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Juan de la Cosa Portolan World Chart, 1500, #305 

The African coast as far as the Cape of Good Hope is represented with fair 
accuracy, apparently drawn from Portuguese sources. The eastern coast however seems 
to be entirely imaginary. Well out in the Indian Sea, almost in the center, are two large 
islands, Zanabar and Madagascoa, as on Behaim’s globe (#258).  La Cosa shows the 
coastline of Africa and the Cape of Good Hope with considerable accuracy. The 
inscription on the southern coast of Asia, tierra descubierta por el Rey don Manuel Rey de 
Portugal [land discovered by King Manuel King of Portugal], refers to Vasco da Gama’s 
voyage to Calicut on the western coast of India from which he had returned to Portugal 
the previous year from his first voyage. The numerous names on the eastern coast of 
Africa, however, cannot be attributed to da Gama. 

The representation of Africa is distorted by the excessive length of the 
Mediterranean. The general shape of the western coastline is good, though, in relation to 
the west-east extent of the Gulf of Guinea coast, the coastline southwards to the Cape is 
too short. This was a characteristic of early Portuguese charts of this region: owing to 
adverse sailing conditions, it was usual to underestimate distances run. 

 

 
Africa as shown on a reproduction of the La Cosa map 

 
 
 
 



The Evolution of Africa on Early Maps: The Renaissance Period                 5.11 

	 2	

 Africa as portrayed on the Cantino world map of 1502 
 
Chart for the navigation of the islands lately discovered in the parts of India, known as the 
“Cantino World Map”, 1502, #306 
 The African continent is shown for the first time with something closely 
approaching its correct outline: on the east coast the names of Soffala, Mozambique, Kilwa, 
and Melinde occur, and the island of Madagascar is inserted but not named. This area of 
the planisphere shows Africa and the Indian Ocean as known to the Portuguese after the 
voyages of Vasco da Gama (1497-99) and Cabral (1500-01) and later discoveries reported 
in Lisbon as recently as September 1502.  At the extreme left is the fort of São Jorge da 
Mina on the African Gold Coast; crosses further south mark padrões set up by earlier 
expeditions.  Portuguese flags on the east coast of Africa denote the ports touched at by 
da Gama and Cabral.  Comparisons with the more Ptolemaic outlines of the 1490 
Martellus map (#256) show a striking improvement in the delineation of Africa and 
India.  South Africa no longer curves to the east.  Madagascar, discovered by Western 
Europe in 1500, is shown for the first time.  Two scales of degrees are given. Africa is 
characterized by a hilly landscape in pale blues and greens, a castellated Portuguese 
fortress, native huts, natives in jet black, birds of various hue and a huge lion-headed 
figure in brown and gold.  A circular structure labeled the Tower of Babilonja appears in 
Egypt. In the Cantino planisphere, latitudes were incorporated only in the coasts of 
Africa, Brazil and India, while Europe and the Caribbean Sea continued to be 
represented according to the portolan chart model. 
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 There is also an elaborate depiction of the Portuguese castle of São Jorge da Mina 
(Elmina Castle, on the Gold Coast of west Africa), flanked by two African towns. Other 
illustrations include a lion-shaped mountain representing the Sierra Leone mountain 
range, the Alexandria lighthouse (laid horizontal), the mythical Mountains of the Moon 
(legendary source of the Nile River) in central Africa, and either the Table Mountain or 
Drakensberg range in South Africa. Along the central African coast are the various cross 
stone markers (padrões) erected by Diogo Cão and Bartolomeu Dias in the 1480s. In north 
Africa, there is the Montes Claros in the usual place of the Atlas mountains, the legend 
below on the left reading that this is the land of King Organo, whose king is very noble and 
very rich, and to the right of this is the land of the King of Nubia, the king of which is 
continuously making war on Prester John and is a moor and a great enemy of Christians. 
 

