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Title: Sylvanus world map, from an edition of Ptolemy’s Geographia. 
Date: 1511 
Author: Bernard Sylvanus 
Description: Donald McGuirk in his article “The Sylvanus 1511 World Map: The New 
World Locked in an Old Cage”, provides a very complete summary of this map. Recto of 
the first leaf in the 1511 Ptolemy Geography is the following statement. Claudii ptholemaei 
alexandrini liber geographiae cum tabulis et universali figura et cum additione locorum quae a 
recentioribus reperta sunt diligenti cura emendatus et impressus.  [The book of Claudius 
Ptolemy of Alexandria on geography, together with maps, a mappemonde, and a 
supplement containing the places which have been discovered by recent navigators. 
Carefully corrected and printed.]  This edition of Ptolemy has two mappamundi, a 
traditional Ptolemy mappamundi and a new world map. This second world map is 
usually bound at the end of this work. The text of the geography makes very little 
mention of the recent geographical discoveries shown on this second “modern” 
mappamundi. The circumnavigation of Africa is summarized in a single sentence and no 

direct references are made to the transatlantic discoveries.  Printed as part of Jacob 
Pentium’s edition of Ptolemy’s Geography, in the dedication to this edition, Sylvanus 
declares himself to be the author.  Actually the text is a re-editing of the Jacob Angelus 
translation found in the earlier Latin editions.  The maps, also, are the old Ptolemaic 
maps, but with slight changes.  The most significant feature of this edition is the double-
page cordiform map of the world, and the “new” information it contains.  Sylvanus’ 
modern world map is printed on two sheets and is usually bound at the end of his work. 
Unlike the other maps that are printed on the backs of preceding and succeeding maps, 
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the world map is blank on the reverse. The capital letters are printed in red by means of 
type set into the woodblocks that, together with the decorative wind-heads, zodiacal 
signs, and distinctive heart-shaped projection, make this a most striking representation.  
The place-names are printed from movable type. 
 The great importance of this map of the world in the history of cartography lies 
in the cordiform projection (or heart-shaped), used here for the first time. The map 
continues the practice, established in the 1508 edition, of including information about 
areas of the world that were currently being explored. Unlike the 1508 version, however, 
this map shows the whole of Cuba and much of Brazil, under the title Terra Sanctae 
Crucis. North of Cuba and Haiti, parts of North America, labelled Regalis domus and 
Terra Laboratorum [Labrador], appear. This is the first map to include graphic 
representations of the discoveries of the Portuguese Corte-Real brothers in 1500.  

The cordiform projection was devised by Johannes Stabius (Johann Stab) of 
Vienna around 1500 and then further defined and illustrated in Johannes Werner’s 
treatise on projections in 1514.   

The classic twelve compass winds are pictured around the map. They are of 
ancient Greek origin. Three signs of the zodiac are found along the right border. These 
represent the Tropic of Cancer, the tropic of Capricorn, and Libra’s scales representing 
the equator, constantly equal night and day. The map itself extends from 80 degrees 
north latitude to 40 degrees south latitude. It excludes the longitudes between 250 and 
290. Sylvanus appears to arrive at these longitudes by extending the usual degrees of a 
Ptolemy mappamundi (0-180 degrees) by 70 degrees east and west.  

The word occidens [west] is found upper left. Upper right is found the word 
oriens [east]. The latitude parallels are marked to the right of the map. The short phrase 
noted at the equator may be translated from the Latin as, one degree of longitude and 
latitude at this parallel consists of 62.5 miles. This means that Sylvanus thought that, at the 
equator, one degree equaled 500 stadia or furlongs, each equaling one eighth of a mile. 
Ptolemy and Sylvanus underestimated the circumference of the earth, calculating each 
degree of longitude as 500 stadia, instead of a more accurate 700 stadia.  

On the left side of the map there are seven “climates” above and four “climates” 
below the equator. The term climate is derived from the Greek word for inclination. The 
hours of the longest day of each year at various latitudes are also noted. 

