Noah’s Ark in Early Maps
The Christian biblical story of Noah’s Ark and the Great Flood
is a familiar one. It appears in the biblical book of Genesis flood
narrative (Genesis chapters 6–9) as the vessel in which God
spares Noah, his family, and a remnant of all the world's
animals from a world-engulfing flood. The flood myth is
common to many cultures around the world, and the Christian
biblical version appears to have its primary source in the
Mesopotamian myth of Utnapishtim in the Epic of Gilgamesh.
The earliest known written flood myth is a Sumerian flood
myth found in the Deluge Tablet in which the hero is named
Ziusudra. The story in Genesis is repeated, with variations, in
the Quran, where the ark appears as Safina Nūḥ (Arabic: سفينة
نوح “Noah's boat”).
Noah’s instructions for the ark are described in Genesis
6:14–16. It is to be 300 cubits long, 50 cubits wide, and 30 cubits
high, with three internal divisions (which are not actually
called “decks”, although presumably this is what is intended),
a door in the side, and a tsohar, which may be either a roof or a
skylight. It is to be made of gofer wood, a word which appears
nowhere else in the Bible, and divided into qinnim, a word
which always refers to birds’ nests elsewhere in the Bible,
leading some scholars to emend this to qanim, reeds. The
finished vessel is to be smeared with koper: in Hebrew the two words are closely related,
bakarta (smeared) ... bakopper. Modern estimates of the dimensions of the ark render it as
510 feet long, 85 feet wide and 51 feet high.
Searches for Noah’s Ark have been made from at least the time of Eusebius (c.
275–339 A.D./CE), and believers in the myth continue to search for it in modern times.
Many searches have been mounted for the ark, but no confirmable physical proof of the
ark has ever been found. Various locations for the ark have been suggested but have
never been confirmed. Search sites have included the Durupınar site, a site on Mount
Tendürek in eastern Turkey and Mount Ararat, but geological investigation of possible
remains of the ark has only shown natural sedimentary formations.
Early Christian artists often depicted Noah standing in a small box on the waves,
symbolizing God saving the Christian Church in its turbulent early years. During the
European medieval period (400-1400), map-makers represented the world in both Time
and Space, meaning that significant events in time (mostly religious) were integrated
with the geographical space represented on the map. Past historical events such as the
Garden of Eden, the Tower of Babel, Noah’s Ark, Gog and Magog, and the distribution of the
Apostles were often graphically represented on the maps of medieval Europe. The
sacred city of Jerusalem was often placed at the center of the known world and the maps
were oriented with East at the top.
I have been able to identify Noah’s Ark on 15 European medieval maps. Below
are some examples. Most of the maps placed Noah’s Ark in modern-day Turkey on the
twin peaks of Mount Ararat.

