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Initial Naming of the Americas 
As is well known, the first use of the name AMERICA is un-
derstood to have been on the Waldseemüller planisphere of 
1507, where it is a designation for the partially-mapped South 
American continent, honoring its reported exploration by 
Italian explorer and navigator, Amerigo Vespucci, who, based 
in Cadiz as an agent for the Medici, and had written a letter in 
1503 describing his discovery of the lands of South America 
to the ruler of Florence, Piero Soderini. However, the North 
American landmass was not known at the time (Fig. 1), and 
the use of the name AMERICA has had a checkered history 
since then. Indeed, it was not applied to the northern conti-
nent until thirty years later and soon dropped out of regular 
use even for the southern continent.  
  In tracing the name's origin, a key map to consider is the 
world map of Leonardo da Vinci, which was also one of the 

very earliest maps to use the name AMERICA (see Fig. 1). It 
has traditionally been assigned a date of 1514, on the strength 
of its mention of Terra Florida for the peninsula reportedly 
discovered in 1513, but this dating was shown to be incon-
sistent with other aspects of its cartography (Tyler, 2019). An 
example is that the extent of the Caribbean region is rudimen-
tary compared with that of Waldseemüller (1507, published in 
St-Dié-des-Vosges, France; which was widely copied and dis-
tributed throughout Europe at the time (Missinne, 2015). 
This comparison implies that da Vinci's map would have been 
drawn on the basis of earlier explorations, such as those of 
Amerigo Vespucci published in Florence in 1504, consistent 
with Missinne's analysis. Fig. 1 compares the use of the name 
AMERICA on these maps. Waldseemüller does not use the 
name in his early map of 1505, places it at the tail of the south-
ern continent in his 1507 mappamundi, and (remarkably) 
even avoids using it in the very inset that honors Vespucci for 
his discovery of the continent (see Fig. 1, right panel), where 
South America is designated Terra Incognita.  
  Moreover, in the main 1507 map, Waldseemüller inscribes 
the words TOTA ESTA PROVINCIA INVENTA EST PER 
MANDATUM REGIS CASTELLE ("The whole of this dis-
covered region is under the command of the King of Castile") 
in the South American continent, in a font that marks it as in 
competition with the designation of AMERICA, raising the 
question of whether the latter name was really intended for 
the continent as a whole. Da Vinci, by contrast, places the 
name squarely in the center in the South American continent 
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Figure 1. Comparison of the American regions of the maps of Waldseemüller (1505), da Vinci (~1505), and Waldseemüller 
(1507, detail from his main map, with the toponym expanded, and inset with portrait of Vespucci). The latter maps show land 
abutting the islands of Cuba and Hispaniola that is most convincingly identified with the configuration of the Yucatan in Central 
America rather than the North American continent. Moreover, this was well before the discovery of Florida.  
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(Fig. 1, prior page), leaving no doubt that it was intended as 
the full continental designation. 
  In terms of dating, the rudimentary mapping of Europe in 
da Vinci's world map (not shown here) is also inconsistent 
with his detailed treatment of the countries in a separate map 
of Europe that is also found among his papers, which is dated 
to 1515, suggesting a gap of many years between the two 
maps. The implication is that da Vinci's world map would 
have been dated before Waldseemüller's, to about 1505, soon 
after the Florentine publication of Vespucci's voyages to 
South America, supporting the idea that da Vinci's map was 
the first one in history use the name AMERICA. 

Slow adoption of the name AMERICA 
In either case, it took a while for the name AMERICA to 
come into regular use for the South American continent, 

switching among various designations (Table 1), including 
some version of TERRA SANCTAE CRUCIS on both Ger-
man and Italian maps up to 1520. This designation was based 
on the Liber Secretorum Fidelium Crucis super Terrae Sanctae 
(1306), a manuscript book by Marino Sanuto intended to 
stimulate the reconquest of the Holy Land, probably due to 
resistance to the attribution to someone other than Colum-
bus, led by his son Ferdinand (Lester, 2009). The progressively 
growing northern continent was, however, left unnamed ex-
cept for some local regions (such as Terra Florida, originating 
with the da Vinci map). The succession of names for the 
North and South American continents is listed in Table 1 for 
all identifiable maps of the period. Asterisks indicate where the 
continent was mapped but unnamed, with the color fill high-
lighting uses of some version of the name AMERICA.1 
  Over the three decades after 1507, the name AMERICA 
returned for the southern continent, alternating with some 
version of TERRA SANCTAE CRUCIS, MUNDUS NOVUS 
or BRASIL (Table 1), while North America still remained 
unnamed except for outlier designations such as Baccalearum, 
Terra de los Ingres, Terra de Cuba, or FRANCESCA, which 
were evidently intended as regional names for the parts of the 
eastern seaboard rather than for the whole continent. In sum-
mary, the name AMERICA was used only inconsistently for 

the South American continent in this period, while the pro-
gressively increasing mapped territory of the northern conti-
nent remained essentially unnamed. 
 
 

Figure 2. The scattered lands of the Americas (unnamed), 
from the Kunstmann IV planisphere held in Munich, a later 
transcription of the Reinel map of 1519.  

