such a task, 
confirmed in 1504 by Queen Isabella. A legend 
in South America on the Kunstmann II map 
refers to the presence of parrots there also. Both 
legends and pictures refer to cannibalism. 
Interestingly, the earliest accounts of the 
exploration associated parrots and parrot-eating 
with cannibalism.  (see monograph #309) 
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South America on a colorized facsimile of Martin Waldseemüller’s 1507 world map 

 
This map’s greatest claim to immortality is contained in the simple word of seven letters, 
America, the earliest known use of that name to describe the newly found fourth part of 
the world, placed on the southern continent (present-day South America) of the world 
map only by Waldseemüller. It is curious to note that while the name America appeared 
on the new continent (South America) of the new hemisphere on the world map, 
Waldseemüller did not choose to use it on the small inset map of the Western 
Hemisphere, where South America is labeled Terra Incognita.  As will be seen, 
Waldseemüller’s dedication to the name America was hardly unwavering, for in addition 
to this aforementioned apparent contradiction, his latter maps of 1513 and 1516 (#321) 
appeared without his prophetic name of America. 

At the mouth of the Orinoco River is the following: All this is sweet water, a 
statement based upon the well-known story of Columbus’ discovery of the fresh water of the 
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Orinoco River (there is the same reference found on the Bartholomew Columbus map 
(#304) which has Mar de aqua dolce [Sea of sweet water] along the northeastern shores of 
South America). 

In extending the South American coast to 50º S (high-lighted by the implantation 
of a Portuguese flag), Waldseemüller avoids committing himself as to the possibility of a 
passage by sea around this new continent by continuing its land to the edge of, and 
actually into, the map frame (compare this abrupt treatment with his depiction of Africa, 
where he is willing to go outside of the preset form of his map frame in order to 
accommodate the full extension of the continent and thus substantiate the Portuguese 
proof of a passage to the Far East). 

The substantive advancement in geographical concepts found in the 1507 map, 
i.e., the separation of the new discoveries from Asia, the graphic confirmation of a new 
hemisphere, the suggestion of the Pacific Ocean, and the fortuitous accuracy of South 
America, to say nothing of his proposal of a new name befitting the newly discovered 
fourth part; are all absent from the two maps designed by Waldseemüller just six years 
later, in 1513. As can be seen these later maps, Terra Incognita replaces America and it is 
placed up against a frame that avoids any speculation as to the size or shape of the new 
continent(s). Gone, however, is that mysterious strait that had separated North and 
South America on the 1507 map. Over to the left, on Tabula Terra Nove, apparently 
referring to the Pearl Coast and perhaps to Honduras, we read the surprising 
inscription: Hec terra cum adiacentib insulis inuenta est per Columbu ianuensem ex mandato 
Regis Castellae  [This land with the adjacent islands was discovered by Columbus of 
Genoa by order of the King of Castile]. A statement that is in obvious conflict with the 
thrust of both the graphic productions of 1507 (map and globe) and the text of Introductio 
Cosmographiæ - both prepared more or less as a testimony to Amerigo Vespucci. 

The mystery of the map, its definition of Florida (before it was discovered by the 
Spanish), the Pacific (before any man had officially seen it), the coast of South America 
(before anyone had officially sailed along it) and the use of the name The Western Ocean 
in the Pacific, all suggest that the Portuguese may have been more active west of the 
Tordesillas Treaty Line before 1505. Such information would have been kept secret by the 
Portuguese, and it is perhaps here in this map and his globe that the secrets were first 
drawn up for a wider audience, particularly since Vespucci’s allegiance to Portugal 
changed when he became a Spanish citizen. 

Waldseemüller’s representation of the Western Hemisphere would serve as a 
model for many other subsequent maps in the early 16th century, including Johannes 
Stobnicza in 1512 (#319), a series of world maps by Henricus Glareanus, 1513 (#328), The 
Tross Gores, 1514 by  Louis Boulengier (#324), the terrestrial globes in 1515, 1520, 1523 by 
Johannes Schöner (#328), the Ingolstadt/Nordenskiöld/Liechtenstein Globe Gores, 1527 
(#329), the world map by Peter Apianus [Pierre Apian], 1520 (#331), the Paris Green 
(Quirini) Globe (#342.1) and the The Brixen Globes [formerly known as the “Mounted 
Hauslab” Globe], 1522 (#333.2). 
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Inset map of the Western Hemisphere on Waldseemüller’s 1507 world map without 

“America”, instead “Terra Incognita”, and without the Central America strait 
 

 
                  The first use of the name “AMERICA:” as placed on South America 
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South America on Johannes Ruysch’s 1508 world map: Universalior Cogniti Orbis Tabula, Ex 

recentibus confecta observationibus, #313 
 
On Ruysch’s world map South America appears as a large and distinct continent 

labeled TERRA SANCTE CRUCIS. This “Land of the Holy Cross” also contains the term 
MUNDUS NOVUS, one of the first references to a “New World” on a printed map. 
South America is mapped through the Gulf of Venezuela, with the Guahira peninsula 
shown as an island (TAMARA QUA). No trace of Columbus’ fourth voyage (1502-03), in 
which he stumbled across Central America, is found on Ruysch’s map. On South 
America, a long inscription informs the viewer that this is the  

Land of the Holy Cross or the New World. This country, which is generally 
considered another continent, is inhabited in scattered settlements. The men and 
women go either entirely naked or adorned with interwoven fibers of wood [i.e., 
roots] and birds’ feathers of various colors. Many live in common: they have no 
religion and no king: they wage war among themselves continually. They devour 
flesh that of captives in war: they breathe so mild an air that they live to be over 
150 years: they are rarely sick, and then they are cured by roots or herbs only: 
lions are found here: serpents and other foul beasts. There are forests, mountains 
and rivers: there is the greatest abundance of pearls and gold. Brazilwood, 
otherwise called verzini, and cinnamon are exported hence by the Portuguese. 
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In this long inscription in the interior of Terra Sancte Crucis sive Mundus Novus 

Ruysch describes the inhabitants and natural products of the country following the 
letters of Vespucci and other sources. South America is depicted as a large continent. 
The name “America” had been suggested only the previous year by Waldseemüller 
(#310), and it is possible that Ruysch had not heard of the suggestion when he made his 
map or for some reason he did not care to follow it. We here obtain notices regarding 
exploring-voyages undertaken before 1508, of which no other information is met with in 
the history of geographical discovery. Below this inscription is another:   

Portuguese navigators have inspected this part of this land, and have sailed as far 
as the fiftieth degree of south latitude without seeing the southern limit of it. 

 
On the scroll on the unknown western coast of South America is the statement:   

As far as this Spanish navigators have come, and they have called this land, on 
account of its greatness, the New World.  Inasmuch as they have not wholly 
explored it nor surveyed it farther than the present termination, it must remain 
thus imperfectly delineated until it is known in what direction it extends. 
 
On the east coast of South America is the interesting name Abatia õniu sactoru, or 

All Saints Abbey.  This form, as well as that used by Waldseemüller, Omnium sanctorum 
abbatiam, is a corruption of the Portuguese inscription on the Cantino map: a baia de todos 
los sanctos, or the Bay of All Saints.  All maps made in northern Europe followed Ruysch 
in this error and all Spanish and Portuguese maps used the correct form and hence it has 
come about that the use of this name has become a means of classifying later maps.  The 
historian Henry Harrisse believed that this error took its origin in the Latin translation of 
the letters of Vespucci, who first saw and named this port.  It is known today as Abbadia. 

Ruysch’s CAPVT S. CRVCIS is the Cape St. Vincent of Vespucci’s third voyage 
(1501-02), hence the name of the mountains shown just inland by Ruysch. Vespucci said 
this cape lies eight degrees south of the equator (modern-day Recife), and that thence 
sailing southwest along the coast they encountered friendly Indians “gazing in wonder at 
us and at the great size of our ships.” Vespucci remarked that a few of the Indians, taken “to 
teach us their tongue,” volunteered to return to Portugal with them. At the southern end 
of South America another inscription states that the Portuguese had sailed as far south 
as 50°S latitude without seeing the southern limit of the land, possibly also a reference to 
Vespucci’s third voyage. On that voyage he claimed to have sailed so far south that 

 
the South Pole rose fifty-two degrees above the horizon, and we could no longer see the 
stars of the Great or the Lesser Bear [and] on the 7th of April, when the sun was near the 
end of Aires, we found that the night was fifteen hours long. 
 
The western bounds of the continent again remained entirely unknown. In 1507 

the Pacific, still simply the “Oriental” or “China” Sea, had never been sighted from the 
American side and had only been cursorily approached from the Asian side. Ruysch 
places a ribbon over the west coast of South America with an inscription stating that 

 
Thus far the Spanish sailors have come, and because of its magnitude they call it 
a new world, for indeed they have not seen the whole of it nor at this time have 
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they explored beyond this limit. Therefore this map is left incomplete for the 
present, since we do not know in which direction it trends. 
 
The Portuguese, of course, had also “come this far.” Their discovery of Brazil in 

1500 was significant because it was rich in trade potential and because it clearly lay on 
their side of the papal demarcation line. 

