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Today there is more than one “Nile” river. The “White Nile” (Arabic: 
الأبيض النيل � an-nīl al-'abyaḍ) is a river in Africa, one of the two main 
tributaries of the river Nile; the other is the “Blue Nile.” The name 
comes from coloring due to clay carried in the water. 
 In the strict meaning, “White Nile” refers to the river formed 
at Lake No, at the confluence of the Bahr al Jabal and Bahr el Ghazal 
Rivers. In the wider sense, “White Nile” refers to all the stretches of 
river draining from Lake Victoria through to the merger with the Blue 
Nile. These higher stretches being named the “Victoria Nile” (via Lake 
Kyoga to Lake Albert), the “Albert Nile” (to the South Sudan border) 
and then the “Mountain Nile” or “Bahr-al-Jabal” (down to Lake No). 
“White Nile” may sometimes include the headwaters of Lake Victoria, 
the most remote of which being 2,300 miles (3,700 km) from the “Blue 
Nile”. 
 The 19th century search by Europeans for the source of the Nile 
was mainly focused on the White Nile, which disappeared into the 
depths of what was then known as “Darkest Africa”. The White Nile’s 
true source was not discovered until 1937, when the German explorer 
Burkhart Waldecker traced it to a stream in Rutovu, at the base of 

Mount Kikizi (Burundi). 
 All together the Nile river system is a major north-flowing river in northeastern 
Africa, and is the longest river in Africa and the disputed longest river in the world (the 
Brazilian government says that the Amazon River is longer than the Nile). The Nile is 
about 6,650 km (4,130 mi) long and its drainage basin covers eleven countries: Tanzania, 
Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kenya, Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, South Sudan, Republic of the Sudan, and Egypt. In particular, the Nile is the 
primary water source of Egypt and Sudan. 
 As mentioned the Nile river system has two major tributaries – the White Nile 
and the Blue Nile. Above Khartoum, the Nile is also known as the “White Nile”, a term 
also used in a limited sense to describe the section between Lake No and Khartoum. At 
Khartoum the river is joined by the Blue Nile. The White Nile starts in equatorial East 
Africa, and the Blue Nile begins in Ethiopia. Geologically, both branches are on the 
western flanks of the East African Rift. The White Nile is considered to be the 
headwaters and primary stream of the Nile itself. The Blue Nile, however, is the source 
of most of the water, containing 80% of the water and silt. The White Nile is longer and 
rises in the Great Lakes region of central Africa, with the most distant source still located 
in Burundi. It flows north through Tanzania, Lake Victoria, Uganda and South Sudan. 
The Blue Nile begins at Lake Tana in Ethiopia and flows into Sudan from the southeast. 
The two rivers meet just north of the Sudanese capital of Khartoum. 
 The northern section of the combined river flows north almost entirely through 
the Sudanese desert to Egypt, then ends in a large delta and flows into the 
Mediterranean Sea. Egyptian civilization and Sudanese kingdoms have depended on the 
river since ancient times. Most of the population and cities of Egypt lie along those parts 
of the Nile valley north of Aswan, and nearly all the cultural and historical sites of 
ancient Egypt are found along its river banks. 
 The drainage basin of the Nile covers 3,254,555 square kilometers (1,256,591 sq 
mi), about 10% of the area of Africa. Compared to other major rivers, though, the Nile 
carries little water (5% of the Congo’s river, for example). The Nile basin is complex, and 
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because of this, the discharge at any given point along the mainstem depends on many 
factors including weather, diversions, evaporation and evapotranspiration, and 
groundwater flow. 
 The source of the Nile is sometimes considered to be Lake Victoria, but the lake 
has feeder rivers of considerable size. The Kagera River, which flows into Lake Victoria 
near the Tanzanian town of Bukoba, is the longest feeder, although sources do not agree 
on which is the longest tributary of the Kagera and hence the most distant source of the 
Nile itself. It is either the Ruvyironza, which emerges in Bururi Province, Burundi, or the 
Nyabarongo, which flows from Nyungwe Forest in Rwanda. The two feeder rivers meet 
near Rusumo Falls on the Rwanda-Tanzania border. 
 The Blue Nile springs from Lake Tana in the Ethiopian Highlands. The Blue Nile 
flows about 1,400 kilometers to Khartoum, where the Blue Nile and White Nile join to 
form the Nile. Ninety percent of the water and ninety-six percent of the transported 
sediment carried by the Nile originates in Ethiopia, with fifty-nine percent of the water 
from the Blue Nile (the rest being from the Tekezé, Atbarah, Sobat, and small 
tributaries). The erosion and transportation of silt only occurs during the Ethiopian rainy 
season in the summer, however, when rainfall is especially high on the Ethiopian 
Plateau; the rest of the year, the great rivers draining Ethiopia into the Nile (Sobat, Blue 
Nile, Tekezé, and Atbarah) have a weaker flow. In harsh and arid seasons and droughts 
the Blue Nile dries out completely. 
 
The History of the European Exploration of the River Nile 
Tim Jeal in his book Explorers of the Nile (2011) provides a good summary of the history of 
European exploration of this important river system. Up until the middle of the 19th 
century the whereabouts of the Nile’s source was still the planet’s most elusive secret, as 
it had been since the days of the Pharaohs. When Alexander the Great was shown the 
temple of Ammon in Luxor, the first question he asked is said to have been: “What 
causes the Nile to rise?” Indeed, a longing to find answers to the twin mysteries of the 
location of the river’s source, and why it always flooded in summer rather than in 
winter, had drawn Alexander to Egypt as powerfully as any military, commercial or 
political reason. From 30 BCE Egypt was ruled by Rome. A Roman proverb - Pacilius sit 
Nili caput invenire [It would be easier to find the source of the Nile} was still current in 
19th century Europe as a handy epithet to hurl at impractical dreamers of all sorts. In 66 
CE, the Emperor Nero - surprisingly, a keen geographer - had sent an expedition 
upriver, led by two centurions, with instructions to find the legendary headwaters. Two 
thousand miles from the Mediterranean (halfway between the river’s mouth and its 
unknown source), the centurions were defeated by an immense swamp extending for 
hundreds of miles. This was the mosquito-infested Sudd, where, under the blazing sun, 
a maze of shifting channels was blocked by floating islands of papyrus and interlaced 
aquatic plants.  

