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TITLE: The Mamunic World Map 
DATE:  1340 
AUTHOR:  Ahmad ibn Yahya ibn Fadlallah al-‘Umari 
DESCRIPTION: The geographic work Masalik al-aNar fi mainalik al-amsar [Ways of 
Perception Concerning the Most Populous [Civilized] Provinces] was written by 
Ahmad Ibn Fadlalldh al-Umari (died 1349), a distinguished administrator and author 
who was active in Cairo and Damascus under Mamluk rule. He claims that the 
map is a copy of the world map made for Caliph al-Ma’mun (reigned 813-833); also 
mentioned by al-Mas’udi (#212) earlier. 
 The world map shown here is reproduced in this manuscript of the work of al-
‘Umari.  The same manuscript also has maps of the first three climates.  Although the 
climates are not divided into sections, the general impression is that the maps are 
derived from those of al-Idrisi (#219). However, from its appearance it seems to have 
been compiled from the text of the Kitab bast al-ard fi tuliha wa-al-‘ard [Exposition of the 
earth in length and breadth] by Ibn Sa‘id (#221).  Al-‘Umari’s text does mention a map 
and gives a few examples of longitude and latitude, but on the whole they do not 
correspond with positions given on the map. 
  Most of the Istanbul manuscripts of Ibn Fadlallah al-‘Umari’s work are undated.  
However, the earliest one to be dated is 1585, suggesting that this and most other copies 
were prepared for the libraries of the Ottoman sultans of that period.  By that time the 
idea of a graticule was well known from European sources and could have been added 
to bring the map up to date. 
 Map historian Cyrus Ala’i presented an article in Mercator’s World that discusses 
the cartographic tradition of this map. The Bayt-al-Hikmah [House of Science] was built 
in Baghdad, as early as A.D. 749, mainly for the purpose of translating Greek, Persian, 
and Indian scientific works into Arabic. During the reign of the seventh Abbasid Caliph 
Ma’mun (813-833), and under his patronage, the institution grew into a comprehensive 
academy for the sciences, including astronomy, geography, and cartography. 
 It was crucial for the rapid and far reaching cartographic survey of the earth in 
the Arabic-Islamic culture area that the notion of the various oceanic basins being 
enclosed by land, as inherited from the predecessors Marinos and Ptolemy (#119), was 
abandoned in favor of the concept of an insular configuration of the oikoumene [known 
inhabited world]. 
 This world map, created by Arabic-Islamic geographers upon commission of the 
Calif al-Ma’mun, already represents the oikoumene in an insular configuration. The 
oceans are laid-out in a peculiar manner: the entire landmass of the oikoumene is 
surrounded by an ocean of restricted navigability (al-bahr al-muhit) which in turn is 
enclosed by a second ‘obscure’ ocean that was considered unnavigable due to its 
darkness. This concept alone would have discouraged potential adventurers from any 
attempt to reach Asia via the western route across the Atlantic as long as it held sway. It 
took in fact quite a long time until the theory of an unnavigable, dark ocean was 
dismissed for good. Abu Abdallah al-Zuhri, who revised the Ma’mun Geography in the 
6th/12th century, raised objections against the ‘dark zone’. At any rate, according to his 
account the offshore distance known to be navigable had by this time been expanded to 
800 parasangs [ca. 2400 Arabic miles or 4800 km]. In this context an important yet still 
little known concept by al-Biruni (died 440/1048, #214.3) should be remembered. It 
states that the oikoumene was enclosed by an all-embracing ocean that separates its 
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western and eastern (outermost) shores and possibly isolates also another continent or 
inhabited island in between. 
 Caliph al-Ma’mun commissioned projects of physical and mathematical 
geography in order to create a world map that accurately depicted the shape of the 
world. The caliph also wished to distinguish between countries conquered by the 
Muslims and thus part of the Dar al-Islam [the land of Islam] and those who were not. 
The astronomers and scholars of Caliph al-Ma’mun benefitted especially from Ptolemy’s 
Geography (#119), which systematically synthesized the legacies of his Greco-Roman pre-
decessors. The Greek knowledge al-Ma’mun’s scholars possessed was already five 
centuries out of date, however, so Muslim scholars developed it further, expanding the 
base of their scientific foundation by synthesizing Iranian, Indian, and Greek traditions 
as well as new geographical information available to them as the result of Islamic 
political and economic expansion. 
 In pursuing his precise map of the world, Caliph al-Ma’mun commissioned a 