On South America’s northern coast is the GOLFO DE PAREAS that Columbus 
believed lay at the foothills of Paradise. Columbus reached this fancy when attempting to 
explain the variation of the North Star, noted by him near the Gulf of Paria. Columbus’ 
association of Paria with Paradise was reinforced by the fact that there he encountered 
four rivers emptying into the gulf, corresponding to the number of rivers commonly 
believed to flow from Paradise. Pierre D’Ailly had declared that there was “a fountain in 
the Terrestrial Paradise which waters the Garden of Delights and which flows out by four rivers,” 
and Columbus himself annotated his copy of the Imago Mundi with “Fons est in paradiso” 
[a fountain is in Paradise]. And such is how he construed what Peter Martyr described 
as “the outragious streames of the freshe waters,” being the Orinoco River’s discharge, 
“whiche soo violentlye isshewe owtt of the sayde govlfes and sbyne soo with the salte water, saule 
headlonge from the toppes of the sayde mountaynes.” 

With respect to the New World, the most notable innovation in Ruysch’s map is 
the representation of the western discoveries. It must be said that Ruysch’s depiction of 
the New World further south in the present Caribbean is rather confusing but his 
delineation of present day South America represents a great advance bringing to the 
printed map an accurate depiction of the coasts of what are today Venezuela and Brazil. 
Even the famous Admiral’s map in Martin Waldseemüller’s 1513 edition of Ptolemy (see 
#320) does not show so much detail of the Brazilian coast. There are other indications 
that Ruysch made use of Portuguese charts in making his map. The names on the coast 
of Venezuela are quite different from those on the La Cosa map. Ruysch adopts the 
Portuguese name, Terra Sancte Crucis [Land of the Holy Cross] for South America 
instead of Tierra del Brazil, the name used by the Spaniards. Moreover, if his mappamundi 
was based upon Spanish maps, the names which he inscribes on the sea-board of Brazil, 
for instance, would recall the nomenclature of Vicente Yanez Pinzon, or of Diego de 
Lepe, and not that of the Portuguese Pedro Alvarez Cabral. The famous Cape of the 
Holy Cross on which de la Cosa puts the legend: This cape was discovered in the year 1499 
[old style] for Castile, Vicente Yañez being the discoverer thereof, would not be called, on 
Ruysch’s map: not Caput S. Crvcis, but Cabo de Santa Maria de la Consolacion which is the 
name given to that cape by Pinzon on January 26, 1500, or Rostro Hermoso, as he also, if not de 
Lepe, named it. 

Ruysch’s delineations of the South American continent embrace likewise, the 
coasts of Venezuela and Honduras, which were discovered by Spanish navigators, who, 
of course, made maps of their discoveries. Yet it was not from these that he took his 
names and legends for that region. This is shown by the fact that none of his 
designations for the Honduras, Venezuela, and Guyana coasts are to be found among 
the fifty names inserted along those sea-boards by Juan de la Cosa (#305), who was one 
of the discoverers; nor even in the nomenclature of the Ribero map (#346) and other 
official quantity of cosmographers, who must have followed, in that respect, though it 
was twenty-five years later, the traditions of the Spanish school. 
    Another decisive proof of the Portuguese origin of Ruysch’s cartographical data 
is the legend which he has inscribed across the country bearing his twenty-eight South 



The	Evolution	of	South	America	in	Early	Maps	

	 20	

American names, viz.: Terra Sancte Crucis. No such designation as the “Land of the Holy 
Cross” was ever adopted in Spain for Brazil, or written on any map by the Spanish pilots 
or geographers of that time. It was originally given to those regions by Pedro Alvarez 
Cabral, when, on the 23rd of April, 1500, a landing was effected under the Portuguese 
flag on the coast of Brazil: “En las octavas de la pascua siguiente llego a una tierra que 
nuevamente descubrio, a la cual puso nombre de Santa Cruz,” [In the eight days of Easter next 
I came to a land newly discovered, which he named Santa Cruz] or, rather, if we follow 
a Portuguese original text discovered in the State Archives at Venice:  “e nas outavas de 
Pascoa seguyente cheguou a una terra que novamente descobrio, a que pos nome Santa”, as King 
Manoel wrote to Ferdinand and Isabella, July 29, 1501. But the Spaniards always, and 
justly, claimed to have discovered that country, as Pinzon had sighted and actually 
taken possession of the land situated by 8° 19’ S, three months before. They 
consequently never accepted its Lusitanian name, and invariably called that region 
Tierra del Brasil. The Portuguese, on the other hand, at once named it Terra Sancta Crucis, 
as is evidenced by the original documents above quoted, as well as by the King Hamy 
chart (#307.1), and particularly Kunstmann 2 (#309), where we read on a scroll:  Terra 
sancta crucis, while, on the mainland, there is a legend which begins thus:  Ista terra q. 
inuenta sunt positum est nomen terra sac eo quod in die sancte crucis inuenta est [This land the 
fact that the things are found in the day of the Holy Cross is the name of the land was 
found]. Popularly it was also called La terra dagli Papaga [Parrots’ Land], on account of 
those large and beautiful birds that Gaspar de Lemos brought to Portugal.  It was only at 
a later date that it was named Brazil, by reason of the large quantity of dye-wood found 
in that country. 

C. Glaciato on the eastern coast suggests the work of the Italian editor and Baia de 
Rockas shows the influence of English associations. The configuration of the continental 
land that corresponds with the northwestern region of the Cantino map is distorted in 
that map, but perfectly recognizable on Ruysch’s. However, Ruysch exhibits a 
geographical peculiarity that must be noted and explained. He depicts no island, 
whether named “Isabella” or otherwise, between that northern continent and Hispaniola.  
Such an omission, if interpreted strictly, would make of that land nothing but Cuba.  In 
reality, the absence of an island between the northwestern coast and Hispaniola must be 
ascribed either to an oversight, or to a late innovation introduced by that geographer 
upon his own responsibility. (see monograph #313) 
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A redrawing of the Lenox Globe (#314) 

 
In the New World representation on the Lenox globe, South America appears as a 

large island having three regional names, Mundus Novus, Terra Sanctae Crucis, and Terra 
de Brazil. In fact, the entire continent is laid down, though apart from the Lenox globe, no 
analogous representation is found before that of the Schöner globe of 1515 (#328). Like 
Martin Behaim’s famous large globe from 1492 (#258), the Lenox globe still shows only 
one ocean between Europe and Asia. Thus, in this respect, the small globe does not 
convey the awareness that there had to be a distinct second ocean (the Pacific) as the 
Waldseemüller map (#310) clearly does. Despite this fact, what makes the Lenox globe 
extremely important, indeed revolutionary, is that it depicts the continent of South 
America as a separate island-like continent. We can even detect the suggestion of a cone-
shape in the lower latitudes below the equator and a cape or water passage at the far 
southern end.  

There are profound implications of dating any globe or map depicting the entire 
continent of South America so many years before Magellan’s voyage of 1519-1522. There 
in fact are several other maps, globes, or globe gores - associated with the names 
Boulengier (#324), Green (#342), Hauslab-Leichtenstein (#310), Nordenskiold (#311), 
Stobnicza (#319), and the well-known globes and maps of Johannes Schöner (#328) from 
the 1515-1520 period - which show this continent having a strait or cape like the African 
continent and also having a distinctive “ice cream-cone” shape quite unlike Africa. 

In order to present the subject with clearness, it will be useful to state first, that 
the La Cosa map of 1500 (#305) exhibited the northern coast of South America, together 
with the eastern coast down to about 25° S. The 1508 Ruysch map (#313) also showed the 
eastern coast, but only down to 38° S.; while the Sylvanus map (#318), in the Ptolemy of 
1511, stopped at 35° S.; Stobnicza (#319), 1512, at 40° S.; the Ptolemy of 1513 at 39° S.: and 
the Margarita Philosophica of Gregory Ruysch, 1516, at 49° S. Nevertheless the Lenox globe 
gives all of South America, the drawing alone rendering it probable that the 
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draughtsman was not unacquainted with the configuration of Terra del Fuego. How, 
then, could the globe-maker have known that South America terminated in such a form 
near latitude 55° S? How, in fact, could he have known that it terminated at all, 
especially since sketches later than 1515, with one or two unimportant exceptions, 
represented Terra del Fuego as joined to a great continent, supposed to cover the entire 
region around the south pole? 

