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Title: Mexico City and the Gulf of Mexico, from Freidrich Peypus’ Praeclara de Nova maris 
Oceani Hyspania Narratio 
Date: 1524  
Author: Ferdinand Cortes  
Description: Oriented with West at the top and measuring 20 x 15 cm, this map of the 
Gulf of Mexico, found on the same page with a larger map of Mexico City, was 
published in Nüremberg by Peypus in 1524 with a Latin edition of the second letter of 
Hernán Cortés de Monroy y Pizarro, the Spanish conqueror and colonizer of Mexico. 
This second letter entitled Praeclara Fernandi. Cortesii de noua Maris Oceani Hispania 
Narratio (originally written by Cortes in 1520) stated that he was given a drawing of the 
gulf coast by Montezuma himself. The northern shoreline (right side) with its Spanish 
names may have come from reports/charts supplied by members of Pineda’s expedition 
of 1519 whom Cortes ‘captured’ at Panuco. On this map at Panuco is the name Provincia 
Amichel (top center), the name given by Garay to his proposed colony for which Pineda 
made his voyage. Following the shoreline northward, one can see at least hints of 
possible knowledge of both the Rio Grande and Mississippi or Mobile Rivers [Rio Panuco 
and Rio del Spiritu Santo]; additionally, the map shows La Florida, the first time the name 
was used on a printed map. Across the Gulf, to the south, Cortes’ conception of the 
Yucatan peninsula as an island on this map may have influenced many later 
cartographers who also displayed this misconception. 

 This plan of Mexico City is one of the first printed representations of any city in 
the New World. This woodcut rendering shows the Aztec capital Temixlitan 
[Tenochtitlan] in Lake Texcoco, with the great temple of Teocalli in the center, along 
with the Palace of Montezuma, houses, canals, causeways and natives paddling canoes; 
then probably the most sophisticated community in the hemisphere. Cortes conquered 
Tenochtitlan in 1521, destroying the city shown here before rebuilding the present 
Mexico City on the same site. 
 Hernán Cortes was a boy of seven when Columbus first reached American 
waters. He took part in the conquest of Cuba in 1511, and from there in 1519 he sailed 
west to the mainland, destroying the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan in 1521. By 1522, a 
mere three decades after Columbus’ maiden landfall, he had conquered all of Mexico for 
Spain. 
 The metropolis, which was the pivot of Montezuma’s empire, sits within Lake 
Texcoco and is connected to the outer shores by causeways. According to Gomara, 
 

this Citie is built upon the water, even in the same order as Venice is. All the 
body of the Citie standeth in a greate large lake of water.  

 
Three types of streets were described, one of earth, one of water, and one which was half 
firm ground and half canal. The fact that the city is supplied with water from 
neighboring mountains via an aqueduct (visible at the top of the map with the legend Ex 
isto fluvio conducut Aqua in Civitatem) reveals that the lake water was not potable. 
Gomara explains that . . . 
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although this Citie is founded upon water, yet the same water is not good to 
drynke, wherefore there is broughte by conduit water from a place called 
Chapultepec, three myles distant from the Citie . . . the water is brought thence in 
two pypes or Can ails in greate quantitie, and when the one is foule, then all the 
water is convayed into the other, til the first be made cleane. 
 

At the center is the temple of Teocalli, which is made of stone and is square, & doth 
containe very way as much ground as a crossebow can reach levell. 
 The city appears well-ordered, with parks, Montezuma’s palace (upper left), and 
Mexicans shuttling between city and mainland in canoes. By the time this map was 
published in 1524, Temixtitan had been leveled by Cortes, and Spanish Mexico City had 
been founded in its place. 