geodetic survey that would update the locations and longitudes of major cities like 
Baghdad and Mecca. This grand-scale survey indeed led to a more accurate world map; 
from this survey, al-Ma’mun’s geographers were able to calculate the earth’s 
circumference within an error of a few hundred kilometers (off by less than one percent). 
This figure was almost as accurate as the estimate made by modern scholars and consid-
erably better than Ptolemy who estimated the circumference with much less success. 
Unfortunately, this map was lost, and the earliest surviving maps that bear any 
resemblance to it date only to 1000. Information from these innovative geographic 
projects survives, however, in the form of Arabic manuscripts that were produced as 
part of the enterprise at large. One of them, a treatise called Surat al-ard [Shape of the 
Earth] was written by the polymath al-Khwarizmi (died circa 850) who contributed to 
mathematics, astronomy, and geography as one of al-Ma’mun’s scholars. This is the 
earliest surviving geographic account of the Islamic world and the first Arabic account 
to use the term al- Sin to refer to China. 
 Shape of the Earth provides longitudinal and latitudinal positioning of the known 
world using coordinate tables (Zij). Al-Khwarizmi arranged the information according 
to a system that divides the inhabited world into seven horizontal strips or bands 
parallel to the equator called climates (iqlim). This system essentially bases itself on one 
introduced by Marinus and Ptolemy; however, al-Khwarizmi built on the Greco-Roman 
foundation by incorporating ideas that had spread along with the rise of Islam. For 
example, while the Greco-Roman system introduced more than twenty climates, al-
Khwarizmi’s Shape of the Earth, and later works influenced by it, drew from Persian 
sources and presents seven climates. As for geographic content, Ptolemy’s longitudinal 
and latitudinal table locates Serica (Serike, i.e., China) east of Central Asia, thereby 
emphasizing northern China and overlooking southern China. Since the most important 
Muslim trade ports were located in Southern China, al-Khwarizmi provides a fuller 
description of southern China, adding three port cities including Khantu, probably 
Yangzhou, a city that hosted many Muslim merchants. 
 During this period the main ingredients for a scientific revival were in place. An 
expanding Islamic world, with Arabic as the official language, was well established. 
Scientists could travel freely, exchange information, and discuss their views. Baghdad, 
the capital of the Abbasids, had become a major cultural and scientific center, and a 
large number of scholars from all over the Islamic world and beyond were attracted to 
the well-paid academic positions offered at Bayt-al-Hikmah. Ma’mun not only 
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advocated scientific work and actively supported and honored scholars, he also imposed 
on his subjects the Mutazilite doctrine, which reflected the influence of Aristotle. Without 
breaking with orthodoxy, the Mutazilites, members of an Islamic philosophical school, 
strove to harmonize reason and faith and claimed that reason was at least equal to 
revelation. 
 When Ma’mun defeated the Eastern Roman army, taking the city of Angora 
[Ankara], he forced the Roman emperor to cede him a large number of important Greek 
scientific books previously unknown in the Islamic countries. These volumes, which 
included the works of Marinus and Ptolemy, arrived in Baghdad from Constantinople, 
loaded on more than a hundred camels. The procession of large quantities of books 
continued from many sources over a long period of time. The rich library of Bayt-al-
Hikmah eventually contained more than 400,000 volumes of important manuscripts, 
many of which were translated into Arabic. Two major astronomical observatories were 
attached to the same institution — one installed at Baghdad, the other at Damascus — 
where scholars devised new astronomical tables, correcting the ancient ones created by 
Ptolemy. 
 Consequently, a harmonious blending of cultural factors, borrowed from Greece, 
Persia, India, and other regions, enabled Islamic culture to rise to a high degree of 
refinement in many fields, including geography and cartography. 
 Within such an environment, after an interval of more than six centuries during 
which Ptolemaic geography had remained essentially stagnant, Ma’mun directed a large 
group of scientists to construct a new world map. Zuhri, author of a 12th century 
descriptive Mamunic geography, reports that some seventy scientists were employed for 
the project. Mas’udi (885-957), known as the “Herodotus of the Arabs,” claimed to have 
seen the Mamunic atlas at Bayt-al-Hikmah and reported: 