 
Detail of the Lenox globe drawing showing South America 

 
 The little essay Cosmographiae Introductio published to accompany 
Waldseemüller’s world map in 1507 (#310) and which names for the first time the New 
World as America in Vespucci’s honor, also describes the new continent in the southern 
hemisphere as being like an “enormous island in it that it is found to be surrounded on 
all sides by water”. In other words, it was not directly an extension of Asia. This total 
separation from Asia is exactly the cartographic projection we find on the Lenox globe. 
But how could anyone have come to that conclusion in 1507? On this point it may be 
observed that such a termination to South America was doubtless rendered probable by 
the argument from analogy. The ordinary observer must have perceived that the great 
bodies of land on the globe terminated towards the south in points. Good reasons also 
exist for believing that Africa was accepted as the “model” for South America. But it is 
by no means unreasonable to suppose that the termination of South America was known 
in 1510, even though its circumnavigation had apparently not been accomplished. As 
mentioned above, in 1508 it was recorded by Ruysch (#313), that navigators had reached 
50° S. On his map is found a Latin legend, translated as follows: Portuguese mariners 
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discovered this part of this territory, and proceeded as high as the fiftieth degree of South latitude, 
but without reaching its southern extremity. Alexander Humboldt (Examen Critique, II. 7) 
calls attention to the fact that in the fourteenth chapter of the work, in which the map of 
Ruysch appears, there is a separate statement, to the effect that the Portuguese had 
surveyed the coast of South America as far as 37° S, and that it was known as far as 50° S 
by report. Thus in 1508 there existed at Rome a general understanding of the coast to 
within about two degrees of the entrance to the Straits of Magellan. With such facts 
before him, Humboldt came to the conclusion that between the years 1500 and 1508 a 
succession of attempts were made by the Portuguese along the coast of South America, 
beginning at Porto Seguro in latitude 16° S. Vespucci is even credited with having gone 
to 52° S. Still the student is not justified, with such data, in declaring precisely how far 
the navigators knew the region by actual observation. The inference is that the 
navigators who passed along that region viewed the strait afterwards discovered by 
Magellan as an inlet, and that they learned from the natives the configuration of Terra 
del Fuego. Such information has been given to navigators in every part of the world. The 
French explorer Jacques Cartier in Canada knew of the Great Lakes from the aborigines. 
The Indians also drew rough sketches for Champlain in New England. The Hudson’s 
Bay Company possess at their House important sketches made by the Indians; while 
Balboa, called the “Discoverer of the Pacific” had the Pacific discovered for him by the 
Cacique of Zumaco, who, upon the arrival of the Spaniard in the Bay of Panama, figured 
for him the coasts of Quito, and described the riches of Peru. (Examtn Critique II. 13). 
Columbus on his fourth voyage learned of the existence of water beyond Darien. Parry 
and Ross had the coastlines of their charts extended for them by the Esquimaux. This 
was all that the Spanish and Portuguese navigators needed to have done for them by the 
natives of Terra del Fuego. 
 

 
Detail of the Lenox Globe showing South America and its three names 
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This is an astonishing pattern of cartographical evidence concerning South 
America prior to Magellan’s voyage in 1519. And this evidence should raise doubts and 
did in fact raise doubts among some late-19th century scholars such as De Costa, 
Nordenskiold, Varnhagen and Winsor concerning the conventional wisdom that 
everyone in Europe was in the dark prior to Magellan’s famous expedition. These 
scholars were not entirely convinced that these maps and globes (including especially 
the Lenox globe) were merely “provocative geographical cartoons” as Lawrence 
Bergreen claims in his book on Magellan’s famous voyage. 

The western coast of South America is drawn here, as in other maps that were 
constructed before the news of Magellan’s circumnavigation had arrived in Europe, 
probably not by direct observation but most likely by estimation. 

 

 
World map by Francesco Rosselli, 1508 
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1508 World map by Francesco Rosselli in the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, England 

Comparison with the Greenwich exemplar immediately reveals the greater number of changes 
 

As can be seen up to now, the outline shape of South America is not evolving in a linear 
or consistent fashion. The more accurate delineations by Waldseemüller in 1507, and the 
Lenox globe did not necessarily influence contemporary or later cartographers like 
Ruysch or Rosselli. Several reasons why there continued to be such diverse outline 
shapes of this continent was that one-off creations such as manuscript maps and globes 
obviously have extremely limited exposure/circulation. Another reason was the extreme 
secrecy that surrounded this type of strategic information. Even though if one compares 
these two world maps by Francesco Rosselli, produced at about the same time frame, it 
is clear that information about South America was very guarded. 
 On the Rosselli maps the West Indies are shown, with Cuba shown as an island, 
and below that is a South American continent labeled Mundus Novus on one of the maps 
and Terre S. Crucis on the other. Numerous unidentified large islands are shown of the 
southeastern coast. The Pacific was known to exist before Vasco Nunez de Balboa saw it, 
and Portuguese seafarers probably touched on its western fringes in their early voyages 
to South East Asia, but the ocean was effectively a closed book to Europeans, and 
Rosselli’s map was typical of its time in underestimating its extent - optimistically 
placing South America far too close to the riches of Asia. Maps such as the Rosselli maps 
were drawn for the rich and famous and were not intended for the purposes of 
navigation. 



The	Evolution	of	South	America	in	Early	Maps	

	 26	

 
Detail of South America on Roselli’s world map showing its close approximation to Asia. 

 

 
                   Tabula Terre Nove  (Admiral’s Map), 1513 by Martin Waldseemüller 
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Early mapmakers problems are often revealed by comparing treatment of the 
same area on different maps. For example, when Waldseemüller changed from the 
truncated, heart-shaped world that encompassed America in its western sector (#310) to 
this plane chart of the new discoveries in the “western ocean”, the latitudes of the West 
Indies became confused. In 1513, the Terre Nove was issued along with nineteen other 
modern maps in the most important 16th century edition of Ptolemy’s Geography. By then 
Waldseemüller had realized his earlier injustice in naming the entire region for Amerigo 
Vespucci while overlooking Columbus’ name. The word “America” was now deleted 
and a two-line commentary added just below the equator indicating that Columbus was 
the original discoverer, sailing in the name of the King of Spain. In the introduction to 
the volume, Waldseemüller identified “The Admiral” as the source of information for his 
delineation of the New World. During this period no other sea captain was called by 
that title.  Consequently, Terre Nove, with its Columbus information, is widely known as 
“The Admiral’s Map.”  The interior of South America was still totally unknown and thus 
marked in large letters Terra Ingonita.  But there was a reference to fresh water around 
the mouth of the Amazon River, pointing to the presence of the large river.  

The map shows a continuous coastline between North and South America, with 
the massive east-west coastline of South America being the map’s single largest feature, 
extending south to approximately the Rio de la Plata lies. 
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 South America on the “Chart of the Open Sea” by Piri Reis, 1520, displaying a cynocephalus 
(dog-headed man), a blemmya (man with his face on his chest) and new world animals. This map 

seems to show the southern continent extending eastward from the southern tip of South 
America, and in that land there is an illustration of a large serpent, and a legend which runs: 

“This country is barren. Everything is desolate and in ruins and it is said that large                                                                                               
these shores and these shores are said to be very hot.” Here the ends of the earth are a wasteland, 
which seems to have been inspired by ideas of the Torrid Zone. Note the long legends in South 

America. (see monograph #322) 
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The delineation of the coast of Brazil on the 1520 Piri Reis map is much more 
accurate than that of the Caribbean. The relationship and distance between South 
America and the West African coast, for example, is much more correct than on most 
European maps of the time - and the place names along the east coast of South America, 
clearly transliterated from Italian and Spanish names, are taken from accounts of the 
voyages of Amerigo Vespucci and others. 

The most striking topographical detail, and the one that has caused the most 
discussion, is the chain of mountains running through South America - the mountains 
which Charles Hapgood (Maps of the Ancient sea Kings) identified as the Andes. The 
rivers that issue from their base are obviously meant to be the Amazon, the Orinoco and 
the Rio Plata, and the animal with two horns standing on the mountains is Hapgood’s 
“llama”. Interestingly, though, the Piri Reis map is not the only early map - nor the first - 
to show mountains in the interior of South America. The Nicolo de Caveri map (#307), 
the Lenox Globe (#314) and the Martin Waldseemüller chart of 1507 (#310) all show the 
west coast of South America, though schematically drawn, and a chain of mountains 
adorned with trees. The Caveri map was drawn between 1502 and 1504, long before the 
western coast of South America had been explored. As there is a striking similarity 
between this map and the Piri Reis map, it is therefore possible that one of Piri Reis’ 
source maps was based on that of Caveri. 

The coastline of northeastern South America indicates that information came 
from Ojeda, Vespucci, or one of their companions. The Piri Reis map shows some 
legendary cephalopods, dog-headed figures, etc. taken from ancient and medieval 
sources.  However, it also displays a large number of real-life mammals for the first 
time, in South America, together with some snakes and the symbolic parrots.  The 
parrots are green with red beaks and long tails, sitting on all of the Caribbean islands 
and described as being of four kinds: white, red, green and black.  There are monkeys 
with long tails, a one-horned bovid, a two-horned spotted ungulate with a tusk, a six-
horned animal, which might possibly be one of the South American hollow toothed deer 
with much branched antlers, and an animal that might well represent a llama were it not 
for its horns.  A single carnivore, looking agile with its tail flourishing, resembles the 
very common South American martens or tayras (mustelids) but could, perhaps 
according to Wilma George (Animal and Maps), represent the larger, more frightening 
and, therefore, more written about jaguar. 

On an entry close to the picture of a ship drawn near the South American coast 
he summarizes all the information given in a map by Nikola di Juan who was 
shipwrecked there. In one of the notes on the Atlantic Ocean he mentions the Treaty of 
Tordesillas, and a certain line that divides the Spanish and the Portuguese possessions.  
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Modern identifications of features in South America on the Piri Reis map 

 
Some of the place names on the South American coast, like Santa Agostini, San 

Megali, San Francisco, Port Rali, Total Sante, Abrokiok, Cav Frio and Katenio show a close 
resemblance to their modern forms. All the principal rivers in South America are 
marked on the map, though the names are not written, it is remarkable that he should 
have shown the river La Plate on the map, when Pinzo and Juan de Solis passed by it 
and from all accounts, never even noticed it. Outside the parts relating to Columbus’ 
map, the scales in miles are astonishingly accurate. The land extends unimpeded to the 
west from the south of the Plate. Evidently this part of the map is drawn in accordance 
with the Ptolemaic idea of the world. 
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The Tross Gores, 1514, by Louis Boulengier  

AMERICA-NOVlTER·REPERTA is inscribed on South America (#324) 
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 Johannes Schöner’s 1515 Globe. South America contains the label “America” 

 
This 1515 globe’s most provocative feature, which has caused much discussion, 

is the unambiguous representation of a strait between the southern tip of South America 
and a partial southern continent under the name Brasiliæ regio.  Whether any expedition 
actually preceded that of Magellan in 1522 is still uncertain but a number of speculative 
possibilities are discussed by recent historians such as Peter Dickerson. 