 
Africa as portrayed on the Contarini world map of 1506 

 
Contarini/Roselli World Map, 1506, #308  

Africa is now surprisingly well delineated, showing the whole of the east coast 
but the interior details are pure speculation. In this regard the map incorporates the 
names fairly close to those of Cantino (#306), and an attempt to fit in the India of Vasco 
da Gama; between the Persian Gulf and the Indus of Ptolemy, the cartographer has 
inserted a narrow peninsula, trending southwestwards, on which are shown the towns 
of Cobait (Cambay), Cananor and Calicut (these two were visited by Vasco da Gama). 

Madagascar and its adjacent island Zanzibar are greatly exaggerated in size. 
Further east, the rest of Asia still follows Ptolemaic lines. The position of the much-
exaggerated islands of Madagascar and Zanzibar in the Indian Ocean is exactly reversed 
from that on the La Cosa map (#305). The inscription on the former states:  
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This island is larger and richer than any in the world. It is 40,000 miles in 
circumference. From the kingdom of Moabar, reads the inscription on the scroll 
east of the islands, ships reach the island of Madagascar in twenty-nine days that 
can hardly return in three months because the vehement current of that sea runs 
southward. This island has groves of sandal-trees and all kinds of spices, also 
elephants, lions, Iynxes, leopards, stags, camels, and many birds; and there is 
great abundance of gold there. 

 
 

 
The portrayal of Africa on the Kuntsmann II (a.k.a. The Four Finger) world map, 1502-06 