The importance of the river itself, its great length, as well as many barriers 
alongside its route – whether physical or not - made the quest for its source one of the 
greatest in history. And it was less than two centuries ago that the science provided the 
first reliable answers on that. 

There are numerous references on the source of the River Nile issue throughout 
the ancient literature, both direct and indirect, and it is really interesting to watch this 
“dialogue” that got developed through the ages. Despite any disagreements, almost all 
the ancient writers adopt a “mixed” view, which moves between a metaphysical (dating 
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back to the Egyptian priesthood) and a more empirical dealing with that. At this point it 
is important to note that the ancient Greeks tried to find out the real cause of the whole 
phenomenon called “the Nile” rather than the location of its actual sources. Their 
dispersed efforts to indicate a more specific location remain fuzzy and lack any serious 
documentation. However, even this way, their testimonies are important, and it gets 
more interesting when moving forward through time: later writers believe that the Nile 
begins from mountains deep in the Ethiopic land, even if they do not agree on the 
technical details (snow melting, heavy rains etc.). However, it is always a group of 
mountains that nobody has seen, as the land of Nile was considered unreachable from a 
point on. This area would be noted as incognita and unexplored until its actual 
exploration in the 19th century. 

Ancient literature relating to the River Nile include Hellanicus, Kadmus, 
Hecataeus (#108), Ephorus (#110), Theopompus, Herodotus (#109), Thales, Anaxagoras, 
Kallisthenes, Euripides, Democritus, Agatharchides, Aristotle, Diodorus Siculus, Flavius 
Arrianus, Pseudo-Plutarchus, Strabo (#115), Aelius Aristeides, Flavius Philostratus, 
Theophylactus Simocatta. Of great importance is the Historical Library by Diodorus 
Siculus (1st century BCE– 1st century CE) where he summarizes the views of many before 
him, also criticizing them, and proposing that the sources (that nobody has seen) lay far 
beyond Ethiopia, in a distant land, inaccessible due to the extreme heat. He also stresses 
that no Greek had access to direct information, neither those who provided them. From 
the rest of the references, only Herodotus’ could be distinguished; According to that, 
only the Nasamones had seen the sources themselves, who said that the river springs 
from a great lake in the hinterland. 

We do not know in details the development of this issue after Claudius Ptolemy 
(200 CE, #119), until the Age of Discovery. However, studying the cartographic tradition, 
we can say that there had been some real “action”, especially from 9th - 10th and mainly 
after 13th century, with the “rediscovery” of the Ptolemaic Geography by Maximos 
Planoudis and its subsequent spread to the West. 

Nevertheless, the quest enters its essential phase after the Age of Discovery and, 
in particular, during the “modern” exploration of Africa, which began conventionally in 
1788 with the founding of the African Association. That formation aimed to the 
exploration of the continent, actually in terms of discovering and providing fresh natural 
resources for the British commerce. For some western countries, Africa became an 
extension of their vital space. 

The exploration of the Nile and its sources is the result of successive missions of 
the British, within a period from 1854 to 1878 (date of the publication of Henry Morton 
Stanley’s book Through the Dark Continent). 

Over the millennia the Nile mystery remained unsolved. How, people asked, 
could the river flow unfailingly every day of the year, for 1,200 miles through the largest 
and driest desert in the known world without being replenished by a single tributary? 
Small wonder that its annual inundation of the Nile Delta in the hottest month of the 
year caused awe and no little anxiety in case the mysterious sources might one day fail 
and Egypt perish. Yet, despite the passionate curiosity of successive generations, 2,000 
years would pass without any significant new discovery being made on the White Nile. 
To the south of Latitude 9.5° North (the position of the Bahr el-Ghazal and the Sudd), 
mid-19th century maps would still show the main channel dwindling away into a tracery 
of ever more hesitant dots.  
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As mentioned above, the world’s longest river has two main branches: the White 
Nile, which flows 4,230 miles from its remotest central African sources to the 
Mediterranean, and the Blue Nile, which rises high up on the Ethiopian plateau and 
flows for 1,450 miles before it joins the White Nile at Khartoum. By then the White Nile 
has already flowed for nearly 2,500 miles.  

During the first two decades of the 17th century, two Spanish Jesuit priests, Pedro 
Paez and Jeronimo Lobo, reached the headwaters of the Blue Nile. The Scotsman James 
Bruce ignored their achievement and published a popular account of his own identical 
'discovery' made 150 years later. From that time it would be suspected that the annual 
flood on the lower Nile between July and October was due to monsoon rains falling on 
the Ethiopian highlands and cascading with spectacular force down a succession of 
rapids towards the parent stream via the Blue Nile and other rivers.  

But on the White Nile itself, there would be no comparable discoveries, although 
this far longer river provided water all the year round, even during the months of winter 
and spring when the Blue Nile and the Atbara were dried-up riverbeds. Despite Egypt’s 
absolute dependence on the continuous flow of the White Nile, by the early 1850s not a 
single one of the succession of Greek, Italian, Maltese and French traders and 
adventurers who had attempted to locate the source for two decades had managed to 
journey further south than the position of the present town of Juna, 750 miles south of 
Khartoum. 

At first sight it seems incredible that in the era of the steam engine, the galvanic 
battery, telegraph communication and accurate chronometers, the Nile continued to 
keep its secrets. But there were many excellent reasons for the lack of progress in the 
great quest: 'fever' and other unexplained tropical illnesses decimated expeditions, 
cataracts blocked the upper river, tsetse fly killed beasts of burden and made wheeled 
transport impossible, porters deserted, the rainy season turned whole regions into 
quagmires, and local conflicts stirred up by the slave trade caused many chiefs to 
shower strangers with spears and poisoned arrows rather than with gifts.  