As to the South American continent, it assumes the form of a triangle, the apex of 
which constitutes the northern shore of a nameless and narrow passage, which causes 
the Occidentis Oceanus to communicate with the Oceanus orientalis. Concerning that strait, 
it is necessary to call attention to the Copia der Newen Zeitung auss Presillg Landt, which 
was first printed at Augsburg, and contains this curious statement: 
 

Learn also that on the twelfth day of the month of October, a ship from Brazil has 
come here, owing to its being short of provisions.  The vessel had been equipped 
by Nono [sic pro Nuño] and Christopher de Haro, in partnership with other 
[merchants]. Two of those ships were intended to explore and describe the 
country of Brazil, with the permission of the King of Portugal. In fact, they have 
given a description of an extent of coasts, from six to seven hundred leagues, 
concerning which nothing was known before. 
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They reached the Cape of Good Hope, which is a point extending into the ocean, 
very similar to, Nort Assril [i.e., very similar to the point of Africa?], and one 
degree still further.  When they had attained the altitude of the fortieth degree, 
they found Brazil, which had a point extending into the sea. They have sailed 
around that point, and ascertained that the country lay, as in the south of Europe, 
entirely from east to west.  It is as if one crossed the Strait of Gibraltar to go east 
in ranging the coast of Barbary. 
 
After they had navigated for nearly sixty leagues to round the Cape, they again 
sighted the continent on the other side, and steered towards the northwest. But 
stormy weather [or a storm] prevented them from making any headway.  Driven 
away by the Tramontane, or north wind, they retraced their course, and returned 
to the country of Brazil. 
 

The historian Henry Harrisse discusses the above statement chiefly because it is 
the basis of the opinion entertained by several writers, that the great austral passage was 
known, and had been crossed before Magellan discovered the strait that bears his name. 
That description must have also prompted Schöner to adopt the pyramidal 
configuration that he imparted, so far back as 1515, to the termination of the South 
American continent. 

Dr. Wieser, in his very valuable disquisition on this important point of the 
history of maritime discovery, has shown by copious extracts from the Luculentissma 
descriptio and from the Copia der newen Zeitung, that Johannes Schöner had read and been 
influenced by the German tract. But there were doubtless other reasons for depicting the 
strait, for instance such as sprung from the a priori belief that the New World was 
separated from the Old by the Oceanus orientalis, and the cartographical necessity arising 
there from. Else, we would have to assume that the Hauslab-Liechtenstein globe gores 
(#310), the Lenox globe (#314) and the mappamundi of Stobnicza (#319), all of which give 
a similar pyramidal form to South America, also borrowed the notion from that or a 
similar account. What is certain, however, is the fact that Schöner has imagined from the 
Copia to call the alleged austral continent Brasilie Regio, and that he is the originator of 
the latter erroneous designation, which continued to mar so many maps of the 16th 
century.  
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The Johannes Schöner terrestrial manuscript globe, 1520, western Hemisphere 

Note BRASILIA INFERIOR, shown as a continent separate from AMERICA vel 
BRASILIA; that is, Brazil is placed on the map twice, indicating belief by Schoener that 

the new continent discovered by Amerigo Vespucci in 1500 was separate from that found 
by other discoverers, such as Columbus, Ojeda, Vincente Pinzon, de Lepe, Nino and 

Guerra, Bastidas, Cabral and de Lemos 
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Reproduction/drawing of Schöner’s 1533 “Weimar Globe” (from Harrisse) showing the 

“integration” of the new discoveries (America) with Asia, unlike his three previous globes that 
kept the continents separate 

 
 An interesting development here is the placement of CATIGARA (Kattigara) on 
the western coast of South America on the same location it occupied on Finé’s 1531 
mappamundi and on Schöner’s 1523 and 1533 globes. Kattigara or Cattigara was 
understood by the second century Alexandrian geographer Ptolemy to be a port and 
emporium on the eastern side of the Sinus Magnus [Great Gulf], the actual Gulf of 
Thailand. The 1507 Waldseemüller map (#310) shows Catigara in this location. Following 
the 1519-1521 circumnavigation of the world by the expedition led by Ferdinand 
Magellan and completed after his death in the Philippines by Sebastian de Juan 
Sebastián Elcano, Schöner identified the Pacific Ocean with Ptolemy’s Sinus Magnus, 
which he labeled on his 1523 globe, SINUS MAGNUS EOV[um] MARE DE SUR [the 
Great Gulf, Eastern Sea, South Sea]. The eastern side of the Sinus Magnus, which Schöner 
took to be the peninsula of India Superior (Indochina) where Cattigara was located, was 



The	Evolution	of	South	America	in	Early	Maps	

	 36	

therefore identified by him with South America, which on his 1533 globe bears the 
inscription, America, Indiae superioris et Asiae continentis pars [America, a part of India 
Superior and of the Asian continent]. Cattigara was accordingly located on Schöner’s 
1523 and 1533 globes on the western coast of South America. CATIGARA occupied the 
same location on Finé’s mappa mundi, as it also did on the Dieppe school maps, the mid-
1540s Harleian mappa mundi and Le Testu’s 1556 map of western South America. 

 
 

A map of Brazil in the Miller Atlas, a.k.a. the Lopo Homem-Reineis Atlas, 1519, by Lopo 
Homem, Pedro & Jorge Reinel (#329.1) 

 
The chart above showing Terra Brasilis covers the South Atlantic and the lands of the 
New World that existed there, an area that had belonged to the Portuguese since 1500, as 
previously defined by the Treaty of Tordesillas, signed in 1494. Although the map in 
question is only a portolan [nautical] chart, it is beautifully illuminated and highly 
decorative, showing Brazilian Indians and exotic animals. Consequently, this image is 
endlessly reproduced whenever the contents of this atlas, cartography or the 
colonization of Brazil need to be illustrated. In fact, it is probably the most famous and 
most widely reproduced image of all Portuguese cartography from the so-called Age of 
the Discovery. The left half of this celebrated map shows Brazil per se, with a 
geographical scope that stretches from the mouths of the major rivers on the north coast 
to slightly south of the River Plate. The right half shows the gulf in the South Atlantic 
where the Portuguese vessels sailing the “India (or Cape) Route” made their customary 
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sweeping curve to round the Cape of Good Hope. These waters are decorated with large 
Portuguese vessels, covering an area from the Gulf of Guinea to the southern 
extremities, while never actually reaching the aforementioned cape. The surviving, 
magnificent map of Brazil and the South Atlantic is evidently a hydrographic chart, as it 
has all the elements required to make navigation possible. However, given its 
sumptuous appearance, it was clearly not made for that specific purpose. Rather, the 
goal was purely to illustrate the geography and openly flaunt the exotic aspects through 
the stunning illuminated paintings of men, animals and plants that befitted a princely 
gaze. 
 The system of directions is composed of the usual sixteen rhumb lines, whose 
center is located in the sea off the Brazilian coast at the latitude of Porto Seguro. The 
intersections of the rhumb lines are decorated with four colored wind-roses, although the 
lower edge of the parchment shows two of them cut in half. Their typology is similar to 
the others in the Atlas Miller, with pawn-shaped indicators rather than the later fleurs-
de-lis. A scale and a meridian with latitude graduations appear vertically in the right-
hand border, while the equator and the Tropic of Capricorn (wrongly and surprisingly 
called Circulus Cancri) are included, as are other parallels, with four climate circles in the 
southern hemisphere. The Brazilian coastline is densely covered with place-names, and 
indeed much more so than in maps from later decades. The chart also has a large main 
inscription in Latin that explains that the territory shown is the “great land” (magni 
brasilis) of Brazil, which borders the Antilles that belonged to the king of Castile. It also 
notes that the inhabitants are cannibals and skilled archers, that the land has many 
parrots and wild beasts, and that there are many brazilwood trees, which were very 
useful as a source of red dye. (see monograph #329.1) 
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The Western Hemisphere on the Geocarta Nautica Universale, 1523, by Giovanni [Juan] 

Vespucci showing the rapid spread of knowledge of the Magellan expedition of 1520 with a 
detailed strait illustrated but with the honesty not to fabricate the west coast of South America 

(#333.1) 
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South America on the 1525 Salviati Planisphere by Nuno Garcia de Toreno 

Showing the Magellan Strait but little to no acknowledgement of the depth/breadth of the interior 
of South America #336 
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De Orbis Situ ac descritione, 1526- 1530 by Franciscus Monarchus  

[Francois Le Moyne/Francis the Monk] Note the three names on South America (America, Parias 
and Dabaiba). On this simple woodcut print the South American landmass is separated by a 

strait from the Asian continent. (see monograph #337) 
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The Western Hemisphere on the 1526 world map by Juan [Giovanni] Vespucci. 