 
Kunstmannn II (a.k.a. “Four-Finger Map”) world map, 1502-1506, #309 
 As has been noted by historian David Quinn, elaborately colored maps, charts, 
and atlases were given as presents by monarchs and other men of high rank in the 16th 
century because they were esteemed as works of art. These are the maps and charts that 
largely survive to our day, and they exist precisely because they were valued as art 
objects, even when they passed out of the hands of the patrons to whom they were 
given. Such maps and charts survived the period when they were valued for their 
utility, whether as accurate representations or as strategic projects, because they were 
works of art. The crest that appears on the Kunstmann II map as part of the icon of the 
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Garden of Eden placed over south Africa suggests that the map was commissioned or 
quickly came into the hands of Cardinal Bernardino Lopez de Carvajal. Bernardino 
Lopez de Carvajal was a Spanish Bishop of Cartagena and was later made Cardinal in 
1492. In Rome he lived at the palace of the Mellini. He was known for his learning. 
 Some scholars have glanced at the representation of Africa and noticed its 
exaggerated east-west extension (due to the inaccurate calculation of longitude), to 
compare coastal place names with those on other charts or other records of Portuguese 
voyages of exploration, or to conclude from the absence of Madagascar, discovered in 
1506, that the chart must have been made before that date.  
 The representation of Africa on the Kunstmann II map traces the coastline in 
careful detail, and is rich in names of bays, promontories, rivers, cities, and ports. The 
portrayal of the interior is more of a summary, the general emptiness of the continent 
being masked by seven portraits of local rulers and a large vignette on the Tropic of 
Capricorn showing Paradise, labeled Paradisus Terrestris. The inclusion of the Garden of 
Eden on a world map dating from just after 1500 and including cartographical sketches 
of the New World is indeed remarkable. Throughout the Middle Ages the Garden of Eden 
described in Genesis was believed to exist on earth, as a place belonging both to the past 
and to the East. At first, the mythical Prester John’s kingdom was thought to be 
somewhere in India, but in the course of the 14th century his empire was gradually 
moved from India to Ethiopia, a land that had always been perceived as almost celestial. 
This transfer was yet another factor contributing to the late medieval location of Paradise 
in Africa. It also explains why, on this map, Paradise appears near the portrait of Prester 
John. 
 Since tradition dictated that the early Paradise was unreachable by man, the 
author of the Kunstmann II map placed his sign for Paradise on the tropic that Jacobus 
Pérez of Valencia had said was the impassable frontier of fire protecting Paradise; the 
map maker, however, was also outlining and naming on his map several newly 
discovered lands lying to the south of that tropic, not only in America but also in Africa 
itself. A legend on the map to the south of the Gulf of Guinea (and thus of the Tropic of 
Capricorn), for instance, indicates the island where Portuguese criminals were exiled. By 
the time the Kunstmann II map was compiled, in other words, the known world had 
been extended to the south of the Tropic of Capricorn at a number of points, almost 
surrounding, as it were, the unknown African territories thought to border on Paradise. 
The map sign for Paradise, however, is intended not to pinpoint an exact location, but to 
indicate in a general fashion a neighborhood and a limit, the point at which the known 
and knowable world was supposed to end. In so far as the author of the Kunstmann II 
map depicts the coastlines in great detail, enumerates the ports, and defines space by 
mathematical astronomy, he is adopting the principles of nautical chart making and 
Ptolemaic mapping. In so far as he includes the inaccessible “somewhere” of the earthly 
Paradise in Africa, he remains in the tradition of the medieval world maps in which the 
articulation of space is an unfolding of the process of human history and places are 
indicated next to each other, irrespective of “correct” distances and positions. 
 What makes the representation of Paradise on the Kunstmann II map particularly 
interesting is its design. To read most of the legends and vignettes, the map has to be 
turned so that east is at the top. The icon and the inscription for Paradise (paradisus 
terrestris) are positioned to be read with the map oriented with East at the top. The 
vignette shows Paradise on the top of a high mountain, creating an image that evokes the 
intermediate situation of a Paradise on earth halfway to heaven. Paradise is also depicted 
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as a garden protected by a walled enclosure, a standard practice in the iconography of 
the subject. Within the garden, the larger, central tree could be either the Tree of Life or, 
more likely, the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, mentioned in Genesis as situated in the 
middle of Eden, whereas the two small trees flanking it represent the other trees (Genesis 
9). On top of the central tree sits a parrot. 
 According to Alessandro Scafi, most intriguing of all, however, is the coat of 
arms hanging on the larger tree of Paradise. A coat of arms is a sign of ownership. The 
coat of arms is that of the Spanish Cardinal Bernardino López de Carvajal (1456–1523), 
and the implication must be that either the map was once in the cardinal’s possession or, 
more likely, given contemporary cartographic practice, that it had been made for him. 
 By displaying the geographical knowledge of his time, the author of the map also 
provides a coherent and unitary vision of the spread of European Christianity over the 
earth. Again, the representation of Africa on the Kunstmann II map owes much to the 
vision of Queen Isabella of Spain that the importance of the conquest of Africa and of the 
fight to propagate Christian faith was one of her primary objectives/vision. A number of 
kings are portrayed in Africa. In his bull Ineffabilis et summi (1495), Pope Alexander VI 
had pointed out that African territories were ruled by sovereigns all having the title of 
kings. Most of these kingdoms, however, needed to be Christianized, and the 
propaganda accompanying Spanish diplomacy presented King Ferdinand as the king 
capable of propagating the faith by unifying several different kingdoms. Sapi (Sappi, on 
the map) was the name given to the people living along the coast of Sierra Leone by 
Portuguese traders in the 15th and 16th centuries. The Malindi leader (Rex Melindi on the 
map) had offered the first Portuguese expedition, led by Vasco Da Gama (1497–1499), 
hospitality and gifts. Magnus Soldanus was the Sultan of Babylon, who ruled over Egypt 
and the Holy Land and had special diplomatic ties with the Spanish monarchs. The 
presence of the King of Tunis (Rex Tunci) and the King of Fez (Rex Fessi) (their territories 
were the object of protracted negotiations between Spain and Portugal) reminded the 
map viewer that these African cities, which had risen to independent sovereignty, had 
became very populous after the expulsion of the Moors and Jews from Spain in 1492 and 
were the object of Ferdinand’s military campaign. “Prince Bemoim” (the king, or bumi, 
of Jolof, Ziloffo on the map), had requested the Portuguese to baptize him along with all 
his people, as reported in 1488 by João de Barros and Pagholo degli Ulivieri, and was 
regarded as a good example for the future of African Christianity. The point is 
underlined by the presence on the map of the legendary Prester John, the Christian ruler 
ready to help European Christendom in its fight against Islam.  
 In this context, the submission of the Canary islands (insule de canaria) and the 
new discoveries in the Atlantic were seen by Spain (and by Cardinal Carvajal) as an 
important step in the process of the conversion of Africa, a process that had begun with 
the expulsion of the Muslims from Granada and that aimed at a crusade against the 
Ottoman Turks and the Christian re-conquest of the Holy Land. It is the connection in 
the Kunstmann II map between expansion in Africa and recovery of Jerusalem, on the 
one hand, and the discovery of new lands beyond the ocean, on the other, that has been 
discussed by the historian Alessandro Scafi. As Columbus wrote to Pope Alexander VI 
in February 1502, sailing westwards was another path to reach the Holy Land.  
 Thus the Kunstmann II map bears witness to the fact that, while the discoveries of 
new lands in the Atlantic were considered part of Spanish territorial expansion in Africa, 
they also marked a new collaboration. After a crisis in their relationship, Spain and the 
pope were united in their aim of organizing a crusade against the Turks and bringing 
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Christ to both Africa and the Indies. The anonymous author of the Kunstmann II map 
displays on a geographical stage the convictions that lay at the core of Carvajal’s 
diplomatic efforts: the capacity of the Christian power formed in the Mediterranean by 
the Catholic sovereigns not only to overcome the Turkish threat but also to follow 
Christ’s invitation to widen the boundaries of the Christian world, beyond the Atlantic 
as well as in Africa. As a knight hangs his shield when resting after victory, or as a 
challenge to other knights to joust, Carvajal’s coat of arms hanging on the Tree of 
Knowledge would seem to be highlighting his diplomatic victories as well as the 
challenge of a New World. 
 

