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Amerigo Vespucci's Contribution to the Waldseemüller Map of 15071 
 
Gyula Pápay  
 
Abstract 
The depiction of the Western Hemisphere in Waldseemüller's 1507 world map is based on a map by 
Vespucci, who used the results of Spanish and Portuguese voyages of discovery for it. The naming of 
South America with the name "America" in the 1507 world map was not a mistake, as it was 
primarily used to honour the cartographer Vespucci. The depiction of the Pacific coast of South 
America in Waldseemüller map was not speculative. It was based on exploration. The exploration of 
the Pacific coast of South America was very probably based on Vespucci's participation. An 
important indication of this is that the astronomical determination of latitude in the southern 
hemisphere could only take place on the basis of such lengthy astronomical observations, for which 
Vespucci laid the foundations during his earlier voyages.  
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1. Introduction  
 
In 1507, Martin Waldseemüller (c. 1472-1520), with the help of Matthias Ringmann (1482-1511) in 
Saint-Dié, produced a map of the world (1.29 m x 2.32 m, 12 sheets) in which the mainland south of 
the equator was named "America" after Amerigo Vespucci (1454-1512). (Figure 1) This name was 
first used by Gerhard Mercator (1512-1594) in 1538 to designate both South America and North 
America. The only surviving copy of the Waldseemüller map has been in the USA since 2001. Since 
2003, it has been kept at the Library of Congress (Washington): 
https://www.loc.gov/rr/geogmap/waldexh.html . The map is considered America's "birth certificate" 
and was declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2005.   

                                                 
1 Revised version of Pápay, G. (2021): "Zur Darstellung Südamerikas auf der Waldseemüller-Karte von 1507", KN 
Journal of Cartography and Geographic Information 71(2), A18-26. https://static-
content.springer.com/esm/art%3A10.1007%2Fs42489-021-00078-z/MediaObjects/42489_2021_78_MOESM1_ESM.pdf 

https://www.loc.gov/rr/geogmap/waldexh.html
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Fig. 1: Assembled sheets 1, 2 and 3 of the Waldseemüller map 1507 with the name 
"AMERICA" (Library of Congress, Washington). 
 
Also in 1507, Waldseemüller published twelve globe segments, again with the designation 
"America". The map and the globe were accompanied by a treatise entitled "Cosmographiae 
Introductio" (Lehmann, 2010).2 The second part of this work was Vespucci's account of his four 
voyages, "Quatuor Americi Vespucii navigationes". This was not an account of his third transatlantic 
voyage, but an account of all four voyages of discovery. The original addressee of the letters was 
Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de' Medici (1463-1503). The letters were widely circulated in handwritten 
copies and also as printed versions in various languages. For this reason, there are several variants of 
his reports with differences in content (Wallisch, 2012, pp. 181-185). In the summary report of the 
four journeys, Piero Soderini (1452-1522), the Stadtholder of Florence, was the addressee of the 
letters. This is why this report is also called the "Soderini Letter". Its German translation from the 
original Italian was first published by Ingrid Schwamborn (Schwamborn, 2021).   
 
                                                 
2 There are differing opinions as to what part Ringmann and Waldseemüller played in the drafting of this treatise. 
According to Lehmann's views, the tract was primarily prepared by Ringmann and the map by Waldseemüller (Lehmann, 
2010, p. 163, p. 169).  
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2. Erroneous naming of America?  
 
