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Compagnies Landt / De Gama Land/ Muller Peninsula [the Aleutian Islands?] 
 

Early maps often include partially delineated floating strips of land, apparently 
seen by explorers navigating the seas. Some of these sightings of land turned out to be 
islands, others continents, and some were complete myths due to false reports and 
inaccurate coordinates. There is always a story behind who discovered these strips of 
land and how they first came to appear on maps. And there is often a separate, 
sometimes convoluted story about how they were depicted by cartographers and 
mapmakers over time. In this monograph I will share the stories behind the mapping of 
three adjacent landmasses northeast of Japan: Staten Island, Compagnies Land and Da 
Gama’s Land.  

This complexity in the delineation of the Pacific arose from the myth-making 
tendencies of mankind. Very soon after the first return voyage by the northern route 
from the Philippines to Mexico it began to be rumored that certain rich islands lay in the 
Pacific to the east of Japan. On a voyage from Manila, or rather from Macao to Acapulco, 
undertaken in 1584, Francisco Gali, the commander, encouraged by the stories of his 
Chinese pilot, sought and claimed to have found northeast of Japan four islands of great 
richness in the precious metals and other esteemed products. The existence of these Islas 
Armenicao, or Isles of the Armenian, was testified to also by a circumstantial story of an 
earlier Portuguese visit to these islands in which an Armenian trader of Malacca played 
a leading part. It was popularly supposed that in the general neighborhood of the Isles of 
the Armenian lay others of equal wealth, the Rica de Oro and the Rica de Plata. In 1586 the 
viceroy of New Spain, dreaming of another Peru, lying conveniently on the route from 
the Philippines to Mexico, sent out Pedro de Unamuno in search of the Armenian’s 
islands with their stone-built cities and well-mannered, well-dressed, friendly, white 
inhabitants. Unamuno sailed to the designated area upon his chart where, at about 450 
leagues east of the Philippines between 29° and 34° north latitude, the rich islands were 
supposed to lie, but after exploring that area for a long time concluded that neither the 
Armenian islands nor the Rica de Oro and the Rica de Plata had actual existence.  

The Unamuno report was soon forgotten, but not the dream of wealth. In 1611 
another viceroy commissioned Sebastian Vizcaino to discover and settle either the 
existence of Rica de Oro or the Rica de Plata, but this merchant-mariner became involved 
in affairs in Japan and neglected to search for the islands. We hear no more thereafter of 
Spanish efforts to discover the islands, but the torch they dropped was soon to be taken 
up and carried by the Dutch with their customary zeal and thoroughness. 

So persistent was the rumor of the existence of the Rica de Oro and its sister island 
that the Dutch East India Company felt it could not afford to let the chance of finding 
them go by. In 1639 the Company sent out an expedition of discovery under Mathijs 
Quast and Abel Janszoon Tasman, and, not discouraged by the lack of result from this 
voyage, equipped and in 1643 dispatched another under the command of Maarten 
Gerritszoon Vries. Naturally enough Vries, too, was unable to report upon islands which 
had no existence, but in the course of his thorough search for them he accomplished 
many other things, sighting the east coast of the Japanese island of Yezo [a.k.a. Ezo, 
Hokkaido], visiting Sakhalin, Russia farther north, and sailing southward to Taiwan. 
One hears little more in literature or cartography of Rica de Oro and Rica de Plata after the 
Vries voyage, but evidently they were hard to forget. As late as 1753 they are named and 
located in the Pacific east of Japan in John Green’s Chart of North and South America, in 
most features a realistic work of cartography.  
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The Vries voyage seems to have been the most thorough exploration of the 
Japanese seas yet made by any European expedition, but its effect in the long run was to 
deepen the confusion that already existed concerning that area. His voyage was plagued 
with fog, making both sighting land and making landfall difficult. His ship was required 
to stay well away from the coastline as it continued northeast of Yezo. Vries reached the 
southern Kuril Islands, which were unknown to Europeans at the time. Cruising 
northeast, Vries passed between two of the nearer Kurile Islands by a strait that 
afterwards bore his name. He designated the island to the west of the strait Staten 
Eylandt [now known as Iturup] after the Dutch States General and the one to the east 
Compagnies Landt [now Urup] after the Dutch East India Company. Vries did not attempt 
to circumnavigate the island, but instead sailed north between Staten Eyland and 
Compagnies Landt along a strait named after him: Vries Strait. He believed that 
Compagnies Landt was not an island but continental land, a part of the northwest coast of 
America. There is found in the Rijks Archief at The Hague an anonymous manuscript 
chart of the voyage of Vries upon which these discoveries are laid down. Here is the 
beginning of the confusion that was to plague mariners and cartographers for a century. 
Upon that chart only the curving western coastline of Compagnies Landt is shown. No 
indication is given of its shape or area, but the delineation implies an indefinite 
extension to the eastward. An account of Vries’ voyage was published in 1646, however 
his discoveries did not regularly appear on maps until more than a decade later. To date, 
the first known printed appearance of Staten Eyland and Compagnies Landt, the latter of 
which was only partially delineated, is on Willem and Joan Blaeu’s wall map of the 
world from 1645-46, of which only one known example exists. Joan Blaeu also included 
the islands on his world map of 1648, which is also very scarce. Afterwards this 
imaginary feature of the northern Pacific was accepted by most professional 
cartographers. It also appeared on a printed map when in 1650 Jansson constructed, 
upon the basis of an anonymous chart, or one very much like it, his Nova et Accurata 
Iaponiae, in which, separating Staten Eylandt from Compagnies Landt, appears Straet de 
Vries. The error of Vries was thus perpetuated by the highest cartographical authority of 
the times. That was bad enough but soon a further confusion was to find record upon 
the best maps of the period.  

