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This eBook in EPUB format, Portuguese Discovery and Naming of Formosa: Taiwan’s first encounter with Europe, is abbreviated and modified, targeting general readers who have an interest in this topic.  It reviews the history of the discovery and naming of the Island of Formosa, better known to most modern readers as Taiwan, by the first Europeans in the sixteenth century.

The legend that Portuguese sailors in the sixteenth century were the first Europeans to discover Taiwan and call it Formosa has a long history and is well-known to many, though typically also embellished with colorful and sometimes conflicting details. But, recently, some historians in Taiwan rejected this legend and claimed that it was, in fact, the Spanish navigator Francisco Gali who had named the island in 1584. 

This study examines relevant rutters (or sailing instructions), maps and other primary documents, mostly in Portuguese and Dutch, re-constructs the history of Formosa’s “discovery” and “naming”, in the hope of eliminating historically erroneous claims and moving us closer to an informed consensus on the matter. 

The original full texts with footnotes/endnotes and illustrations come from Part I of the book entitled Europe meets Formosa, 1510-1662: Two Historical Studies, originally published in London in 2023, and currently available in print (paperback or hardcover) from Amazon and as an eBook from Google Books (PDF) and Amazon and other leading online book vendors and libraries (EPUB).​[1]

Earlier peer-reviewed versions of this study have appeared in two academic journals: Anais de história de além-mar issued in Lisbon in 2020 (in English) and Taiwan Historical Research 臺灣史研究published in Taipei in 2021 (in Chinese).​[2]

Print editions of Europe meets Formosa, 1510-1662 is available in some academic and public libraries in Asia, North America and Europe. The eBook version is also available for free partial preview on Google Books.   

Paul Kua

London, 2025
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The largest island off the south-eastern coast of China was “discovered” by the Europeans in the sixteenth century and then “named” Formosa Island, or literally the “beautiful island”. Besides the Indigenous Austronesians who are considered Natives there, it has been “possessed”, in turn, by Dutch, Spanish, Chinese, Japanese, and then, again, Chinese “colonizers”. The Dutch colonizers adopted the name Formosa since their arrival there in 1624, and it remained the island’s official name until they were forced out in 1662. Today, Formosa and its Chinese renditions Fuermosha福爾摩沙 (a transliteration of the word Formosa) or Meilidao美麗島 (literally “Beautiful Island”) are still commonly accepted, though Taiwan臺灣, a more recent and Sinicized label, is more widely recognised. It may seem odd that an island so close to the Chinese mainland and so densely populated by ethnic Chinese should have such a westernized if idyllic name given by its latter-day European discoverers. The legend of the discovery and naming of Formosa has been well known to generations of people inside and outside the island and is usually credited to the Portuguese. It is useful to recap just some variants of this legend, taken from recent publications, organized into three periods:

First, Discovery and Naming at the start of the sixteenth century, in around the year 1517: G. M. Davison and others note that “In 1517 Portuguese vessels en route to Japan passed by Taiwan and recorded their sighting as Ilha Formosa”. J. F. Cooper declares that “In 1517, a Portuguese ship sailing through the Taiwan Strait on the way to Japan sighted Taiwan. In the ship’s log, the captain recorded the words ˈIlha Formosa, meaning ‘beautiful island’”. Y. T. Wong indicates that “In 1517, a Portuguese ship sailing through the Taiwan Strait sighted the beautiful island recorded as ‘Ilha Formosa’ in the captain’s log”.

Second, Discovery and naming during mid-sixteenth century, in around the year 1544: K. Ito 伊藤潔points out that “Taiwan was ‘discovered’ by the Portuguese active in western Pacific. This ‘discovery’ is presumed to be in 1544.” F. Chiang informs us that “in 1544, a Portuguese ship was sailing along China’s coast to Japan when the sailors saw a pristine island with high mountains covered with green forests. ‘Ilha Formosa’ shouted a sailor in Portuguese”. S. J. Lin 林淑珺indicates that “in 1544, a Portuguese ship passed the Taiwan strait. Sailors saw a lush green and large island and exclaimed: ‘Ilha Formosa!’. This was recorded by the Dutch navigation officer Linschoten on board”.

Third, Discovery and naming in late sixteenth century, in around the year 1590: C. L. Salter suggests that “Taiwan is ‘discovered’ by the Portuguese in 1590. They named the tobacco-leaf-shaped island ‘Ilha Formosa’ or ‘Beautiful Island’”. W. C. Ho says “the modern history of Taiwan goes back to around 1590, when Jan Huygen van Linschoten, a Dutch navigator, passed by the island on a Portuguese ship and exclaimed ‘Ilha Formosa’”. J. P. Charbonnier agrees with this dating and claims that “when Portuguese seafarers first saw Taiwan in 1590, they called it Formosa Insula, the beautiful island”.

In other words, while these books or articles in English, Chinese and Japanese agree that the Portuguese had discovered and named Formosa, there does not seem be a consensus on when this had taken place. Though none of these references cited is a study dedicated to the history of the names of Taiwan, some of their authors are experts in history, including a few who specialize in Taiwanese history.

Then Wen Jia-yin (An Kaim) 翁佳音, another Taiwanese historian, challenges all the above claims in one fell swoop, with an article in Chinese published in 2006, which has been incorporated into a book issued in 2017, jointly authored by him and Huang Yan黃驗.