The view is generally held that America received its name in error, based on the assumption that the 
"New World" had been discovered by Vespucci. In the introduction to cosmography 
"Cosmographiae Introductio", this proposed naming is only succinctly described: "Now, however, 
these parts just discussed have been widely explored, and the other, fourth part, has also recently 
been discovered by Amerigo Vespucci...I do not see why anyone should justifiably forbid this fourth 
continent to be called Amerige, that is, Land of Americus, or simply America, after its discoverer 
Americus, an exceedingly clever man..." (Translation: Lehmann, 2010, p. 311). In Waldseemüller's 
large world map, the naming was justified in a more differentiated way. In the cartouche on the first 
sheet of the map, Columbus is listed as the discoverer before Vespucci. Columbus' name also appears 
on the second sheet near the equator. On sheet 3 in a cartouche it is noted that Brazil was discovered 
by the Portuguese during the voyage to Calicut. They considered this country to be a large island 
(Soderini letter, Schwamborn, 2021, p. 279). Waldseemüller therefore knew that Pedro Álvares 
Chabral had been there before Vespucci. The question therefore arises, for what reason was part of 
the "New World" named by Vespucci if he was not the first discoverer? At the bottom of the 
Waldseemüller map, the following note is written in capital letters: "UNIVERSALIS 
COSMOGRAPHIA SECUNDUM PTHOLOMAEI TRADITIONEM ET AMERICI VESPUCII 
ALIORUMQUE LUSTRATIONES" (translation: Schwamborn, 2021, pp. 280-281): "World map 
according to Ptolemy's tradition and the experiences of Amerigo Vespucci and others"). Vespucci's 
cartographic activity in this regard is further substantiated in the cartouche in sheet 3. Here it is stated 
that between 1497 and 1504 Vespucci made four transatlantic voyages "two under the command of 
Fernando of Castile, and two under Manuel of Portugal", making many "descriptions of places". 
This information was carefully entered into the map in order to convey true knowledge (Lehmann, 
2010, p. 204, Hessler, 2008, p. 17). The main sources for the representation of the "old world" were 
the Ptolemaic maps. For the cartographic representation of the "New World", Vespucci's data served 
as the source. The two hemisphere maps with the portraits of Ptolemy and Vespucci are an explicit 
reference to the source basis. (Figure 2)  
 
Although the southern tip of the South American continent is shown neither on this secondary map 
nor on the main map, Waldseemüller and Ringmann knew that this continent was surrounded by 
water in the south. Waldseemüller's globe segments and the explanations in the "Cosmographiae 
Introductio" bear witness to this. Here it was stated that while the first three continents, i.e. Europe, 
Asia and Africa, are connected to each other, the fourth, which is called "America", is surrounded by 
the sea. ("Cosmographiae Introductio" Lehmann, 2010, pp. 310-311, https://epub.ub.uni-
muenchen.de/11046/1/Cim._74.pdf, [p. 16a]) This was a sensational insight at the time, which 
revolutionised the geographical view of the world. The secondary map with the portrait of Vespucci 
(Figure 2) contains a clear indication of this. Vespucci is depicted with a compass in his hand. From 
Waldseemüller's point of view, the naming of America was therefore logical and by no means a 
mistake.   
 
 
 

https://epub.ub.uni-muenchen.de/11046/1/Cim._74.pdf
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Fig. 2: Secondary map showing Amerigo Vespucci as cartographer (Library of Congress, 
Washington).  
 

The name "America" no longer appears in Waldseemüller's later maps. This constellation then led to 
the generally held view that Waldseemüller had later revised his error of honouring Vespucci as the 
discoverer of the "New World" with this naming. In fact, in the "Carta marina" (1516), Vespucci is 
named as the discoverer only in third place. However, the discoverers of the "New World" were 
already named in the same order in the map of 1507. Instead of "America", the designation "Brasilia 
sive Terra Papagalli" was used in this map. It should be noted, however, that the continents do not 
appear here in their full extent and their names are also not given, but only the names of their 
individual territories. Waldseemüller's Ptolemy edition of 1513 contains a map of the "New World" 
in which the name "America" also does not appear. The situation here is similar to that in the "Carta 
marina". Vespucci's achievements were also recognised by Waldseemüller even later 
(Waldseemüller, 1517).  
  