I have seen these climates depicted in various colors, without a text, and the best I 
have seen has been in Jughrafiya [Geography] of Marinus, and the commentary to 
Jughrafiya of the division of the Earth, and in Surat-al-Mamuniyah [the Map of 
Ma’mun] that Ma’mun ordered to be constructed by a group of contemporary 
scholars to depict the world with its spheres, stars, lands, and seas, the inhabited and 
uninhabited regions, settlements of peoples, cities, etc. This was better than anything 
that preceded it, either the geography of Ptolemy, or the geography of Marinus, or 
any other. 

In The History of Cartography series, the Oxford scholar G.R. Tibbetts briefly refers to this 
map of Ma’mun, quoting Mas’udi’s words. However, he is uncertain as to whether a 
real map ever existed or if it was just a description. He argues that if there was a map, it 
must have had some similarity with the map of Ptolemy, with its seven climes. 
 Tibbetts wonders why Zuhri, who claimed to have based his book on the 
Mamunic geography, did not follow the Ptolemaic climate system but opted for the 
Persian Kishwar system. He refers to Khwarizmi, a scholar in Ma’mun’s court who 
produced tables of longitudes and latitudes, but does not establish his exact link with 
the Mamunic geography or his position among the scholars of Bayt-al-Hikmah. In short, 
Tibbetts believes that “the actual form of the Mamunic map is an enigma.” 
 It is easy to sympathize with Tibbetts’ reservations. After the Seljuqs invaded 
Baghdad in 1055, damaging the already weakened scientific institutions of the city, and 
after Bayt-al-Hikmah was sacked by the Mongols in 1258, no valuable works such as the 
map of Ma’mun survived. The related descriptive geography could not be traced for 
centuries. 



World Map of al-‘Umari 
#226.1 

4 

 However, around 1875, the orientalist W. Spitta discovered in Cairo the 
previously mentioned geographical manuscript titled Surat-al-Ard [Shape of the Earth], 
attributed on its cover to Ibn-Musa Khwarizmi (as having been extracted by him from 
the geography of Ptolemy). The Italian scholar C. A. Nallino was the first to recognize in 
it the work of the geographers commissioned by Ma’mun. He believes that Khwarizmi’s 
role in Ma’mun’s world map project was to record in a book the data of geographical 
positions and other information from the maps. 
 Fuat Sezgin, a renowned scholar of Arabic-Islamic sciences at the Johann 
Wolfgang Goethe University in Frankfurt, believes this unique extant manuscript 
comprises the Mamunic tables of the geographical coordinates. He regards its content as 
one of the greatest Islamic contributions to geography, as the world map project 
required many surveys to be conducted in various regions of the inhabited world during 
the lifetime of Ma’mun and thereafter. 
 Jokhosha, a young researcher working with Sezgin, has recently reconstructed 
the Mamunic world map by plotting according to the tables of coordinates contained in 
the Khwarizmi manuscript without any correction or alteration. 

