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Background: Some of the well-known mythical or dubious
islands of the North Atlantic make their entry into cartography
very early indeed, apparently as the contribution or record of
otherwise forgotten voyages, though we cannot say with
certainty precisely when or how; others, long afterward, were
the products of mirage, ocean-surface phenomena, or mariners’
fancies working under the suggestion of saintly or demoniacal
legends amid the haze and perils of little-known seas, the precise
time of their origin remaining uncertain. As a rule the latter class
were less persistent on the maps and are geographically rather
unimportant.
As Donald S. Johnson states in his book Phantom Islands of
the Atlantic no other phantom island in the Atlantic is cloaked in
so many identities as Hy-Brasil. This island was also known as
Hy-Breasal, O Brasil, Brazil, Brasile, Bracie, Bresily, Bersil, Brazir,
Braziliae, Bresiliji, Branzilae, O'Brassil, Insula Fortunatae (Fortunate
Island), and the Isle of the Blessed. As a personal name it has been
common in Ireland from ancient days. The name, however
spelled, is said to have been built up from two Gaelic syllables
"breas" and "ail," each highly commendatory in implication and
carrying that note of admiration alike to man or island. Quite in
consonance therewith the 15th century map of Fra Mauro in I459
(#249) not only delineated and named this Atlantic Berzil but
appended the inscription "Queste isole de Hibernia son dite
fortunate," ranking it as one of the “Fortunate Islands.”
The island was known to lie close to the west coast of
Ireland, yet it was seldom seen, for dense fog continuously
shrouded it from view. But once every seven years, the veil of
fog would lift, and an enchanted sunken island with mountains,
verdant pastures filled with sheep, and gleaming cities would rise to become visible. In
this Celtic land of enchantment dwelled Faerie Queens, magicians and great healers.
Legends and myths of ancient Ireland abound in which heroes, beckoned by the mirage
of “gold-roofed towers and domes that glistened from beneath the waves,” set out to sea
toward the land of magic. Whenever they approached the land, though, it disappeared
beneath the water again; only if fire, in some form, was cast upon the land would it
become fixed, for “fire is hostile to anything phantasmal.”
The island of Hy- Brasil also stood for the pagan Elysium of Greek mythology: a
land of ideal happiness “amid the waves' sunset glory,” a dwelling place where neither
decay nor sorrow or anything harsh ever befell one, and everlasting sweet song,
laughter and the perfume of blossoms held sway. Hy-Brasil was the garden of the
Hesperides, west of Ireland, where the sadness of life could be escaped.
Hy-Brasil, is a phantom island that appears in many Irish myths. In Celtic
history folklore, the immrama, this island country takes its name from Breasal, the High
King of the World. The etymology of the names Brasil and Hy-Brasil is unknown, but in
Irish tradition it is thought to come from the Irish Uí Breasail (meaning “descendants
(i.e., clan) of Bresail”), one of the ancient clans of northeastern Ireland. The island was
ruled over by King Breasal, the high king of the world, and emerged from the depths of
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the Atlantic every seven years, when the king would hold court for a short period, and
then the entire island would disappear back under the water.
Despite the similarity, the name of the South American country of Brazil, also
spelled Brasil, has no connection to the mythical islands. The South American country
was at first named Ilha de Vera Cruz [Island of the True Cross] and later Terra de Santa
Cruz [Land of the Holy Cross] by the Portuguese navigators who arrived there. After
some decades, it started to be called Brazil (Brasil, in Portuguese) due to the exploitation
of native brazilwood, at that time the only export of the land. In Portuguese, brazilwood
is called pau-brasil, with the word brasil commonly given the etymology “red like an
ember”, formed from Latin brasa ("ember") and the suffix -il (from -iculum or -ilium).
Christian writers created from this pagan island a land of truth for those of the
Faith. To them, Hy-Brasil was a “Land of the Promise of the Blessed,” an earthly
paradise, a far-away Eden. This is the island - the Promised Land of the Saints - that
Saint Brendan set out to find. However, the story of mythical islands including HyBrasil, and the legend of an Elysium or “Land of Youth” is part of the greater Irishfolklore belief in Tír na nÓg, or in English, “The Otherworld,” going back to ancient
times.
Almost as elusive as the mirage or fog-bank from which Hy-Brasil emerged is the
confusion caused by the island’s multiplicity of other names: Tir foThuin - the Land
Under the Wave; Magh Mell - the Land of Truth; Hy naBeatha - Isle of Life; and Tir na-rnBuadha - the Land of Virtue. In Christian tales, it was known as Tir Tairngiri - the Land of
Promise, or Terra Repromissionis Sanctorum - the Promised Land of the Saints. Most
commonly though, it was called Hy-Brasil or some variant, such as Ysole Brazir, Bracir or
Hy Breasail; these are its names on 14th and 15th century maps.
The island was believed to be inhabited by an advanced civilization belonging to
Elysium and Tir Na Nog, the Land of Eternal Youth. Despite hundreds of maps depicting
Hy-Brasil’s existence over roughly 500 years, it is now known that the Island is actually a
result of folklore and mythical storytelling. As with most mythical folklore, the “belief”
in Hy-Brasil was passed down through the centuries by seafarers, whose depictions of
the island were told and retold by countless sailors and given credence by the
mapmakers who featured it prominently as a geographical reference on their maps.
Not only did the one island possess a great number of names, but the name Brasil
was often applied to several different islands, sometimes on the very same chart. Hy
Brasil was inscribed on the portolan [nautical] chart of Angelino Dalorto, ca.1325, labeled
as Insula de monotonis, and later modified in 1339 to Insula de Brazil. Other cartographers
then included it in their own work, using it to fit conveniently with various rumors of
islands in the area. From here, the island of Brasil would, astonishingly, continue to be
included on maps until well into the 19th century, thanks to occasional reported glimpses
and the seductiveness of a compelling mythology. In contrast to the gradual degradation
of the typical phantom island because of increased naval traffic over time, the curious
thing about Hy Brasil is that official notations of its location become more specific.
Insula de Brazil shown on the Catalan Atlas (1375, #235), created by Abraham
Cresques of Majorca, and commissioned by Charles V of France. The enormous atlas
gives a complete picture of the geographical knowledge of the Middle Ages.
On the Pizigani map of 1367, Brazir is clearly applied to a circular island off the
southwest coast of Ireland, while one of the islands in the middle group of the Azores is
called Insulla de Brazir. On the Solerio map of 1385, two Brazils are marked; one, to the
west of Ireland, is Insula de Berzil; the other, in the Azores, is Brazir. The Benincasa map
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of 1470 and the Bartolomeo Pareto map of 1455 also label the Azorean island (now called
Terceira) as Isola de Brazil and Insulla de Brazil.