In the "Carta marina", North America is referred to as a part of Asia.  It should be noted that at the 
beginning of the 16th century there were very different views in Europe regarding the term "New 
World". The different interpretations of the term "continent" were also very confusing.3 According to 
the ancient tradition, the continent was understood to be the contiguous land mass of Europe, Asia 
and Africa. According to this view, there was only one continent and one ocean. In the 
Waldseemüller map, a continent-sized mainland surrounded by the ocean appeared for the first time. 
This did not fit the traditional conceptual system. The confusion of terms was also increased by the 
fact that Vespucci had already called this mainland the "New World" ("Mundus Novus") years 
before, when its continental character had not yet been recognised. Waldseemüller limited this term 
to South America in 1507 and again in 1516. They regarded North and Central America as a part of 
the island world belonging to Asia. The term "New World" was then successively extended to the 
areas that supposedly belonged to Asia and finally to all of North and Central America when it 
became obvious that they did not belong to Asia. Mercator used the name "America" to designate the 
expanded term "New World". This etymological development process then inevitably led to 
irritation.    
 
In connection with the "Carta marina", another aspect should be noted, to which Chet Van Duzer 
(2012 and 2016) in particular has drawn attention. In this map, the Ptolemaic map image was 
modernised. The modernisation did not concern the projection, because the "flat map projection" 
already known in antiquity was used here. The modernisation mainly concerned the outlines of the 
continents in the eastern hemisphere and represented the overcoming of the Ptolemaic tradition. 
Curiously, the modernisation did not affect the representation of South America. In this respect, the 
1516 map was a step backwards from the 1507 map. There is a simple explanation for this. The 

                                                 
3 A good overview of this can be found in the publication by Martin Lehmann (2013).  
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cartographic base material for the 1516 map was Nicolo de Caverio's map, which was produced 
around 1503 (Van Duzer, 2012, p. 8). Why Waldseemüller did not take into account the more recent 
findings of 1507 in his 1516 map is possibly also related to the mapping methodology of the time. 
According to the cartographic understanding of the time, the elimination of the discrepancy between 
the various cartographic sources of different provenance was not consistently pursued. Even as late 
as Abraham Ortelius (1527-1599), this methodological view is recognisable (Pápay, 2003). It was 
not until Mercator that the synthetic compilation of different map originals became established in 
publishing cartography. 
  
3. Puzzling depiction of the southwest coast of South America in the Waldseemüller map 1507 
  
The Pacific coast of South America was first depicted in the Waldseemüller map of 1507. However, 
the statement in the "Cosmographiae Introductio" that this mainland is completely surrounded by the 
sea is only indicated in the map in the south by the convergence of the eastern and western 
coastlines. In both the main map and the secondary maps, the representation in the south ends at the 
40th parallel. Only in the globe segments was the southern tip explicitly shown. (Figure 3)   
 

 
  
Fig. 3: Section of Waldseemüller's 1507 globe segments with altered sequence of segments. 
(Baden State Library, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Waldseemüller-
Globus.jpg?uselang=en)  
 
In the main map, the representation was extended beyond 40° in two cases, for Africa and for South 
America. In the case of Africa, the map frame was broken. In the case of South America, this was not 
done. Instead, the representation of the coastlines was continued hidden under the wide frame to the 
lower edge of the frame. (Figure 1) The fact that this continent is surrounded by the sea like an island 
was only shown explicitly in the map with regard to the northern boundary. This is a hypothetical 
representation that resulted from the fact that it was believed that it was possible to continue 
westwards. Columbus was still looking for such a possibility of passage on his last voyage.   
  