 
The African Continent on the Waldseemüller world map of 1507 
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Martin Waldseemüller world map, 1507, #310 
In Africa, Waldseemüller gives full expression to the recent Portuguese 

exploration by including the rounding of Caput de bona Speransa [Cape of Good Hope], 
by Bartholomew Diaz and Vasco da Gama, and on to Calicut; the depiction of the Arab 
settlements of Melinde, Monbatha, Quiloe and Monsanbiqui; the Portuguese Padros, T. del 
Natal and Cortada; and the rivers R. di Infante, S. Thomas, de Largo (Espiritu Santu) and S. 
Vincente - all traced by a series of Portuguese flags. Not many interior details are shown 
to speak of, but a large group of natives is shown at the Cape, and above them, a large 
vignette of an elephant. While the shape his Africa resembles reality more so than 
Martellus’, Waldseemüller extends the continent to beyond its actual 34 degrees South in 
a similarly misguided manner as Martellus with Waldseemüller’s Africa reaching an 
inexplicable 50 degrees plus. Waldseemüller placed an elephant and a group of natives 
in southern Africa on his world map of 1507. 
 

 
Africa as portrayed on the Ruysch world map, 1507-1508 

 
Johannes Ruysch world map, 1507-1508, #313 

In his delineation of the coastline of Africa, Ruysch displays accurate and up-to-
date information concerning the Portuguese discoveries. With the exception of some 
small maps based on the cosmographical speculations of the ancients, and inserted in 
the works of Macrobius, Sacrobosco and others (#201), along with the Contarini and 
Waldseemüller maps (#308 and #310), it is one of the first printed maps representing 
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Africa as a peninsula encompassed by the ocean (Note: the Chinese had been displaying 
Africa in this manner for over 100 years prior to this map, see #227, #236). The southern point 
of Africa moreover is here placed on a nearly correct latitude, thus giving a tolerably 
exact form to that part of the world. Ruysch also gives on his map a relatively correct 
location to the Insule ae Azores, Insula de Madera, Ins. Canarias and Insuie de Capo Verde. 
The African continent on the map is yet another cartographic advance as it breaks with 
the early tradition which held that there was a land-bridge between eastern African and 
the peninsula of Southeast Asia. It is also the first map that shows the Portuguese 
discoveries and landfalls along the southern and Cape coasts. His general accuracy in 
the eastern hemisphere is almost certainly due to contemporary information gained 
from Portuguese navigators and explorers. 

