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In 1562, Mapmakers Thought America was Full
of Mermaids, Giants and Dragons

An old map called "The Americas, or A New and Precise Description of the Fourth Part of the World." Map from Public Domain. Map from
Public Domain.

In the year 1500, America was a mystery to people in Europe.

The Spanish explorer Christopher Columbus had landed there in 1492. It was known as the New

World.

Soon, all sorts of stories were told about this place. What was it like? 

Mapping the New World

Philip II was the king of Spain at the time. In 1562, he ordered that a map be drawn of the New

World. 

He asked Diego Gutiérrez to help. Gutiérrez worked with a Dutch artist to make this huge map.

However, the two mapmakers had never visited the New World. They only had information and

stories from sailors to draw the map.  

By Atlas Obscura, adapted by Newsela staff on 09.06.17
Word Count 549
Level 580L



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

Many of these stories were completely untrue. They

said America was a land of mermaids, sea snakes and

giants.

A map of make believe

Some parts of the map are correct. It shows sketches

of the famed Amazon River, Lake Titicaca and Mexico

City. It even mentions California. This is one of the

first times a map mentions California.

Still, most of the map is wrong. Some parts are

completely made-up.

Aquiles Alencar Brayner works for the British Library.

He thinks Europeans were interested in dreaming up

a different world.

In the 1500s, most people in Europe could not read.

Maps were more than just a way of getting around.

They used pictures to tell stories about places, he

explains.

Monkeys, sea monsters and mermaids holding a spaceship

Gutiérrez drew monkeys, parrots, an elephant and a lion. Explorers had described seeing these

animals. 

The oceans are shown to have terrifying sea monsters. In the Atlantic Ocean, a huge creature with

claws lives in the waves. It shows how afraid people were of unknown waters. 

The west coast of South America looks especially

dangerous. There is an angry whale ramming into a

ship. Farther south, mermaids hold what looks like a

spaceship.

At the time, Latin America was home to the Aztecs

and the Mayans. These people were intelligent. They

were farmers and artisans. In the map, however, they

are drawn as beasts who eat other humans.

A gigantic myth

In South America, Gutiérrez shows two members of

the Tehuelche tribe. They look like large giants. They

live in "Tierra de Patagones," or the "land of giants."

The region is today called Patagonia. It is in the countries Argentina and Chile. 

The Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan first visited the native Tehuelche tribe in 1520. He

had said the Tehuelches were anywhere from six- to six-and-a-half feet tall. In comparison,

Spanish people were short.
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A show of power

The map got many things wrong. However, it was not supposed to be scientifically exact.

It was made more for show. It was a way for Spain to announce to the world that it controlled

America. It showed that Spain was powerful. 

King Phillip II of Spain is shown on it. He looks like a majestic god. He appears in the ocean next

to the Greek god of the sea, Poseidon.

This map of the Americas may not be totally right. Still, it tells us quite a bit about this time in

history.
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Quiz

1 Which sentence from the section "A map of make believe" shows how parts of the map were right?

(A) It shows sketches of the famed Amazon River, Lake Titicaca and Mexico City.

(B) He thinks Europeans were interested in dreaming up a different world.

(C) Maps were more than just a way of getting around.

(D) They used pictures to tell stories about places, he explains.

2 Read the paragraph from the section "Monkeys, sea monsters and mermaids holding a spaceship."

At the time, Latin America was home to the Aztecs and the Mayans. These people were
intelligent. They were farmers and artisans. In the map, however, they are drawn as beasts who
eat other humans.

Which question is answered in this paragraph?

(A) How were the Aztecs and Mayans different?

(B) Why did the map include the Aztecs and Mayans?

(C) Why were the Aztecs and Mayans such good farmers and artisans?

(D) How were the Aztecs and Mayans shown in the map?

3 Read the section "Mapping the New World."

What does the image in that section show?

(A) It shows a picture of the map Philip II ordered be drawn.

(B) It shows a picture of what Philip II looked like.

(C) It shows a picture of Diego Gutiérrez and a Dutch mapmaker.

(D) It shows a picture of a sailor who gave Diego Gutiérrez information to draw the map.

4 Read the introduction [paragraphs 1-3].

What question does the image above the introduction answer?

(A) What route did Christopher Columbus take to America?

(B) What did people in the 1500s think America looked like?

(C) Why was America such a mystery to people in the 1500s?

(D) How did Spanish explorers in the 1500s get to America?