According to previous knowledge, Vasco Núñez de Balboa (1475-519) was the first European to set 
eyes on the Pacific Ocean in 1513. The discovery of a passage further south of the continent is 
associated with the name Fernão de Magalhães/Ferdinand Magellan (c. 1485-1521). According to 
this, the Europeans would not have had any information about the western extent of South America 
before 1520. This led to the assumption that the depiction of the Pacific coast of South America in 
the Waldseemüller map was speculative (cf. Redondo, 2012, among others). This commonly held 
view was revised by John W. Hessler (Library of Congress Washington, Geography and Map 
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Division) based on a transformation of the modern representation into the projection used by 
Waldseemüller (Hessler, 2006). From this, Hessler concluded that information about the course of 
the Pacific coast of South America must have been available in Europe before 1507. The 
cartographic analysis of the Waldseemüller map, which is based on a different transformation 
method, supports this view even more convincingly. Here, the comparison between the historical and 
the modern depiction of the coasts was realised in the projection that was common in maritime 
cartography at the time, in the projection of a square flat map.   
 

 
 
Fig. 4: Structure of the Waldseemüller map 1507. 

 
Figure 4 shows the structure of the Waldseemüller map in the original projection. Its transformation 
into a square flat map and the comparison with a modern map is shown in Figure 5.4 The zero 
meridian in the Waldseemüller map served as a reference in the adjustment. Figure 5 shows the 
modifications Waldseemüller had made to the Ptolemaic representation. There was an enormous 
expansion of Asia in the eastern direction. The comparison of this modification also shows that 
Waldseemüller did not have any correct information on the latitude for the depiction of the southern 
tip of Africa.  
 
 

                                                 
4 The transformation was done manually and not with transformation software. The programmes „Adobe Photoshop“ and 
„Adobe Illustrator“ were used.   



 7

 
 
Fig. 5: Structure of the Waldseemüller map 1507, transformed into a square flat map and 
compared with the Ptolemaic and the modern representation. compared with the Ptolemaic 
and the modern representation.  
 
Since at that time the astronomical determination of the longitudes, in contrast to the determination 
of the latitudes, led to inaccurate results, a different reference meridian was used in Figure 6 than in 
Figure 5, namely the border meridian between the Spanish and Portuguese spheres of influence. This 
allowed for a more correct comparison with the representation in a modern map, as it at least 
eliminated the inaccurate determination of longitude between the two reference meridians (Figures 5 
and 6). The positional shifts with respect to the longitudes, which resulted from the assumption of the 
smaller circumference of the Earth at that time, were not taken into account for two reasons. Firstly, 
the conversion of the distance data at that time is associated with uncertainties, and secondly, the aim 
here was not a positional comparison, but a structural comparison of the course of the coast.   
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Fig. 6: Structure of the western part of the Waldseemüller map 1507. 
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Fig. 7: Transformation of the Waldseemüller map 1507 onto the globe. 
The transformation of the Waldseemüller map on Google Earth was created by Mátyás Gede (Virtual 
Globe Museum, Eötvös Loránd University; Budapest). Figure 7 shows a section of this 
transformation.  
 
The approximate correspondence between the depiction of South America in the Waldseemüller map 
and the modern depiction clearly shows that the rendering of the south-western Pacific coast of South 
America in the Waldseemüller map could by no means be speculative. According to the supposed 
state of knowledge at the time, there would have been an infinite number of possible variations. Such 
an accurate recording of the structure of the Pacific coast, as is the case in the Waldseemüller map, 
would be completely inconceivable without prior exploration. The map shows that the exploration of 
the coastline was carried out up to about the 18th degree of latitude. The good agreement with the 
actual course of the coast indicates that a latitude determination was carried out at this point using 
astronomical methods. This position was marked with a red circle in Figure 6. From here, the 
rotation of the coast in a north-westerly direction was sighted and hypothetically extended to the 
supposed longitude of the Central American Atlantic coast. Since this section of the coast was not 
explored, it was given the notation "TERRA ULTRA INCOGNITA".   
 