But between 1856 and 1876, the White Nile would at last yield up its secrets to an 
idiosyncratic group of exceptionally brave British explorers: Richard Burton, John 
Hanning Speke, Samuel Baker, Henry Stanley and Dr. David Livingston, all of whom 
would contribute to solving the mystery of the Nile’s source bit by bit - despite many 
illnesses, including loss of sight and hearing, and in one instance, for a time, the use of 
both legs. They also suffered the ravages of flesh-eating ulcers, malaria, colonic 
haernorrhage and deep spear wounds. Ironically, after their journeys were over, almost 
all would disagree profoundly about which one had won the crown of discovery. 

The quest for the sources of the Nile was actually constant. The British needed 
nearly thirty years for that, with the full support of the state and several populous 
missions. Burton and Speke, under the support of the Royal Geographic Society, 
discovered Tanganyika Lake in 1854, which they considered the source of the river. A 
few years later (1862), during the same expedition, Speke “discovered” Lake Victoria. 
He, together with Grant, soon discovered the Great Lakes area, during an effort to find 
Victoria’s link to the river. The discovery of the connection between Victoria and Albert 
Lakes –which Speke had missed- was an achievement of Samuel and Florence Baker, 
during their expedition on the north-south axis. 

However, despite all that success, the achievements of the explorers were not 
always welcome. Thus, soon after them, David Livingstone was sent back in order to 
confirm the older hypothesis that Tanganyika was the actual source. Finally, Stanley, a 
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non-professional explorer, managed through his expeditions to fill the gaps of the quest 
and put the whole issue on its real basis. 

Ptolemy was the first who named the Mountains of the Moon, identifying them as 
the source of the Nile. From then on, the term became an axiom itself. Thus, whoever 
managed to locate the specific mountains would have solved the puzzle regarding the 
sources of the river. Within the whole quest, one can distinguish three main cases in 
which that term has being used on purpose, in an attempt to get identified with a real 
physical feature. 

The first attempt was made by Bruce, who identified Amedamit (in the Ethiopian 
Mountains) as the Mountains of the Moon. Moreover, he tried to enforce his view with the 
remark that the specific Ethiopian mountain had the shape of a half-moon, thus trying 
an etymological connection. The same area also attracted Crawford, who tried to 
attribute the Ptolemaic term to the Abuna Yosef Peak. 

Then, a more systematic quest followed by the British Stanley, although he 
realized that the answer to the issue of the sources should be more complicated than the 
identification of a single mountain, he started looking for the Mountains of the Moon in a 
different area: at the Ruwenzori range, west of the Great Lakes, in Uganda. 

The answer was not considered given, even in the 20th century. A more specific 
dispute arose, which dealt with a choice between Ruwenzori and Kilimanjaro. The 
Mountains of the Moon, as a term, look more like a title than a name; a title, used to be 
given wherever the scientists believe they located the Ptolemaic mountains, in their 
attempt to discover the sources of the Nile. However, the distances among all those 
locations proposed so far are quite large and the puzzle seems to be still unsolved. 
Therefore, what needs further research is the location of the Mountains of the Moon for 
Ptolemy himself, regardless the official answer about the real sources of the river. 

Looking back to the cartographic tradition before and after Ptolemy, always 
regarding the quest for the sources of the Nile, G. Sidiropoulos and D. Kalpakis 
distinguish the following major types: 
 
(1) The “ancient Greek type”: Among the various cartographic depictions of the world 
made by the ancient Greeks one can distinguish that made by Dionysios Periegetes (ca. 
405 B.C.). Despite the external form he gave to the known world, a good effort for 
realistic rendering had been made. In our case, Nile is depicted with a shorter route, 
starting far northern, somewhere into undefined massifs around Ethiopia, which seems 
to agree with the general beliefs of the Greeks on that issue. 

The same principals seem to be followed by the famous Orbis Terrarum by 
Agrippa and Augustus (1st century BCE – 1st century CE – see #118), at least as we know 
it through its Middle-Ages copies. It depicts the earth’s surface and the known world the 
same way. However, despite its abstractive character, an important detail is given 
regarding the Nile: the river appears divided in two major parts (Blue and While Nile), 
each of which comes from mountainous areas, while the latter (White Nile) has two 
branches itself. This seems to be a later addition to the original map, if we accept what is 
generally believed about the relation of Romans with science (the Romans, as a non-
mathematical nation had not been attracted by geography, which demanded excellent 
mathematical skills as well as a trend for research, far beyond the “utilitarianism” they 
had generally shown through their preference for technical works). 
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(2) The “Arabic” type: Ptolemy’s works got translated into Arabic in the 9th century. The 
major mathematical minds of the Arabic world soon realized their importance. Al- 
Khuwarizmi (9th century) was the one who made a complete world map, based mainly 
on Ptolemy, whom he partially reviews. 
 What’s interesting with Arab geographers regarding the specific issue, is that the 
information they provide is often original, due to the geographic knowledge they had 
obtained through the development of commercial activities and the extension of land 
and sea routes. Thus, the tradition initiated with Al-Khuwarizmi seems to combine 
successfully Ptolemaic and contemporary geographic knowledge, introducing at the 
same time a special cartographic typology. 

The same tradition is followed by Tabula Rogeriana, Al-Idrisi’s famous work 
(middle 12th century #219). It is a world map designed for king roger of Sicily, Al-Idrisi’s 
patron. Beyond this map, more known works of this geographer use the same typology. 
Another example is the famous Book of Curiosities, a copy of an 12th - 13th century work 
originally dated in the 11th century. In this book, the depiction of the Nile is annotated in 
detail (fol. 42a). 

Beyond the specific typology mentioned above, what is also interesting in all 
those maps of Arabic origin is their cartographic details. usually, those details relate to 
elements not included within the Ptolemaic text, at least in that extent; therefore, one can 
conclude that all this is a later knowledge derived from direct information. The Nile is 
depicted as coming from the Mountains of the Moon, however through a specific 
hydrological complex: two same-sized lakes where each branch of the river ends and a 
third at the center, which collects all the water, forming the White Nile which starts its 
route to the north. Despite what is generally believed about the contribution of the 
Arabs in cartography, an important detail must be highlighted: Except for the two major 
world maps by Al-Khuwarizmi and Al-Idrisi, which show a confirmed Ptolemaic 
influence, the Arabic contribution was not actually of such a large scale; this has its roots 
to a confusion regarding the appeal of this nation to the mathematics. It seems that the 
Arab geographers were in fact divided in two categories: the theoretical and the 
empirical ones. The first category usually belonged to the courts of their times and, 
despite their great background, they did not get involved in map-making but rather in 
writing theoretical essays. On the contrary, the second category, which had essential 
access to actual geographic information mainly through commerce, did not seem to have 
either the capability or the means for designing accurate maps and promote them. 
Furthermore, what is considered as applied Arabic geography is rather a description of 
cities and networks (which are depicted in the form of single lines linking inhabited 
places - “linear cartography”. Finally, regarding the actual information on those maps 
and its origin, it is believed that they come from earlier geographers as well as 
eyewitnesses. However, the journey in the Arabic world seldom aims to fresh 
knowledge about distant places; thus the information is random, selective and focused 
mainly, as foretold, on inhabited places. 