Be;ow is Joan Blaeu’s Nova et Accuratissima Totius Terrarum Orbis Tabula, 1658. 
Blaeu’s folio-sized world map that closely follows the cartography of his 1648 wall map, 
showing only the western coastline of Compagnis Landt separated from an unnamed 
Staten Eyland by Straet Fries (Vries Strait) 
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A more detailed depiction of the islands was included on Jan Jansson’s small 
map of Japan, Iaponia et Terra Eso, which Jansson had newly engraved for the final two 
editions of his Atlas Minor in 1648 and 1651, due to a break in the previous plate of 
Japan. While Jansson’s map follows the same outlines of the islands as on Blaeu’s maps 
of 1645-46 and 1648, it adds several place names, including two capes and a mountain on 
Compagnies Landt and a cape on Staten Eyl. Jansson subsequently created a folio-sized 
edition of this map for his Novus Atlas, first published in 1658, adding a few more place 
names to Staten Eylant and extending the coastlines of Companies Landt further east, 
making it significantly larger. 

 

 
Jan Jansson, Iaponia et Terra Eso, 1648. The Atlas Minor edition of this map shows a 

smaller Compagnies Landt. 
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Asiae Nova Delineatio, 1657, Nicolas Visscher 
 

Japan and Hokkaido (Yedso) are mapped according to the 1643 discoveries of Dutchmen 
Maerten de Vries and Cornelis Jansz Coen, Vries and Coen were in search of gold and 
silver islands supposedly discovered early by a mysterious Spanish or Portuguese 
navigator, Juan de Gama, They sailed up the east coast of Japan and continued 
northward into the bay separating Honshu from Hokkaido, They skirted the east coast 
of this bay before discovering Kunashir, here Staten Land, the most westerly of the 
Japanese Kuril Island, They also sighted Iturup or Etorofu, the second Kuril Island. This 
island they only tenuously explored and named Compagnie, after the VQC, their 
sponsors, Subsequent maps assigned great mass to Compagnie on little more than 
speculation. These islands were not mete properly mapped until the explorations of 
Vitus Behring. Korea appears with minimal detail, but correctly indicated as a peninsula 
rather than the insular depiction common on maps from the late 16th and early 17th 
century.  
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Jan Jansson, Nova et Accurata Iaponiae, Terrae Esonis. Ac Insularum Adjacentium, 

1658. Jansson’s folio map extends the coastline of Compagnies Land to the east. 
 

The islands began to appear more regularly on maps by other Dutch 
cartographers around 1660, with those of the world and Asia copying the coastlines 
from Blaeu’s world maps. Maps that focused on northern Asia and the North Pacific 
Ocean tended to follow Jansson’s more detailed depiction of the islands with an 
enlarged Compagnies Land. However in 1663, Jansson made a change to Henricus 
Hondius’ world map that launched a new vision for Compagnies Land. Jansson merged 
the concepts of a westward bulging North America with Vries’ discovery of Compagnies 
Land, thereby extending Compagnies Land across the entire North Pacific Ocean and 
connecting it with North America. It was a bold, misguided decision that Jansson would 
never again repeat on any other map, but one that would confuse cartographers for the 
next century. 
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Henricus Hondius, Nova Totius Terrarum Orbis Geographica ac Hydrographica Tabula, 

1630. Showing the northwest coast of North America 
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Jan Jansson, Nova Totius Terrarum Orbis Geographica ac Hydrographica Tabula, 1663. 

Jansson replaces “Nova Albion” and  “C. Mendocino” with “Compagnies Land.” Also shown is 
an unnamed Staten Island and “Straet de Vries.” 