The depiction of the high mountains along the coast could not have come from imagination either. 
(Figure 1) From the highly generalised depiction of the coast, it is clear that the aim of the 
exploration was not to map in detail, but to establish the basic structure of the coast. It can be 
assumed that this exploration involved a Portuguese ship. Spanish interests in exploring the southern 
tip of the "New World" did not awaken until later. The Portuguese Magellan in Spanish service did 
not pass the Pacific coast of South America until 1520. Before the Waldseemüller map was created, 
the areas discovered at that time still proved unattractive from a financial point of view. Reaching the 
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Spice Islands was the primary objective of the voyages of discovery (cf. among others Lehmann 
2016, Horst, 2006). The Portuguese interests in the exploration to discover the southern tip of the 
"New World" (i.e. South America) concerned clarifying whether the Spice Islands could be reached 
by sailing around this mainland in the same way as by sailing around Africa.   
  

 
Fig. 8: Structure of the Waldseemüller map with an earlier state of knowledge regarding the 
representation of South America. 
 
The state of knowledge presented in Figure 8 demonstrates that Portugal would have had a very great 
interest in clarifying the question of whether the spice islands, which were supposedly largely in 
Spain's sphere of influence, could also have been reached by the western sea route. This 
circumstance for the Portuguese spice trade would have meant great Spanish competition. It should 
also be taken into account that geographical knowledge of this area was still very vague. Moreover, 
the eastern borderline between the Portuguese and Spanish spheres of influence was by no means as 
clearly defined as the western borderline. 
 
4. Vespucci's contribution to the exploration of the Pacific coast of South America  
 
The template for the depiction of the western hemisphere in Waldseemüller's world map undoubtedly 
came from Vespucci.  This original map was based on Portuguese, Spanish and his own explorations 
and contained much more geographical information than his letters. In the context of the competition 
between Portugal and Castile/Spain, there were several reasons for not making such information 
generally known in verbal form. In Portugal and also in Spain, there was a strict secrecy of 
cartographically important information concerning the newly discovered territories, non-compliance 
with which was punished with considerable penalties. Waldseemüller and Ringmann were aware that 
the inclusion of Vespucci's cartographically and geographically relevant information in the world 
map and in the tract "Cosmographiae Introductio" could have led to inconveniences for Vespucci. 
With a strange game of confusion, they tried to keep the risk for Vespucci as low as possible, but 
without thereby diminishing his merits. The tract was accompanied by the Soderini letter, which 
contained no telltale information in this regard. The tract, on the other hand, stated that the fourth 
continent was surrounded by ocean, the knowledge of which was only possible through exploration 
in Spain's sphere of influence. In the world map, the southern tip of this continent was hidden under 
the frame and cut off. In order to be able to show the possibility of circumnavigating this part of the 
world cartographically, the small-scale globe segments were added to the world map. The fact that 
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the globe segments only had to fulfil this function is demonstrated by their sketchy, not particularly 
correct execution in contrast to the world map. (Figure 9)   
 

 
 

Fig. 9: Comparison of Waldseemüller's globe segments transformed onto globes (cf. Figure 3) 
with the globe derived from the Waldseemüller map (cf. Figure 5).  
The transformation of the Waldseemüller map on Google Earth was created by Mátyás Gede. 
 
The hypothesis that Vespucci participated in the exploration of the Pacific coast of South America is 
based on the assumption that the latitude determination described above was made by Vespucci 
during his fourth voyage. (Figure 6) He set the stage for this during the second and third voyages by 
making observations of the southern starry sky. At that time, Vespucci was very probably the only 
navigator who could determine latitude in the southern hemisphere using astronomical methods. His 
great esteem in Spain, where he moved from Portugal in 1505, can be explained by this. He received 
Spanish citizenship in 1505 (Schwamborn, p. 144) and in 1508 he was appointed "Piloto Mayor" of 
the king. Furthermore, he became head of the "Casa de la Contratación" in Seville (Schwamborn, pp. 
145-148). It was ordered that only those seafarers who had acquired the theoretical knowledge of 
navigation from Vespucci could work as "piloto". An official nautical chart of the Spanish 
possessions in the "New World" ("Padrón General") was also to be made by Vespucci. The use of 
another nautical chart by the "pilotos" was punished with a fine (Schwamborn, p.146).   
  