Ruysch’s map is also the first printed map on which, in conformity with the 
drawings on the portolanos, a tolerably correct direction is given to the northern coast of 
Africa, by attending to the considerable difference of latitude between the coastlines to 
the east and to the west of Syrtis, and by giving a proper form to that bay. 

 
 

 
Africa as portrayed on the Maggiolo polar world map, 1511, #316 
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Africa as portrayed on the Sylvanus world map, 1511, #318 
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Africa as portrayed on the Hemisphere Maps of Johannes de Stobnicza, 1512, #319 
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Africa as portrayed on the Aurelius world map, 1514, #323 

 

 
Africa as portrayed on the Brixen Globe, 1502, #333.2 
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Africa as portrayed on the Salviati Planisphere, 1525, #336 

 

 
 
Africa as portrayed on the Vespucci world map, with elephants and camels, 1526, #338 
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Detail of the Maggiolo 1531 world map: North Africa and the Mediterranean Sea, #340 

 

 
Africa as portrayed on the De Summa Totius Orbis by Pietro Coppo, 1520-1528, #341 
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Africa as portrayed on the World Map in Bordone’s Isolario, 1528, #343 
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Africa as portrayed on the Diego Ribero world map, with a variety of animals, 1529, #346 
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Africa as portrayed on the Harleian world map of 1544, #347 
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Africa as portrayed on the Typus Cosmographicus Universalis  

by S. Grynaeus/H. Hoblein, 1532, #353 
The fantastic figures surrounding the map represent people and fauna from various parts 
of the world. Some of these, such as the Ubangi people of Africa, are quite real; others are 

the invented descendants of medieval myth. 
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Africa as portrayed on the Pierre Desceliers’ Planisphere, 1550, #378 
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Southern Africa and the Southwestern Indian Ocean (oriented with South at the top) 

 in the Vallard Atlas, 1547, #381.2 
 

 Map #5, emerging from the heart of Black Africa, ruled by potentates that can be 
identified as the ruler of the Congo and the ruler of Mutapa (Monomotapa), springing 
forth from two lakes, which undoubtedly reflect a vague knowledge of the Great Lakes 
of East Africa; and Map #7 depicts the course of the Senegal River and a large city 
nearby, which apparently corresponds to Timbuktu or to the capital of Mali. Curiously 
enough, while the outline of the coasts and the toponyms are clearly of Portuguese 
origin, the illuminations, which evidence traces of the influence of coeval Flemish 
paintings, are more typically French, realistically representing, above all, the areas that 
the French had already visited. Medieval vestiges can be seen primarily in the interior of 
the African continent, where it is possible to observe the fantastic creatures that authors 
such as Pliny and Solinus, heirs to the Indian tradition of the Râmâyana, had placed on 
the eastern fringes of the known world. 
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Map #7, Northwest Africa from the Vallard Atlas, 1547, #381.2 (oriented with South at the top) 
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Montalboddo Fracan [Fracanzano], Map of Africa, 1508-12, #316.2 
 This is the earliest known separate map of Africa, although the whole continent 
was correctly shown, surrounded by water, on other early maps such as Contarini 
(#311), Waldseemüller (#312) and Ruysch (#313).  It is a good delineation of the 
continent, however, it does incorrectly label the Red Sea, or Arabian Gulf, as Sinus 
Perisicus  (this was corrected in later editions to Sinus Arabicus).   
 The text is a Latin translation of Paesi Nouamente retrouati, Venice 1507, the first 
printed collection of voyages.  It contains accounts of journeys to Ethiopia and other 
parts of Africa, and also of eastward voyages around Cape Horn to India, as well as 
those of Columbus, Vespucci and others to the west. 
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Heinrich Buntings map of Africa, 1581. The Nile finds its source in the mountains of the moon. 
Elephantophagi is shown in West Africa. Several large cities and kingdoms noted. The map is 
based largely upon Munter's map, first issued in 1540. Large sailing ship and sea creatures 