 
(3) The “Planoudean” type: The cartographic tradition initiated with Planoudis has been 
traced in some of the illustrated manuscripts of Ptolemy’s Geography. The peculiarity is 
that the sources of the river are depicted according to Ptolemy’s instructions (through 
lakes from the melting snow of the Mountains of the Moon), however with no visible link 
between the lakes and the mountains, which are precisely located and annotated. 
Finally, the lakes are equal in number to the river’s major branches. 
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(4) The “western” type: The Latin copies of the Geography show a remarkable resemblance 
in terms of cartographic typology. Although the first copy of the Ptolemaic work that 
arrived in the west was Vat. urb. Gr. 82, the “western” type is typologically different, 
especially regarding the way the lakes link to the mountains. 

This detail was first located in the Arabic maps. However, despite its huge 
success in the West, the Geography had arrived there with a big delay: it was already the 
end of the 15th century. Soon, the great discoveries shall mark the beginning of a new era 
in geography and cartography. This fact will be obvious also in the few late copies of 
Geography, in terms of both the geographic data and the cartographic typology as well. 
 

 
Ptolemaic world map A Byzantine Greek world map according to Ptolemy's first (conic) 

projection. From Codex Vaticanus Urbinas Graecus 82, Constantinople c. 1300.  
Parchment 575 x 418 mm. Probably assembled by Maximus Planoudes 

 
NOTE: the numbers shown in parentheses (#xxx) represent longer monographs on the website 

related specifically to the map referenced 
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Ancient Perspectives 
In the ancient Egyptian language, the Nile is called Ḥ'pī or Iteru (Hapy), meaning 
“river”. The English name Nile and the Arabic names en-Nîl and an-Nîl both derive from 
the Latin Nilus and the Ancient Greek Νεῖλος. Beyond that, however, the etymology is 
disputed. The standard English names “White Nile” and “Blue Nile”, to refer to the 
river’s source, derive from Arabic names formerly applied only to the Sudanese 
stretches which meet at Khartoum.  
 Owing to their failure to penetrate the sudd wetlands of South Sudan, the upper 
reaches of the White Nile remained largely unknown to the ancient Greeks and Romans. 
Various expeditions failed to determine the river's source. Agatharcides records that in 
the time of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (283 to 246 B.C.), a military expedition had 
penetrated far enough along the course of the Blue Nile to determine that the summer 
floods were caused by heavy seasonal rainstorms in the Ethiopian Highlands, but no 
European of antiquity is known to have reached Lake Tana. 
 More distant lands became known through single, epic journeys, related by classical 
writers such as Herodotus, whose stories often exercised great influence on later explorers. 
Herodotus reports for example that five unnamed adventurers journeyed southwest from Libya 
across a vast desert until they reached a great river flowing from west to east. This was 
presumably the Niger, although Herodotus considered it was the Nile. This interpretation of the 
Nile was to have a very long and profound impact on the cartographic representation of the Nile 
on early maps. These philosophers came up with the observation that the oikoumene  
[known inhabited world] was divided into basically three major landmasses: Europe, 
Asia and Lybia (which was the name for the part of the then-known African continent). 
Since these three areas were not islands, each surrounded by water, they arbitrarily 
determined their boundaries. Europe was separated from Asia bounded in the east by 
Pontus Euxinus [Black Sea], the Lake Maeotis, and, further east, either by the Phasis River 
(now called the Rioni) or the Tanais [Don] River. The Nile River flowed south into the 
ocean, separating Libya from Asia; and the Nile flowed south into the ocean, separating 
Libya from Asia. Having travelled over a great part of the eastern world, however, 
Herodotus (450 B.C., #109) writes in his fourth Book of The Histories, “I wonder then at 
those who have parted off and divided the world into Libya, Asia, and Europe, since the 
difference between these is not small; for in length Europe extends along by both, while 
in breadth it is clear to me that it is beyond comparison larger; for Libya furnishes proofs 
about itself that it is surrounded by sea, except so much of it as borders upon Asia....”.  
In addition Herodotus states that: 

… the Nile flows from Libya and cuts Libya through the midst, and as I conjecture, 
judging of what is not known by that which is evident to the view, it starts at a 
distance from its mouth equal to that of the Ister [here Herodotus means that the 
source of the Nile is as far west as that of the Ister-Danube]; for the River Ister begins 
from the Celti and the city of Pyrene [the Pyrenees?] and so runs that it divides 
Europe in the midst (now the Celti are outside the Pillars of Hercules and border 
upon the Cynetes, who dwell furthest towards the sunset of all those who have their 
dwelling in Europe and the Ister ends, having its course through the whole of 
Europe, by flowing into the Euxine Sea at the place where the Milesians have their 
settlement at Istria. Now the Ister, since it flows through land which is inhabited, is 
known by the reports of many; but of the sources of the Nile no one can give an 
account, for the part of Libya through which it flows is uninhabited and desert . . . 
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 The White Nile was misunderstood from the beginning. The ancients mistakenly 
believed that the Niger River represented the upper reaches of the White Nile. For 
example, Gaius Plinius Secundus (AD 23/24 – 79), called Pliny the Elder, the Roman 
author and naturalist wrote that the Nile had its origins “in a mountain of lower 
Mauretania”, flowed above ground for “many days” distance, then went underground, 
reappeared as a large lake in the territories of the Masaesyli, then sank again below the 
desert to flow underground “for a distance of 20 days’ journey till it reaches the nearest 
Ethiopians.” A merchant named Diogenes reported that the Nile's water attracted game 
such as buffalo. 
 Hecataeus’ (550-480 B.C., #108) erroneous impression that the Hyrcanian 
[Caspian] Sea flowed into the circumfluent Ocean long persisted, and he also believed 
that the Nile arose from the southern Ocean. In West Africa Hecatæus clearly knew 
some places on the coast of Morocco. His view of the Nile seems to have been that it 
came, somehow, from the southern ocean. 
 