Portolan [nautical] chart of Angelino Dalorto, ca.1325

Detail: Hy-Brasil as a circular island lying southwest of Ireland
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Detail from the Catalan Atlas (#235), 1375 showing Insula de de Brazil southwest of Ireland
The celebrated Catalan map of I375 introduced a significant novelty, converting the island disc
into an annulus of land of course, still circular surrounding a circular body of water dotted with
islets. The preferred explanation thus far advanced connects these islets with the Seven Cities of
Portuguese and Spanish legend. But there appears to be nine islands, not seven, and it is not clear
what necessary relation exists between isles and cities nor whence the idea is derived of the
central lake or sea as a background. Moreover, the Island of the Seven Cities was most often
identified with Antillia far to the south, and there seems no warrant for identification with Brazil.
All considered, this explanation seems arbitrary, inadequate, and unconvincing.
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Pizigani map of 1367, Brazir is clearly applied to a circular island off the southwest coast of
Ireland, while one of the islands in the middle group of the Azores is called Insulla de Brazir.
The Pizigani map of I367 applies it with slight change of spelling not only to the original
disc-form Brazil west of Ireland and to the first appearance of a mysterious crescentshaped island, which must be the mythical Isle of Mam/Mayda (here labeled “Brazir”),
but to what is plainly meant for Terceira of the main middle group of the Azores. The
Spanish Friar, naming Brazil in his island list about 1350, appears also to mean Terceira.
Like other “phantom islands”, Hy-Brasil did not remain located in the same spot but
“drifted” south and west over time. Medieval portolan [nautical] charts identified an
island called Bracile west of Ireland in the Atlantic Ocean as far back as 1325, in
a portolan chart by Angelino Dulcert. On successive sailing charts, it appears southwest
of Galway Bay. Later it appeared as Insula de Brasil in the Venetian map of Andrea
Bianco (1436), attached to one of the larger islands of a group of islands in the Atlantic.
This was identified for a time with the modern island of Terceira in the Azores. A
Catalan map of about 1480 labels an island as Illa de brasil to the southwest of Ireland,
where the mythical place was supposed to be. It continued to be shown on maps until
the 1860s.
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Detail of the Pizigani chart showing the two Brasils
Exactly when Terceira, in the Azores, first appeared on maps with the
appellation Brazil is uncertain. The lettering on the Laurentian portolano of 1351
resembles the word Brazil, but it is too indistinct to make a positive identification. On the
map of the Pizigani Brothers of 1367, though, Terceira is clearly labeled Jnsola de bracir.
The same name is applied to an island ninety to a hundred nautical miles southwest of
Ireland as well, and even to a third island west of the English Channel. More frequently,
this third island was known as Insola de Mam (or Man); another phantom island, it
quickly disappeared from cartographic records. Terceira continued to be called Bracir,
Brazil or a similar name; on the Bartolomeo Pareto map (1455), it is labeled Insulla de
Brazil.
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That several islands with the same name appear on one map actually aids
identification, for it is not likely that cartographers placed the island of Brazil
indiscriminately all over the Atlantic on account of confusion and uncertainty about its
location. There really were two distinct and different islands, both called Brasil. The
name Jnsola de Bracil for Terceira originates in the word “brazil,” commonly used during
the Middle Ages to mean red dyewood.
Terceira was obviously an Atlantic source for this precious brazil wood. Later,
the island was renamed Ilha de Jesus, then finally Terceira, as it was the third island to be
rediscovered by the Portuguese. A remnant of its ancient label still remains: Monte
Brazil, one of the volcanic peaks, is on the south coast of the island.
O'Brasil, Hy-Brazil or Breasail, less than a hundred nautical miles off the coast of
Ireland, has an entirely different etymology. The most plausible suggestion is that it is
from the ancient Gaelic word breas, meaning noble, prince or fortunate. It may also be a
proper name for a chief or eminent man, in this instance, Saint Bresal (or Breasail).
From the time Hy-Brasil was first shown on the Angelino de Dalorto map of 1325
until it disappeared from cartographic records in 1865, two aspects of the island remain
constant; its location and its physical configuration. Unlike many phantom islands that
continually shifted their position on maps during the long period of Atlantic
exploration, Hy-Brasil always remained generally in the same place – the eastern North
Atlantic.
The most distinctive geographical feature of Hy-Brasil, is that it appears on maps
as a perfect circle, with a semi-circular channel through the center, it was often bisected
by a line through its center running east to west, which could have been a river. Initially
on most maps, it was located roughly 321km (200 miles) off the west coast of Ireland in
the North Atlantic Ocean. The central image on the Brazilian flag, a circle with a channel
across the center, was the symbol for Hy-Brasil on early maps.
An explanation for this island’s unusual configuration is found in the Navigatio of
Saint Brendan, particularly in the descriptions of the Promised Land of the Saints. In the
beginning of the story, Saint Barrind narrates a voyage he made to the Promised Land
with Mern6c, an anchorite on an island near Slieve League off the west coast of Ireland.
They sail westward from this island, Delightful Island, to reach the Promised Land. The
fog is so thick they can scarcely see either end of their boat, but then a great light shines
around them and the Promised Land is revealed. They land and spend fifteen days
walking around, yet they cannot find the end of it.
Both Saint Barrind and Saint Brendan found the island on their respective
voyages, and returned home with nearly identical descriptions of Hy-Brasil, which they
dubbed the “Promised Land.” The circular perimeter of the island was confirmed by
both Saints Barrind and Brendan, who separately walked the shore to determine where
the island ended, but never found it. Most likely, they were walking in circles.
Expeditions left Bristol in 1480 and 1481 to search for the island; and a letter
written by Pedro de Ayala, shortly after the return of John Cabot (from his expedition in
1497), reports that land found by Cabot had been “discovered in the past by the men
from Bristol who found Brasil.” This implied someone from one of the Bristol
expeditions had actually managed to find it. In 1480, John Jay Jr. departed from Bristol,
England on a journey to find the fabled island only to come back empty handed after
spending two months at sea. In 1481, two more ships, the Trinity and the George,
departed from Bristol on an expedition to find Hy-Brasil with no success either.
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Several fact-finding voyages to Hy Brasil were launched over the years, starting
in the 15th century with William of Worcester’s 80-ton vessel captained by Thomas Lloyd
in 1480, which was forced to turn back by severe storms almost immediately. The next
year, the Trinity and the George returned empty-handed. In 1498, Pedro de Ayala, the
Spanish envoy to London, reported to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella that the
English had sent several missions annually for the past seven years in search of the
island. In 1633, Captain David Alexander was hired by Lord Lome to complete a survey
and comprehensive report of Hy Brasil, which also was not achieved.
One of the most famous visits to Hy-Brasil was in 1674 by Captain John Nisbet of
Killybegs, County Donegal, Ireland when on a journey from France to Ireland, stating
that the island was inhabited by large black rabbits and a magician who lived alone in a
stone castle, yet the character and the story were a literary invention by Irish
author Richard Head. He and his crew were in familiar waters west of Ireland, when a
fog came up. As the fog lifted, the ship was dangerously close to rocks. While getting
their bearings, the ship anchored in three fathoms of water, and four crew members
rowed ashore to visit Hy-Brasil. They spent a day on the island and returned with silver
and gold given to them by an old man who lived there.
The last supposed sighting was in 1872 by Roderick O’Flaherty. In ‘A
Chorographical Description of West or H-Iar Connaught (1684),’ he tells us of the reported
“old man” by saying “There is now living, Morogh O’Ley, who immagins he was
himself personally on O’Brasil for two days, and saw out of it the iles of Aran,
Golamhead, Irrosbeghill, and other places of the west continent he was acquainted
with.”