 
Another compounding factor in the mapping of Compagnies Land was the report 

by explorer João da Gama. In 1589-90. Da Gama sighted land northeast of Japan while 
traversing the Pacific Ocean on his way to Mexico. It is unknown exactly where De 
Gama sighted the land and how long the coastline was, thereby becoming a point of 
speculation for cartographers. The “discoveries” by Da Gama and Vries were sometimes 
merged together as one island or landmass, and sometimes they appeared adjacent to 
one another. Interestingly, although Da Gama’s voyage was over 50 years prior to Vries’ 
expedition, the land discovered by Da Gama did not appear on maps until around 1700, 
well after Compagnies Land was a common addition on Dutch maps. Although it is 
unclear why Da Gama was suddenly introduced on maps more than a century after his 
voyage, his name first appeared on French maps by Delisle and Jaillot. In fact, notations 
regarding Da Gama are almost exclusively found on French, English and German maps, 
while Dutch maps continued to focus on Vries’ discoveries.  

In the year 1590 a Portuguese merchant of Macao in China had made his way to 
Mexico by the northern route, then become the customary course in that navigation. 
Reaching Acapulco he was arrested by the government and his papers seized. No more 
than that is known today of the voyage of this João da Gama. But though nothing is 
found concerning it in Mexican or Spanish archives, it seems clear that a report of 
Gama’s voyage, perhaps a chart of it, somehow made its way to Portugal and the 
custody of the government. In the year 1649 João Teixeira, royal cosmographer of 
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Portugal, constructed a large map, most interesting in many particulars, of India and 
eastern Asia. Upon the map as first constructed by Teixeira there appears at about 45° 
north an extension of the Asiatic continent in the form of a long coast line running 
eastward without interruption towards the North American shores. The accompanying 
legend describes this coast as land seen by Don João da Gama in the course of a voyage 
from China to New Spain. It is supposed that Teixeira drew that feature of his map upon 
the basis of a report or chart of the Gama voyage of sixty years earlier to which as royal 
cosmographer of Portugal he would have had access.  

The Teixeira map has an interesting history. It has been said that it was first 
engraved and printed at Lisbon in 1649, but no copy of that place and year has been 
discovered. In his Nouoelles Cartes des Decouvertes de l' Amiral de Fonte, J. N. Delisle tell us 
that a copy of the map was taken by the French from a captured Portuguese carrack and, 
having been brought to France, was turned over to Melchisedek Thevenot, who had it 
engraved for the second part of his Relations de divers Voyages, published in Paris in 1664. 
One assumes that the captured map was in manuscript form.  

It is clear from its configurations that when Teixeira constructed his map of 1649 
he had not learned of the voyage of Vries in 1643. Nor does Thevenot seem to have 
known of the Vries voyage when at an uncertain date after 1649 he caused to be 
engraved what we know as the first issue of the captured Portuguese map. Soon 
thereafter, however, knowledge of the Vries discoveries came to him. The new 
information so outmoded the northeastern portion of the Teixeira map that he changed 
his mind about its use for the illustration of his book and caused the whole eastern 
section of the map to be re-engraved. In this second state, the issue found normally with 
the Thevenot Relations of 1664, the coastline of Gama Land is shown as a pricked line of 
indefinite contour instead of the firmly drawn coast of the original Teixeira production. 
In this second state also the island of Iezo, shown in the first as the northernmost island 
of the Japanese group, has become a peninsula from the Asiatic mainland, and eastward 
of it appear, unnamed, Vries’s Staten Eylandt and Compagnies Landt separated by a Straet 
de Vries. Compagnies Landt is shown as of indefinite extent. Here is the beginning of the 
confusion through which in certain later maps Compagnies Landt and Gama Land become 
indistinguishable. In fact, Thevenot seems in this revision of the Teixeira chart to be on 
the point of erasing Gama Land from the map and from his mind in favor of the land that 
Vries had named after the Compagnie which had sent him forth.  

With all these elements of uncertainty in their minds, one is prepared for the 
weird results achieved by the cartographers of the next century in their delineations of 
the northern Pacific. Perhaps the most extravagant portrayal of the area in any of the 
well-known maps to be named is found in a group of four sectional charts in Dudley's 
Arcana del Mare, first published in 1646, too soon, it seems, for the cartographer to have 
learned of the voyage of Vries. Dudley’s maps were sea charts intended for the use of 
the practical mariner, a circumstance which makes the grossness of error found in some 
of them all but incomprehensible. In these maps, almost identical but for a difference in 
size and for alterations in longitude, Japan is shown, as in the Ortelius map of 1595 and 
its Portuguese prototype, with its longer axis running east and west, but unlike Ortelius, 
or any other, Dudley carries the island from the Korean coast to points one-third or one-
quarter of the way across the Pacific. North of Japan is displayed one of the longest of 
the world’s coast lines, an unbroken reach of shore running east from the northern tip of 
the "island" of Korea virtually all the way across the Pacific. This is Dudley's Iezo. In one 
of his maps, the Carta Terza Generale del' Asia, the eastern extremity of Iezo is separated 
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from California by the Stretto di Iezo of some three hundred leagues in width. In another 
of them, the Carta particolare della parte Orientale del' Isola di Iezo, this strait, beginning at 
some 5° north of Cape Mendocino on the California coast, has been narrowed to about 
six hundred miles. Dudley's Iezo displays many legends of a geographical nature upon 
its coast line, and, conveniently situated about halfway of its length, a port called 
Matzumai, probably a confusion arising from the existence of such a port on a small 
island between Hondu and the true Yezo of the Japanese group.  