1

Noah’s Ark in Early Maps

2

Noah’s Ark in Early Maps

15th century Noahic T-O world map from Jean Mansel’s La fleur des histiores, 30 x 22 cm with
The Ark on top of Mt Ararat and Noah’s sons Japhet, Shem and Ham (#205K)
Bibliotheque Royale Albert Ier, Brussels, MS. 9231, fol. 281v
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Isidore mappamundi, ca. 1130, 26 cm diameter (#205DD)
Bayerische Staatsbibliotek, Munich, Clm 10058, f. 154v (#205)
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The house-like structure shown here bears the
inscription Archa Noe or Noah’s Ark - sitting on
the twin peaks of Mount Ararat
Noah’s Ark appears in Asia (upper left) of
this Isidore mappamundi from 1130, just
below the river Araxis.
See monograph #205, page 57
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The Cottoniana or Anglo-Saxon Map, c. 995, 21.2 x 17.6 cm,
British Library, Cotton MS Tiberius BV, f.56v (see monograph #210)
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Noah’s Ark on the top of the twin peaks of Mount Ararat
Biblical content is substantial, including territorial boundaries and names for nine of the
twelve tribes of Israel, Noah’s ark, Mt. Sinai, the passage through the Red Sea, the lands
of the Philistines, Amonites and Moabites, Mt. Pisgah (here Fasgah), Galilee, Bethlehem
and Jerusalem. It is sometimes claimed that the association of Armenia with Mount
Ararat and Noah’s Ark appeared on maps only after the First Crusade. In this map,
which was made in ca. 995, some 100 years before the First Crusade, Mont Ararat and
Noah’s Ark are shown, firmly placed in the territory of Armenia.
In the map mountains are shown green; red is used for the Persian Gulf and the
Red Sea, as well as the Nile and some other rivers. At the top left, behind the Lion we
see the Taurus Montes, where the Tigris and Euphrates have their sources. Below the
range is the legend Montes Armenia, which describes the twin Peaks of Mount Ararat;
here shown sideways, with the three-storey Arca Noe [Noah’s Ark] perched on top.
Below the Ark the legend Armenia can be seen, although somewhat masked by the print
bleeding through. These shapes are reminiscent of Orosian maps. Further down we see a
second range of mountains also named Taurus, the continuation of the remaining section
of the same range, continued with a break. Armenia’s neighboring provinces are Hyberia
and Mesopotamia. To the left of the Ark, the intricately shaped bay with two islands is the
Caspian Sea. Nearby is the region of containment of the tribes of Gog and Magog,
situated near the northern ocean.
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Vercelli mappamundi, c. 1200, 84 x 72 cm oriented with East at the top (#220.3)
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Detail of the eastern part of the world on the Vercelli map. The earthly paradise between INDIA
and INDIA MEDIA with the tomb of Thomas below: ARMENIA, Ark of Noah, MEDIA,
PERSIA, ARRABIA with the tomb of Simon and Judas and the Tower of Babel.
Reproduced from Youssouf Kamal.

The Vercelli map reports the apostles Thomas in India, Bartholomew north and Philip
northwest of the Ark of Noah; Simon and Judas south of the Tower of Babel and north
of the Babylonian desert; and John at the western coast of Asia Minor.
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Psalter mappamundi, 1225-1265 A.D., 8.5 cm (3.7 inches) diameter
(oriented with East at the top)
Manuscript on vellum: BL Add. MS 28681 (#223)
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The Psalter (#223) and Ebstorf (#224) maps have a curiously similar treatment of the
Caspian Rampart (otherwise known as Alexander’s Wall, the Hyrcanian Mountains, or
Barrier of the Jews - some scholars believe that this feature is actually the reflection of a
vague or confused reference to the Great Wall of China), shutting in the Gog-Magogs and
other monsters of the North; but the Gates of Alexander are more clearly marked on the
Psalter than anywhere else in this family of maps. As shown below, Noah’s Ark on
Mount Ararat is next to the Caspian Rampart. The two bays that run off northward from
the Erythraean indent of the ocean are somewhat unusual in their position and
conception; one corresponds to the upper part of the Persian Gulf, the other to the sea at
the mouth of the Indus, the Gulf and Runn of Cutch, or perhaps the Gulf of Cambay.
On the Psalter, Jerome, Hereford and Ebstorf maps alike, Africa stretches round very close
to the neighborhood of India; and further similarities may be observed in the unnatural
abridgement of the three major peninsulas of southern Europe: Greek, Spanish and
Italian.

Gog and Magog behind the Caspian Rampart and Noah’s Ark on Mount Ararat
The crescent-shape of the Ark of Noah appears very clearly on a mountain of Armenia,
and a large fish swims in the middle of the Sea of Galilee, perhaps as a reminiscence of
the New Testament history. The Barns of Joseph, close to Babylon and Egypt, show us
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that our artist has heard of the Pyramids. The most famous cities of the ancient world,
and the most famous sites of the Bible, are nearly all represented; while the immense
and symmetrical Jerusalem, in the very middle of the world, forms a perfect center to an
exact circle.

The Ebstorf mappamundi, 1234 (#224)
The Ebstorf mappamundi was engraved on 30 pieces of goatskin, oriented with East at the top.
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Detail: Noah’s Ark on Mount Ararat on the Ebstorf mappamundi, near Alexander’s Wall
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Map of the Holy Land, Cambridge, Corpus Christi College Library, MS 26, f. iii v-iv r.