Cartographically
The circular form of Brazil and its location westward of southern Ireland are affirmed by
many maps, including Dalorto, 1325, Pizigani, 1367; the anonymous Weimar map,
probably about 1481; Giraldi, i426; Beccario, I426 and I435; Juan da Napoli, perhaps
1430; Bianco, 1436 1448; Valsequa, 1439; Pareto, I455; Roselli, 1468 ; Benincasa, 1482; Juan
de la Cosa, 1500 and numerous later maps. Probably the persistent roundness is
ascribable to a certain preference for geometrical regularity, which sowed these early
maps with circles, crescents, tri-lobed clover leaves, and other more unusual but not less
artificial island forms. The direction must stand for the tradition of some old voyage or
voyages.
West of Ireland: More veiled and less distinguishable is the history of this
imaginary island which was also introduced into cartography in the 14th century.
Generally placed at about latitude 48°N, the latitude of southern Brittany, it sometime,
moved northwards a little closer to Ireland and at others southwards a little closer to the
Azores. Its site tended to be vaguely described as being opposite Cape Finisterre, or
lying west of the English Channel, or half way from Ireland to the Azores. Its shape,
however, is consistent enough in that on most maps it appears roughly as a small
crescent, or what is more appositely described by Samuel E. Morison as an “inverted
umbrella”. Although as a geographical entity it enjoyed a long life, its name was subject
to many changes. However, unlike the case of the first two Brasil Islands, where we only
come across variant spellings of the same word, this island, at various times, was given
completely different designations, Mainly it was known as Maida (also Mayd, Mayde,
Maydas, Maidas, L 'as Maidns, etc.} or Asmaida (also Asmayda], but also as Mam, Man, deMen, Jonzele. Vlaenderen, Ventura, and occasionally it went under other names as well.
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Despite the failure of attempts to find it, this appeared regularly on maps lying
south west of Galway Bay until 1865, by which time it was called Brasil Rock.
Hy-Brasil has also been identified with Porcupine Bank, a shoal in the Atlantic
Ocean about 200 kilometers (120 mi) west of Ireland and discovered in 1862. As early as
1870 a paper was read to the Geological Society of Ireland suggesting this identification.
The suggestion has since appeared more than once, e.g., in an 1883 edition of Notes and
Queries and in various twentieth-century publications, one of the more recent
being Graham Hancock’s book Underworld: The Mysterious Origins of Civilization.
In 1436, it showed up as Sola De Brasil in the Venetian map by cartographer
Andrea Bianco. Attached to one of the larger islands of a group in the Atlantic, this was
identified for a time with the Mater Island.
It would show up again in 1595 on the Ortelius Map of Europe and Europa Mercator
Map and occasionally show up in slightly different locations on different maps over
time.
Jeffrey's American Atlas (1776) clearly places the island of O'Brazil at 51º N,
17°34'W. In 1807, the British Admiralty’s Hydrographic Office charted Hy Brasil at the
coordinates 51°10'N, 16°W, despite the fact that the area was now frequently sailed and
no reports of the island had ever been filed. In John Purdy’s Chart of the Atlantic (1832)
one finds it recorded at 50º50'N, 15°20'W, though it is cautiously downgraded to Brasil
rock. Finally, in 1865, it was purged from the map by the English geographer Alexander
G. Findlay.