 

 
Guillaume Delisle, L'Asie Dressee sur les Observations de l'Academie Royale des 

Sciences..., 1700. Delisle’s map is one of the first to mention Da Gama, who is noted adjacent to 
"Terre de la Compagnie," with Vries Strait completely omitted. Staten Island is translated into 

French as "I. des Etats.” 
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Delisle/Buache, Carte des Nouvelles Decouvertes au Nord de la Mer du Sud, 1752.  
This map shows three separate islands: “I. des Etats,” “Terre de la Compagnie” and 

“Terres vues par Jean de Gama,” which is only partially delineated. 
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Asia, Nicolas Sanson, 1617 
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An interesting label here, instead of “Compagnies Landt”, here it is “Atlantis Insula” 
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L’asie Par P. Duval Geographe ord du Roy, 1664 
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Emanuel Bowen, A New & Accurate Map of Asia Drawn from Actual Surveys, 1752. A 

large, undefined “De Gama’s Land” stretches eastward off the map. One of the adjacent islands is 
named “Company’s L.d.” Staten Island is not named, but “Str. Of Vries” is labeled. 

 Emanual Bowen 
 

This map includes a mythical De Gama's Land, east of Yeso [Hokkaido, Ezo], with 
a note that the land was discovered by John de Gama on a voyage from China to New 
Spain.  

De Gama Land seems to be a part of the pre-history of the Northeast Coast of 
America, which would soon be laid to rest by the voyages of Bering, Cook and others in 
the region. In the early 17th century rumors began to circulate that a Spanish ship, 
traveling east from the Philippines to Mexico, had been blown off course and discovered 
a land ill the north rich in gold and silver as all unreachable lands were. In later 
versions, the ship became Portuguese with a captain named Juan de Gama. In some 
geographer's minds, De Gama's Land end Ezo [a.k.a. Hokkaido, Yeso] were one and the 
same. In others, Ezo was a part of the Asian mainland and de Gama's land was a separate 
land in the North Pacific.  

In the 1730s and 1740s, De Gama Lend was a source of intellectual debate, not as 
to its existence, but its exact location, with such important explorers as De L'lsle, de la 
Croyere and Tchirikow each opininq as to its location. 
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A New & Accurate Map of Asia drawn from actual surveys…, 1747, E. Bowen with a 

small Compagnies Land and a vaguely defined De Gama’s Land 
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Johann Baptist Homann, Totius Americae Septentrionalis et Meridionalis Novissima 

Repraesentatio quam ex Singulis Recentium Geographorum Tabulis, 1730. 
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The western coastline of North America stretches from California to Asia with a note that 
the “unknown” coast was detected by Da Gama. 

      
 

The map, Mare del Sud, found in Coronelli’s atlas, the Atlante Veneto of 1691, 
shows the influence of the Vries voyage and, further, an ill-defined but extensive land 
mass in the northern Pacific bearing a legend which permits the observer a wide choice 
in the naming of it, that is, Terre de Iesso, o'Ieco, yedeo Esso, et Sesso Scoperta Dagli 
Hollandesi L'an 1643. In the same cartographer’s Asia Dioisa nelle sue Parti (second sheet) 
found also in his Atlante Veneto, this land is further designate: Terra della Compagnia." In 
his Planisjero del Mondo Nuova Iesso is shown as a huge island separated from Staten 
Eylandt by Vries Strait and from California by the Strait of Anian. Here, obviously, Iesso 
has been identified in the cartographer’s mind with the Compagnies Landt of Maarten 
Vries. An identification of another sort is observable in the Sanson hemisphere of about 
1695, found in his Atlas Nouveau of 1696-1720, entitled Mappemonde Geo-Hydrographiqtte. 
In this map the Terre de la Compagnie shown at 45° in the eastern hemisphere becomes in 
the western, Gama Land, and stretches across the Pacific to the Strait of Anian. Just to 
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make confusion more confounded this vast stretch bears the legend Terres Inconnues au 
Terres de Jesso. Still further to complicate matters the Asiatic mainland north of 
Kamchatka is named Terre de Jeço. The American continent is indented north of 
California by a vast and imaginary Mer del l'Ouest from which the Strait of Anian runs 
not northward to the Arctic but provides instead a northeast passage from the Pacific to 
the Atlantic by way of Hudson’s Bay. Sanson showed himself the most credulous and 
most inexact of geographers in these and many other features of this map, but it was a 
very handsome production and undoubtedly one of wide circulation. It must have 
helped considerably in the dissemination and maintenance of incorrect notions of the 
northern Pacific area.  

