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Narrative

Background

This famous and important map summarizes European knowledge, or lack thereof, about the New World, c.1600. It is based on earlier Mercator maps and also those of Abraham Ortelius. In its content, technology, and artistry, this map represents the state of the art at the beginnings of early modern cartography, and it represents a significant departure from earlier Ptolemaic maps like those of Martin Waldseemüller. 

Related Sources

Tooley, R. V. Tooley’s Dictionary of Mapmakers. Tring, Eng.: Map Collector Publications, 1979; Shirley, Rodney W. The Mapping of the World: Early Printed World Maps, 1472-1700. London: Holland Press, 1983, c1984; Bagrow, Leo. History of Cartography. Chicago: Precedent Publications, 1985; and Martin, James C. and Robert Sidney Martin. Maps of Texas and the Southwest, 1513-1900. Austin: Texas State Historical Association, c1998. 

Natural Encounters

The magnificent oceans embracing the Western Hemisphere are beautifully illustrated and elaborately detailed on Mercator’s map. Continents appear larger than they actually are, expanding across the map beyond their true borders. Islands and archipelagos, important to the navigator, dot the coastlines and connect the oceans. New Guinea appears to be a massive island, while Haiti and Cuba dominate the Gulf of Mexico and are also shown in greater detail on inset maps. This suggests their importance. Mountain ranges and river systems show evidence of some exploration of the New World’s interior. Of special interest is the gigantes fummum, giant waterfall, in South America. 

Topics Covered

Physical geography of landforms, islands, archipelagoes, continents, Antarctica, oceans and seas, river systems 

Activities/Tasks

1. Using the Mercator map, identify groups of islands labeling them on a blank map. Next use a current map to find today’s names and label. 2. Write a journal entry describing a sailor’s first view of Antarctica in the 1500s. 3. Based on the map’s descriptions write a descriptive guide of the oceans and coastal area for use by the ships’ captains. 

SubjectArea

World Geography, World History 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
113.33(C), (11), (12) 

Format

Paper, transparency (color), digital 

Cultural Encounters

Language is the overwhelming cultural influence on the America Sive India Nova map. Written in Latin, the map also offers a French narrative on the back. This map was published in Amsterdam, and includes an historical account of the voyages of Spanish explorers, Christopher Columbus and Magellan. The map depicts civilizations and cities in explored regions, which are mingled with the indigenous Indians of the Americas. The map has a wealth of descriptive historical accounts providing the opportunity for students to use a primary resource to research this era of time. 

Topics Covered

Immigrant and Indians, cities, languages, exploration and navigation 

Activities/Tasks

1. Using a French/English dictionary, translate one small area of the French text on the back of the map or use Latin for the front. 2. Draw a city. Select a location on the map and draw plans for a city. List reasons for your location choice. Make a list of supplies that settlers would need in order to survive the first year in your city. 3. Make a pictorial travelogue as you travel by an imaginary ship along the coast of South America and the West Indies using the map for your source. 

SubjectArea

World Geography, World History 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
113.33(C), (1), (2), (4), (5), (6), (7), (20), (25), (26), (27) 

Format

Paper, transparency (color), digital 

Political Encounters

Colonization of the Americas revolved around the explorations of men like Columbus and Magellan. Mercator offers not only a map of their travels, but also historical accounts of their explorations. Spanish and French influence in the Americas is apparent on the map with designations such as Nova France, New Guinea, Cuba, and Hispaniola. Missions and cities suggest the appearance of government structures. Borders of the continents, divisions inland, and islands are colored differently, all suggesting claims by various countries. 

Topics Covered

Christopher Columbus’ voyages, discovery of Antarctica, and Magellan’s voyage 

Activities/Tasks

1. Research and determine the course followed by either Columbus or Magellan, locating it on a blank outline of Mercator’s map. Trace the route of the voyage in red. 2. Jeopardy: write five geography-type questions about explorers, borders, conquerors. Play out the game in a group asking yourself which you would rather be: discoverer or the discovered. 3. Group activity: choose a scenario to role-play in class. A). Pretend that you are chosen for Columbus’s crew on the 4th voyage. Explain to your wife why you must go. B). Sailors on Magellan’s voyage have sighted Antarctica. Where is it and what did they find there? C). You are exploring South America and you find a gigantes flummum (great waterfall). Describe it and ask yourself this question: are you really the first person to see this waterfall? How do you know? 

SubjectArea

World Geography, World History 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
113.33(C), (1), (2), (4), (5), (6), (7), (20), (25), (26), (27) 

Format

Paper, transparency (color), digital 

Technological Encounters

America Sive India Nova was first engraved in 1595 and later reprinted in 1609 by cartographer Michael Mercator. Michael was the grandson of the famous Geradus Mercator, the great Dutch cartographer who not only perfected the Mercator Projection, but was also the first to use the term “atlas” to describe a book of maps. Not only a beautiful projection, Mercator’s technique makes some areas seem larger than they really are. What areas are enlarged and what benefit might this have had for certain countries? This map utilizes latitude and longitude lines, equator, tropics of Cancer, Capricorn, and the Arctic circle. Antarctica appears on the projection along with notations to the viewer of the explorations of both Magellan and Columbus. 

Topics Covered

Cartography and map making, map projections, latitude and longitude lines, explorations, and sea travel 

Activities/Tasks

1. Identify types of map projections. Brainstorm a list of advantages and disadvantages of this map for navigation in the early 1600s. 2. Where am I? (game) Using two copies of the map, select two people and give each one the other’s location using latitude and longitude coordinates from the Mercator map. 

SubjectArea

World Geography, World History 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
113.33(C), (1), (2), (4), (5), (6), (7), (20), (23), (25), (26), (27) 

Format

Paper, transparency (color), digital