  
 The left portion of the map shows the entire Gulf of Mexico. Cortes states in his 
letter that Montezuma had given him a map of the coast, apparently influencing the 
present work and, if so, making it the first published map to be based partly on 
Amerindian sources. 
 A Spanish pilot by the name of Anton de Alaminos also figured strongly in the 
events leading up to Cortes’ adventures and this map. Alaminos, whose introduction to 
the American mainland dated back to 1502 when he was with Columbus in Honduras, 
piloted Ponce de Leon to Florida and was largely responsible for the discovery of the 
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Gulf Stream which made the return trip to Spain from her colonies practical. In 1517 he 
guided Francisco de Cordoba west from Cuba, where they reached the Yucatan after 
floundering in a bad storm. As a result of this circumstance by which the Yucatan was 
“discovered,” Cortes’ map shows it as an island; the misconception prevailed 
throughout the first half of the century. 
 The following year (1518) Alaminos piloted another voyage from Cuba, now 
under the command of Juan de Grijalva. This expedition brought back news of a land of 
great splendor lying to the west, and it was as a result of this that governor Velazquez of 
Cuba sent Cortes west in 1519. Upon reaching Vera Cruz, however, Cortes’ people 
disassociated themselves from Velazquez, declared their direct allegiance to Spain, and 
pronounced Cortes their leader. From there began his famous conquest, one of the most 
ambitious and ruthless rampages of the era. 
 In this same year of 1519, governor Garay of Jamaica sent Alvarez Pineda to 
discover a sea route through the mainland to the Orient. The search for such a route in 
meso-America had intensified since Balboa’s sighting of the Pacific from Darien in 1513. 
With Alaminos as pilot, they skirted the entire Gulf Coast through Florida, losing many 
men to disease and fighting. The survivors eventually reached Cortes at Panuco in Vera 
Cruz, shown as Provincia Amichel, the name Garay had selected for a proposed colony. 
 Cortes drew heavily on Pineda’s experiences. Pineda had conclusively shown 
that the Gulf formed an unbroken coastline through Panuco, thus fitting together the 
final connecting piece of the American continental puzzle. The mainland was 
continuous from Florida through South America, and so Spain, in her search for a 
passage through the New World to the Orient, turned her eyes to the little-known shores 
north of Florida. 
 On the north (bottom) the Rio del spiritu sancto [river of the holy spirit] appears 
here for the first time on a printed map. This river is often thought to be the Mississippi, 
although its identification as such is far from clear. Based on its described shape, and on 
the report that it had a large village at its mouth and forty more within six leagues up 
river, it more likely represented Mobile Bay and the Mobile River. Rio del spiritu sancto 
continued to appear on maps through the end of the 17th century, by which time it may 
in fact have “become” the Mississippi, neatly transposed when later geographers 
assumed it to be such. 
 Though a Spanish work, Cortes’ map was published in Germany because the 
Crown’s paramount stakes in geographic data did not permit the dissemination of such 
sensitive information. 
 The coastal map describes the Gulf of Mexico from Florida to the Yucatan 
peninsula and was the  first to capture the geographic features with some degree of 
accuracy.  The most famous of the images, the Cortes map of Tenochtitlan, after a 
drawing of the city that had accompanied Cortes’s letter, immortalized the capital 
destroyed during the conquest.  The view of Tenochtitlan shows a lake surrounding a 
densely packed island city. Causeways connect the city to the outer shores of land to 
which nearby cities cling tightly, encasing the whole in an irregular circular shape. 
Capturing the Mexican city’s character, the map features a large central square with two 
stepped temple pyramids, two skull racks, and a stone idol.  The double-headed eagle of 
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the Holy Roman Empire, prominently displayed on the unfurled banner at the top of the 
map, denotes territorial possession. 
 The artist went to some trouble to display the maps together on an oversized 
foldout sheet, yet scholarship traditionally separates the two maps and tends to ignore 
one in favor of the other. Elizabeth Boone is the only scholar to consider the two maps 
together. She convincingly argues that the presentation of both maps on a single sheet 
served to glorify Cortes’ accomplishment by highlighting the expanse of the territory 
that Cortes handed to Charles V.  That modern eyes so often separate the two images 
speaks to their inherent differences.  The Cortes gulf map records with almost measured 
rigor the geographical representation of space.  The other, the Cortes map of 
Tenochtitlan, so multi-faceted that the terms map, plan, and city view all apply, operates 
as an intricate palimpsest. It maps the central valley of Mexico, records the plan of the 
Mexican capital city, and attempts to de ne the ideological importance of the city within 
its empire. 
 Although the two maps have received ample scholarly attention, the literature 
has ignored the other two images. Scholarship on the Cortes map of Tenochtitlan has 
provided valuable information on its iconography and visual sources, but tends to 
isolate it, both from the other map and from the other images, examining it as a discrete 
object rather than as part of a series of four images that accompany the literary work and 
expand its range of meaning.  The map has intrigued scholars interested in cartography, 