The Guillaume Delisle maps of the first quarter of the century were not precisely 
agencies of clarification. In the Jaillot Atlas Francois of 1695-1720, Delisle shows in his 
map L' Asie, of 1700, the Terre de Yeco as a peninsula of the Asiatic mainland, separated 
from Niphon by an almost imperceptible water passage. In his Carte des Indes et de la 
Chine of 1705 Terre d'Yeco ou d'Eso is similarly drawn and beside it is a legend which 
reads on ne scait si la Terre d'Yeco tient au Japon au non [we do not know if the Land of 
Yeco is in Japan or not]. In his Hemisphere Septentrional of 1714 Terre d'Yeco, separated 
from the Asiatic coast by the strait called Tessoi, joins with Niphon to form a single large 
island. In his hemispheres of 1720 Terre d'Yeco is shown as a peninsular projection from 
the Asiatic continent while from this non-existent peninsula Japan itself projects 
southward in peninsular form. All these different interpretations by this distinguished 
cartographer are found in the same atlas. Upon all of them appeal the Terre de la 
Compagnie, the Isle des Etats, and, where the bounds of the map permit, an indication of 
Gama Land. Delisle made no bones of the fact that he was guessing in his delineation Of 
Japan and Yezo. He admits in his Leure… sur la question: si le Japan est Ilne Ile, that his 
conjectures have no positive foundation. The force of bad example is a characteristic in 
the lives of maps as of men. In the curious Turkish book, the Ta'rikh al-Hind al-Gharbi of 
Constantinople, 1730, the world map reveals Gama Land, unnamed, running from a point 
northeast of Japan across the Pacific almost to the northern point of Lower California, 
drawn here as an island.  

With the Strait of Anian still a conjectural feature of the geography of the northern 
Pacific, with most maps showing a land mass under one name or another stretching 
from Japan eastward to North America, with uncertainty as to whether Yezo was an 
island, a peninsula from the Asiatic coast north of Japan, or the Asiatic mainland itself, 
and with a great gulf indenting the northwestern coast of America and providing a 
passage from the Pacific to the Atlantic, the state of knowledge of the northern Pacific 
was little more advanced in 1725 than it had been a century earlier..  

Despite new information on the mapping of the Kuril Islands and North Pacific 
Ocean during the early 18th century, depictions of Compagnies Land and Gama Land 
persisted on European maps through the 1780s. Staten Land, on the other hand, was not 
necessarily poorly depicted, but simply mis-named. Maps of the Kuril Islands based on 
Russian explorations reached Europe as early as the 1720s, as evidenced by Johann 
Baptist Homann’s map of the Kamchatka Peninsula and Kuril Islands published circa 
1725 (Geographica Nova ex Oriente Gratiosissima, Duabus Tabulis Specialissimis Contenta...). 
Vitus Bering's expeditions in the North Pacific between 1727-41 provided further 
confirmation that a large landmass didn’t exist in the region. Yet even maps that showed 
and properly named many of the Kuril Islands, thereby incorporating the latest 
geographical information, still held on to the inaccuracies of Vries’ and Da Gama’s 
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reports. The original story of Vries’ discovery and naming of Staten Island and 
Compagnies Land was relatively straight-forward, but it allowed for open-ended and 
conjectural cartography. The fog that prevented the Vries expedition from 
circumnavigating Compagnies Land forced mapmakers to guess the size and shape of 
the island. Cartographers then conflated the reports by Vries and Da Gama, while 
mixing in other misconceptions about the North American continent to create 
exaggerated landmasses in the North Pacific. It all started with a few brief sightings of 
land, and ended up with mysterious islands and stretches of land that persisted on maps 
for over a century. 
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Carte Universelle de Monde, Pierre Du Val, 1679 
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Mare Del Sud Detto Altrimente Mare Pacifico, 1691, Vincenzo Coronelli 

 

 



Compagnies Landt / De Gama Land 
5.40	

	 28	

 

 
Planisphero Del Mondo Nuovo, Vincenzo Coronelli, 1691 
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An example of Antonio Zatta’s 1776 map of the northwestern parts of America and the 
northeastern parts of Asia. This map is one of the most sought after and decorative 18th 
century pre-Cook maps of the Pacific Northwest. The map covers the region from the 
Hudson Bay and the Great Lakes westward as far as Siberia and Japan, north well into 
the Arctic, and southwards as far as Cabo San Lucas in Baja California. In this stunning 
map, Zatta, combining almost every 17th and 18th century myth and fact of the American 
west into a single map, offers up a veritable smorgasbord of speculative geography.  
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South of Kamtschatka, near the edge of the map, Zatta notes the Island di Gama. Gama or 
Gamaland was supposedly discovered in the 17th century by Jean de Gama, a descendent 
of Vasco da Gama. Various subsequent navigators claim to have seen this land, but it 
was left to Bering to finally debunk the myth. In 1729 he sailed for three days looking for 
Gamaland but never found it. Gamaland remained on maps for about 50 years following 
Bering’s explorations until the explorations of Cook confirmed the Bering findings.  
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Asia Cum Omnibus Imperils Provinciis…, 1783, George Matthaus Seutter 
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Asia Cum Omnibus Imperils Provinciis…, 1783, George Matthaus Seutter 

