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The Evolution of Africa on Early Maps: Part II, The Medieval Period 
 

Summary 
 This period, beginning roughly in the 4th century, is characterized, in Europe, by 
an emphasis on religious history in their maps, along with an orientation of their maps 
with East at the top and Jerusalem in the center, a continuation of the “climate zone” 
division of the earth, maps that displayed the gradual extension of the African continent 
southward and the opening of the Indian Ocean; the rise of the Arab Islamic culture that 
had preserved the writing of Ptolemy and produced maps oriented with South at the top 
and very stylized geometric designs showing southern Africa extending eastwards; and 
the Chinese producing a surprisingly accurate outline of Africa on their maps many 
years before the Portuguese had circumnavigated the continent. 
 The Islamic maps consisted of a set of geometric configurations.  Though some 
are more geometric than others, most lines are straight or arced, rivers are wide parallel 
lines, and lakes are often perfect circles. Towns are sometimes squares, circles, or four-
pointed stars or, if they are stopping places on a straight route, resemble small tents or 
perhaps doors to caravansaries. 
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#215 Sawley 
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#219 al-Idrisi 
#221 Ibn Sa’id 
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#224 Ebstorf 
#226 Hereford 
#227 Kuang Yü T’u 
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#258 Behaim Globe 
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Macrobian world map, 1483, 14.3 cm diameter 

Africa is denoted as APHRICA and PERUSTA, with the Atlas Mountains and Ethiopia labeled, 
along with the cities CARBA and ALECAN 

  
Africa as shown on a T-O Noahic map from Jean Mansel’s La fleur des histiores, 15th century 

showing the three continents settled by the three sons of Noah – Shem, Ham and Japhet  

 
“Vatican T-O” is an eighth century T-O map bound with Isidore’s Etymologiarum,  

re-oriented with North at the top 
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Detail of the Isidore mappamundi, ca. 1130, Africa is on the right-hand side populated with 

fantastic creatures and castellated settlements, re-oriented with North at the top 
 

 
Detail of the St Sever Beatus mappamundi showing Libia (Africa) and the “fourth continent”,  

re-oriented with North at the top 
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A portion of the Cottonian map (ca. 995), re-oriented with North at the top showing just Africa 
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The African portion of the Islamic map of the world from Istakhri, 878/1473, re-oriented with 

North at the top 
 

 
The African portion of the interpretive drawing Islamic map of the world from Istakhri, 

 oriented with South at the top 
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The African portion of Ibn Hawqal’s world map, Arabic, 980 re-oriented with North at the top 
Note the Nile River is the only feature displayed in Africa, and the long east-west block of 

antipodean land attached to Africa that somewhat mirrors the “land-bridge” of Ptolemy enclosing 
the Indian Ocean 

 
 

 
The African portion of an interpretative drawing of the Sawley Map, a.k.a. World Map of Henry 

of Mainz, 1110, by Honorius Augustodunensis/ Henry of Mainz [Mayence], re-oriented with 
East at the top 
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The African portion of al-Idrisi’s world map, re-oriented with North at the top, dated 1553/960 H 

 
 

 
 

The African portion of Ibn Sa’id’s world map from the Kitab al-bad’ wa-al-ta’rikh, 13th century 
(re-oriented with North at the top)  

Note the shape of Africa and the open ocean to the South and East 
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The African portion of Al-Qazwini world map from his Monuments of Places, copy dated 1580 

Re-oriented with North at the top 
 

The African portion of the Psalter mappamundi, 1225, showing the monstrous creatures thought 
to inhabit that region, re-oriented with North at the top 
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The African portion of the Ebstorf mappamundi, 1274, re-oriented with North at the top 

 

 
A portion of Africa in the Hereford mappamundi, 1290,  

showing the Nile River and “monstrous races” 
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Detail of southern Africa (on the left), as seen on the “Countries of the Southwestern Sea” 
Chinese map from the early 15th century 

 

 
Detail of Africa on the Pietro Vesconte world map, ca.1321, re-oriented with North at the top, 
showing Africa occupying most of the southern hemisphere and bearing the basic geographical 

features such as the Gulf of Guinea and the Cape despite its inaccurate shape. 
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The African portion of the Portolano Laurenziano Gaddiano from the Laurentian Sea Atlas, 

Medicean Atlas, 1351, re-oriented with North at the top 
 

 
The African portion of the Chinese world map entitled 

 Ryukoku Kangnido: Honil kangni yoktae kukyo chi to [Map of Integrated Lands and Regions of 
Historical Countries and Capitals], 1402 
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Outline drawing of the African portion of the 1415 de Virga map 

 

 
Detail of Africa from Andrea Bianco’s map, 1436, re-oriented with North at the top. 

Note the extreme eastward extension and the numerous images throughout the African 
continent. 
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Detail of Africa continent on Leardo’s world map, 1448, re-oriented with North at the top 

 

 
Detail of Africa in the Walsperger map, 1448, re-oriented with North at the top  
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Detail of Africa from the Catalan-Estense map, 1450-1460 
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Detail interpretive drawing of the Genoese map, 1457, showing the outline of Africa 
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Detail drawing of Africa from the Fra Mauro mappamundi, 1459,  

re-oriented with North at the top 
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The African portion of the Wieder-Woldan world map, 1485, 
 

 
Detail of the African continent on the British Library’s copy of the 1489 Martellus map showing 

Africa extending south beyond the maps’frame 
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Detail from the 1490 Martellus world map showing the latest discoveries of the African continent 

 
 