Portolan chart by Angelino Dulcert, 1329 showing Ilde Brasil off the west coast of Ireland
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Detail: Ilde Brasil on the 1329 Dulcert chart lying southwest of Ireland
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Brazil and Mayda, the Crescent Island, on the 1413 Viladestes chart
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1424 portolan chart by Zuane Pizzigano
showing the mythical islands of Antillia, Satanazes, Mayda and Brasil

Detail: Pizzigano showing Brasil west of Ireland
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Brazil on the 1439 chart by Gabriel Vallseca
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Detail from the Vinland map, 1440 (see #243)
To the west of Ireland the controversial Vinland map has an isolated island, also in
Bianco; and to the southwest of England another, drawn by Bianco as a crescent. In
Bianco’s fifth chart they are named, respectively, y de berzil [i.e. the legendary island of
Brasil] and y de uentura.
Further out, and extending north-south from about the latitude of Brittany to
about that of Cape Juby, Bianco’s world map shows a chain of about a dozen small
islands, drawn in conventional portolan style. These islands, the Azores of 15th century
cartography and the Madeira group, are represented in the Vinland map, in more
generalized form and without Bianco’s characteristic geometrical outlines, by seven
islands, having the same orientation and relative position as in Bianco’s map, and with
the name Desiderate insule. In the fourth chart of Bianco’s atlas, which depicts the chain
of islands as in the world map, the names given to the “Azores” (north to south) are
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corbo marino, coruos, y de sanzorzi y de bentusta, y di colonbi, y de brasil, chapusa and lobo;
and those of the Madeira group are porto santo, y de madera, y dexerta.
Further south, the Vinland map lays down the Canaries as seven islands lying off
Cape Bojador, with the name Beate lsule fortune. The grouping differs slightly from that
of Bianco, who arranges the seven islands, as in all charts which show them before the
date of his atlas, in a line lying roughly ENE-WSW. It seems unlikely that the
anonymous cartographer’s re-disposition of the islands, any more than the difference in
their outlines from the chart-designs of Bianco, has any special significance. In the fourth
chart of Bianco’s atlas, the islands are named (from east to west) y del fero, y de le palme, y
de gomera, y de inferno, y de chanaria, p. santo, forte uentura, paruego( ?), p. sable, gracioxa, y
de lancilotto, rocho.
In the ocean to the west of the Desiderate insule, the Vinland map has two large
islands, irregularly rectangular in shape with the longer axis north-south; the name
Magnæ Insulæ Beati Brandani Branziliæ dictæ is written between them. Their agreement in
outline with the two large islands laid down in exactly the same positions at the western
edge of Bianco’s world map is striking: in particular, the indentation of the east coast of
the more northerly island and the peninsular form of its southern end, the squarish
northern end of the other (and larger island) and its forked southern end, are common to
both maps. These islands (unnamed in the two world maps) are Satanaxes and Antillia,
which make their first appearance in a map of 1424 and have been the subject of
extensive discussion by historians of cartography. In point of date, Bianco’s atlas of 1436
is the third known work to show the Antillia group, and the fourth chart of the atlas
names the two major islands y de la man satanaxio and y de antillia. Since the outline given
to these two islands both in the world map and in the fourth chart of Bianco’s atlas is
easily distinguishable from that in any 15th century representation of them, the
concordance with the Vinland map in this respect is significant. Here again we have
plain testimony to the derivation of the Vinland map from a cartographic prototype, and
to the character of this prototype.

Nautical chart by Bartolomeo Pareto, 1455 showing the mythical islands of Antillia and two
Brasils - Isola de Brazil and Insulla de Brazil [the Cresent Island].
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Detail from the Pareto chart showing the and two Brasils - Isola de Brazil and Insulla de Brazil
[Mayda, the Crescent Island].

16

Hy-Brasil

5.24

Island of Berzil on the famous Fra Mauro mappamundi of 1459 (#249)

A section of the Catalan map ca. 1480 showing Brazil Island and Green Island [Illa Verde] and a
second island named Brazil, and Fixlanda in the north
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The portolan chart from 1559 by Mateo Prunes (shown below) labels two islands Illa de
brasil, one to the south west of Ireland (where the mythical place was supposed to be)
and one south of Illa verde or Greenland.

Portolan chart from 1559 by Mateo Prunes The chart depicts the Mediterranean Sea, the Black
Sea, part of the Red Sea, the Atlantic coast of Africa from Cape Spartel to Senegal, and the
European coast to northern Scandinavia. Both real and mythical islands appear in the northwest.
The real ones include Fixlanda [Iceland] and Isola Verde [probably Greenland]. Among the
mythical islands are Isola de Brazil and Isola de Maydi, the latter possibly a name of Arabic
origin that first appeared on the 1325 chart by Angelino Dalorto. This map resembles the 1480
Catalan chart.
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Detail from the 1559 Prunes chart: isola verde [Green Land] depicted as a north-south
rectangular island, similar in configuration to the legendary Antillia and located just south of
Fixlanda [Iceland] and west of the other legendary island of Brasil.
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Portolan chart from 1466 by Pedro Roselli showing Brasil west of Ireland and Antillia and
Satanazes in the mid-Atlantic

The nautical chart of Western Europe (1473) by Grazioso Benincasa shows Hy-Brasil in a
circular shape, divided in two
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Portolan chart by Albino Canepa, 1489 showing Brasil, Mayda, Antillia and Satanazes
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Detail of Canepa chart showing Brasil west of Ireland
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Brasil and Maida on the 1492 chart by Jorge Agular
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Brasil on the 1482 chart by Grazioso Benincasa
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Insula de Brasil on Martin Behaim’s 1492 globe (#258)
Here, the island sits just off the coast of southwest Ireland. Just five years after Behaim made his
globe in Germany, the English navigator John Cabot sailed out of Bristol in search of the fabled
island. Cabot did make landfall in Newfoundland in 1497, and soon news circulated that he had
indeed found the elusive Hy-Brasil. By the mid-16th century, Hy-Brasil is depicted as being in
American waters, off the coast of Newfoundland.
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Brasil and Maida on the 1504 chart by Pedro Reinel (Kuntsmann I, #307.2)
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World map of Johannes Ruysch, 1508 (#313)

The north Atlantic on the 1508 world map by Johannes Ruysch (#313)
In the Atlantic between Ireland and Greenland lies an island with an inscription stating
that this island in the year of our Lord 1456 was totally consumed by fire. It is tempting to
suggest that this is an epitaph for the fabulous island of Brasil from Irish legend.
To the left is a pair of islands with the appearance of Brasil accompanied by the legend “Demons
assaulted ships near these islands, which were avoided, but not without peril”
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Brasil and Mayda off the coast of Ireland (oriented with West at the top)
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Brasil on the 16th century chart by Giogio Sideri, Calapoda da Candia
Oriented with South at the top

Hy-Brazil on a chart in Joan Martines’ 1547 atlas
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O’Brazill on the 1568 chart in the Fernãdo Vaz Dourado atlas (#409.1)
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Brasil on the 1600 chart by Luis Teixeira
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Hy-Brasil on a 1513 chart by Piri Reis (#322)
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Tabula Nova Hibernie Anglie et Scotie by Martin Waldseemüller, 1513
Waldseemüller used as his sources one or more Italian portolani charts but without necessarily
taking advantage of the most up-to-date information available.
Of particular interest is the island of Brasil off the west coast of Ireland.