With the Vries Strait, Compagnies Land and a note about de Gama 
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1732, The Empire of China and Island of Japan, Herman Moll showing the Str. of the 

Vries, Staten I. and Companys Land 
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Tom I. No. C. Nouvelle Carte De L’Asia, 1718. Henri Chatelain 
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Mappe-Monde Geo-Hydrographique, 1708, Alexis Hubert Jallot, Nicolas Sanson 
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A Map of North America with Hudson’s Bay and Straights, 1748 

Showing an exaggerated De Gama’s Land 
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A Map of the Discoveries made by the Russians on the North West Coast of America. Bowles 

(Carington) Published by the Royal Academy of Sciences at Petersburg. London, 1771. 
 

This unusual map of the Northwest had its origins in a map published at St Petersburg 
in 1758 by Georg Friedrich Müller. It shows the results of the Bering and Chirikov 
explorations in 1741: the Shumagin, Aleutian and Kurile Islands, for example. The map 
demonstrates that there was still considerable uncertainty about the nature of the 
Northwest, for it neither proved nor disproved the existence of a Northwest Passage. 
But as an exercise in connecting disjointed portions of a coastline, the map remained the 
standard cartographic picture of the region for many years. Müller himself noted that 
his work had been “no more than to connect together, according to probability, the 
coasts that had been separated in various places”.  

Nevertheless, the map provided the best view of the Alaskan coastline and the 
far northern reaches of California between the Drake and Vizcaino voyages of the late 
16th century and those of Captain James Cook in the North Pacific some two hundred 
years later. From time to time, the Spanish had attempted to put down settlements this 
far north, but without success, and even almost going to war with Britain in the mid 18th 
century over fur-trading settlements, most activity being confined to the occasional 
Russian fur-trading sorties along the coastal region, rather to the cost of the native seal 
population. 
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The text on the “De Gama Land” reads: LAND indicated by the inhabitants of Kamtschatka 
which according to some navigators may be seen from Berings Isle. Mt. St, John 

Captain Bering’s ship St Paul’s 1728 route is displayed 
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Planispherium Terreste, 1729, Reiner Otten 
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Carte des Terres Nouvellement Connues au Nord de la Mer du Sud, 1762, Philippe Buache 

 

	
	
Philippe Buache, (born Feb. 7, 1700, Paris, Fr.—died Jan. 27, 1773, Paris), French 
geographer and cartographer who contributed to the theory of physical geography. 
Buache worked for his father-in-law, the cartographer Guillaume Delisle, and became 
royal geographer in 1729. He was elected to the Academy of Sciences the next year. His 
physiographic system divided the Earth’s surface into four basins, separated by a 
scaffolding of mountain ranges overland and beneath the oceans. He applied this theory 
particularly to interpreting the geography of North America and the Pacific Ocean. From 
Russian discoveries in the Bering Strait he deduced the existence of Alaska and the 
Aleutians. Buache was also a pioneer in the use of contour lines to express relief on 
maps. Buache was a cartographer and map publisher, as well as the “foremost 
theoretical geographer of his generation.” Buache began his career as a workshop 
assistant and apprentice of Guillaume de L’Isle, who was also an important and prolific 
cartographer. When de L’Isle died in 1726, his publishing firm was taken over by 
Buache, who had also married his mentor’s daughter so that he was part of the family. 
In 1729, Buache was appointed as the Premier Geographe du Roi, roughly translated as the 
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‘first / principal geographer of the king.’ In the following year, Buache entered the 
Académie des sciences as the successor of Guillaume de L’Isle. 
 
Three more examples of Philippe Buache’s interpretation. 
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De Gama’s Land labeled “Northwest Peninsula” 
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Hemisphere Septenrional dresse en 1754.., 1762, Sigismund Ehrenreich Redem 
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De Gama Land labeled “Northwest Peninsula, plus  

Fusang and the Mer de Ouest [Sea of the West] 
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Remarques sur la Carte reduite de l'ocean septentrional, compris entre l'Asie et l'Amerique, 

suivant les de ! couvertes qui ontete faites par les Russes; dressee au Depot des cartes et plans de 
la Marine, pour le service des vaisseaux du roi, par ordre de M. le duc de Praslin, ministre d'etat, 

ayant le departement de la Marine. 1766 
 

A beautiful example of Bellin’s engraved 1766 map of the Pacific northwest, Alaska, the 
Bering Strait and Siberia, This map is significant as a reactionary piece to the waves of 
cartographic speculation about the American Pacific northwest that defined the first half 
of the 18th century. Bellin, the premier hydrographer of his generation, here attempts 
make sense of it all, bringing together the speculations of the previous generation, his 
own geographical expertise, and issuing, for the first time on a French map, Frederick 
Mulier’s revolutionary cartography relating to the discoveries of Vitus Bering and 
Aleksei Chirikov.  