Again, the detail is known only for the east coast, although the Strait of Magellan are displayed. 
Forests, mountains and indigenous people fill out the interior with no real attempt to draw a 

detailed west coast of South America. (#338) 
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South America on a 1527 map of the Western Hemisphere on by Vesconte de Maiollo [Maggiolo] 

Again a very detailed east coast and a arbitrary west coast (see monograph #340) 
 

 
Detail of natives on the east coast of South America on a 1531 world map by Vesconte de Maiollo 
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De Summa Totius Orbis, 1520-1528 by Pietro Coppo 
South America is very poorly represented with no indication of the incorporation of recent 

expeditions by Vespucci, Magellan, etc. (#341) 
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Paris Green (Quirini) Globe showing North and South America, with the name “America” 
appearing four times (twice on each continent); note the multiple “passages” to Cipangu [Japan]  
and the un-named Antarctica (see monograph #342.1). Very similar both the Schöner globes and 

Waldseemüller’s concept of South America 
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World Map in Bordone’s Isolario, 1528, by Benedetto Bordone 

 
This map obviously shows less than current geographical knowledge of the 

shape of South America, which possesses the label Mondo Novo, the extremity of which 
is about 30° S latitude.  While not shown on this world map, the termination of South 
America is only intended to represent the northern shores of a strait, which is absolutely 
marked in another small map in the Isolario and contains the legend: Stretto p[ar]te del 
mondo novo [narrow part of the new world].  The other names are replaced by graceful 
italic script and numerals that refer to a nomenclature on the back of one of the large 
maps. (see monograph #343) 
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Nova et integra universi orbis descripsio [Paris Gilt or De Bure Globe], 1527 

A drawing of the Western Hemisphere on the Gilt Globe. Note the joining of the New World 
discoveries with Cathay (China) and the display of Magellan’s historic circumnavigation. 

  
On the Gilt globe, the west coast of Central and South America is well defined, 

probably more by guesswork than actual report: the Strait of Magellan is so named as is 
the sea Mare Magellanicum to the east. America is still joined to Asia and in the process 
Japan — shown clearly as a midway island on many earlier maps — is now omitted, 
although another island Iucatane Zipangris is placed in the Caribbean just off the east 
coast of Mexico. Across the South American continent there is found inscribed America 
inventa 1497, which betrays the direct influence of the accounts of the four voyages of 
Amerigo Vespucci, as published by Martin Waldseemüller in his Cosmographiae 
Introductio at St. Die in Lorraine in 1507 (#310). Also the northern area is labeled Vrabe, 
the southern portion Terra Nova and the central-east Brasilia Regio. What corresponds 
now with the Peruvian region, exhibits also only one name: Cattigora Prov., which the 
cartographer doubtless imagined to be America, as is seen in the word Prov[incia] added 
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by him, but which is only a remnant of the Ptolemaic nomenclature. The voyage of 
Magellan is depicted with a thread-like itinerary. The course of the Amazon River is 
traced to a very long distance, and made to issue in several wide streams from a range of 
high mountains. (see monograph #344) 

 
 

 
South America from the 1529 “Propaganda” or “Second Borgian” edition of Diego Ribero’s 

world map. 
Diego Ribero produced two world maps in 1529, the Propaganda edition and the 

Weimar edition. The following inscriptions occur on the Weimar version of this map.  
Castilla del Oro  [Golden Castile], in northern South America, is so called because much gold 
is found there.  The Indians are more warlike than those of Santo Domingo and other parts, 
because they use poisoned arrows.  Here there is a locality called St. Martha, where large 
quantities of gold are found in the soil.  Within it, the Germans have their territory, from Cabo de 
la Vela to Cumana, from 140 to 150 leagues. 
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The northern coast of Brazil has this inscription:  All over this coast, from Rio dulce 
to the Cape of San Roque, nothing of account has been found.  Once or twice, since the discovery 
of the Indies, the coast has been ranged, but since, no one has returned thither.  The Rio de 
Marañon is very large, and vessels enter it to fill their casks, and twenty leagues [from coast] in 
the sea, they take in fresh water.  The Marañon, or Amazon River, was first seen by Vincente 
Yañez Pinzon in 1500. 

Tiera Del Brazil has this legend:  Here, the only thing of value is the brazil [dyewood], 
which costs only the trouble of cutting and carrying it to the vessels, which the Indians do for 
very little.  They eat the flesh of their enemies.  Here, the King of Portugal has at Pernambuco a 
factory where is a large quantity of brazil-wood collected for shipping on board vessels sent for the 
purpose. 

The La Plata region of South America was first explored by Juan de Solis, who, in 
1512, succeeded Vespucci as Pilot Major.  In 1515-16 he led an expedition into that 
country, where he was “killed and eaten by the Indians”.  After Gomez had failed to 
find a passage to the Moluccas between Florida and the land of Baccallos, Sebastian 
Cabot, attempting to find a passage through South America in 1526, entered the La Plata 
River, where he remained four years.  He had not returned when Ribero made this map.  
These facts are referred to by Ribero in the following inscription:  This country was 
discovered by Juan de Solis in the year 1515 or 1516.  There Sebastian Gaboto now is, in a fort 
which he has constructed.  It is very well appropriated for yielding breadstuff and wine in great 
abundance.  The River is extremely large and abounding with fish.  The belief is that there is gold 
and silver in the interior.  The two small islands at the mouth of the La Plata River that 
appear on the Ribero map no longer exist. 

The following inscription on Tiera De Patagones, or the “Country of the 
Patagonians”, discloses that Ribero was familiar with the description of that country 
which was brought back to Spain in 1522 by the survivors of the Magellan expedition:  
Those who inhabit that land where Fernam de Magellan found the strait, are men of large bodies, 
almost giants, covered with skins of beasts.  The land is sterile and of no value.  Here Fernam de 
Magellan stayed six months, especially in the port of St. Julian which is by 50 degrees.  There, 
Indians came on board, and having tasted the bread and wine that was given to them, manifested 
abhorrence for the same.  No houses were seen.  They live in the open air.  There are many 
ostriches.  The Indians use arrows. Some of the Indians came on board, and asked to be carried 
[away, and] they died afterwards at sea.  According to Pigafetta, those Indians, so far from 
having left of their own accord, were treacherously chained and kidnapped. 

On the west coast of South America, Peru bears this inscription:  Peru.  This 
country of Peru was discovered by Francisco Pizarro in the year 1527.  There was found gold and 
silver with which they trade.  The natives are more intelligent than in other parts.  They have 
sheep, with which they make clothes, and they have large walled cities and large praying houses, 
where they go in processions to adore their idols.  The name Peru is derived from that of an 
Indian chieftain, Biru, who resisted Francisco Pizarro when he was one of Balboa’s party 
at the time the latter discovered the South Sea [Pacific].  The fact that Pizarro was still 
engaged in the conquest of the land of the Incas when Ribero made this map shows how 
well informed he was concerning the former’s discoveries. 

The route or track taken by the famous Magellan expedition in 1519-20 is marked 
on Ribero’s map by drawings of his first two ships, the Victoria and the Trinidad.  The 
place names in the inset record his passage along the coast of Patagonia and through his 
strait, here named Estrecho de Fernam de magellanes.   The length of Magellan’s crossing of 
the Mar del Zur had already impressed cartographers and Ribero represents the width of 
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the Pacific, from Peru to the Moluccas [Gilolo], as 125 degrees of longitude. On the 
Propoganda map, specifically, there are Indians, monkeys, opossums, rheas and parrots 
which were becoming familiar on the South American scene; but Ribero also adds deer, 
a jaguar, a possible bear, a dragon, some birds and a number of small animals that are 
difficult to interpret, but, according to Wilma George, give the impression of some of the 
South American rodents such as the mara, chinchilla and viscacha.  If this interpretation 
is correct, this is the first appearance on a map of a representative of the New World 
rodents.  Additional animals on Ribero’s map include what appears to be an armadillo, 
its small pig-like body with an impression of armoring seems to identify it.  In all of the 
continental regions there are a multitude of such illustrations, especially in what George 
calls the neotropical and Ethiopian regions. (see monograph #346) 

 

 
The depiction of people and animals in Brazil 
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South America on Ribero’s Weimar world map edition 

Note that there is no attempt to speculate on either the interior, or the west coast of South 
America 



The	Evolution	of	South	America	in	Early	Maps	

	 51	

 
 

Brazil, from the Nautical Atlas, 1528, oriented with South at the top 
 

In the south of Brazil, in the center of the picture, two opponent Tupi-tribes are fighting 
against each other.  Further southward a Native American lumberjack is felling a tree for 
a European merchant.  In the north, tree trunks are transported and a second group of 
natives is moving westward, accompanied by two Europeans.  The Europeans are 
probably Frenchmen, although Brazil had been held by the Portuguese since 1500.  As 
neither gold nor silver was found, Portuguese interest rapidly decreased, and for many 
years only French privateers came there after Brazilian wood. 
 This chart, oriented with South at the top, displays part of the Atlantic coast of 
South America, with Uruguay and the mouth of the Rio de la Plata at the top as the most 
southern point, and the area around Pernambuco as the most northern region, is one of 
the charts in the Atlas that was made in Dieppe about 1538.  The Dieppe cartographers 
were known for their reliable cartographic material, which they also presented in a very 
artistic way.  They had excellent contacts with Portuguese cartographers, the experts of 
maritime cartography at the time.  No wonder that the basic material for this atlas also 
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came from the Portuguese: the geographical representation, the windroses indicating the 
points of the compass, the spelling of the plotted place-names, all point to this origin.  
The workmanship of the charts with their colorful and imaginative representation of the 
landscape, the flora and fauna, and the population of the mainland, was carried out in 
Dieppe.  The atlas is dedicated to the Dauphin, the future French King Henry II (1547-
1559), and was part of his library, consequently bearing his coat of arms.  The gestures of 
the natives in the foreground, pointing to the soil and the French are sometimes 
explained as an invitation to the French for peaceful colonization of the land. 
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The Western Hemisphere on the Typus Cosmographicus Universalis, 1532-55, by S. 