 
The newly constructed Mamunic world map produced by plotting according to the tables of 

coordinates contained in Musa Khwarizmi’s medieval manuscript. Oriented with South at the 
top as with most Islamic maps; History of Arabic-Islamic Sciences, Frankfurt. 
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 However, the reconstructed world map would be of little value if it could not be 
compared with an early copy of the map itself. Fortunately, in 1986 an Arabic medieval 
manuscript came to light that contained a copy of four Mamunic maps. Composed in 
1340 by Ahmad Ibn-Yahya al-Umari and titled Masalik al-Absar fi Mamalik al-Amsar 
[Ways of Perception of the Civilized Countries - a sort of encyclopedia of history, 
geography, and civilization], it was found in the library of the Topkapi Museum of 
Istanbul. A world map and three maps of the northern climes were included in this 
medieval manuscript. 
 It is notable that the reconstructed Mamunic world map and its newly discovered 
manuscript version are very similar, which strengthens the authenticity of both 
Khwarizmi’s and Umari’s manuscripts. In his monograph, The Contribution of the Arabic-
Islamic Geographers to the Formation of the World Map, Fuat Sezgin notes that both maps 
“bear - with certain variants - a strong resemblance to the Ptolemaic maps as to the form 
of the coastlines, the outline of land masses, islands, and mountain chains, and the 
depiction of river courses.” This similarity led Sezgin to conclude that the assiduous and 
versatile monk Maximus Planudes (1260-1310), who claimed to have reconstructed the 
Ptolemaic world map ab origine, may have been familiar with the Mamunic atlas. 
Planudes could have seen the Mamunic atlas and taken it as his model to reconstruct the 
Ptolemaic maps, believing that these Islamic maps originated from Ptolemy. 
 In his monograph Sezgin reviews aspects of Mamunic geography and how it 
contributed to world cartography. For instance, the opinion of Eratosthenes (276-194 
B.C., #115) was predominant from the third century B.C. through the early part of the 
second century B.C., as we know from his successor Strabo (#115), who asserted that the 
three known continents (Europe, Asia, and Africa) were surrounded by oceans. 
However, this did not convince Hipparchus, who influenced Marinus and Ptolemy in 
the belief that the three continents encircle the seas and do not have an insular shape. 
Thus, Ptolemaic maps portray the Indian Ocean as a great lake. In contrast, the Mamunic 
world map follows the pre-Ptolemy conception, showing the Indian Ocean as an open 
sea, reflecting an improvement in world geography. 
 Secondly, the Muslims inherited the mathematical geography available to the 
Greeks mainly through several translations of the Almagest into Arabic. This knowledge 
was based on calculating longitudes and latitudes by astronomical observations, as a 
result of which Ptolemy conceived the length of the Mediterranean to be 62 degrees. 
When Ma’mun’s scientists started to examine, correct, and improve their inherited 
knowledge, they began by measuring the circumference of the equator by surveying 
distances between several locations. They arrived at a much more accurate figure, 
leading to a major correction of the world map. 
 Although they were apparently relying on the two methods known to the Greeks 
for determining longitudes, namely observation of lunar eclipses and travelers’ reports, 
their results proved more accurate. Their observations must have been more precise, and 
the estimation of distances between places came from their own travels. As a result, the 
length of the Mediterranean was decreased from Ptolemy’s 62 degrees to 52 degrees, still 
10 degrees longer than its actual size. The longitudes of other places, particularly in East 
Asia, were also improved. 
 Tibbetts’ general impression is that the newly discovered Mamunic maps are 
derived from those of Idrisi (#219), the famous 12th century Arab cartographer. He also 
sees no reason why the geographical information on the world map should not date 
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from the time of Umari (1340). He argues that from its appearance, the map seems to 
have been compiled from the text of Ibn-Sa’id’s (#221) 13th century book, and although 
Umari’s text does mention a map and gives a few examples of longitude and latitude, on 
the whole these do not correspond with the positions given on the world map. 
 A rather accurate graticule [scale] has been drawn over the world map, which is 
not common on Islamic maps of the 14th or even 15th centuries, but one cannot be certain 
of the origin of this graticule without seeing the original, but it looks as if the draftsman 
added the graticule when copying the map for this manuscript. Tibbetts claims that the 
earliest Umari manuscripts in Istanbul are dated 1585, suggesting that this and most 
other copies were prepared for the libraries of the Ottoman sultans of the period. By that 
date the idea of a graticule was well known from European sources and could have been 
added to bring the map up-to-date. 
 It is likely that the original would have had a series of straight parallels 
representing the climate boundaries and that these were changed by the draftsman into 
a kind of orthographic graticule with equidistant parallels of latitude, much as the 
climate boundaries probably were before (some manuscripts of al-Idrisi’s world map 
have equidistant climate boundaries when drawn either as arcs or as straight lines).  
This graticule, with straight lines for parallels and arcs for meridians, appears similar to 
the projection of Roger Bacon suggested in his Opus Maius, ca. 1267, but of course it is 
not so; the parallels are positioned according to a different principle. 
 Tibbetts, receiving the Sezgin’s monograph at a time when he had nearly 
finished his sections for The History of Cartography, in my view, has acted rather hastily in 
rejecting outright the authenticity of the newly discovered Mamunic maps. These maps 
deserve to be thoroughly investigated with great care. As I understand, a revised and 
extended edition of Sezgin’s monograph will be published shortly, hopefully 
responding to Tibbetts’ valid concerns. Although optimistic, I must wait until then 
before either celebrating the newly identified maps or conceding that the Mamunic 
world map remains an enigma. 
 