This map is a smorgasbord of cartographic speculation. It was issued after the 
seminal explorations of Vitus Bering (1733 - 1743) on the Asia side of his namesake strait, 
but before the voyages of Captain James Cook mapped the American side of the Bering 
Strait. Centered on the Bering Strait, the map covers from the Sea of Okhotsk (Ochozk) to 
the Hudson Bay, and from the high Arctic south as far as New Mexico, and Honshu, 
Japan.  

In the middle part of the 18th century there were few paces on Earth as remote or 
as little known as the American northwest and the Siberian northeast in the vicinity of 
the modern-day Bering Strait. The first major scientific incursion into this region was the 
1733 - 1743 Great Northern Expedition led by Vitus Bering and Aleksei Chirikov. The 
expedition was widely discussed in European scientific circles, but Bering and 
Chirikov’s actual discoveries were suppressed by the Russian Academy of Sciences until 
1747 when Joseph-Nicholas De L’Isle, younger brother of the famous French 
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cartographer Guillaume De L’Isle, who was then working in Russia for the Tzar, fled 
Russia and published a preliminary interpretation of the Bering-Chirikov discoveries in 
partnership with Philippe Buache. Buache incorporated some of the unpublished 
cartographic musings of Guillaume De L'Isle, who was by then deceased, to fill in the 
then largely unknown northeastern parts of America. 

The St, Petersburg Academy of Sciences was understandably offended by the 
unofficial leak of knowledge from the Great Northern Expedition and sponsored the 
German cartographer Gerhard Freidrich Muller to issue an official response map to De 
L'Isle/Buache. That map, which was published in 1754, was the first to contain 
substantial accurate information with regard to Russian discoveries in the Pacific 
northwest and is the basis for much of the cartography seen here, including the Muller’s 
most significant innovation, the so-called Muller Peninsula,  

The Muller Peninsula is a large speculative peninsula that bears a vague 
resemblance to Alaska. It was postulated by Muller based upon his reading of the 
Bering-Chirikov reports. As shown here on Bellin’s map, we can follow the track of the 
expedition as Bering and Chirikov skirt the Aleutian Islands, sighting land on numerous 
occasions, before reaching the North American mainland and sighting Mount Saint Elias 
(Mont de St. Elie). One has no difficulty understanding how, by drawing a line between 
Bering’s sightings of the Aleutian Islands, Muller presumed them connected in the form 
of a vast Aleutian peninsula. Despite the exaggerated westward proportions of Muller’s 
Peninsula, his mapping, as seen here, is significant in that it confirmed the existence of a 
body of water between Asia and America, the subject of much dispute during the 
previous two hundred years. It also showed the Kurile Islands correctly and suggested 
the outline of Alaska and the Aleutian chain. Though the Russian discoveries had been 
shown on the De L'Isle map published in 1752, this is the first map to give an 
approximate picture of what is now Alaska.  

Another feature of extreme interest is the ghosted bulbous peninsula identified 
as Tschuktschi in northeastern Siberia. Earlier versions of this were known as Witsen's 
Peninsula. This oddity appears in various forms on numerous maps dating from the late 
17th and early 19th century. It is a legacy of Peter the Great’s obsession over the search for 
a Northeast Passage. Around 1648, the Cossack Semen lvanovich Dezhnyov (1605 - 
1673) put together a rough and ready expedition to explore the region. His company 
consisted of Fedot Alekseyev, traveling with the merchants Andreev and Afstaf'iev 
(representing the Guselnikov merchant house), who provided their own ship, and 
Gerasim Ankudinov, an experienced sea captain with his own ship and some 30 men. 
Dezhnev, along with Mikhail Stadukhin, recruited some 19 men of their own and 
procured a traditional kocha ship. Including escort vessels, a total seven ships sailed from 
the mouth the Kolyma River, along the Siberian Arctic, to the Anadyr River north of 
Kamchatka, and in doing so became the first Europeans to sail through the Bering Strait 
some 80 years before Vitus Bering. Dezhnyov described rounding a large mountainous 
promontory identified as Chukchi, Tschuktschi, or Chukotka Peninsula. Of the seven vessels 
and multiple leaders, only three ships, including Dezhnev's, survived the passage. 
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Detail: the Muller Peninsula 

 
Dezhnyov ultimately proved that there was indeed a nautical route from Russia 

to East Asia, but at the same time confirmed that it was exceedingly impractical for 
trade. Nonetheless, his promontory was subsequently embraced by European 
cartographers who, lacking serious scientific data from the Dezhnyov expedition, 
surmised the form. The first of these was Dutchman Nicholaas Witsen, who prepared a 
map in 1687 based upon Dezhnyov’s records that he discovered on a 1665 trip to 
Moscow - hence the term Witsen’s Peninsula. Many cartographers followed suit, and 
some even went so far as to suggest that this landmass may actually be connected to 
America. Dezhnyov’s actual reports were rediscovered by Gerhardt Friedrich Muller 
who published them in 1758 and incorporated them into his own influential map of the 
Siberian Arctic.  
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Detail: the Tschuktschi Peninsula 