 
A view of the world based upon some of the ancient Greeks 

 
Strabo (A.D. 18, #115) repeats that the river Nile was described by Eratosthenes as a 
reversed N, and that its mouth was named after the Greek capital letter delta. Like 
Herodotus, Strabo had traveled himself from Armenia and western Italy, from the Black 
Sea to Egypt and up the Nile to Philæ.  
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Reconstructed world map of Dionysios Periegetes, 124AD (#117) 

 
Among the various cartographic depictions of the world made by the ancient Greeks 
one can distinguish that made by Dionysios Periegetes. Despite the external form he 
gave to the known world, a good effort for realistic rendering had been made. In our 
case, Nile is depicted with a shorter route, starting far northern, somewhere into 
undefined massifs around Ethiopia, which seems to agree with the general beliefs of the 
Greeks on that issue. 
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Modern reconstruction of Hecatæus’ World Map (#108) 

Note the circumfluent ocean, the inclusion of Africa within the bounds of Asia and a southward 
flowing Nile River. 

 
A traveler who had visited Egypt could hardly fail to have formed or adopted some 
theory concerning the most controverted questions respecting the Nile and its annual 
inundations, a subject which had already exercised the ingenuity of several of the Ionic 
philosophers. But on this point Hecatæus appears to have acquiesced in the view which, 
if we may trust to Diodorus, was that of the Egyptian priests: that the Nile derived its 
waters from those of the circumfluent stream of ocean - a theory which Herodotus justly 
sets aside as unworthy of refutation.  
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Modern reconstruction of Herodotus’ world view. Note the westward direction of the Nile River, 

the ambiguousness of northern Europe and that Libya is truncated at the equator and is 
surrounded by water with a note about the Phoenicians’ circumnavigation. (#109) 

 
 

 
An interpretation of Strabo’s world view (#115) 
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Lake surrounded by mountains               The Nile   Nile Delta 

A portion of a facsimile of the Tabula Peutingeriana, first century A.D. (#120) 
 

Owing to the shape of the map, the Nile could not be represented as a long river if it 
were made to flow northward throughout its course. Instead it is made to rise in the 
mountains of Cyrenaica and to flow “eastward” to a point just above the delta. The delta 
itself is shown in less compressed form from south to north than most parts of the Tabula 
Peutingeriana. The distributaries of the Nile are shown to have many islands, three of 
them marked with temples of Serapis, three with temples of Isis, while the roads are 
somewhat discontinuous. 
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A reconstruction of Agrippa’s map of the world oriented with East at the top (#118) 

 
It is quite certain that the Nile River system made its way onto the Roman 

mappaemundi via Agrippa’s Orbis Terrarum (#118) as this landlocked waterway 
represents the Roman belief that the Nile River originated in the mountains of 
Mauritania and ran laterally across the continent dividing the African continent in two 
with Libya to the north and Ethiopia to the south. 
 As to the source of the Nile, both Greeks and Romans had tried to locate it, but 
without success. The Emperor Nero had sent an expedition into Upper Egypt, and it had 
penetrated as far as the White Nile, about 9° N latitude. But the source had not been 
reached. Claudius Ptolemy (#119) introduces the term Mountains of the Moon and states 
that the Nile arose from two streams in these mountains, the outlets of two lakes a little 
south of the equator, which was closer to the truth than any previous conception until 
the discovery of the Victoria and Albert Nyanza in modern times. The river appears 
divided in two major parts (Blue and While Nile), each of which comes from 
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mountainous areas, while the latter (White Nile) has two branches itself. This seems to be 
a later addition to the original map, if we accept what is generally believed about the 
relation of Romans with science. 

According to G. Sidiropoulos and D. Kalpakis, Claudius Ptolemy (1st-2nd c. A.D.) 
was the first, who would gloss over the mythological basis in interpreting the whole 
phenomenon, providing particular data regarding the sources of the river; those data are 
really important, regardless the fact that they are second-handed. 

Of course, the specific quest was not of high priority for Ptolemy himself; his 
interest on physical geography was limited. However, he introduces the Mountains of the 
Moon in the whole debate, linking them permanently with the river Nile. From then on, 
this knowledge would consist the actual basis of the quest, being updated from time to 
time. This very point leads to two main questions: a) Which are actually the Mountains of 
the Moon? b) Which had the Mountains of the Moon been for Ptolemy himself? 
 

 
A Ptolemaic map of Africa by Girolamo Ruscelli, published by Girodano Ziletti, Venice, 1574 
 

The first question has already got an answer: since one must identify the 
Mountains with a specific physical feature, and taken into account that the whole 
phenomenon is a result of a complicated hydrological system, the Ruwenzori Mountains 
are considered by the scientists the most likely option.  

The reason for dealing with this issue was a more careful reading of the original 
text of Ptolemy’s Geography regarding the actual sources of the Nile. The initial idea to 
criticize the identification of the Mountains of the Moon with the Ruwenzori, for the 
benefit of another view, also familiar to the scientists, that attributes the Ptolemaic term 
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to Mount Kilimanjaro. However, this idea proved meaningless during the study, shifting 
the focus to an overview of the Nile’s quest throughout time. 