embellish the map. 
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Africae nova Tabula Auct. Jud. Hundio. Hondius, Jodocus and Jansson, 1642  
  
 The continent of Africa is shown, with the southernmost sections of Europe 
visible, as well as the adjoining Arabian peninsula and parts of Asia. The borders of the 
various empires and nations of mainland Africa, as well as the seacoasts of Madagascar 
and the islands of the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, are outlined in hand color, and 
principal cities are picked out in red. Although largely fictitious, abundant waterways 
and mountain ranges crisscross the landmass. Particularly notable are the large lakes 
Zaire and Zaflan, at the foothills of the Mountains of the Moon. Numerous African 
animals populate the interior, including lions and barbary sheep near the Moroccan 
coast, a very stylized crocodile in West Africa, elephants, a leopard and a hyena in the 
Congo, and a pair of ostriches and a monkey in Nubia. The reefs and shoals of the 
Indian ocean are shown as dotted or crossed patches, while numerous sailing ships, 
flying fish, and sea monsters adorn the seas. The map is further ornamented by a pair of 
baroque cartouches, one containing the title surrounded by ribbons and garlands of 
fruit, while the other, containing the publisher’s details, is supported by languid cherubs 
and features a timepiece intended to remind the viewer that life is short and time is 
always fleeting. The highly decorative border features vignettes of principal African 
cities based on Braun and Hogenberg, including Alexandria, Mozambique, Alger 
(Algiers), Tunis, Tanger (Tangier), Ceuta, Alcair (Cairo), St. Georgius della Mina (Elmina, 



The Evolution of Africa on Early Maps: The Renaissance Period                 5.11 

	 26	

Ghana), Canaria (Grand Canary), Quiloa (Kilwa Kisiwani, Tanzania), Tzaffin (Safi, 
Morocco), and Ceffala (Sofala, Mozambique), while pairs of figures represent the 
costumes of Moroccans, Senegalese, Guinean merchants, Congalese soldiers, Egyptians, 
Abyssinians, Mozambicans, a Madagascan king, and inhabitants of the Cape of Good 
Hope. Unusually, the cartography for this map is not based upon the 1606 Hondius wall 
map of Africa, but rather on the geography of Hondius’ competitor, Willem Blaeu, who 
published a very similar series of carte-e-figures maps in 1617. The current example is 
something of a cartographic mystery. Hondius, for reasons unknown, engraved two 
almost identical maps of Africa with decorative borders, the first in 1619, and the second 
in 1623. Each was issued in various different states and remained in use up until the 
1650s. The key difference between the two is the inclusion on the second plate of a large 
baroque cartouche, featuring a distinctive memento mori clock-face of a radiate skull. 
The cartouche is an almost direct copy of the one appearing on van den Keere’s 1614 
map of the continent.  

 

AFRICA, 1644 by Willem Janszoon Bleau 
Nine city views across top of map: Tanger, Ceuta, Alger, Tunis, Alexandria, Alcair, 

Mozambique, S. Georgius della Mina, Canaria. 
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Detail of northern Africa on Bleau’s 1644 map 
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Detail of central Africa on Bleau’s 1644 map 
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Sebastian Münster’s “Totius Africæ tabula, & descriptio uniuersalis, etiam ultra Ptolemæi 

limites extensa”, 1489-1552. 
 