Europe shows a corrected Scotland. Africa is now shown as circumnavigable. 
Traditional Ptolemaic toponyms are used on that continent with only a few “modern” 
exceptions (ex. melinde and caput bone spei.) 

The eastern coast of Asia is incomplete. This mimics the traditional Ptolemy 
world map that did not define this coastline. The toponym Gruenlant appears in 
northeast Asia. 

The first New World discovery to the west of Europe bears the toponym terra 
laboratorus. From notes on several early manuscript maps we learn that it was first 
sighted by the Labrador or Lavrador (farmer) from the Azores. Another small landmass, 
west of terra labatorus, is given the toponym regalis domus. This landmass is unfinished to 
the west, leaving the impression that the rest is yet to be explored. It is the only 
continental land of North America depicted on this map. 

Below the toponyms just discussed are two additional toponyms Ispania insu[la] 
(present day Haiti/Dominican Republic) and terra cuba (present day Cuba), both 
discovered by Christopher Columbus. He named the first la Isla Espanola (the Spanish 
Island), reportedly because its beauty and grandeur reminded him of Spain. Columbus 
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used the Taino toponym Cuba to name his second large island. The use of the toponym 
terra cuba warrants comment. On his second voyage to the Americas, Columbus claimed 
that Cuba must be part of the mainland of Asia because Cuba’s shoreline was too long to 
be an island. That would make Cuba a terra (a land) and not an isla (an island). 

 
 

 
 
A continental size landmass, with the toponym of Terra Santae Crucis, is found 

further south. This land was accidentally discovered by Pedro Cabral, during Easter 
week of 1500, while attempting to circumnavigate Africa. There is only one toponym on 
this landmass, canibalis romon. The most likely explanation of this toponym is that it 
should read “canibalis comon” [cannibals living in common], a poorly executed 
abbreviation of the phrase vivitur multis in commune, found within South America on the 
Ruysch world map of 1508 (#313), published within the Rome Ptolemy Atlas of 1508. 

The image of Japan on this Sylvanus map is intriguing. It is the first presentation 
of Japan in a Ptolemy Atlas. Its depiction appears to originate from the just mentioned 
Ruysch world map of 1508. Ruysch does not depict Japan on his map. He does, 
however, place a comment next to Hispaniola stating his belief that it is Japan, Quā 
hispani spanolã vocant sipangu [what the Spanish call Hispaniola is Japan].  Sylvanus, 
apparently rejects Ruysch’s Hispaniola as Japan. Instead, Sylvanus appears to adopt 
Ruysch’s outline of terra cuba as his Japan. Both Ruysch’s terra cuba and Sylvanus’s 
Zampagu. ins. [Japan island] show marked similarities. Both are triangular landmasses 
with their apex to the southeast and their bases unexplored. Further, the longitudes and 
latitudes of these images are very similar. Sylvanus appears to have come to the 
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conclusion that if Hispaniola is not Japan then the next island west of this must be the 
most likely candidate. 

Geographically, while one of the very earliest printed maps to show any part of 
the North American continent, Sylvanus is still less advanced than his immediate 
predecessors. The vigorous style of engraving gives prominence to ranges of mountains 
and rivers: these (after Ptolemy) are usually named and there is little space left for the 
names of localities. For instance, in the whole of continental Europe there are only three 
names: magna germa, Italia and dalma. South America, of which the eastern coast only is 
shown, is titled Terra Sanctae Crucis but it contains none of the place names carefully 
recorded on Ruysch’s map of 1508 (#313). Terra cubæ and Hispaniola appear similar in 
shape to that displayed on Cantino (#306) and all the other maps Harrisse refers to as the 
Lusitano-Germanic group.  However, while further north, there is no indication of the 
Florida peninsula and the island terra laboratorus is so misplaced that it is situated only a 
few degrees west of Ireland. This is presumably a reference to Newfoundland or the 
North American coast. Beyond is the suggestion of a land regalis domus whose western 
coastline is left open, as is the whole eastern coastline of Asia at the other extremity of 
the map. The delineation of the Asian coast using the “Tiger Leg” configuration carries 

on the tradition also employed by the Behaim Globe 
(#258), and the Martellus (#256), King Hamy (#307.1), 
Roselli, Waldseemüller (#310), and Contarini (#308) 
maps. The “Tiger Leg” is Catigara which was the 
name given on earlier Ptolemaic maps to the land on 
the easternmost shore of the Mare Indicum, south of 
the equator. 

