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Introduction 

Thanks to the extensive collection of cartographic materials available at the 
University of Padua, the AtlaSahel project has the opportunity to include a 
Historical Cartography section. This collection represents the legacy of 150 years of 
geographic studies, preserved and enriched over time by the Library of Geography. 
Since its creation in 2019, the Museum of Geography has also been collaborating in 
this mission, receiving new donations as well, with the most notable contributions 
coming from the private collector Armando Morbiato (1933–2023).1 

In the spring of 2021, a comprehensive census was conducted which included a 
photoshoot of the African maps found in both the 39 atlases or other map-equipped 
books donated by Morbiato and the library’s original atlas collection. The objective 
of the census was to determine whether the identified maps, considering their 
number, chronological distribution and representativeness, could serve as a suitable 
foundation for a diachronic comparative study on the European perception of the 
African continent, particularly the Sahel region, from a cartographic perspective. 

A total of 79 maps were surveyed, spanning the period from 1493 to 1990. Among 
these, we examined a chosen selection of 18 maps created before 1800. These 
represent the original core of the Historical Cartography section of the AtlaSahel 
website, which is currently being expanded to incorporate maps produced up to the 
early 20th century. 

On the website, the entry page of the Historical Cartography section provides 
the first chronological overview of the selected maps, showing the evolution in 
the European portrayal of Africa, with reference to its shape, dimensions, place 
names, regional partitions and, of course, the number and precision of the included 
geographic features. However, these modifications did not necessarily correspond 
to an actual refinement of knowledge. It was only from the mid-17th century 
that a gradual omission of elements can be observed, rooted in long-held beliefs 
but not supported by direct knowledge (Betz, 2007), often resulting in a parallel 
enlargement of blank spaces in maps (Pase, 2024), as seen in Bonne’s (1789) map. 
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206 Water and Land in the Sahel 

From the entry page, each map can be explored by observing its high-resolution 
version through the Viewer tool or by reading its descriptive record. 

Representations of Africa in the AtlaSahel historical maps: 
General considerations 

The Historical Cartography section of the AtlaSahel website provides an insight into 
essential information about the evolution in the European representation of Africa in 
the Early Modern Era, spanning the period from 1493 (when the world map found 
in the Liber Chronicarum was likely created by Hieronymus Münzer) to 1789 
(when the Paduan edition of Rigobert Bonne’s Atlas encyclopédique was published). 

Münzer’s famous world map does not reflect the knowledge gained from the 
recent Portuguese explorations. Instead, it follows the 2nd-century Ptolemaic 
worldview, rediscovered during the 15th century (Woodward, 2007): Africa has 
no peninsular nature, appears too short and tilted to the East, and is connected to 
Asia southwards by a long strip of land. Furthermore, its northern coast continues 
to appear disproportionately wide, a misconception that would only be rectified by 
Guillaume Delisle in 1700, despite Arab cartographers having already corrected 
Ptolemy’s (1477) inaccurate representation long before that time (Betz, 2007). 

Important corrections in the shape of Africa are owed to Abraham Ortelius. The 
small map available on the AtlaSahel website, published in the 1724 Lovisa edition 
of the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, faithfully reproduces the shape found in the 
original 1570 edition. Here, compared to previous depictions, the eastern extent of 
the continent is reduced, and the continent shows a more pointed shape (Betz, 2007). 

While Portuguese discoveries provided new information regarding the African 
coastlines as early as the beginning of the 16th century, as reflected in the 
maps included in the AtlaSahel website, the reliance on Ptolemy continued for 
a considerable period when it came to representing the interior (Cusimano & 
D’Agostino, 1986). A notable case is that of the Mountains of the Moon. Originally 
placed by Ptolemy 7° south of the equator, these legendary mountains have 
been explained as an erroneous positioning of the Ruwenzori, which is actually 
located 0° 23′ north of the equator. Relying on Marinus of Tyre’s account of the 
discoveries of the Greek merchant Diogenes, Ptolemy situated two lakes to the 
north of the Mountains of the Moon, fed by streams originating from the mountains 
themselves. These lakes were believed to be the sources of what is now known 
as the White Nile. In the maps included in the AtlaSahel website, the Mountains 
of the Moon are clearly depicted in Münzer’s map, along with the twin lakes, as 
well as in the maps found in the works of Rosaccio and Ruscelli (1599), Clüver 
(1661) and Kircher (1682). In contrast, Ortelius omitted their representation while 
retaining the Ptolemaic lakes in the southern part of the continent, less symmetric 
in shape compared to those of previous models, with one larger lake situated in 
the west and a smaller one to the northeast (Mackraz, 2016). Various maps in the 
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Figure 9a.1 Nicolas Bion, L’Afrique, map included in N. Bion, L’Usage des globes célestes 
et terrestres, Paris, Jacques Guerin, 1751. 

Source: Copyright: Università di Padova, Museo di Geografia 

AtlaSahel website follow Ortelius’s model, including those by Münster (1614), 
Botero (1671), Magini (1612) and Rosaccio (1598). 

Ptolemy’s legacy was definitely surpassed only after the European expeditions 
of the 1870s, although French cartographers had already begun to challenge it 
in the 17th century. Following Delisle’s significant 1700 map, which removed 
the Mountains of the Moon and the Ptolemaic Lakes, these were largely absent 
from most 18th-century French maps, as evident in the AtlaSahel selection. Two 
exceptions are Bion’s (1751) map (Figure 9a.1), which depicts the Mountains of 
the Moon, albeit without relating them to the Nile, and Janvier’s (1776) map, which 
portrays both the mountains and the lakes as possible sources of the Nile. The 
Italian Zatta (1778–1785) also shows both features. 