 
Beyond the discovery of Mount Saint Elias, much of the Pacific northwest is 

notably blank. Along the west coast, the map notes the speculative River of the West, 
supposedly discovered by Martin D' Aguilar in 1603, the factual Strait of Juan de Fuca 
falsely attributed to Jean de Fuca (1592), and further north the supposed river entrance 
discovered of De Fonte, to which Bellin clearly gives little credit. All of these are present 
to suggest that Bellin has not yet given up hope that an inland river route might exist 
between the Hudson Bay and the Pacific. Nevertheless, between these discoveries and 
Lake Winnipeg (Ouinipigon) there is little content.  

Some of the river systems around Lake Winnipeg have been added and updated 
considerably over the Muller map based upon the discoveries of French Jesuit 
missionaries and fur traders active in the early 18th century. Among areas of note are the 
headwaters of the Missouri (which are not connected to the Missouri), the Lake of the 
Woods, Fort Maurepas, and an interesting mapping of the Red River connecting it to the 
lake of the Woods.  
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Detail: River system 
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Carte General Des Decouvertes De L'Amiral de Fonte Et autres Navigateurs Espagnols, Anglois, 

et Russes, pour la recherche du Passage a la Mer du Sud, 1752 
 

A fascinating map of the Northwest Coast, showing De L'Isle’s conjectural northwest 
coast, based upon De Font and Russian Discoverers, including the Bay of the West. The 
map is part of the great mid-18th century debate, spurred by the reports of Joseph  
Nicholas De L'Isle, of the Russian discoveries in the region prior to 1750, which he 
obtained during his time working in St. Petersburg. The debate was fed by the maps of 
Buache and Jefferys, which provided radically different accounts of the coast.   

Ultimately, the discoveries during Cook's first voyage put an end to the debate, 
illustrating that the myths and legends synthesized in these maps were not at all 
accurate.  Reproduced here for Denis Diderot’s monumental Encyclopedie, the map is 
drawn from De L'Isle's map of September 1752, the foundational map for major debate 
over the mythical Sea of the West. 

The map depicts the apocryphal 'Mer de l'Ouest' and the Strait of Anian, which 
were at the center of one of history’s most heated cartographic debates about the 
existence of the Northwest Passage.  Prepared by the prominent, yet controversial 
cartographer Joseph-Nicholas De L'Isle, and published in his rare pamphlet, Nouvelles 
cartes des decouvertes de l'Amiral de Fonte, et autres navigateurs espagnols, portugais, anglois, 
hollandois, françois et russes, dans les mers septentrionales (Paris, 1753), this provocative 
work would become highly infuential in the depiction of the region for the next 30 years. 
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Meticulously compiled by De L'Isle from the work of his older brother, Guillaume De 
L'Isle, and information obtained by Joseph Nicholas during his time in Russia at the 
Royal Academy in St. Petersburg, the map synthesizes the information of Russian 
explorers in the first half of the 18th century, including Spanberg, Tchirkow, Berhing and 
others to resurrect the myths of De Fonte and Aguilar and present the information as 
suggestive of both the Sea of the West and a very direct Northwest Passage reported by 
De Fonte immediately north of the Sea of the West and a nearly complete transit even 
further north via the so-called Lac Bernarda. 

The map depicts the late Guillaume De L'Isle's conception of the Mer de l'Ouest, 
the great apocryphal sea that occupied much of western North America, which 
Guillaume had sketched in manuscript on several maps, but had never reduced to print, 
taking the form of a massive round sea, which opens to the Pacific around the place of 
modern day Oregon. The map further depicts the Northwest Passage, as claimed to have 
been discovered by the Admiral Bartholomew Fonte, an apocryphal Spanish naval 
officer. A letter supposedly by Fonte, dated 1640, was first published in London in the 
Memoirs of the Curious (1706). In this letter, Fonte claimed that he was ordered by his 
king to sail from Callao, Peru, northwards up the coast. Upon his journey, he claimed 
that he encountered a ship from Boston that had traversed the Northwest Passage, 
sailing through the 'Detroit d'Anian', as shown on the map. While Fonte's letter is now 
universally considered to have been a hoax, the story it told proved to be highly 
influential throughout much of the 18th century. 
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Nouvelle Carte de la Partie Septentrionale du Globe, comprise entre le Kamtchatka et la 

Californie, 1781, Jean-Nicholas Buache de Neuville 
Here the forms of present-day Alaska and the Aleutian Islands are more recognizable compared to 
his earlier interpretations. Prince William Sound, Cook Inlet, the Aleutian Islands and the Bering 

Strait are clearly represented 
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