Sebastian Münster’s, “Totius Africæ tabula, & descriptio uniuersalis, etiam ultra Ptolemæi 
limites extensa”, 1489-1552. 
 The earliest obtainable map of the whole continent of Africa. Because it was 
issued with some variations in both of Münster’s very popular works, Geographia (1540-
1552) and Cosmographia (1544-1628), the map is difficult to date precisely. Münster was 
the first mapmaker to print separate maps of the four then known continents (Europe, 
Africa, Asia, America). The map of Africa contains many interesting—if not curious— 
features: a one-eyed giant seated over Nigeria and Cameroon, representing the mythical 
tribe of the “Monoculi”; a dense forest located in today’s Sahara Desert; and an elephant 
filling southern Africa. The Niger River begins and ends in lakes. The source of the Nile 
lies in two lakes fed by waters from the fabled Mountains of the Moon, graphically 
presented as small brown mounds. Several kingdoms are noted, including that of the 
legendary Prester John, as well as “Meroë,” the mythical tombs of the Nubian kings. 
Few coastal towns are noted, and there is no Madagascar yet. A simplified caravel, 
similar to those used by the Portuguese (and Columbus), sails off the southern coast. 
One of the intriguing aspects of this map is the loop of the Senegal River, which is 
shown entering the ocean in today’s Gulf of Guinea. Actually, this is the true route of the 
Niger River, but that fact will not be confirmed until the Lander brothers’ expedition in 
1830. Strangely, this loop disappeared from subsequent maps of Africa for the next two 
hundred years. The text in the large cartouche offers a rudimentary itinerary for sailors 
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from Lusitania to Calechut (Calicut, India), describing a route which essentially avoids 
Africa. Lusitania was a province of the Roman Empire, comprising most of modern 
Portugal and part of Spain. 
 

 
 

Abraham Ortelius’ famous map of the Kingdom of Prester John, from the 1573 Latin edition of 
Ortelius' Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, the first modern atlas of the world. 

 
 Prester John was a mythical African King, waging a war against the Muslim 
Infidels from his Kingdom in Central Africa. For centuries, from the receipt of a fake 
letter from Prester John to the Byzantine Patriarch, Europeans searched for Prester John, 
initially in Asia and later in Africa. The Crusaders hoped that Prester John would join 
with Europeans in the protection of the Holy Lands from the Islamic Saracens and in the 
protection of all Europe from the Mongols. In the late 1400s and early 1500s, the 
Portugese searched for Prester John in East Africa, through they did eventually find a 
Christian kingdom in Abyssinia. A dedication to King David of the Bible is in the upper 
left of map. Above the dedication is the coat of arms of Prester John. Elephants and other 
figures adorn the map. 
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1584 map of Africa by Abraham Ortelius 
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Africa as portrayed in Matteo Ricci’s world map, Kunyu Wanguo Quantu, 1602, #441 
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1710 map of Africa by Herman Moll 

 
1737 map of Africa by Johann Matthias Hase 
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An eclectic world map, tempera on cloth, oriented with South at the top, 1770,  
#225.2, Museum für Islamische Kunst in Berlin 
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Life on the Nile.  

Detail of Africa from the Eclectic World Map, oriented with South at the top. 
Along the Nile River everyday life combines with legend and myth: elephants roam and locals eat 

and farm, with the river’s source ends in the fictional Mountains of the Moon, on which 
Alexander’s legendary palace perches. In Africa, the Nile is the most prominent feature.  It 

originates, as on so many Islamic maps, in several streams in the southerly Mountains of the 
Moon, on which the legendary palace of Alexander is perched, and swings far to the west to join 

the Mediterranean near Morocco. 
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Turkish Africa, 1803 

The first published map by Muslims using European cartographic methods, using longitude and 
latitude 
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1805 map of Africa by John Cary 
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Map of Africa by John Tallis, 1851 