Detail: Noah’s Ark
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Vesconte world map, 1320, 35 cm diameter, oriented with East at the top
British Library, Additional MS. 27376*, ff.187v-188/8v-9r (#228)
To the left of the red inscription Asia there is a vertically standing rectangle resting on the
mountain range, bearing the label Archa Noe [Noah’s Ark]. The eastern end of this mountain
range is called Montes Caspii [Caspian Mountains] while towards its western extremity it is
identified as Taurisius or Taurus mountain range.

Archa Noe [Noah’s Ark]
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World Map by Ranulf Higden, a.k.a The Ramsey Abbey map, 1342, 46 x 34 cm, British Library,
Royal MS. 14 C.IX, ff.1v-2. This manuscript has the ownership inscription of John Wardeboys,
who was abbot of Ramsey at the time of its dissolution in 1539. England is to the lower left side,
with a red background. Fourteen cities are represented and identified, including London,
Winchester, Lincoln, Oxford, Worcester, Gloucester, Norwich, Northampton, York, and Exeter.
(#232)
Many of the descriptive labels are excerpted from the text of Higden’s
Polychronicon, indicating that its creator was familiar with Higden’s book, and perhaps
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used this very copy to annotate the map. This copy is thought to be closest to the
original prototype. The oval shape of Higden’s maps and its simplification, the vesica
piscis, is a particular characteristic of his, but not original. The map historian R.A.
Skelton implies that a lost prototype (which may have been a large world map such as
that referred to by Matthew Paris a century earlier) was probably circular and that the
oval shape was an adaptation to the shape of the codex leaf. It is more likely, however,
that the oval shape was derived from the practice described by Hugh of Saint Victor of
drawing maps in the supposed shape of Noah’s Ark (which, by the way, is actually
pictured at center-left on the map displayed above and below).
Detail of Noah in the ark with a ram,
lion, and a stag, from Ranulf
Higden’s Polychronicon, England, c.
1350, Royal MS 14 C IX, f. 1v
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Detail from the Catalan Atlas of 1375 (#235) showing the Caucasus, the Spherical City,
representing the purported birthplace of Ptolemy, the Sea of Galilee and
Noah’s Ark on the twin peaks of Mount Ararat (upper left)
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The Borgia mappamundi, 1410-1458 (#237)
Oriented with South at the top

Noah’s Ark on Mount Ararat
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Andrea Bianco’s world map, 1436, (#241), Nazionale Marciana, Venice, MS It. Z,76, fol. 8
oriented with East at the top, this map shows Noah’s Ark and Paradise with Adam and Eve and
the four sacred rivers that flow from it. The Indian Ocean is open to the east, and is dotted with
islands. Africa extends to form its southern shore and includes kings, dog-headed men and
dragons. All the oceans and seas are colored in green, the Red Sea is colored appropriately and the
surrounding blue band is dotted with stars representing the heavens.
Old Testament stories commemorated here on the Bianco mappamundi are the Garden of
Eden, the fortunes of Noah’s Ark, the punishment of Lot’s wife, the destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah, the sojourn in Egypt and the Exodus. However, of all the topics
to be given pictorial expression, few enjoyed a wider vogue than those concerning the
lands of Gog and Magog which are also displayed on Bianco’s map. In the north of Asia,
on a peninsula that stretches far out into the sea, are the words “Gog Magog chest
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Alexander gie ne roccon ecarleire de tribus iudeoron” [Gog and Magog of the Jewish tribes
whom Alexander enclosed in the rocks (mountains) ages ago]. Gog and Magog begin at
this time, following the trend established by the 12th century in popular exegesis, to be
confused on world maps with Jews, especially the Ten Lost Tribes. Noah’s Ark is shown
in Armenia and Mt. Sinai in Arabia.