Brasil on the 1528 map by Benedetto Bordone
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Brasil on Vesconte Maggiolo’s 1541 chart

Universale descrittione di tutta la terra conosciuta fin qui, Paolo Forlani, 1565 (#398)
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Brasil and Maida on the Paolo Forlani world map of 1565 (#398)
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North Atlantic, 1570, Europe, Septentrionalivm Regionvm Descrip, Ortelius Map
Showing the mythical islands of Drogeo, Frisland, Neome. Podalida, Brasil, Icaria, St Brandian

Detail showing Brasil to the right of the harpist and yVerde below him
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Detail from Joan Martines’ map of the North Atlantic showing the Ille Verde, the islands of
Brasil, Mayda, Ille Verde and Frisland (#416)
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Brasil on a map by Sebastian Münster 1588, along with other mystical islands St Brandain,
Friesland, Neome, Podalida, Demar
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America by Jodocus Hondius, 1619

Detail showing Brasil off the bow of the Greenlander’s kayak and
the mythical islands of Frisland, Maidas and Bus
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Brasil depicted on Sebastian Munster’s 1628 map of
Europe
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A tiny blot of a landmass off the western coast of Ireland is curiously labeled “Imaginary Isle of
O Brazil” on cartographer Thomas Jefferys’s 1768 “Chart of the Atlantic Ocean.”
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Island of Brasil and Demar. Theatro d'el Orbe de la Tierra de Abraham Ortello (Antwerp, 1602)

Many mythical islands are depicted here: Brazil, Drageo, S. Brendan, Frieslant, Videnderen, etc.
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Off Newfoundland: It is roughly in this area, that we find another version of Hy-Brasil.
Here it has been referred to as a small North American island “near the arctic circle”, but
mainly its position is indicated south of Greenland and cast of Newfoundland, which is
of course far away from the Arctic Circle. However, all the other Hy-Brasil islands we
have looked at so far were situated off European or North African coasts, whereas this
island is in distinctly American waters. It is by no means a substitution for its Irish
counterpart, with which it peacefully coexists.
We find this specimen on at least eight charts where it is marked as a roundish
island off the cast coast of North America, moving between latitudes 47º and 63ºN. It
arrived much later on the scene than the other Hy-Brasil islands, that is approximately
one hundred and fifty years utter the Dulcert/Dalorto map of 1330, and had a relatively
short life span, making its first appearance on the anonymous Catalan map of c.1480 and
already taking its leave with the Porcacchi map of 1598. It did not disappear, however,
without leaving a truce. To this day, in Canada we find a ridge called Brazil Rock off
Cape Sable (Nova Scotia) and a Brazil Shoal off Grand Manan (New Brunswick). And
was this perhaps the Brasil lsland that Columbus recorded to have sighted on his way to
America?
In the late 15th and throughout the 16th century. what we now know to be North
America was then not considered to be firm land, but rather a fragmented area. Thus, on
early maps, Newfoundland appears as a disintegrated region consisting of a plethora of
islands. This, together with the fact that the region was still largely unexplored, possibly
explains why the location became the ultimate assembly point for several imaginary
islands which had wandered across the Atlantic from European or Northern African
waters. In its new surroundings, Brasil Island variously found itself in the company of
the Isle of Demons, the Isle of the Seven Cities, St Brendan's Isle, I. de Fortuna, Mayda, and Isla
Verde (also Insula Viridis or “the Green Isle”), which some argue is an imaginary isle
while others think it was probably intended to be a representation of Greenland. These
islands were depicted as lying so close to one another that they become almost
interchangeable. Gemma Frlsius remark: “Insula Viridis. quae aliis dicitur Brasil. in ...
lat. 51” [An island green. the other is called Brazil in lat. 51], may be a reflection of this
confusion, but his uncertainty may also refer to Waldseemüülller, who on his chart of
1513, marked Obrazill in the same spot where on his previous map of 1507 Viridis lnsula
had been placed.
In 1497, the Genoese seafarer John Cabot, in charge of all English voyage of
exploration, appears to have made several landfalls on the American continent in the
region of Newfoundland. Although his discovery was not made public, news that he
had actually round Brasil Island, the professed destination of at least two Bristol
expeditions in the early 1480s, quickly spread over Western Europe, mostly through
ambassador, and foreign trading merchants who were doing business in England.
Naturally. Spain and Portugal, the two nations that had already divided among
themselves all undiscovered territory through a vertical partition line, would react with
concern to this news.
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Tabula Terre Nove (Admiral’s Map) by Martin Waldseemüller, 1513 (#320)
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Detail: showing Obrasill and Asmaidas southwest of the British Isles
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Yet Hy-Brasil is interesting in being a myth that was for a time treated as reality,
and a land that remained on maps beyond when it was identified as purely legend by
sailors. The final example in the exhibition is James Imary and Son’s 1859 chart of the
Atlantic Ocean, published just before Hy-Brasil was removed by the British Admiralty
from their navigational charts in 1873. In the following years, Hy-Brasil would retreat
into anonymity. As attempts to find it failed again, map-makers started leaving it off
most nautical charts. When it was last observed on a map in 1865, it was simply noted as
“Brazil Rock.”
There are many myths and legends surrounding Hy-Brasil. In some of them, the
island is the home of the gods of Irish lore. In others, it is inhabited by priests or monks
rumored to hold ancient knowledge which allowed them to create an advanced
civilization. Some think that St. Brendan’s famous voyage to find the “Promised Land”
may have been Hy-Brasil.
The legend could be a story that was passed down through generations from the
end of the last Ice Age when sea levels were lower. For example, the so-called Porcupine
Bank, discovered in 1862, appears to have been an island at some point in time. Located
about 193 km (120 miles) west of Ireland, it is a shoal exposed at extreme low tide and
where an 1830 chart had Brazil Rock located. The bank’s highest point is around 200
meters (656 feet) below sea level and was sunk either due to a catastrophe or rising sea
levels.
Today, no such island called Hy-Brasil exists on any maps or nautical charts and
no historical documents were ever recorded to indicate what happened to it.
Mainstream historians simply consider it a case of mistaken identity. Nevertheless, it is a
peculiar riddle in history that is likely to be debated and discussed into the future.
It must not be supposed that Brazil was always thought of as relatively near
Europe. Camocio in 1560 and Zaltieri in 1566 prepared maps that show Brazil Island in
distinctly American waters, practically forming part of the archipelago into which
Newfoundland was supposed to be divided, or at least lying between it and the Grand
Banks. These presentations no doubt may have been suggested by American discoveries
and later theories, especially as no navigator had been able to find Brazil at any point
nearer Europe; but again they may be at least partly due to surviving early traditions of
the great distance westward at which this island lay.