Ptolemy's more enduring legacy, which is apparent in the printed map above, is 
his depiction of the headwaters of the Nile. There are several schools of thought in 
Greek and Roman writing about the source of the Nile, and Ptolemy may have chosen to 
rely on the account by Marinus of Tyre or the Greek trader Diogenes, who is said to 
have landed on the coast of East Africa in about 50 AD/CE, where he learned that the 
source of the Nile lay in the lakes of East Africa. Ptolemy depicted the Nile as rising 
south of the Equator, from two lakes that are fed in turn by the streams from the 
Mountains of the Moon. This has given rise to further debate about whether the 
Mountains in fact represent the mountains of Ethiopia, substantially misplaced, but in 
reality, the source of the Blue Nile.  
 Herodotus seemed to favor an alternative source of the Nile, far to the west in 
sub-Saharan West Africa, and his interpretation is the origin of a second inland feature 
that was carried forward from Greek scholarship, namely, a major river aligned 
latitudinally across West Africa. However, Ptolemy's source of the Nile allowed the 
retention of this river, but he reversed its direction and showed it as flowing westward 
into the Atlantic Ocean. This was an error that is apparent on the printed maps here and 
which persisted into the 19th century.  

It is so far proved with no doubt that the Nile is the outcome of at least seven 
river drainage systems (Main Nile - White Nile - Blue Nile - Little Abai - Bahr el Jebel - 
Victoria Nile - Kagera’ system). 

As evidenced by the following map by the Roman geographer Pomponius Mela, 
(AD 43) the map historian Chet Van Duzer states that there was some ancients who 
believed that the source of the River Nile was in the Antipodes and ran under ground to 
Africa. This was further discussed by Johannes Schöner in the 16th century (#328). 
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World map based upon by Pomponius Mela (1649) 
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Africa woodcut map 1540 by Sebastian Munster, the Ptolemaic Aphricae Tabula III 

 
In the interior we may conclude that the Nile Valley was well known as far as 

Meroe in the time of Ptolemy, and even the Abyssinian branches of the river. Beyond 
Meroe information of a somewhat vague kind existed as to the river as far as the Bahr 
Ghazal, and perhaps a little beyond. That from this direction any knowledge of the 
sources of the Nile, of the great equatorial lakes, and the snowy peaks around them, had 
reached the Egyptians, and through them the Greeks and Romans, we have no shadow 
of evidence. It is improbable. But Ptolemy’s maps, as they have reached us, do show the 
Nile issuing from two lakes, with feeders flowing from the Mountains of the Moon. What 
did this mean? Had Ptolemy really obtained certain information from some traveling 
traders as to these lakes and mountains? Had he only heard of the lakes and mountains 
of Abyssinia, and the feeders that issue there from? And did he or his successors project 
these down the continent as knowledge of Africa extended? Volumes have been written 
on both sides, and men of the highest standing are found taking opposite views. There is 
this to be remembered, that a busy trade was carried on from a center called Rhapta 
(coastal city in present-day Tanzania), on the coast of the mainland somewhere near 
Zanzibar. That the traders at Rhapta and other centers had means of communication 
with the interior we cannot doubt. The Arabs, Persians, Indians, Egyptians, or whatever 
race the foreign traders belonged to, may not have penetrated Central Africa themselves, 
but trading caravans, manned by natives in all probability, came and went and in this 
way knowledge of the central lakes may have filtered down to the coast. Ptolemy 
compiled his geography of Africa based on the writings of Marinus of Tyre. Marinus 
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recorded that around 50 A.D./CE the Greek trader Diogenes traveled inland from 
Rhapta for 25 days before encountering two great lakes and a snowy range of mountains 
where the Nile draws its source. Though there is some debate on this subject, it seems 
very clear that Diogenes, traveling directly west from the coast, came upon either Lake 
Nyassa or Lake Victoria (or both). The nearby snowcapped mountains could only be the 
Rwenzori range. Others have suggested that Diogenes may have spotted Mount 
Kilimanjaro, however, this is unlikely given the absence of a major lake in the region as 
well as that Diogenes described a range rather than a solitary mountain. In any case, via 
Marinus’s writings, the travels of the Greek merchant Diogenes found their way into to 
Ptolemy’s canonical Geographica and we see the first appearance of the Mountains of the 
Moon. 

 With such a provocative name, the Mountains of the Moon, one must wonder from 
whence it was derived. There is some speculation (in fact the only we’ve come across) 
that this is a transliteration into Greek of the Amharic name for the mountains near Lake 
Tana at the source of the Blue Nile, called to this day, the Simians. In Amharic, “Simian 
Mountains” translates as “Northern Mountains”. However, a liberal transliteration of 
the word “Simian” into Greek might come up with Selene – the Moon Goddess. 

 How, one wonders, did the Simian Mountains get confused with the Rwenzori 
Mountains thousands of miles away? One must remember that Ptolemy was piecing 
together very sparse second and third hand accounts of merchant voyages, military 
campaigns, ancient Egyptian records, etc. The southernmost inland city in Africa in 
Ptolemy’s Geography is Axum in Ethiopia. Lake Tana and the Simian Mountains were 
still a significant distance further south. Nor are Ptolemy’s coordinates necessarily 
accurate with regard to latitude. Nor would Ptolemy, more familiar with the great 
mountain ranges of Europe and Asia, have been familiar with the small but dramatic 
mountain ranges of Africa. It is not hard to imagine how, from this perspective, two 
mountain ranges, relatively close, both associated with lakes, and both associated with 
the source of the Nile, might be assumed to be one and the same. It is thus likely the he 
simply applied the known name, Simian-Selene, to all mountains associated with the 
Nile’s source. 

We do not know in details the development of this issue after Ptolemy, until the 
Age of Discovery. However, studying the cartographic tradition, we can say that there 
had been some real “action”, especially from 9th - 10th and mainly after 13th century, with 
the “rediscovery” of the Ptolemaic Geography by Maximos Planoudis and its subsequent 
spread to the West. 
 
Medieval Period 
In the fourth century A.D./CE, Ethiopia converted to Coptic Christianity. From this 
critical point onward, regular communication between the Ethiopian Orthodox church 
and the Coptic centers in Egypt provided the first accurate maps of Ethiopia. 
Consequently, by the time cartographers in the Middle Ages began translating 
Ptolemy’s surviving texts and interpreting them into maps, the source of the Blue Nile 
was known. Though Ptolemy does not specifically note the presence of Lake Tana, it is 
mapped in even the earliest medieval interpretations of Ptolemy’s work. Thus by the 
time the first European maps of Africa were being drawn, the mystery of the Blue Nile’s 
source been solved. 