The Main Characteristics of the Mamunic World Map: 
South At The Top: On Islamic maps “south” is normally at the top, as indicated by the 
Arabic inscriptions.  
The Climates: The northern seven climates (belts around the earth numbered 1-7 
northward) are marked on the scale, shown on the right-side of the map. Each climate is 
divided into two halves. South of the equator only two climates are marked, with each 
divided into two halves and each half further divided into two quarters.  
Longitude: A total of thirty-six longitudinal lines are drawn on the map, each 
representing five degrees, for a total of 180 degrees. The spaces between any two 
adjacent longitudes are marked on the equator line with one or a combination of two or 
three Arabic letters, such as — from left to right — H, Y, YH, K, KH, L, LH, and so on. 
Major Lengths: On this map the lengths of the Mediterranean Sea and of the inhabited 
world from the westernmost shore of Africa to the easternmost island in China are about 
52 degrees and 175 degrees, respectively.  
Geographical Names: Some major names such as Andalusia, Egypt, India, and China are 
inscribed on the map. For a complete and detailed list of names, one should refer to the 
related geographical text. 
Location Of Mecca: Unlike most European medieval mappaemundi, on which Jerusalem 
is shown in the center, this map locates Mecca off-center; Jerusalem is omitted altogether. 
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Indian Ocean: The Indian Ocean is depicted as an open sea connected to the western 
ocean round the south of Africa. A very large and long island can be seen east of Africa 
and south of the equator, called “The Island of Moon,” which may represent the Greek 
Terra Incognita. 
The Actual Diameter of the newly found copy of the Mamunic map is about 20 cm. 
 
 

 

 
World Map of al-‘Umari (16th century), oriented with South at the top, 

 20 cm diameter, Topkapi Museum of Istanbul 
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The world map of Caliph al-Ma’mun from Ibn Fadlallah al-Umari’s (1301-1349) Masalik 
al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar [Ways of Perception Concerning the Most 

Populous[Civilized] Provinces}, 26.5 cm diameter, oriented with South at the top 
Topkapi Museum, Istanbul A.2797, fols. 292v-293r. The longitude and latitudinal graticle, 

which is most uncharacteristic for manuscripts from the 14th or even 15th century, appears to 
have been modified by a copyist at the time the map was drafted, perhaps in the 16th century. 

Topkapi Saray Museum, Instanbul, Ahmet 2797, fols. 292v-293r. 
 