Grynaeus/H. Hoblein [S. Münster?] 
South America is depicted as wide in the north and narrow and finger-shaped in the 
south.  This continent bears the names Parias, Cannibali, America Terra Nova and Prisilia. 
(see monograph #353) 
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South America on the Harleian world map, 1544  

 
A fairly detailed coastline, both east and west, and indication of knowledge of the Andes 

Mountains, but it lacks any hint of the great Amazon River 
 

The placement of CATIGARA (Kattigara) on the western coast of South America on this 
mid-1540s Harleian mappamundi and on Le Testu’s 1556 map of western South America: 
the same location it occupied on Finé’s 1531 mappamundi and on Schöner’s 1523 and 1533 
globes is an interesting feature of this map. As mentioned above on Schöner 1533 globe, 
the Kattigara or Cattigara was understood by the second century Alexandrian geographer 
Ptolemy to be a port and emporium on the eastern side of the Sinus Magnus [Great Gulf], 
the actual Gulf of Thailand. The eastern side of the Sinus Magnus, which Schöner took to 
be the peninsula of India Superior (Indochina) where Cattigara was located, was therefore 
identified by him with South America, which on his 1533 globe bears the inscription, 
America, Indiae superioris et Asiae continentis pars [America, a part of India Superior and of 
the Asian continent]. Cattigara was accordingly located on Schöner’s 1523 and 1533 
globes on the western coast of South America. CATIGARA occupies the same location on 
the Harleian mappa mundi of western South America. See monograph #382.1 
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Redrawing of the Paris wooden globe, Western Hemisphere 

Note the merging of the New World discoveries with the Old World (Asia) 
 

The North American continent is shown as an integral part of Asia. The South American 
continent is conspicuously marked as America Nova Orbis Pars, and contains in addition 

many regional names. (see monograph #357) 
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South America on the Paris wooden globe 
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Lithograph facsimile of the Ulpius Globe, Western Hemisphere, 1542 

 
On the Ulpius globe South America is called Mundus Novus and also America. The 

name of America had been reserved for South America for the better part of half a 
century, at least for over thirty years, from the time of Waldseemüller’s map in 1507 
(#310), which followed the descriptions given in the notes of Amerigo Vespucci’s 
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voyages. In South America we find such names as Peru, Bresilia [Brazil], Venazola, Terra 
Paria, and Rio de Platta. There is a note of cannibals and anthropophagi. Also delineated 
is Terra Gigantum and Terra de los Fuegos, as well as an immense Terra Australis—a great 
southern continent below the Strait of Magellan (the initium freti Magellanici is carefully 
noted)—but with regard to this southern continent the globe tells us that it had not yet 
been explored, perhaps not yet actually found, for the Latin words are ad hue incomperta. 

South America is styled Novvs Mvndus, and presents a very lively picture. From 
the Straits of Magellan to Chinca, just north of the Tropic of Capricorn, the coast is 
marked Terra Incognita. Peru is called New Castile, and is said to be auriferous and fertile. 
Gvito, or Quito, happens to be placed nearly in the center of the South American 
continent, and close by we read, Domus olim ex solido auri, [the House formerly of solid 
gold]. This may be a reference to legendary El Dorado.  

A large portion of the country is abandoned to Anthropophagi and Canibales. Near 
Patagonia is the Terra de gigantic. The giants themselves are wanting, like Raleigh’s men 
with heads in their breasts, notwithstanding we are told by Pigafetti and other voyagers 
that there was a plenty of giants in those days; yet, further north, the chameleon roost 
upon a broad-leaved plant, and still higher up, one of the tall ostriches, described by 
Darwin, is trying to exhibit himself, using as a pedestal the house formerly of solid gold.  

In Brazil the aborigines appear in the scant wardrobe that they were accustomed 
to affect, and display, on the whole, what may be regarded as an animated disposition. 
A couple of Brazilians, broad ax in hand, are on the point of taking off a fellow being’s 
head, while a third, with a knife, is artistically dressing a leg. Near by, two other amiable 
representatives of the tribe are engaged in turning a huge spit, upon which, comfortably 
trussed up, is another superfluous neighbor, whom the blazing fire is transmuting into 
an acceptable roast. The parrot, evidently an edified spectator, gazes placidly down from 
its perch in the tree. Such was life in Novvs Mvndvs in 1542. The Amazon and the La Platt 
Rivers appear, but Ulpius does not show any clear knowledge of the Orinoco River seen 
by Pinzon around 1500.  

No true indication of the terminus of the continent of South America is given, but 
south of the Straits of Magellan is seen a vast continent spreading around the pole. This 
imaginary continent was referred to in classic times as Austrinis Pars. Its existence was 
considered probable, for the reason that it seemed to be required in order to maintain 
the balance of land and water. Regio Patalis, a part of this continent, lies southwesterly 
from the Straits of Magellan, the name perhaps having been transferred from the coast of 
Africa. On a peninsula may be found the following inscription: Lusitani vltra promotorium 
bone spei i Calicutium tendentes hanc terra viderut, veru non accesserut, quaobrem neq nos certi 
quidq afferre potuimus [The Portuguese, sailing beyond the Cape of Good Hope to 
Calcutta, saw this land but did not reach it, wherefore, neither have we been able to 
assert anything with certainty].  

In the more easterly portion of this continent is written, Terra Australis adhuc 
incomperta, being an unexplored region, while in passing around the border of this 
continent we come to Brasieeli, a corruption of “Brazil,” a name earlier applied to an 
island in the Atlantic before the discovery of America. On the 1520 globe of Schöner 
(#328) this general area is called Brazilia Inferior. (see monograph #367) 
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Untitled world map by Guillaume Brouscon, 1543 

 

 
Note that Brouscon’s portrayal of South America is shaped oddly like an outline of 

Australia, even to the extent of including Tasmania as a southern peninsula 
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South America on the  Pierre Desceliers’ 1550 Planisphere 
(see monograph #378) 
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South America on the  Pierre Desceliers’ 1553 Planisphere 

(see monograph #378) 
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A 1555 map of South America (Straits of Magellan) from  

the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu 
(see monograph #378) 
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A 1555 map of South America (Brazil, oriented with West at the top) 
 from the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu 

(see monograph #378) 
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A 1555 map of South America (oriented with West at the top) 

from the Cosmographie Universelle by Guillaume Le Testu  
Amerique Du Royaume de Giganton a la rivere de la Plata [from the Straits of Magellian, the 

land of the giants (Patagonia) to the River La Plate] 
(see monograph #378) 
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Die Nüw Welt [The New Islands]/	Nova Insulae, XVII Nova Tabula, 1546,  

by Sebastian Münster  
 
 Münster’s innovative continuous coastline through North, Central and South 
America emphasized a definite separation of the New World from Asia. The 
publications were so popular that together they appeared in forty editions, making them 
best sellers of the 16th century. As a result, this woodcut of America was more widely 
circulated than any map of the New World at that time. 
 Columbus’ reports of “abundant gold and pearls at Paria” on South America’s 
north coast and the Vespuccian reference to cannibals in Brazil are retold. Knowledge of 
the possible cannibalism in South America is demonstrated with the cartouche drawn in 
Brazil and there is a fine rendering of a carvel in the Pacific. Magellan’s first 
circumnavigation of the globe is celebrated by a depiction of his ship Victoria, the only 
survivor of his five-ship fleet. Münster also labeled the strait with the name of its 
discoverer and followed Magellan in calling Patagonia, Regio Gigantum [Land of Giants].  
 Significantly, Münster has brandished the telling term NOVUS ORBIS over the 
entirety of America, rather than just South America, thus finally freeing North America 
from its obsolete role as a new land on an old world. A subsequent (and more common) 
state of the map deletes NOVUS ORBIS covering North and South and substitutes Die 
Nüw Welt and Novus orbis, both confined to South America alone. But despite this 
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milestone, the map’s title, “New Islands” - separately set and not an integral part of the 
woodblock - still clutches to the stubborn notion that America is an oceanic archipelago, 
in effect that the “old world” comprised the world’s only three continents. Another 
attempt to regiment the New World into the Procrustian bed of ancient beliefs is found in 
the map proper, where the phrase Insula Atlantica quam vocant Brasilii & Americam 
[Island of Atlantis and America as it is called in Brazil] identifies America as the lost 
Platonic island/continent of Atlantis. 
 Catigara, a realm from the Africa-Asia land bridge of Ptolemy, lies along the coast 
of Münster’s Peru. Assuming that the northern segment of the land bridge was 
Indochina, Cattigara occupied the approximate spot of what is now Hanoi. It probably 
migrated to Münster’s Peru via an earlier map depicting South America as an Asian 
promontory, where use of that nomenclature was a natural transition, such as the maps 
of Finaeus (#356). In Brazil is a macabre vignette captioned Canibali. South of this 
cannibalism reference lies Regio Gigantum, purported kingdom of giant “Patagonian” 
people reported by Pigafetta from Magellan’s voyage. Some literate member of 
Magellan’s crew appears to have been reading the then-popular story Primaleon of 
Greece, published in Castile in 1512, in which a giant, the Grand Patagon, was brought 
home by the hero as a trophy (Magellan attempted to do the same, but his patagon did 
not survive the return voyage). (see monograph #381) 
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Detail from Map #10 from the Vallard Atlas, 1547 South America  
(oriented with South at the top) 
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Map #11, Northeastern South America from the Vallard Atlas, 1547 