Vespucci's fourth letter in particular could be used as an argument against this hypothesis. In the 
comprehensive source-critical evaluation of Vespucci's letters, it must be taken into account in which 
context, in which communication situation and with which objective they were written. It is 
undisputed that Vespucci did not fully disclose his information in his letters. However, it is difficult 
to prove what he had concealed. A significant aspect is whether he also explored coastal routes that 
belonged to the Spanish sphere of influence on behalf of Portugal. Of course, there is no indication of 
this in his letters. However, there is cartographic evidence of this in the Waldseemüller map, which is 
not as obvious in the original projection (Figure 1) as it is in the transformed map (Figure 6). The 
area marked with the Portuguese flag belonged to the Spanish sphere of influence. Pietro Omodeo in 
particular endeavoured to infer hypothetically that information about which Vespucci's letters are 
silent. His reconstruction of the course of Vespucci's third voyage is particularly noteworthy in this 
regard (Omodeo, 2020, p. 143). By proving that Vespucci also explored in the Spanish sphere of 
influence, his hypothetical account is given supporting evidence.   
  
It seems very likely that during the third voyage Vespucci sighted the entrance to the strait that was 
later called the Strait of Magellan. It is also only hypothetical that he explored the Pacific coast of 
South America during his fourth voyage. One indication is that he gives signs of a cover-up in his 
account of the fourth voyage. The fourth letter as a whole gives the impression that it did not reflect 
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the true course of the voyage. Vespucci explicitly wrote that it was not the letter that contained the 
full account, but the oral communication that Benvenuto would deliver from Florence together with 
the letter (Bandini, 1748, p. 228). For Vespucci, who otherwise appeared as a communicative travel 
reporter, this would have been strange and quite unusual behaviour. Moreover, there is very little 
information in this letter that can be evaluated cartographically. Only one location was given here by 
means of coordinates: "This country lies beyond the centre line, 18 degrees to the south; and 37 
degrees further west than Lisbon, as our tools [instruments] show " (Translation: Bandini, p. 227) 
From this one could conclude that he also determined longitude. According to Giovanni Baptista 
Ramusio (1485-1557), the original Italian letter did not state 37 degrees, but 57 degrees. This 
longitude would fit very well with the position where a verifiable latitude determination was made on 
the Pacific coast. (Figure 6) However, this information was later considered a printing error. In the 
Latin text of the Soderini letter, this position determination is given as the 37th degree of longitude 
(Schwamborn, 2021, p. 90). The most important indication that Vespucci explored the Pacific coast 
of South America is therefore the latitude determination. The astronomical determination of latitude 
in the southern hemisphere could only be based on such lengthy astronomical observations that 
Vespucci carried out during his earlier voyages. In any case, Waldseemüller and Ringmann were 
completely convinced that Amerigo Vespucci, on the basis of his own explorations, mapped the 
outlines of a continent whose coastline was only partially known until then. It was therefore logical 
for them to call this continent America.   
 
Conclusions 
 
Theses: 
1 The representation of the western hemisphere in Waldseemüller's 1507 world map is based, as was 
generally assumed, on a map by Vespucci, who used the results of Spanish and Portuguese voyages 
of discovery.  
2 The naming of South America with the name "America" in the world map 1507 was not a mistake; 
the naming was primarily in honour of the cartographer Vespucci.  
3 The representation of the Pacific coast of South America in Waldseemüller map was not 
speculative. It was based on an exploration.  
 
Hypothesis:  
Vespucci was involved in the exploration of the Pacific coast of South America.  
Indication:  
The astronomical latitude determination in the southern hemisphere could only be done on the basis 
of such extensive astronomical observations carried out by Vespucci during his earlier voyages.  
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