Sylvanus’ map was not reprinted and hence 
remains relatively scarce.  Occasional copies may be 
found printed on vellum. His new heart-shaped 
projection was however adapted by several later 
cartographers (among them Apian and Vavassore) 
and used for a number of important maps 
throughout the 16th century. 

In the Trivulziana collection in Milan is an 
unusual metal casket of Italian origin which has a 
cordiform map of the world engraved in metal on 
the lid. It is signed Paulus Ageminius faciebat. The 
map is copied from Sylvanus’ map of 1511 and was 
probably engraved shortly after that date. 

Although Vasco da Gama’s success in 
reaching India via southern Africa in 1497-99 
vindicated Portugal’s earlier decision to abandon 
intensive exploration west of the Azores, the 
incentive to sail west had remained strong and some 
adventuresome individuals undertook, often at their 
own expense, further voyages of discovery into the 
western ocean. Little is known about most of them, 
and what we do know is generally restricted to those 
for which a privilege was first obtained from the 
Portuguese Crown. 
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The most influential was that of an Azorean landowner by the name of Gaspar 
Corte-Real. Surely familiar with the latest in Azorean exploratory gossip, in 1501 he and 
his brother Miguel set out from Lisbon with a fleet of three ships and reached 
Newfoundland. Miguel returned to Portugal first, carrying with him many Indians as 
proof of their success, while Gaspar delayed his return to investigate further the new 
land. Gaspar, who probably entered the gulf of the St. Lawrence River, never returned, 
and Miguel, who then returned to America to search for him, vanished as well. 

Sylvanus records the North American landfall of the Corte-Real brothers as 
regalis domus, a curious term in that it is “corte-real” inverted and Latinized. While 
endowing it with a politically neutral name, Sylvanus’ placement of the land far to the 
east of the raya nonetheless secures it for Portugal anyway. Sylvanus may have been 
modifying a Portuguese prototype in the interest of discretion, as the map was 
published in Venice, adopted city of John Cabot, who had discovered land in the same 
region as the Corte-Reals for the king of England. In any event he is ambiguous about 
the land’s nature, leaving it undefined on the west and omitting fully the 40° of 
longitude which would have revealed its relation to Asia or Terra Sanctae Crucis (South 
America). This suggests that Sylvanus was skeptical of the opinion expressed by the 
Venetian ambassador to Lisbon, Pietro Pasqualigo, that the new land extended south to 
the “parrot land” of Cabral (Brazil). Pasqualigo was present when Miguel Corte-Real’s 
ships returned. He described the people brought back by Miguel, probably the Beothuk 
Indians, now long extinct. Visiting the first of the returning vessels, he related that: 

They say this country is very populous and the houses of its inhabitants are of 
long strips of wood covered with the skins of fish. They have brought back seven 
natives, men, women, and children, and in the other caravel which is expected 
from hour to hour, fifty others are coming. They resemble gypsies in color, aspect, 
figure, and stature. They are clothed in the skins of various animals, mainly of 
otters . . . They are very shy and gentle, but excellently formed as to arms and 
legs and shoulders, beyond describing. 
 
Another noteworthy observer to the affair was the Italian Alberto Cantino, 

perhaps best described as a foreign spy. Visiting the second ship, Cantino described 
Miguel’s Indian captives as gentle people who laughed easily, showed their pleasure 
freely, and whose language was smooth sounding but not understandable. Specifically 
of the women, Cantino noted that : 

They have small breasts and most beautiful bodies and are of gentle countenance. 
Their color may be described as white rather than otherwise, the men being much 
darker. In sum, except for the guarded looks of the men, they are similar in every 
other way to ourselves as to features and appearance. They go quite naked except 
for a skin of the deer about their private parts. They have no arms nor any iron, 
but whatever they fashion and make they do by using very hard and sharp stone, 
with which they can work anything however hard. 
 