Zooming in on the Sahel and its prominent hydrographic features 

Europe’s understanding of the actual geography of the Sahel region was 
significantly delayed, needless to say, due to the formidable barrier imposed by the 
Sahara Desert. Moreover, an alternative access from the Atlantic coasts through 
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the mouths of the rivers in the region was complicated by shallow waters and, 
in some cases, complex deltaic ramifications (Vallerani, 2022). Therefore, it is 
not surprising that many particularly significant aspects of the region remained 
misunderstood for a longer time, such as, in the field of hydrography: the number 
of rivers; the location of their sources; the location of the river mouths; the actual 
course; and even the direction of their flow. 

The cases of Senegal River and Niger River are well known and emblematic. The 
first originates in Guinea’s Fouta Djallon Highlands and spans approximately 
1,790 km, passing through Mali before reaching its mouth at the Atlantic Ocean, 
along the border between Senegal and Mauritania. The Niger begins in the Guinea 
Highlands in southeastern Guinea and flows for 4,160 km in a crescent-shaped path 
through Mali, Niger and Nigeria before reaching the Gulf of Guinea. The Niger’s 
peculiar course played a prominent role in causing past European misconceptions, 
which were gradually corrected, particularly between Mungo Park’s first 
expedition in 1795 and Richard Lander’s arrival at its mouth in 1830. The maps 
that we are analysing predate this phase of clarification and serve as evidence of the 
prevailing errors, frequently originating from classical sources. For example, Pliny 
the Elder (1938) believed the Niger to be an eastward-flowing river originating in 
current Mauritania, intermittently running underground and joining the Nile near 
Meroe (Betz, 2007). A fossilised remnant of this concept can explain the 60-mile-
underground flow that characterises the Niger, as depicted in Münster’s Affricae 
tabula nova (1614), originally published in 1588, although here the Nile is not 
involved, and the river flows northwest-west. However, the classical idea of a Nile 
tributary originating in central Sahel did not vanish from modern cartography and 
can be found in landmark maps, such as Mercator’s (1569) and Blaeu’s (1608). In 
the AtlaSahel selection, it is shown by Clüver (1661), Kircher (1682), Zahn (1696) 
and all 18th-century examples except Sepp’s (1758). After 1772, this uncertain 
river began to overlap with the Bahr el Ghazal River, which was mapped that year 
by the French geographer Bourguignon d’Anville. This overlap can be seen in 
Zatta’s map (1778–1785), which refers to the river as “Fiume Gazzella”. 

However, the dominant hydrographic feature of the region is the presence of a 
single river that flows westwards, combining elements from both the Senegal and 
the Niger, along with legendary information. Although the original cartographic 
source of this error can be traced back to Mohamed al-Idrisi’s work (1154), a more 
direct and conscious influence is attributed to Giacomo Gastaldi (Betz, 2007), 
who, in his famous map of Africa (1564), depicted a single river in the region. 
Named “Niger f.”, it originates from a lake north of the equator (Lac Niger) and 
flows northwards to a second lake, believed to be Lake Chad, before taking a turn 
westwards. It then passes through a third lake called Guarda or Guber, featuring 
a fortified island, before finally reaching the Atlantic Ocean. Ortelius (1724), 
Münster (1614), Magini (1612), Botero (1671) and Rosaccio (1598) follow this 
model, while Clüver (1661) aligns with it only in the portrayal of the lake with the 
fortified island. 
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This third lake, which is found in almost all European cartography from the 16th and 
the 17th centuries under different names and is included in the AtlaSahel historical 
maps, has been the subject of a specific study by Rizzo (2006). According to him, 
the fortified island can be identified as the city of Jenne (or Djenne), which was 
described in 15th-century accounts as built on marshy terrain with stone walls. The 
third lake thus corresponds to the “fluctuating area of lakes and branching streams 
in the middle course of Niger River, between Djenne and Timbuktu, known today 
as the Inland Niger Delta” (Rizzo, 2006, p. 80). 

Niger River and Senegal River were finally depicted as separate entities by Delisle, 
who based his maps on French explorers’ reports. After initially regarding them as 
two distinct rivers, one ending (the Niger) and the other originating (the Senegal) 
in Guarda Lake on his 1700 map (Betz, 2007), he separated their courses in 
his 1714 Orbis veteribus noti tabula nova and in his 1722 map of Africa, also 
subdividing Guarda Lake into two smaller lakes: the legendary Maberia, source of 
the westward-flowing Senegal River, and an unnamed lake, source of the eastward-
flowing Guien (Niger) River (Rizzo, 2006). While Bion did not incorporate this 
model yet in 1751, the later 18th-century maps presented in the AtlaSahel did. 

However, once again, the unusual shape of the Niger River generated different 
representation models. de Vaugondy and de Vaugondy (1762), Bonne (1780) 
and Desnos (1784) depicted Niger River as bending in an arc near Timbuktu and 
flowing into Lake Bournou, while Janvier (1776), Zatta (1778–1782) and Bonne 
(1789) showed it as bifurcating into the two lakes of Regebil (or Reghebil) and 
Semegonda (Forner, 2022). European uncertainties would only be resolved with 
the explorations of the 19th century. 

Note 
1 For additional information about Armando Morbiato, refer to Morbiato (2020). 
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