 
The shape of the Mediterranean on the map of Ma’mun (South at the top) is visibly 
closer to reality than many later Islamic maps. The coastline of Africa from the Atlantic 
Ocean (Encircling Ocean) up to Palestine, and of Asia up to the Aegean Sea, is sketchy, 
but very advanced. The coastline of Europe is less so, but shows Spain, Italy, the 
Adriatic Sea and Greece in correct sequence. Only the waterway to the Black Sea – 
Dardanelles, Marmara and Bosporus – is greatly oversized. The islands of Mallorca, 
Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Crete and Cyprus are shown in the right sequence, but not 
shape and scale. Sicily is depicted as a large triangle, indicating its importance in the 
Islamic world at that time 
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Ibn Fadl Allah al-‘Umari world map, re-oriented with North at the top and translated,  
from Fuat Sezgin 

 
As mentioned above, the map’s landmass contours, including the plausible, though 
inaccurate, longitudinal and latitudinal lines, roughly resemble reconstructions of al-
Khwarizmi’s geographic table, which was directly influenced by Ptolemy’s geographic 
treatise. Thus, it is possible that the map in Ways of Perception descended from maps 
made by the scholarly community under Caliph al-Ma’mun’s patronage, which included 
al-Khwarizmi. The map for Caliph al-Ma’mun was most likely drawn based on al-
Khwarizmi’s geographic treatise because al-Khwarizmi was one of the major scholars in 
Caliph al-Ma’mun’s academic institute, “The House of Wisdom.” Fuat Sezgin argues 
that the map is an exact copy of the world map of Caliph al-Ma’mun in the ninth 
century. With regard to the map’s contents, however, the name Sin al-Sin [China of 
China] on the northern hemisphere’s eastern edge of Ibn Fadlallah al-Umari’s map does 
not appear in al-Khwarizmi’s geographic table that merely documents al-Sin. The 
presentation of both al-Sin and Sin al-Sin (Chin and Machin in Persian) suggests that al-
Umari updated al-Khwarizmi’s geography using available contemporary information, in 
the same way that al-Khwarizmi updated Ptolemy’s treatise in order to write his own. 
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 Al-Khwārizmī’s third major work is his Kitāb ṣūrat al-Arḍ (Arabic: صورة كتاب 
 translated as [Book on the appearance of the Earth or The image of the Earth] الأرض
Geography, which was finished in 833. It is a revised and completed version of Ptolemy’s 
Geography, consisting of a list of 2,402 coordinates of cities and other geographical 
features following a general introduction. 
 There is only one surviving copy of Kitāb ṣūrat al-Arḍ, which is kept at the 
Strasbourg University Library. A Latin translation is kept at the Biblioteca Nacional de 
España in Madrid. The complete title translates as Book of the appearance of the Earth, with 
its cities, mountains, seas, all the islands and rivers, written by Abu Ja’far Muhammad 
ibn Musa al-Khwārizmī, according to the geographical treatise written by Ptolemy. 
 The book opens with the list of latitudes and longitudes, in order of “weather 
zones”, that is to say in blocks of latitudes and, in each weather zone, by order of 
longitude. As Paul Gallez points out, this excellent system allows the deduction of many 
latitudes and longitudes where the only extant document is in such a bad condition as to 
make it practically illegible. 
 Neither the Arabic copy nor the Latin translation include the map of the world 
itself; however, Hubert Daunicht was able to reconstruct the missing map from the list 
of coordinates. Daunicht read the latitudes and longitudes of the coastal points in the 
manuscript, or deduces them from the context where they were not legible. He 
transferred the points onto graph paper and connected them with straight lines, 
obtaining an approximation of the coastline as it was on the original map. He then does 
the same for the rivers and towns. 
 Al-Khwarizmi set the Prime Meridian of the Old World at the eastern shore of 
the Mediterranean, 10–13 degrees to the east of Alexandria (the prime meridian 
previously set by Ptolemy) and 70 degrees to the west of Baghdad. Most medieval 
Muslim geographers continued to use al-Khwarizmi’s Prime Meridian. 
 The illustration of Africa marks another distinctive feature of al-Umari’s map. 
Although the map presents Africa as flat at the bottom and diffuse where it meets the 
edges of the globe, it does not stretch all the way to the east as it does in the maps by the 
Balkhi School (#214.2) and al-Idrisi (#219). The possible source of this adaptation is 
intriguing, because al-Umari hints in his narrative that Muslims attempted to discover 
the actual contour of Africa through exploration. He reports that the Sultan of Mali 
dispatched fleets to sail around the continent, although he does not say exactly when: 
 