The conclusion of the book, so different from the conventional wisdom, is newsworthy. An article on Taiwan News informs us that the “Island named ‘Formosa’ by Portuguese may not be Taiwan (中研院研究: 福爾摩沙恐非台灣)”, based on a scholarly study. Similarly, the headlines of a write-up on Radio Taiwan’s website tell us that according to the Academia Sinica, “the island which the Portuguese saw then was probably not Taiwan, but Okinawa”. But to be fair, these news headlines (like many others!) are misleading. While Weng is indeed a researcher affiliated with the Academia Sinica, his findings in a study could not and should not be seen as the official views of the esteemed institution itself.

Weng’s original article states that:

From the...Portuguese and other Western rutters collected by the Dutchman Linschoten, there is indeed no mention of Portuguese sailors marveling at the “Beautiful Island” (的確找不到葡萄牙船員驚歎美麗島的資料); On the contrary, from these documents, it can be concluded that most Portuguese called Taiwan Xiao-liu-qiu, and when they mentioned Formosa, they mostly vaguely referred to islands adjacent to and north of Taiwan. It was not until the 1580s that the Spanish used Formosa clearly to refer to the main island of Taiwan.​[3]

The book by Weng and Huang further suggests that that “Textbooks should be re-written(教科書理應改寫)”, giving credit of the naming to the Spanish instead of the Portuguese. The authors suggest that the textbooks should say: “When the Spanish captain Francisco Gali sailed passed Taiwan in 1584, he described the island as the Beautiful Islands in his rutters for the first time(首次在其海誌形容這個島嶼為As Ilhas Fermosas (意為美麗諸島))”.​[4]

The revisionist view is shared by fellow historian Luo Fen-mei, who claims that “the foreigners who had sighted Taiwan after the Portuguese were the Spanish. They were the people who truly named it Formosa (他們......是『福爾摩沙』的真正命名者)”, citing as supports Weng’s article and the Chinese edition of Martino Martini’s Novus Atlas Sinensis.

This new finding has already influenced some official narratives. Official yearbooks published in Taiwan often contain a chronology of key events of the island’s history. The chronology in the yearbooks issued in the past typically note that in the year 1544 the Portuguese sailing to Japan spot Taiwan on their way and refer to it as the Ilha Formosa or the beautiful island. But a yearbook issued more recently, i.e. in 2019, makes a more cautious and generalized claim. It simply says that it is commonly believed that European sailors passing Taiwan record the island’s name as Formosa in early sixteenth century.

Pretty soon if not already, perhaps secondary school textbooks in Taiwan might also be revised accordingly, with the removal of any reference to the Portuguese and the related exclamation “Ilha Formosa!”.

While some of these conflicting claims about the origins of the name “Formosa” cited here may indeed be based on some earlier or even primary sources which historians revered, they obviously cannot all be true, if any is.

This study attempts to reconstruct the history of Formosa’s “discovery” (defined as knowing or sighting) and “naming” by the first Europeans, as opposed to, say, the Aboriginal Peoples, the Chinese or other Asians. It will identify and revisit relevant primary documents and maps created by the Europeans (especially the Portuguese), assess their relative qualitative value vis-à-vis our investigation, and examine them in the contexts of the above claims. It hopes to, if not determine conclusively on the matter, at least narrow the range of possibilities, and move us closer to an informed consensus on it.

The history of the adoption of the name Taiwan (as opposed to Formosa) for the island, based on earlier Chinese nomenclature linked to only a small part of it, is also fascinating if somewhat beyond our scope. Taiwan 臺灣/台灣literally means “Terrace Bay”, but originally the name might have nothing to do with a terrace and possibly came from the name Dawan大灣 (big bay or “grote baai” in Dutch), a bay on the southwestern coast of Formosa.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Chinese also called the bay by its homophones Dayuan 大員/大圓or Taiyuan 台員/臺員, etc. In Minnan dialect these two names and Dawan大灣and Taiwan臺灣/台灣are all pronounced similarly as Taioan, with just different tones for the characters. For example, Chinese source Dongfanji東番記 (1604) called the bay Dayuan大員 (in Minnan Tāioân, like Tâioân for Taiwan 台灣), but oral traditions of the name likely went back even earlier.

For convenience, the terms Taiwan and Formosa will be used interchangeably in this study to refer to the main island of Taiwan, regardless of when historically the two names have become generally accepted.

First, a few words on the physical location and dimension measurements of Formosa, as these would become useful later in the study. Taiwan’s coordinates are defined as 23.7 degrees North and 120.9 degrees East, which is at Xinyi Township 信義鄉of the Nantou County南投縣, approximately the centre of the island. But it is a large and elongated island, with location measurements ranging from 21.9 to 25.3 degrees North, and from 120 to 122 degrees East.

Taiwan is often said to be one of the largest islands in the world. In fact, even excluding the large continents Afro-Eurasia, the Americas, Antarctica and Australia, it ranks only number 39, with 34,507 square kilometers, or a length of 394 kilometers and a width of 144 kilometers. Still, it is larger than many islands, including Prince of Wales Island in Canada, the Island of Sicily in Italy, and the Island
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