 Which left the more mysterious White Nile. Drawing from Ptolemy, 
cartographers repositioned the Mountains of the Moon and their lakes to the west or 
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further south – where they remained until the 19th century. In the late 18th century many 
cartographers, including such luminaries as Anville and De L’Isle, chose to remove 
either the Mountains of the Moon, the Lakes of the Nile, or both from their maps of the 
region. It was not until the exploration of John Speke and Henry Morton Stanley in the 
mid 19th century until these lakes ultimately reappeared and Ptolemy’s not so 
apocryphal geography of the Nile was proven eerily correct. 
 

 
11th century manuscript of Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 

This is unusual for the large amount of ecumenical detail in the northern hemisphere in contrast 
to the entirely blank southern hemisphere. Features eccentric to the tradition of Macrobius maps 
include the ideograms that mark certain cities (Rome, Jerusalem, Corine [?Corinth], Syene and 

Meroe), and the attempts to represent the British isles and the Scandinavian peninsula in the far 
northwest, Sicily (the triangle beneath Italy), and other Mediterranean islands. An unmarked 
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river, presumably the Nile, extends from the Mediterranean, and surrounds Meroe; a second 
river extends from the Atlantic horizontally, dividing Ethiopia from Africa. (#201Y). 

 Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 6362, fol. 74r. Appendix 1, no. 23.  
(Reproduced with permission from the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek.) 

The world according to Cosmas showing Paradise on the right with its four sacred rivers (Tigris, 
Euphrates, Ganges, Gihon [Nile]) flowing out and under the surrounding ocean. (#202) 

 
The world, as expressed by Cosmas (A.D. 547, #202) on one of his diagrammatic maps 
shown here, is rectangular and flat, and is divided into two parts: present and 
antediluvian.  The central part of the rectangular landmass (the present) is surrounded 
by a likewise rectangular unnavigable Oceanus which, in turn, is surrounded by another 
earth or borderland, Terra ultra Oceanum, in which the Paradise of Adam was located and 
“where men lived before the Flood”.  Located in the eastern portion of this antediluvian 
‘borderland’ or Paradise can be found a large rectangular lake, and from this the ‘four 
sacred rivers’ flow, somehow, through or under the Oceanus to the inhabited present 
world.  

Of these the Pheisôn [Pison] is the river of India, which some call the Indus 
or Ganges.  It flows down from regions in the interior, and falls by many 
mouths into the Indian Sea, enjoying all of the same products as the Nile, 
from crocodiles to lotus flowers . . . The Geôn [Gihon or Nile] again, which 
rises somewhere in Ethiopia and Egypt, and discharges its waters into our 

The	Gihon		
(Nile)	River	
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gulf by several mouths, while the Tigris and Euphrates, which have their 
sources in the regions of Parsarmenia, flow down to the Persian Gulf . . .  

 
According to Cosmas these four rivers flow underground for part of their course. This 
image in the Christian Topography probably derives from the Syriac sources, as only those 
sources picture the rivers as flowing not only underground but also under the ocean. Yet 
it is interesting that numerous ancient sources describe various rivers, very frequently 
the Nile, as flowing underground for part of their course. Philo of Alexandria (ca. 20 B.C. 
– after A.D. 40) hypothesized that all four rivers of Paradise flowed underground, 
although not under the ocean, before resurfacing at various points of the oikoumene. It 
must be noted that the idea of rivers running underground or under the oceans are supported by 
the Bible and by Pliny (only regarding the Nile). Gihon [Nile], which traverses the land outside 
the known world approaching and crossing the surrounding Ocean from the south, eventually 
flowing into the Mediterranean. 
 In early medieval times, in Christian Europe, one of the most common 
cartographic depictions of the oikoumene [known inhabited world] was the map of the 
world developed by Isidore of Seville (#205) known as the “T in O mappa mundi”, where 
the oikoumene was divided classically into three areas: Europe, Africa and Asia. The “T” 
consisted of the downward leg represented by the Mediterranean Sea and the cross bar 
by the Tanais [Don] River and the River Nile. 

 

 
 
One must also bear in mind, however, that medieval writers used the word Ethiopia (or 
Ethiopes) to designate a variety of geographical and ethnic realities. Etymologically, 
Ethiopia is the territory of the Ethiops, whose skin has been burnt by the scorching sun of 
the southernmost extremities of the earth. Therefore, Ethiopia is usually not conceived 
as a region closely related to the Nile Valley, but rather as a vast and vague area 
covering the southernmost part of Africa, along the shores of the encompassing Ocean.  
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The “Vatican T-O”, a.k.a. the “Easter Tables” map, an eighth century T-O map bound with 

Isidore’s Etymologiarum, 21 x 14.5 cm. Oriented with East at the top. (#205) 
 

One of the oldest detailed world maps, placed with a group of computus materials. It shows the inhabited 
continents as a circle surrounded by the Ocean. To the southwest of Africa is the island which has been 

interpreted as a vestigial fourth continent. Paradise is represented by a rosette in the Far East. Two 



The Evolution of the River Nile on Early Maps 
5.34 

	 25	

apparent islands in the northwest are both labeled with the names of seas: ‘mare mortun’ and ‘oceanus 
occiduus’ [dead sea, or sea of the dead, and western ocean]. Two Nile Rivers dominate Africa. Note that 

both of the Nile Rivers seems to flow east and numerous areas such as Mauritania, Egypt, Meroe and 
Ethiopia are labeled. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Lat. 6018, ff 63v-64 (#205M) 

	

 



The Evolution of the River Nile on Early Maps 
5.34 

	 26	

 
 

World map from Isidore’s Etymologies, ca. 946, Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid 
Oriented with East at the top. Here the river Nile exits the Earthly Paradise (#205) 

Only one of the four appears identified by its name, Nilvs [the Nile], which traditionally, 
according to St Isidore in his Etymologiae (XIIl, 21, 7-10) was associated with the Gihon of the 
biblical texts. This river crosses over the borders of the Earthly Paradise in order to join up with 

the Nile that separates Asia from Africa. 
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 The Escalada, a.k.a. Ashburnham, Morgan 644, New York I, and/or Magius, 
 Beatus mappamundi, 926 A.D., 51 x 36 cm (20 x 14 inches) #207.2 

The Mediterranean occupies the center with square islands arranged like stepping-stones.  The 
Nile flows into it from the west, while the River Tanais [the Black Sea/Don River complex], 

unlabeled and painted blue, flows straight north to the circumfluent ocean. Only one other river 
is depicted and it appears to be the Danube, though it also is unlabeled.  