city plans, and Renaissance prints. Discussions have focused on the sources of its 
graphic conventions, Cortes’ use of the image to further his own agenda for recognition, 
the relationship between the map and Cortes’ description of the city, and its relationship 
to both indigenous representations of the Mexican capital and to bird’s-eye views of 
European cities, primarily of Venice. Scholars argue that the map’s use of traditional 
European motifs, Latin epigrams, and the Habsburg imperial standard planted at the 
top of the map, suggested its symbolic function as an icon of imperial power because it 
presented the conquered city as a great capital. 
 The map’s iconography, which shifts from the familiar to the “other,” provided 
the European viewer with information that the Spanish monarchy wanted to 
communicate about the nature of the Mexican Empire and its capital city, Tenochtitlan. 
Richard Kagan and Barbara Mundy conclude that the map conveys a dual message. The 
temple precinct allows viewers to recognize the city as idolatrous and therefore as 
barbaric; at the same time, its orderliness speaks of its civility. Ricardo Padrón argues 
that opposing the temple square with the Habsburg banner signals the absorption of 
Tenochtitlan into Charles V’s greater Christian empire. He believes that the imperial  
flag indicates both the accomplished conquest and conversion of New Spain, and that 
the Tenochtitlan pictured in the map remained only as the last weakened stronghold of a 
defeated empire.  The diversity of these interpretations reveals the multivalent nature of 
the Cortes map of Tenochtitlan; a new and different layer of meaning based on the 
paratexts that Padrón considers important. 
 Diantha Steinhilper states that the Cortes map of Tenochtitlan sits at a peculiar 
intersection of responsibility; on the one hand, it needed to appear familiar enough to 
convey information to a European audience, while on the other, it represented an 
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indescribable foreign city. Overall, the map appeared conventional, much like views of 
European cities.  The orderly arrangement of multiple tiers of cookie-cutter buildings 
established for the viewer certain facts regarding civility, organization, and 
sophistication. Orthodox European motifs, however, could not represent the native 
structures (sacrificial temples) or illustrate the kinds of activities, human sacrifices, 
which took place in the Mexican capital. Cortes’ map of Tenochtitlan relied on 
indigenous glyphs, tempered by a German woodcutter’s modifications, to communicate 
seminal features of the city. Labels clearly identify important or unfamiliar elements, 
such as Temixtitan (Tenochtitlan), sacrificial heads, a plaza, a stone idol, a zoo, and 
Montezuma’s house. With its Templo Mayor and skull racks, unfamiliar to Europeans, 
this exotic city differed dramatically from those of Europe. For the Cortes map of 
Tenochtitlan to reverberate with Christian potential, European viewers needed to equate 
it with more familiar, Christian-centered cartographic images. Medieval mappae mundi 
and apocryphal images of Jerusalem informed the organization of the map, and the 
concept of Renaissance ideal cities, specifically Ambrosius Holbein’s image of Utopia, 
provided a model for depicting Tenochtitlan. 
 Unlike the disparaging commentary about the religious beliefs and social 
practices of the New World that prints accompanying Columbus’s and Vespucci’s 
earlier letters of discovery conveyed, images in the Praeclara Ferdinadi Cortesii present it 
as civilized, expansive, and as an opportunity for Christian intervention.  The volume 
also promotes the Spanish monarchy as defender of the faith under Clement VII’s 
approval and guidance.  The idea of converting the Amerindian people paralleled 
European zeal for crusading, recalling Christian intervention in the Holy Land. It 
strongly echoed the commitment that the 700-year-long Spanish Reconquista of the 
Iberian Peninsula had required, which had been secured only 32 years earlier in 1492.  
The Praeclara Ferdinadi Cortesii elevated Spain’s image from that of a local defender of the 
faith to that of international champion and promoter of the faith on a global scale. It 
established an identity of both colony and colonizer: New Spain as an idolatrous but 
worthy world and Spain as a world power and the standard-bearer of Christian 
evangelization. 
  The Spanish monarchy packaged Cortes’ text with images that together pledged 
the fulfillment of requirements to proselytize the native population established in earlier 
papal bulls. Clement VII’s medallic portrait, Charles V’s Eucharistic heraldry, and the 
presentation of Tenochtitlan as a Utopian new Jerusalem worked together to 
communicate to the contemporary viewer the idea of founding the New World as 
Christian. Situating the Cortes map of Tenochtitlan within the mappae mundi tradition 
and rhetorical discourse of contemporary millennial ideas positioned Tenochtitlan as the 
epicenter for Christian evangelism. Contextualizing the Praeclara Ferdinadi Cortesii in this 
way adds a new layer of religious interpretation, Spanish evangelical ideology toward 
the New World, to a volume already rich as a historical and political document. 
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Locations:  
Edward E. Ayer Collection, The Newberry Library, Chicago 
John Carter Brown Library, Brown University 
Florida State University Libraries, Special Collections and Archives. 
 
Size: 310 x 46.5 cm 
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Detail: Gulf of Mexico with the Yucatan peninsula shown as an island  
(oriented with South at the top) 
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