Mayda
This island (otherwise known as Brazir, Mam, Crescent Island of Man, Asmayda, Bentusle,
Bolunda, Demar and Vlaanderen) does not appear in the maps of Dalorte, Dulcert, or
Gaddiano. Its entrance on the scene, as the records stand, is more than forty years later
than that of Brasil: thereafter it becomes an almost inseparable consort of the latter for
several centuries. When either is absent, both are absent; and when both are present, this
Crescent Island of Man, by whatever name, usually lies southwest or west of south of the
mythical isle of Brasil, the distance being variable in some instances, but fairly constant
as a rule. It sometimes approaches a half-moon in contour, is sometimes a mere shred or
paring of a crescent, but more often has an intermediate form, being nearly always
rounded smoothly on one side, and concave or nearly straight on the other, which is
more or less indented as if by bays, and in a majority of cases turned to the northwest.
Its names are numerous, but at first Man predominates, and in later centuries Mayda,
with slight variations in each case. Neither of these names, however, was the earliest
which it bore, so far as we know.
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Brasil, Vlaenderen (Crescent Island) and S. Brandain on the 1595 map by Gerhard Mercator
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Step by step the delineation of the eastern Atlantic island-clusters and islandseries had proceeded, until the Atlante Mediceo, 1351, showed in full the Canaries, the
Madeiras, and the Azores, in the majority of instances with their present names, and
marshaled correctly the subgroups of the latter archipelago, two islands in the lowest
group, five in the middle, two more in the outermost. It erred only in relative direction,
distance from Europe, and some details of size and form.
Then there was a curious interruption of the chain of development. The map of
the Pizigani brothers appeared in 1367 (shown above), and was conspicuous at once for its
apparent ignorance of what others had thus learned in regular gradation, and for
strange new flashes of original light on geography, obviously from quite novel sources.
Perhaps its most notable addition was the island Brazir, imperfectly crescentic in form,
far southwest of the circular Irish Brasil (here Brazir also), which from the first had held
its place south of west of Limerick and off the Blaskets, and also very far west of
Brittany, being almost exactly on the parallel of Quimper and the Point du Eaz, here
named Cabo de Fontano. The Isle de Sein, just above this headland, still bears that name. In
other words, the latitude is about the forty-eighth degree, which Prunes in 1553 gives for
this island on his graduated and numbered map. This agrees pretty closely with a
considerable number of others earlier and later, though the island was occasionally
shifted as far south as the mouth of the Loire, and more rarely as far northward as the
upper Breton coast, or perhaps a little farther, such variations rarely exceeding a degree
or two. This certainly leaves the impression of a very old, strong, and clear tradition
connecting this island with Brittany; also with Ireland by way of Brasil, as though
discoverers were believed to have reached it from these countries.
Notwithstanding its unique features, indicating special sources of information,
this Pizigani map displays a curious poverty in data already widely known. Of the nine
Azores, beside minor islets, only Terceira appears, and it shares the name Brazir with the
Crescent Island and the circular or full moon island, the first and legitimate Brasil.
Both by faults and merits, this map makes a gap of sheer originality in the
orderly course of cartography, which confounds all attempts to work out in that way the
time of discovery or subsequent visits which it means to indicate. They may have been
understood as happening in almost any previous year. The island outline, it is true, has
not yet taken the perfectly conventionalized form which it most often displayed
afterward, and seems more like a real island; and this may indicate recentness; but that
is hardly true of the inscriptions and monster figures, and the roughness of the island
may simply reflect the draftsman’s preference or clumsiness. In mass it is much less than
Brasil, as was usually the case afterward. The name Brazir is probably Celtic, as already
explained, being simply a further modification of Breasail. But this is not all. Happily
these early mapmakers were picturesquely minded. Where we moderns give lines and
names they added illustrative figures of kings and saints, mariners and savages, tents in
desert places, ships and churches and sea-monsters, also symbols of divers kinds, and
romantically credulous inscriptions relating to the surprising attributes of remote
regions or what venturesome explorers had encountered among the perils of the deep.
The Pizigani map is a remarkable example of this. In particular it uses, more fully than
had been done before, the vessels of the different exploring countries, marked by their
respective flags, to apportion the credit of discovery. It is not very difficult to identify
them, because a practice had grown up of planting the standards at the proper
strongholds on the maps.
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Thus we recognizes on the laboring galley near "Lancerote" (also cross-marked)
the cross of Genoa, which had been borne there nearly a century before by the Genoese
navigator and colonizer Maloessel, whose first name, Lancelot, still clings to it, a little
modified. Also (less certainly indicative) we find a vessel with a Portuguese flag nearing
home almost immediately opposite the inscription concerning the shores
of Atillie (Antillia).
Yet again, we find on this map three ships, carrying Breton flags, in trouble near
Brazir, opposite Brittany. The ensign may seem strange, but the incorporation of Brittany
with France was yet incomplete; it enjoyed indeed an intermittent and precarious
independence, and was rarely reduced to surrendering this for long. Thus it comes
about that on the Dulcert map of 1339 the staff of the French banner is planted at the city
of Paris, but the barred standard of Brittany at the Breton name of Nantes on the Loire,
its fabric overspreading most of that peninsular province. The design is made up of
horizontal bars and vertical bars. The small pennants on the pictured ships do not afford
room for all; but the horizontal bars are displayed by the two ships near the Crescent
Island, and the vertical bars by the returning one which approaches the Breton coast.