TABLE 1 
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Naming of the North American Lands 
The first published map to name any part of North America, 
as distinct from the Yucatan peninsula in Central America, is 
the one known as the Kunstmann IV planisphere, dating to 
1519 (Fig. 2). This map has been attributed to Portuguese 
cartographer Jorge Reinel (Paullin, 1932) but is more likely 
from the hand of his father, Pedro, since the son was only 
aged 17 in 1519. It is the first map to show both the Yucatan 
peninsula and a promontory further north corresponding to 
Florida, labeled TERA BIMINI after the mythical island in 
that location. (It is interesting that this map does not use the 
name Florida despite dating to five years after its supposed 
naming by Ponce de Leon in 1514.) It also has two further 
patches of the North American continent labeled 
BACALHAO and DO LAVRADOR, corresponding to the 
regions of Nova Scotia and Labrador that appear on many 
previous maps. In the history of the cartography of North 
America, Reinel's 1519 map stands out as the first to unam-
biguously distinguish the Florida region of North America 
from the Yucatan of Centra America, although it does not 
use the name AMERICA for either landmass. 
  Juan Vespuche (born Giovanni Vespucci in 1486) was a 
nephew of Amerigo Vespucci's who became a Royal Pilot for 
the Spanish government, in charge of the exploration and 
mapping of the Western discoveries. His 1524 map (Fig. 3) 
shows the tip of Florida labeled TERA FLORITA with its 
keys appropriately placed just above Cuba, but the rest of 
Florida and the whole of North America is absent except for 

a small region of Newfoundland, labeled TERA DEL 
BACHAGLIAI ('Land of Codfish'), with only a small gap 
between these two fragments. 
  For several decades after 1505-7, when the name AMERI-
CA had been used for the South American continent by both 
Leonardo da Vinci and Martin Waldseemüller as described 
above, the name of the northern continent remained in flux 
(see Table 1, prior page). In addition to the versions of the 
name Florida, subsequent maps gave a variety of names to the 
progressively extending stretch of North American coastline, 
such as TERRA ULTERI INCOGNITA (Waldseemüller, 
1507), TERRA DE CUBA, ASIE PARTIS (Waldseemüller, 
1516), Tierra nueva de Ayllon (Vespuche, 1526), TIERRA 
DE AYLLON (Ribeiro, 1529), FRANCESCA (Verrazzano, 
1524), Terra de Francesca (Maggiolo, 1531) and TERRA 
INCOGNITA (Sebastian Caboto, 1544). It is particularly 
noteworthy that even Amerigo Vespucci's nephew, Juan Ves-
puche, avoids the use of the term AMERICA for either the 
South or the North American continents in both his 1524 
and 1526 world maps (Figs. 3 & 4), despite the notable ex-
pansion of knowledge of the northern coastline by the sec-
ond version.  
 

Conclusion 
This analysis shows that the widely disseminated naming of 
AMERICA on Waldseemüller's mappamundi of 1507 had 
only a sporadic influence on the cartography of the following 
three decades, with no cartographers extending its use to the 
expanding delineation of the North American continent 
during this period. The gradual adoption of the name over 
the succeeding centuries will be addressed in the conclusion 
of this two-part article in a later issue of Calafia. 

Figure 3. A portion of the 1524 polar stereographic map of 
Juan Vespuche, showing the rudimentary knowledge of the 
North American continent even by this late date, represented 
only by the extreme tips of Florida and of Newfoundland.  

Figure 4. The Americas, from the World Map by Juan Ves-
puche  (1526, Hispanic Society, NY) 
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MAPPING HERE & THERE: 
Meetings and Exhibits 
of Interest to Members  

This edition of Calafia introduces two changes 
to our  Mapping Here and There feature. Due 
to space considerations, Mapping Here and 
There will now focus primarily on map 
meetings and  events in the United States. For 
a global perspective, readers will be directed 
to John Docktor’s excellent website.   

In addition, the  coronavirus pandemic has 
affected meeting plans locally, nationally, and 
globally, with many societies and venues 
adopting a virtual meeting format or cancel-
ling meetings entirely until future guidelines 
are developed. We are only able to include 
the information derived from their various 
websites by the time of our publication.   

For a more current status update, readers are 
encouraged to consult venues and websites 
directly. We will return to our regular format 
for meeting and event descriptions as soon as 
it is possible for us to do so. 

 

A Full Calendar of Meetings and Events Worldwide is availa-
ble on John Docktor’s website at: www.docktor.com  

Endnotes 
1 Note that Missinne (2015) gives a more complete list for the 
narrow period 1509-15, but the breakdown is similar to that 
of Table 1, with 23 maps using some version of the name 
AMERICA only for the southern continent, and 18 maps 
not using it at all. 
2 The Paris Quirini Globe of 1515-1528 does use the name 
America for a strip of land corresponding to Central Ameri-
ca, in addition to South America, but labels the land further 
to the north of the strip Terra incognita. 
3 The few earlier maps to show land in this region, by Juan de 
la Cosa (1500), Pedro Reinel (1504), Francesco Rosselli 
(1506, 1508), Johan Ruysch (1507-8) and Vesconte de Mag-
giolo (1511) do not show the Yucatan per se and do not clear-
ly distinguish it from the East Asian landmass, in several cases 
specifically connecting it with the rest of Asia.  
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Are you an atlas collector starting to look at wall maps?  Have you 
been having a hard time scratching your acquisitive itch during the 
pandemic?  Are you just starting out and trying to figure out where 
to find the best deals? 

Map Mentors is the Society’s informal matchmaking service to help 
you.   

As a librarian, my institution and professional organizations were 
there to help me learn about vendors and auction houses. How to 
properly raid other universities' collections as they downsize.  And 
how to wait for a year for the price of that expensive new electronic 
product to come down.  A couple years ago, a member pointed out 
to the Society that the equivalent does not exist for the amateur col-
lector.  Hence, Map Mentors. 

If you would like a Map Mentor, the Society is happy to connect you 
with a more experienced collector whose interests align with yours.  
Simply contact Jon Jablonski (jonjab@ucsb.edu) and he will get you 
started.  

"The Map Mentors" 
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