“Africa.”, a steel engraved map, with five vignettes, from Tallis’s The Illustrated Atlas, 
issued to coincide with the Great Exhibition of 1851 in London, Tallis’ atlas was 
regarded as a tour-de-force of the mapmaker’s art, scientific in intent but visually 
attractive: one of the most decorative atlases of the 19th century. The maps were drawn 
and engraved by John Rapkin, and the vignettes were created and engraved by various 
prominent artist-illustrators. 
 More than five-sixths of the region is still unknown to European geographers.  Of 
the alleged Mountains of the Moon still nothing is known. Vast sandy wastes with 
occasional green and habitable spots characterize Africa.  The chief streams of which the 
author has any definite and accredited account are the Nile, Niger, Joliba, Senegal, 
Gambia, Congo, Orange, Quilimane and the Haines. The Nile rises in Abyssinia and 
enters the Mediterranean at Rosetta. The Niger has its source in the Kong Mountains 
and enters the Atlantic after 1,660 miles. Charting its course had cost many British lives. 
 In the known parts of Africa alone 150 languages are spoken. Between the time 
of this and Cary’s map, British explorers had crossed the Sahara, descended the Niger to 
its outlet in the Gulf of Guinea, and visited large areas of west and southern Africa. Not 
surprisingly then, the map’s vignettes show an Algerian family, a Bedouin Arabs’ desert 
encampment, two different Hottentot tribes (Bosjeman and Korranna) of southern 
Africa, and a view of the island of St. Helena. Important as a port of call for ships 
returning to Europe from the East Indies, the island declined in importance after the 
Suez Canal opened in 1869. 
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1852 map of Africa by Victor Levasseur 

An interesting contrast to the preceding English map of the same period, this French version 
appears subordinate to its surrounding pictorial (and political) representations . The decorations, 

however, are intriguing and revealing. The hot African sun reigns over the continent. On the 
right, a French military officer is showing an armed Arab a map or other document (a surrender 
document?), while French soldiers and Arab horsemen look on. Seated above them on a shelf is a 

turbaned Muslim holding a tablet lettered CORAN (Koran) 
	
Summary 
Throughout the period between 1500 and 1900, the maps continued to display detailed 
and more accurate coastal features and cultural data, but the interior regions were either 
filled with animals, fantastic creatures, or left blank due to insufficient information from 
first-hand knowledge. This period also represented the extensive European colonization 
of Africa, beginning in the coastal areas throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, leading to 
acquisition of large portions of the interior for precious resources by the beginning of the 
20th century. This extensive colonization effort resulted in many more accurate maps, 
especially filling in details of the African interior. 
 In the late 19th century Europeans raced to claim Africa as their own, from Cairo 
to the Cape. In 1880 the portion of the continent under European control amounted to 
just 10%. Two decades later, it was 90%, eventually climbing to more than 96% by 1914. 
This profound transformation is known as the Scramble for Africa. We know it, to quote 
Joseph Conrad, as “the vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured the history of human 
conscience.”  
 The Scramble and its redefinition of the African landscape were by no means a 
unitary process. As of the 1880s, Europeans were racing not so much to conquer or take 
land by force – most of that came later – but rather to forge paper deeds by which whites 
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claimed to buy governing rights from indigenous rulers. Our most careful historians 
have not forgotten that fact. But what they have overlooked is how the forging of 
treaties overwhelmingly depended on a controversial proposition. This proposition was 
that new private companies and individuals, as opposed to pre-existing European states, 
could and should govern massive territories and millions of people.  
 Over a third of African territory -- an area larger than the continental United 
States -- theoretically lay in the hands of openly for-profit regimes at one interval or 
another. These regimes included people like the notorious King Leopold II, of course, 
but also less-known ventures such as the German and British East Africa Companies. 
How they all came together with broad European approval is not immediately apparent; 
indeed, no historian has ever been able to explain it. The truth is, though, that the 
process was a major problem not just for Africa, but for the territorial and legal order of 
the international system. This history goes beyond our traditional narrative of imperial 
rivalries and encourages us to rethink what was happening at the time 
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