There could not well be a more explicit symbolic record of a Breton voyage across sea
and back, with some appalling adventures.
For all did not return. A second ship has passed the island homeward with sails
spread, making good its escape. But the other, though heading the same way, is reduced
to bare masts and cordage, and is sinking by the stern, where a huge decapod pulls it
down, as one of his tentacles is dragging a seaman overboard. Overhead a dragon flies
past, with another kidnapped sailor in his jaws.
Thus the Pizigani believed that a small Breton fleet had visited a remote and very
dangerous region of the west, incurring dire troubles and loss, and bringing home very
monstrous stories of their experiences. One may conjecture that its terrors were
borrowed in some measure from the Arabs, repeatedly cited as above, who are known to
have been very active in this part of the sea after their conquest of the Iberian peninsula,
and who at some undefined date, considerably before 1154, had sent forth at least one
expedition sworn to cross the Atlantic. Edrisi’s account of their voyage (see #219) relates
their unsuccessful attempt to penetrate the Sargasso Sea, plainly indicated by Pizigani.
Moreover, the man-stealing dragon is a cogent reminder of Sinbad’s man-conveying roc.
It accords with other evidence of interblending of Arab Irish legend that this island
should have an Irish Gaelic name, though associated in words of explanatory inscription
with the sea-Arabs and their adventures. The Bretons may have derived hints from both.
It is strange, no doubt, to find a single name shared by two islands of diametrically
opposite repute: for there seems often some association of evil and danger with the
Crescent Island, whatever its name on a particular map may be; whereas the ideal of
Brasil was always gracious, no less than grand, it being still, in the minds of the Irish
peasantry, more or less touched with lingering memories of the blessed islands of their
old mythology. The map of Fra Mauro, 1459 (#249), counted especially wise and
authoritative, names it Berzil, and identifies it with the Fortunate Islands. The suggestion
of the maps appears to be that Irish mariners, probably from Limerick or near it, had
found a land which pleased them by sailing south or west; and again, on this or some
later occasion, had found a second region more remote in the same general direction,
which they reported as a land of terror—the former being habitually presented in the
latitude of the Blaskets (Brasohia), the latter nearly in that of the Isles de Sein, Brittany.
This suggestion of possible prior discovery from the northeast of course does not at all
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refute the Breton expedition due westward, to which the Pizigani map bears explicit
witness.
According to historian William Babcock the name Brazir did not adhere long to
the Crescent Island. The very next map that we have, the remarkable Catalan Atlas of 1375
(#235), supplies a more successful form in Mam (Man), very likely the correct and
original one, which, significantly, is Celtic also. From times beyond history Man had
been a notable island between Britain and Hibernia. Mananan in the oldest part of the
ancient Voyage of Bran chants his song as a sea-god encountered in his chariot above the
waves. Mona, chief western seat of the British Druids—now Anglesea in North Wales-—
hardly varied the name. There was as good reason for applying it to one Atlantic
discovery as there had been for applying the equally ancient and equally mythical Brasil
to another. It is true that the Catalan map spells the word " Mam," but the final m and n
were interchangeable, as Pareto clearly shows in his fine map of 1455, which
unmistakably offers us "Aragom," "hamc," and "Camaria," for Aragon, hanc, and
Canaria. Moreover, we find the name plainly given as Man in the neat early- 15th century
Venetian map attributed to Zuan da Napoli.
The Catalan Atlas is obviously quite independent of the Pizigani work and
information, at least as much so as the latter is of the Atlante Mediceo. The first-named is
very remarkable for a peculiar development of Brasil, the interior of which had merely
been shown as rather cloudy by Dulcert: for on the Catalan map it becomes a circular
sheet of water surrounded by a ring of land and dotted with islands. Of course there is a
meaning in this, perhaps the key to a notable geographic mystery. It was naturally
repeated by divers later mapmakers.
Man also is treated boldly and confidently by the Catalan, being much larger in
proportion to Brasil than in the Pizigani map, also much nearer to European waters, and
for the first time shown in its fully settled form of a broad crescent or disc-section with
the western indentations reduced to regular scollops. This does not necessarily indicate
any great antiquity in the tradition, for the mind of that age tended to artificial islandforms, as we see in many instances, and no great time seems; to have been needed .for
establishing one of these. But at least Man in 1375, like Brasil in 1325, had become a
recognized part of geography, and was regarded as a region barely less in extent. Also
the cautious tendency to reduce western distances and draw islands towards Europe on
the map was still at work.
The name Man had to compete almost at once with another. Though Soleri’s map
of about 1385 shows both the circular and crescent islands without names (not far from
their places in the Catalan Atlas of 1375), the Pinelli map, 1384, almost identical in date,
and an anonymous map of about the same period, concur in naming this island
Jonzele. Possibly the name should read I. Onzele. Onza, in Italian, has for one of its
meanings a section of a house or ship. In these maps the island is unusually small, a
mere shred, curved but little, and not very unlike a longitudinal section of a ship's hull
in miniature. Isola Onzele may conceivably refer to this, meaning the half-ship-shaped
island. If so, it is the only one of Man's rather numerous names which seems to take
account of its distinctive shape.
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Brasil and the Insula de Mam on the Catalan Atlas of 1375
That version was merely episodical, however. Neither the name nor any of the
special features of delineation appeared again in maps, but the Man (Mam) of the
Catalan's ideal of 1375 reappeared early in the 15th century and held its ground for a
hundred years. This is true of the shape and general style of the island, though the area
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and position vary more or less from type in exceptional cases; true also of the name,