East of the homeland of these amiable people is terra laboratoruz, or Labrador, 
discovered by Joao Fernandes, a Portuguese-Azorian who sailed under the British flag 
and whose important voyage is contemporary with that of the Corte-Reals. Fernandes 
may have reached eastern Canada; Sylvanus’ map, however, is one of several early 
works that contribute to the opinion that Fernandes actually reached Greenland instead. 
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In South America, called Terra Sanctae Crucis [Land of the Holy Cross], the only 
place-name is canibaluz romon. The latter word is probably a mis-spelling for domon, or 
dominion [the domain of cannibalism]. 

In the Caribbean, just west of Cuba and Hispaniola (but on the other end of the 
map) lies Zampagu Ins [Japan]. To find a pattern for his map’s Japan, Sylvanus 
apparently looked to the Ruysch world map (#313) of four years earlier. Ruysch did not 
show Japan, but rather explained in an inscription that he believed Japan to be the same 
as one of the islands recently discovered by the Spanish in the Caribbean. Although 
Ruysch indicated Hispaniola as that which he believed to be Japan, he placed an 
unidentified island - or part of a northern promontory of a continental Cuba as per 
Columbus - to the west. For Sylvanus, it was much more sensible to adopt that homeless 
island as Japan, rather than Hispaniola, because it as yet had no identity, and because it 
was in the position of Cuba, which Columbus himself had once said was really Japan. 
Thus Sylvanus transplanted Ruysch’s uncommitted Cuba to be “true” Japan, salvaging 
it from Ruysch’s confused Caribbean. 

Sylvanus left the eastern shores of Asia and the western bounds of the Corte-
Real’s North America open, thus allowing for the possibility that they were contiguous. 
Although he also leaves the north coast of Japan undefined, his designation of that land 
as ins[ula] seems to make clear that he did not envision it connecting to the Asian 
mainland. No ambiguity whatever is found with GRVENLANT [Greenland], which 
Sylvanus integrates fully into the Asian continent, placing it due north of CA TAI REGIO 
[Cathay]. 

The rest of Asia speaks poorly for Sylvanus’ sources. The East Indian islands are 
the by now familiar reconstruction of Marco Polo’s voyage from China into the Indian 
Ocean, and they lie off the “false” Southeast Asia peninsula, a remnant of Ptolemy’s 
Africa-Asia land bridge. But most disappointing is Sylvanus’ apparent ignorance of data 
gained from the Portuguese voyages to India, as he still reverses the relative proportions 
of India and Ceylon. 

In the Orient, the map depicts the island of Zampagu, Marco Polo's Japan. It is 
impossible to identify with certainty the two islands named Java Major and Java Minor, 
but the island incorrectly placed to the east of the Malabar coast is probably Sumatra, 
and the island to the south, Java. In early 17th century maps, Java is named Java Major, 
which was mentioned by Marco Polo, may refer to New Guinea or even allude to the 
existence of Australia.  

This map, and the other maps in the 1511 Ptolemy atlas, were the first to be 
actually printed in color. Most examples of the map (the present one included) have a 
curious flaw: in Asia, the place-name comes, meant as a black ink word, printed lightly 
in red as well. This quirk has helped reconstruct the method used to print the map, 
demonstrating that separate registers printed each color. The practice of printing maps 
in color was not pursued, however, and except for a few isolated attempts the printing 
of maps in color did not become established until the development of lithographic 
processes in the 19th century. 
 This 1511 edition of the Ptolemy was published in Venice and supervised by 
Bernardo Sylvano (Sylvanus of Eboli). He is credited with being the creator of this 
second world map. Sylvanus’ earlier interest in the Ptolemy Geography is documented by 
Henry Harrisse who states, “In our opinion the finest Latin manuscript Ptolemy in 
existence is the one preserved in the Paris National Library [Bibliothèque nationale de 
France] Lat. 10764.  It is signed: Ex officini Bernardi Ebolite in anno 1490.  Sylvanus 
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dedicated the 1511 edition of Ptolemy to Andreas Matheus Aquaevivus, Duke of Adria, 
and Lord of Eboli. Within this dedication Sylvanus declares himself the author of this 
work.  He also comments, “When I considered that Ptolemy, with more care than any 
other geographer, had determined the relative positions and distances of the places, I 
was astonished that his maps only occasionally corresponded to the experiences of the 
mariners of our time.”  A. E. Nordenskiöld notes of this work,  