 (oriented with South at the top) 
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Map #12, Southeastern South America, Straits of Magellan from the Vallard Atlas, 1547 
 (oriented with South at the top) 
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South America in the Queen Mary I Atlas, 1558, by Diego Homen #395 

Note the name “America on the equator, a very dominant Amazon River and a west coast that 
veers sharply to the west, but is left undefined  
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South America in Forlani 3, 1565 

 
Between 1560 and 1570, Paolo Forlani issued four world maps, with his 1565 map 

(known as Forlani 3) being the largest and the most decorative of the sequence. Note the 
north-south direction of the Amazon River, with unnamed east-west branches. Missing 

is the Orinoco River discovered in 1500. There is a far better delineation of the Andes 
Mountains on the western side than on previous maps. 
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South America in Forlani 1, 1560 

 
Note the north-south direction of the Amazon River.  

Missing is the Orinoco River discovered in 1500. 
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La Descrittione. di. Tutto.ll. Peru. [Venice]: Paulo di Forlani da Verona, 1562 
 

A map of South America by Paolo Forlani showing all of Florida in the northwest, a 
portion of the Gulf of Mexico and of Central America, Bermuda and the West Indies, 
and all the way south to Terra del Fuego, the ocean decorated with a compass rose lower 
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left, the title and dedication within a fine mannerist strapwork cartouche in the upper 
right. Many rivers are depicted and all are named, the source of River Perla is named 
Lago. The form of the Amazon River with a series of overemphasized curves and a 
north-south route has changed direction to east-west and the dramatic curves are 
reduced. But in all and especially in the southern part, the proportions are gravely 
distorted. Missing on these Forlani maps are all of the drawings of indigenous people, 
animals and/or plants that often filled in the “empty” unknown  spaces on previous 
maps of South America. 
 It is the first large-scale delineation of South America to appear in print and the 
only Laferi school map dedicated to this continent. For the geographical information, 
Forlani drew in large part on the world map published in 1561 by his eminent colleague 
Giacomo Gastaldi. (see monograph #398) 
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South America on the Diego Gutiérrez map of the Western Hemisphere, 1562 

 
This Gutierrez map displays a dominant Rio de la Plata and Amazon River, Lake 
Titicaca and the location of Potosí (Bolivia). The giants of Patagonia and cannibals 
remain displayed as well. The map has been used as evidence in two South American 
boundary disputes. It was reproduced in part in Frontières entre le Brésil et la Guyane 
Française. Mémoire présenté par les États Unis de Brésil. Atlas (Paris, 1899) [Border between 
Brazil and French Guiana. Submission by the United States of Brazil. Atlas] and Juicio de 
límites entre el Perú y Bolivia. Prueba peruana presentada al gobierno de la República Argentina 
por Víctor M. Maurtua. Atlas (Barcelona, 1906) [Judgment and boundaries between Peru 
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and Bolivia. Evidence presented to the Peruvian government of Argentina by Victor M. 
Maurer].  
 With the map and the Treaty of Cateau Cambrésis, Spain and France acknowledged 
areas of possession in America. At the time of the map the ill-fated French settlement of 
Nicolas de Villegaignon in Portugal’s Brazil, following France’s 1555 establishment of its 
La France Antarctique in Guanabara Bay, was under continuous attack by the Portuguese 
until it was removed in 1567. South of the Tropic of Cancer Spain had firm control in its 
America. But from the Florida Keys northward Spain had not effectively placed its flag. 
In the 1560’s in present-day South Carolina and Florida, the most ambitious effort to test 
Spanish resolve occurred. In 1562 a new French colony was established in Florida under 
Jean Ribaut and René de Laudonniére only to be destroyed by the Spanish in 1565 with 
the subsequent establishment of the first permanent settlement in what is now the 
United States, Saint Augustine, as a protective station for the Spanish gold fleet 
returning from America to Spain. Despite the good relations established between Spain 
and France, the negotiators at Cateau Cambresis apparently reached an oral agreement that 
the treaty did not extend to non-European areas. Moreover, little on the map suggests an 
attempt to authoritatively settle territorial disputes in the New World. The map does use 
political names such as Tierra Francisca, Regio de Brasil, and Tierra Florida, but does not 
include boundaries, and the fonts show no more differentiation between these French, 
Portuguese, and Spanish colonies than is shown between the Spanish territories of La 
Nueva Galitia, Regio del Peru, and Nueva Espana. (see monograph #400) 
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Detail: South America - cannibals 
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Detail: South America – Amazon River 
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South America in Abraham Ortelius’Americae sive Nova Orbis nova descriptio in his 

 Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, 1570 
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Typus Orbis Terrarum, by Abraham Ortelius, 1570 

 
Southwestern and Central America are dotted with settlements and place names 
familiar today, such as the Galapagos Islands, which are shown very close to their actual 
geographic location. Due in part to the inclusion of the Amazon and La Plata river 
systems, along with a number of names such as Lima, Cusco and Caracas, South 
America is fairly familiar despite its bulging west coast. The Andes chain of mountains 
is fairly accurately depicted, running almost the entire length of the continent. Yet 
another, different version of South America from the other 1570 edition – plus, see the 
revisions that Ortelius makes to his 1595 edition below. 
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Map of South America from 1575 by Thevet, Franca Antartique 
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South America and the following three maps from Joan Martines’ Portolan Atlas, 1578 

 
#8. Northeastern South America 
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#9. Southern South America, including Straits of Magellan with Tierra del Fuego as an 

Antarctic continent, see monograph #416 
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South America, 1592, by Theodore DeBry 
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Brasilia et Peruvia ... - Gerard de Jode, 1593 
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South America on Abraham Ortelius’ updated  

Americae Sive Novi Orbis, Nova Descriptio, 1595. 
Notice the significant changes to South America’s west coast compared to his 1570 edition 
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South America received an unsightly — and erroneous — bulge in the early edition of Ortelius’ 

map, which was corrected in the 1595-1606 editions. 
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Henricus Van Langren and Jan Huygen Van Linschoten’s South America, 1596, 

 oriented with West at the top,  

 
One of my favorite maps is this one from Linschoten. It is a beautifully engraved and 
ornate, original color map of South America and the Caribbean from 1596.   The map 
shows the Caribbean from Florida and the Mississippi area southward including Cuba 
and the other islands with parts of Central America.  All of South America is shown 
including the supposed southern continent identified by Terra del Fuego.  The extensive 
details of coastal and other navigational points are based primarily on Iberian sources, 
and particularly the portolan [nautical] chart of the Portuguese, Bartolommeo Lasso.  
 The map is oriented with West at the top.   Two large, attractive cartouches 
dominate the map.  There is a title cartouche in the upper left with the text in Latin along 
with the author and engraver of this map, Arnold Floris van Langrens (Arnoldus 
Florentius a Langrens Author & Sculptor, at the bottom of the title cartouche).  We attribute 
this map to Linschoten as that is often how the map is identified in the literature since 
this map is from Linschoten’s Itinerario.  There is a text box cartouche in the bottom right 
(with the description in Dutch).  Ships share the seas with several sea monsters.  The 
map has excellent finely engraved detail showing numerous depictions of animals, 
people and fauna within South America. 
 This particular map was prepared to accompany the third part of the Itinerario, 
which dealt with the Americas.  (see monograph #436.1) 
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Nieuwe caerte van het Wonderbaer ende Goudrjcke Landt Guiana by Jodocus Hondius (1598) 

shows an enormous Lake Parime. Manoa is shown on the northeastern shore. Mountains separate 
Lake Parime from Lake Cassipa. 