except that in some instances it is omitted, perhaps as unnecessary, or rarely changed a
little. There is a general and rather close uniformity concerning it in the map of Zuan da
Napoli, early 15th century, the anonymous Weimar map sometimes credited to 1424 and
sometimes to 1481, the 15th century Catalan map republished in Fischer's Sammlung, and
the Italian and Catalan maps of Giraldi, 1426 ; Beccaria, 1426 and 1435 ; Bianco, 1436 and
1448 ; Benincasa, 1467 and 1482 ; Koselli, 1468; and Conde Freducci, 1497. Indeed, very
few maps of the Atlantic prepared in that century were without this Crescent Island
located and named as above stated.
The 16th century cartographers for some reason preferred in most instances the
equally curious name Mayda, which had many variants, as Mayde, Mayd, Maidas, Las
Maydas, Asmaidas, Asmaida, and Asmandas. Asmaida was perhaps the first to appear—in
the Ptolemy Ausgabe map of 1513. Humboldt seems to derive Asmaida from an Arabic
word of diabolical meaning, and thinks a suggestion of the latter character came from
the supposedly infernal fires of volcanic islands farther southward. But this same map of
1513 turns Madera to Amadera, Gomera to Agomera, and Brasil or Brasill to O'Brassil. If
these initial letters be not substitutes for the familiar I or Y, they seem to prove a fancy
for meaningless prefixes of no more significance in the case of Mayda than any other. The
name may be Arabic, but surely there is no more likelihood of that because the syllable
"As " gives it an Arabic form. Bentusle, applied by Andreas Bianco to this island in 1448,
has also been thought Arabic, presumably on account of the Semitic Ben; but it could be
accounted for quite plausibly as a variant of ventus, with much the same meaning as
Forteventura, being rendered "the windy island" on this Latin-derived basis.
However derived, Mayda is remarkable for its success in permanently
supplanting, with rare exceptions, the long-established Celtic name. It is true that the
maps of Euysch, 1508, Thome, 1527, Bordone and Coppo, 1528, and Eibero, 1529, do not
show the island, but nearly all which do so call it Mayda. It is also true that the 1513 map
above mentioned departs from the crescent form and shifts it southward a degree or
two, though leaving the identification in other respects clear enough; but this was soon
remedied. For example, in a Portuguese map of 1519 or 1520, reproduced by
Kretschmer, which makes it crescent again in form, and moves it back to the forty-eighth
parallel of North latitude.
A more remarkable exception occurs in the American " M a n " of Nicolas
Nicolay, 1560. He puts "I Man or Bolunda" at the Straits of Belle Isle above Verde, which
seems to be a part of disintegrated Newfoundland, Brasil being a little farther out,
perhaps in the western border of the Great Banks. Zaltieri of 1566 nearly repeats this
position, though his islands are a little farther from the straits, and he uses Mayda, not
Man, as a name. Eamusio, 1566, enlarged Maida to exceed Brasil in size, setting it well out
at sea, but Gastoldi, illustrating Kamusio's text, about 1550 planted an isola de moni on
the very site of Nicolay's really crescent Man, and very funnily illustrated the little
demons there in wait and at play.
But at this time another influence was at work, which soon relegated Mayda, like
Brasil, to the yet unfamiliar waters of the middle ocean; for men were travelling up and
down the American shore and growing skeptical of islands and wonders which they did
not readily find —a mental condition promptly reflected on the maps. Thus Descelliers,
drawing for Henry II of France a very museum of strange sea-islands, some of which
may be set down to sheer fancy-play under royal stimulation, had established Maida in
latitude 53° and a more eastern longitude than St. Michael; and Prunes, 1553, calling it
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Ilia d'Mayd, had offered a neat instance of the accepted representation of the Crescent
Island as to form and size, though less bulky than in some maps, and planted it in more
southern waters than Descelliers, opposite Brittany, in mid-ocean, latitude 48°. Mercator,
1569 and 1587, and Ortelius, 1570, beside their later issues, also kept the island remote
from either shore, but gave it sometimes the surprising Flemish name Vlaanderen, which
did not last on the maps, but had practically disappeared by 1600.
"Mayda" kept on through the centuries, always avoiding the greatly frequented
shore-waters of both continents, usually accompanied by the crescent outline in
diminished area, and merely exhibited more infrequently as scepticism grew. As
instances, one may cite the As Maydas of F. de Witte, 1660, in about the longitude of
Madeira, latitude of Brittany and Avalon Peninsula, Newfoundland; a French map of
1771 showing Maida in latitude of Gascony, longitude of Palma in the Western Canaries;
a Chart of Currents by Findlay, 1853,1 and a Relief Map of the World, first issued by the
Central School Supply House, Chicago, in 1892 (latest U.S. copyright, 1906), which
shows Mayda, thus named, about in the latitude of the mouth of the Loire and the
longitude of Iceland. Negra’s Rock and Jacket I. are also shown ; but not Brasil (Island or
Rock), nor even the undoubtedly real Rockall.

Brasil and Asmaidas on the 1516 world map by Waldseemüller (#320)
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Ii disegno del Discoperto della nova Franza, ii quale s’ehauuto ultimarnente dalle novissima
navigatione de’ Franzesi in quel luogo . . .[The draught of the discovery of New France, made
from the latest French voyages]. From an Italian composite atlas. Venice.
Bolognini Zaltieri (Paolo Forlani), 1566 (#391)
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Detail: showing the island of Brasil off the coast of Labrador (#391)
By 1566, Brasil has been relocated from the western coast of Ireland, to the southern coast of
Labrador, in North America. Here, Italian map maker Paolo Forlani places Brasil and Maida just
southeast of the coast of Labrador in his map of “Noua Franza,” or, New France (Canada).
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Nauigationi Dil Mondo Nouo. Venice: Giovanni Francesco Camocio, 1560

Detail showing Brazil near the mouth of the St Lawrence River off the coast of Labrador
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James Imary and Son’s 1859 chart of the Atlantic Ocean, published just before Hy-Brasil was
removed by the British Admiralty from their navigational charts in 1873.
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