Noah’s Ark on Andrea Bianco’s world map, 1436, (#241)
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World map by Giovanni Leardo, 1452-53,
American Geographical Society, Milwaukee University
(oriented with East at the top, #242)
In its orientation, with East and the Terrestrial Paradise at the top and with Jerusalem at
the center, the map follows the Christian tradition of the earlier Middle Ages, hence the
long axis of the Mediterranean runs vertically up the southern half of the disk. Other
features reflecting the religious or scriptural influence are Noah’s Ark resting on top of
Mt. Ararat, Mt. Sinai, the exaggerated length of the River Jordan and an inscription in
the far northeast referring to Gog and Magog.
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Detail: Black Sea, Noah’s Ark, Anatolia, Jerusalem, Babilonia
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The Catalan-Estense mappamundi, 1450 (#246)
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Detail: Catalan-Estense the Polo-like caravans, Caspian Sea and Sri Lanka, and in the upper leftcenter, east of the Armenian plateau where the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers are shown
originating, is Mount Ararat and Noah’s Ark perched on top.
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Copy of the Fra Mauro 1459 mappamundi by William Frazer: London and Venice, 1804
Manuscript on vellum: BL Add. MS 11267 (#249) oriented with South at the top
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Noah's Ark is shown in Turkey on Fra Mauro’s mappamundi. The drawing of the Ark appears
at the top of Mount Ararat. The biblical tradition that this was its last resting-place, was taken
up by Isidor: "in cuius montibus [Armeniae] arca post diluvium sedisse perhibetur"
(ISIDORUS, 14.3.35). (28, i 6)
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Zeitz mappamundi, 1470, 45.7 cm (44 cm wide and 57 cm high),
Stiftsbibliotek at Zeitz (Saxony), Germany (#251)
Oriented with South at the top

28

Noah’s Ark in Early Maps

Detail showing Mount Sinai, Noah’s Ark and the Tower
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Striking 17th century portolan chart, hand-drawn on vellum by Messina. It shows the environs of
the Mediterranean basin, extending east to the Black Sea and the Nile River.
In the east, three specific places are represented: St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Calvary with
three crosses, and the Jordan River. St. Catherine’s Monastery lies at the foot Mt. Sinai and was
built in the sixth century CE. Today, it operates the oldest continuously-operating library in the
world and is one of the oldest working monasteries extant. Mount Cavalry, outside Jerusalem, is
where Jesus was crucified. The Jordan River is the river in which Jesus was baptized and over
which the Israelites entered the Promised Land.
The most unusual representation is located in Anatolia, in the eastern part of Asia Minor. Atop a
sharp brown peak is a precariously-balanced vessel. It is Noah's Ark at the top of Mount Ararat.
The famed ship is shown here with rigging and masts.
The distinctive ark is not the only detail that makes this particular example interesting for the
scholar and collector. For centuries prior to the production of this chart, most nautical charts
showed a rotation of about 9° counter-clockwise relative to the magnetic declination in the
Mediterranean. Although in the mid-seventeenth century some cartographers identified the shift
and indicated the true geographical route, the author of this chart chose to follow the traditional
pattern of rotation.
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Detail of Noah’s Ark in Anatolia displayed as a three-masted sailing vessel
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Yerevan (Amsterdam produced World Map), Mt. Ararat with the Ark of Noah, 1681
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A faint map of the eastern hemisphere on the diluvian earth, showing Noah's Ark resting on
Mount Ararat. The map appears in Thomas Burnet's speculative work of theology and geology,
The Sacred Theory of the Earth, Book I, "Concerning the Deluge, and the Dissolution of the
Earth." The ark is shown surrounded by angels; in Burnet's words, "we may . .. suppose the good
Angels to have look'd down upon this Ship of Noah's, and that not out of Curiosity, as idle
Spectators, but with a passionate Concern for its Safety and Deliverance. . .. We may entertain
our selves with the Consideration of the Face of the Deluge, and of the broken and drown'd Earth,
in the Scheme, with the floating Ark, and the guardian Angels." Burnet's work was first
published in Latin as Telluris Theoria Sacra, 1681/1689; the English edition first appeared in
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1684/1689

Detail of Noah’s Ark
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Map of Armenia showing Echmiadzin and Mt. Ararat with the Ark of Noah on top (1828)
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