 
Lake Parime or Lake Parima is a legendary lake located in South America. It was reputedly 
the location of the fabled city of El Dorado, also known as Manoa, much sought-after by 
European explorers. Repeated attempts to find the lake failed to confirm its existence, 
and it was dismissed as a myth along with the city. The search for Lake Parime led 
explorers to map the rivers and other features of southern Venezuela, northern Brazil, 
and southwestern Guyana before the lake’s existence was definitively disproved in the 
early 19th century. Some explorers proposed that the seasonal flooding of the Rupununi 
savannah may have been misidentified as a lake. Recent geological investigations 
suggest that a lake may have existed in northern Brazil, but that it dried up some time in 
the 18th century. Both Manoa (Arawak language) and Parime (Carib language) are 
believed to mean “big lake”. Two other mythical lakes, Lake Xarayes or Xaraies 
(sometimes called Lake Eupana), and Lake Cassipa, are often depicted on early maps of 
South America. 
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Peruvia id est Novi Orbis pars Meridionalis ... 1598. - Quad M.-Bussemacher J, ca. 1600. 
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Bertius, Petrus, 1565–1629. “Fretum Magellanicum, from Bertius’s “Tabularum 

geographicarum contractaru”, 1602 
 

Published before the Dutchmen Jacques Le Maire (1585–1616) and Willem Corneliszoon 
Schouten (d. 1625) rounded Cape Horn (1616), the map shows the Strait of Magellan 
separating Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego, which still was considered to be part of a 
vast southern continent. The charm of the map lies in its depiction of Patagonian giants, 
the mythical race of large people first mentioned by Antonio Pigafetta in his chronicle of 
Ferdinand Magellan’s voyage. Bertius’s note next to the illustration states that the giants 
can reach ten feet in height and that they paint their bodies in various colors from 
diverse herbs.  
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America, 1606, by Jodicus Hondius 

 
An elaborate inset adorns the bottom left of the map, covering what is essentially 
unknown territory.  Natives in the inset are shown in various stages of preparation and 
consumption of food or drink.  Various vessels and exotic sea creatures are prominent 
throughout the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, including what appears to be fishermen off 
the east coast of North America.  Hondius uses the more narrow view of the South 
American continent which is a departure from the typically rounded west coast.  He 
continues, however, with the tradition of showing a vastly enlarged North America. 
Terra Australis is shown just south of South America.  
 The map shows a more accurate west coast of South America than its Mercator 
predecessor and considerably narrows the continent. The decorative scenes are derived 
from Theodore DeBry. The inset shows native Brazilians brewing beer.  
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America Meridionalis, 1613-1620, by Gerard Mercator & Jodicus Hondius  
 

Note that the major river systems like the Amazon and Rio de la Plata are not as 
exaggerated as previously displayed on earlier maps. The Andes Mountains are located 
more accurately and only the Patagonian giant remains as a feature. The large mythical 
lake, Parmine lacus appears in the northern area of Guiana.	The great city of Cusco in 
Peru is shown on the bottom left 
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 “Freti Magellanici ac novi freti vulgo Le Maire exactissima delineatio”, 1635,  

by Jodocus Hondius 
 

One of the most decorative maps of the Magellan Strait, from the golden age of Dutch 
cartography, the 17th century, from one of the most famous mapmaking families, 
Hondius. It provides a table, keyed to points in the strait, for example, a penguin island 
and a new strait (R,S,T), showing two peguins. Hondius’ map correctly presents Cape 
Horn as an island, following the 1624 confirmation by fellow countryman, Admiral 
Jacques L’Hermite (1582–1624). Moreover, Hondius shows how the northwestern 
peninsula of Tierra del Fuego breaks up into islands; here, also, the slanting of the 
territory begins to mirror the true shape of the land. Hondius’s map still bears a note 
claiming that Patagonian giants exist. 
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Americae pars Meridionalis, 1636, by Johannes Janssonius 
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South America on a 1691 map, America Meridionale, by Vincenzo Coronelli 

(see monograph #488) 
 
 

 
Detail of Indians in South America, from Vincenzo Coronelli’s 1691 map, America Meridionale 
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[Antique map of Colombia and Venezuela] Terra Firma oft Vaste Land van Darien, Veragua, 
Cartegena, en Nieuw Andalusia, etc., 1707, by P. van der Aa. The great mythical lake, Parime 

lacus, is now located further east 
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South America on the map of the Western Hemisphere, 1720, by John Senex #520.1 

Gone are all of the people and animal illustrations, although the mythical lake Parime is still 
displayed. The Andes Mountains are shown in their proper place, as are the major river systems. 
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An Accurate Map of South America, drawn from the Sieur Robert, Geogr. to the French King, 
with Improvements, by G. Rollos, published about 1770. 

Note that the outline of the South American continent is now beginning to look modern 
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South America drawn and engraved by J. Rapkin, published by The London Printing and 
Publishing Company, about 1853. 



The	Evolution	of	South	America	in	Early	Maps	

	 101	

	
Brazil drawn and engraved by J. Rapkin, published by John Tallis, 1850  
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Observations: 
As can be observed on these selected examples of maps, the evolution of South America 
on early maps was not very linear, progressive nor consistent. It must be said that the 
maps selected for this monograph were based upon historical significance, aesthetic 
appeal and personal taste and are placed in relatively chronological order.  
 Like the evolution of maps of the other continents, it was the coastal regions that 
evolved first. In the case of South America, like Africa, it was the east coast that was 
explored first, which progressed rather rapidly and consistently in the early 16th century. 
The mapping of the west coast of South America, however, would take over 200 years to 
evolve completely. Likewise the mapping of the interior of South America, like Africa, 
would take centuries to evolve. 
 The reasons for the rather uneven evolution of the map of South America are at 
least due to some of the following factors. First of all information recorded on 
manuscript maps or globes, being “one-of-a-kind” items, received extremely limited 
circulation. So that whenever a very accurate representation was produced on these 
cartographic items, it was not easily accessible to others attempting to map the same 
areas. Second, most of the type of information needed to accurately map an area was 
considered strategically important to nation-states and held as secret, limiting/ 
withholding its wider circulation. Third, circulation of even printed maps was limited 
by today’s standards to rather small print-runs. Fourth, if information about an area was 
insufficient, as this was the case often, some cartographers/printing houses simply took 
their best guess and drew the area based upon the limited information available, or to 
achieve a geo-political objective. Some cartographers, as has been shown here, were 
brave enough to leave the unknown area blank and identify it as terra incognita. Fifth, in 
the case of South America there was no indigenous map-making tradition or culture to 
draw upon or assist the mostly European mapping effort. 
 
Relevant Monographs referenced herein (they can be accessed on this website, 
www.myoldmaps.com): 
 
#240 World Map, Albertin de Virga, ca, 1411-15 
#304 Sketch maps of the equatorial belt of the world, Columbus and Verardus, 1493 
#305 Portolan World Chart Juan de la Cosa, 1500 
#306 World Map, Alberto Cantino, 1502 
#307 World map, Nicolo Caveri [Canerio], 1502-04 
#308 World Map, Giovanni Matteo Contarini & Francesco Roselli, 1506 
#309 Kuntsmann II, 1502-06 
#310 Universalis Cosmographia Secundum Ptholomei Traditionem e Et Americi 
Vespucci Aliorum Lustrationes, Martin Waldseemüller, 1507; 12 globe gores in 
the Cosmographiae Introductio, Martin Waldseemüller, 1507 
#313 Universalior Cogniti Orbis Tabula, Ex recentibus confecta observationibus, 
Johannes Ruysch, 1507-08 
#314 The Lenox Globe, 1503-07 
#315 Oval world map, Francesco Rosselli, 1508 
#320 Tabula Terre Nove  (Admiral’s Map); Carta Marina, Martin Waldseemüller, 1513; 1516 
#322 Chart of the Ocean Sea, Piri Reis, 1513 
#324 Universalis Cosmographie Descriptio Tam In Solido Quem Plano, Louis Boulengier, 
1514 
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#328 Globes, Johann Schöner, 1515, 1520, 1523, 1533 
#329.1 The Atlas Miller, 1519 
#333.1 Geocarta Nautica Universale, Giovanni [Juan] Vespucci, 1523 
#333.2 The Brixen Globes, 1522 
#336 Nuno Garcia de Toreno, Salviati Planisphere, 1525-26 
#337 De Orbis Situ . . ., Franciscus Monarchus [Francois Le Moyne], 1526-30 
#338 World map, Juan Vespucci, 1526 
#340 World map, Vesconte Maiolo [de Maggiolo], 1527 
#341 De Summa Totius Orbis, Pietro Coppo, 1520 
#342.1 Green (Quirini) Globe, 1515-28 
#343 World Map in Bordone’s Isolario, 1528 
#344 Noua et integri universi orbis descriptio [Paris Gilt or De Bure Globe], 1528 
#346 Carta Univeral En que se contiene todo lo que del mondo Se ha descubierto fasta 
agora: Hizola Diego Ribero Cosmographo de Su Magestad: Año de 1529.  La qual Se devide 
en dos partes conforme a la capitulcio que hizieron los catholicos Reyes de españa, y El Rey don 
Juan de portugal e la Villa de tordessilas: Año de 1494, Diego Ribero, 1529 
#353 Typus Cosmographicus Universalis, S. Grynaeus/H. Hoblein/S. Münster, 1532-55 
#357 Paris Wooden Globe, 1535 
#365.1 Brazil, from the Nautical Atlas, 1538 
#367 The Ulpius Globe, 1542 
#378 Pierre Descelier’s Planisheres, a.k.a. The Dauphin Map, 1546, 1550, 1553 
#381  Die Nüw Welt [The New Islands], Sebastian Münster, 1546 
#381.2 The Vallard Atlas, 1547 
#382.1 Harleian Map, 1542-44 
#395 Diego Homen, Queen Mary I Atlas, 1558 
#398 Universale Descrittione Di Tutta la Terra Conosciuta Fin Qui, Paolo Forlani, 1565 
#400 Americae sive qvartae orbis partis nova et exactissima descriptio / avtore Diego Gvtiero 
Philippi Regis Hisp. etc. Cosmographo  Hiero. Cock excvde 1562; Hieronymus Cock excude cum 
gratia et priuilegio 1562. 
#409.1 Universal Atlas, Fernado Vaz Dourado, 1568-71 
#416 Joan Martines, Portolan Atlas, 1578 
#447.1 Jodocus Hondius, America, 1606 
#448 Vincenzo Maria Coronelli maps and globes, 1690 
 
 
 
 