As an edition of Ptolemy, the work of Sylvanus is quite worthless on account of 
the arbitrary alterations of Ptolemy’s data for longitude and latitude. … The 
merit, however, must be conceded to Sylvanus that he was the first to break with 
the blind confidence that almost every scholar in the beginning of the sixteenth 
century has in the atlas of the old Alexandrian geography.   

Sylvanus’s plight is summarized by Adrian Johnson when he states that this “typifies 
the dilemma of the humanist scholar, depending on the unquestioning faith in antiquity, 
yet unable to reconcile this with the new mariners’ observations. This map’s 
craftsmanship has also been recognized by a number of historians including 
Nordenskiöld, Bagrow, Brown, Woodward and Joachim Lelewel. 

This is the  first illustrated edition of Ptolemy’s work in which an attempt was 
made to update the information given on the maps, and the only Italian edition of 
Ptolemy to feature woodcut maps. 

It is also one of the earliest examples of two-color printing in cartography, with 
the major regional names printed in red, others in black, using inset type. The map 
historian David Woodward suggests that the dual-color printing style is done to mimic 
contemporary portolan charts, which used black and red to distinguish toponyms of 
various importance.  The text in the book says that it used the maps of navigators to 
update Ptolemy’s original work, and the influence may also have extended to the 
aesthetic. 

The atlas includes two world maps, one drawn to Ptolemy’s specifications and 
the other using contemporary geographical knowledge.  The modern cordiform world 
map is only the second map in a Ptolemaic atlas to show America, and the  first western 
printed map to indicate Japan. Sylvanus uses a cordiform map projection, a style 
developed through the Renaissance to symbolize the link between inner emotions and 
the external world. Sylvanus’ method was subsequently adapted by Petrus Apianus and 
Giovanni Vavassore. In this projection, the degrees on the central meridian were in 
correct proportion to those of the parallels. Whereas every other map in the atlas is 
printed on the reverse of other maps or texts, this is blank on the reverse.  This map was 
Sylvanus’ attempt to update the picture of the world presented by Ptolemy. 

The Americas are shown in three unconnected parts: terra laboratorum, terrae 
Sancta Crucis [South America] and terra cube. Terra laboratorum [North America], was 
supposedly named after the laborer who saw it first, according to an inscription on the 
Wolfenbüttel 1534 world map.  The projection used distorts the coastline of South 
America almost unrecognizably; the words canibalum romon appear in the north, a 
product of common contemporary belief about native cannibalism. 

The outline of eastern Asia follows Ptolemy and retains the “Tiger Leg”used by 
Martin Waldseemüller (#310) and Giovanni Contarini (#308), and the Ptolemaic name 
Catigara. As mentioned, Japan appears, named Zampagu ins, and is shown correctly as an 
island for the  first time. A previous depiction by Ruysch (#313) identified Japan with 
one of the islands discovered by the Spanish in the Caribbean. Asia’s coastline is left 
open to the east, as is the western coast of the Americas, allowing for the possibility that 
they were contiguous.  The map is labeled in the style of Ptolemy; rivers and mountain 
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ranges are shown and named, but very few place names appear.  The entire continent of 
Europe contains only magna Germa, Italia and dalma. 

 
Locations:  BL GR.8176 (copy on vellum), British Library, London 
                    LC 358, Library of Congress, Washington, DC 
                    William Clements Library, University of Michigan 
 
Size:  56.5 x 41.5cm 
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