Ibn Amir Hajib said: I asked the Sultan Musah how the kingdom fell to him. 
He said, “we are a dynasty and pass down the rule among us, and he [the former 
king], who was before me, did not believe that it was not possible to know the end 
of the Encompassing Sea. He wanted to know this and was fascinated by it, so 
he prepared two hundred ships, equipped with people, and the like number, 
equipped with gold, water and supplies that would be sufficient for years. He 
said to the travelers [in the ships]: do not return until you arrive at the end [of the 
ocean], or until you have used up your food and water. They sailed out, and their 
absence lasted, with none of them returning, then a single ship of them returned. We 
interrogated the captain about their case and their news, and he replied: ‘Know, O 
Sultan, that we navigated for a long time until [when we reached] in the open sea, a 
valley appeared with a strong current, when I was the last one of the ships. Those ships 
sailed ahead of us, and when they arrived at that place, they did not return and 
reappear, and we did not know what had happened to them. I myself retreated from 
this place and did not enter that valley.’ He (Ibn Amir Hajib) continued: He was 
reprimanded. He said: “After that, this sultan equipped two thousand ships, a 
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thousand for himself and men he took as company, and a thousand for provisions and 
water. Then he made me his deputy and sailed out to the Encompassing Sea with his 
company. And this was the last time he was seen and all of those who were with him; 
and the rule fell to me alone.” 
 

 Al-Umari’s report about the ruler of Mali resembles Herodotus’ story (#109) 
about the Phoenicians. Very likely, al-Umari referred to a similar legend about failing to 
sail south along the west coast of Africa. The first geographers to depict the correct 
triangular shape of Africa were Chinese working sometime during the latter part of the 
Yuan dynasty (#227). No Islamic maps before this time display a triangular Africa. Fuat 
Sezgin thinks that Muslim seafarers traveled to West Africa before Bartolomeu Dias 
went to South Africa and found the Cape of Good Hope. He even argues that “[w]hen 
Portugal was still under Muslim protection, many Islamic explorers attempted to reach 
China from Lisbon on the western route across the Atlantic.” Yet we could expect 
Islamic maps to show Africa more accurately if they had frequently traveled along the 
west coast of Africa. However, if the Muslims who conducted the most vigorous 
activities in this region did not know the shape of Africa, how could Chinese 
cartographers draw the continent so exactly? Some other small pieces of evidence show 
that credit goes to North African merchants who sailed as far as the southern tip of 
Africa. The best evidence, however, still comes from the series of Portuguese fleets that 
first successfully explored the West African coast during the 15th century and reached 
the southern tip of Africa in 1488, marking a turning point in world history. In order to 
achieve this feat, the Portuguese heavily utilized the geographic knowledge and 
navigational experiences that Muslim mariners had accumulated for centuries. 
 Before the Portuguese, Muslims in North, West, and East Africa sailed far and 
wide throughout the Indian Ocean through their main access channels in the 
Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. The maritime connection during 
the Mongol period greatly expanded the commercial activities of merchants all over the 
Islamic world. With the help of these transportation networks, Muslim merchants and 
sailors played a major role in facilitating the transfer of information as well as 
commodities between China and the Islamic world during the 13th and 14th centuries. All 
of the Islamic world, both inside and outside the Mongol domain, fell within the radius 
of Indian Ocean exchange, connecting them ultimately with China. 
 
LOCATION:  Topkapi Sarayi Müzesi Kütüphanesi, A. 2797, fols. 292v-293r, Istanbul. 
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