Oriented with East at the top 
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The Girona Beatus mappa mundi, 975 (#207.6) 

Among the hydrographic elements, the River Nile stands out, as it has a double branching—
western and eastern—the latter branch approaching close to the East African lake. There is an 

east-west sea that runs parallel with the Red Sea, however the Red Sea separates off near Arabia 
and proceeds inland, creating the Arabian Gulf [sinus Arabicus], although the placement of the 

name seems to refer to the Nile River’s eastern branch. Oriented with East at the top. 
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The Beatus St Sever mappa mundi, 11th century (#207.13) 

Oriented with East at the top 
 

The Nile River in the Saint-Sever map, which originates in a lake within a 
mountain chain near the mons Atlans [Atlas Mountains], is shown as two rivers that join 
and unjoin three times, creating two interior islands, among which we find the insula 
Meroen, and ends in the form of a delta before flowing into the Mediterranean. Apart 
from certain graphical similarities in their depictions of cities, it is curious to note that 
the Saint-Sever and the Tabula Peutingeriana (see #120) maps share a few legends and 
representations that in some cases surprisingly appear only on these two maps, and not 
on any other extant medieval map. Among the images that they share, we can mention 
the lake of the River Nile surrounded by mountains; a text next to it explains the 
representation in the same way in both maps: “These mountains lie beneath a marsh similar 
to the Sea of Azov through which the Nile flows”. Another example is the texts on the Tribe 
of Isreal’s exodus through the desert. 
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The Beatus El Burgo de Osma mappa mundi, 1086 (#207.14) 

Oriented with East at the top 
 

The names of the three known continents are given as EOROP[A], ASIA, AFRICA 
and LIBIA. In Libia-Africa the red wall shown near the mouth of the single-track Nile 
River is Alexandria, with faro, the famous Lighthouse of Alexandria just below. The city 
of Alexandria is displayed by means of a rectangle of thick red lines adjacent to the River 
Nile, with the place name inside the lines. The Nile River is shown originating from an 
oval-shaped lake, rather than from a mountain range. Next to this lake is the caption: 
“This spring is cold by day and warm by night”. The Earthly Paradise (shown as a box at the 
top) is represented by a paradisiacal hydrography, either by means of the four rivers—
the Tigris, Euphrates, Gihon [Nile] and Phison [Ganges]—flowing from the fountain of 
Paradise in the map of El Burgo de Osma, 
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A reproduction of the Turin Beatus map, 12th century (#207.15) 
Oriented with East at the top 

 
Among the hydrographic elements, the River Nile stands out, as it has a double branching—

western and eastern—the latter branch approaching close to the East African lake. Europe and 
Africa are represented as separated from each other by expanses of sea drawn at right angles; 

except where a connection between Asia and Africa is left at the headwaters of the Blue Nile and 
the southeastern extremity of the Red Sea. To the northwest of this isthmus the White and Blue 

Nile, in a strangely overlapping way which reminds one of a flying pennant, flow into the 
Mediterranean opposite an island without name, intended no doubt for Crete or Cyprus. The 

narrow Isthmus of Suez, instead of being laved on the north side by the Mediterranean, is 
confined on that side by a spur of the Mountains of the Moon and the source of the Blue Nile 

indicated by a lake, which must be meant for Lake Tzana, otherwise called Dembea. Away to the 
west another lake, either the Albert Nyanza or the Victoria Nyanza, indicate the source of the 

White Nile. 
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12th century T-O map from MS of Bede’s De natura rerum, 8.1 cm diameter (#205Z) showing an 

interesting Nile River turning abruptly to the northwest. 
 Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, MS. Lat. 11130, fol. 82r 

 
The oldest Arabic maps which survived in copies, today preserved in the Library of the 
University of Strasbourg, are regional maps, among them of the Nile and the Sea of 
Azov, in Kitab Surat al-Ard by Musa al-Khwarizmi (d. 850) who was most probably 
active in the team of the Maʾmun astronomers and geographers. Yet it is not perfectly 
clear whether he is identical with the famous mathematician and astronomer who 
introduced the Indian zero into the Arabic numeric system and to whom European 
terminologies owe the name “algebra” (= “al-gabr” from the book title: al-Kitab al-
muhtasar fi hisab al-gabr wa-ʾl-muqabala).  The maps date back to 1037 AC and are so far 
the oldest surviving Arabic maps. I will focus on the map of the Nile which gives us a 
clear idea about large sections of the course of the world`s longest river. Here of 
particular interest is that the cartographic figure of the Nile was depicted already by the 
Maʾmun geographers probably around 830 AC.  Throughout the history of cartography 
until long into the 18th century we find in many world and Africa maps the takeover of 
two different versions of the Nile figure, one drawn by Khwarizmi in around 830 AC, 
the other by Idrisi (#219) in the mid of the 12th century. 
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The earliest surviving Arabic manuscript containing maps is a copy of Ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi’s 

1037 Kitab surat al-‘ard [Book of a picture of the earth]. This map of the Nile shows its famous 
cataracts as the river emerges from the mythical Mountains of the Moon, crosses the equator and 
heads north past the lands of Nubia, Aswan and the Beja, toward Fustat [medieval Cairo] and the 

Delta near Dumyat [Damietta], where it empties into the Mediterranean Sea. Al-Khwarizini’s 
map of the Nile became a model for depicting the river in nearly every cartographic manuscript 

for centuries. Bibliotheque nationale et universitaire, Strasbourg 
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Isidore mappamundi, ca. 1130, known as the Munich map, 26 cm diameter (#205DD) 

Showing the two Nile River configuration  
Bayerische Staatsbibliotek, Munich, Clm 10058, f. 154v  
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Re-drawing of the Munich mappamundi from Nathalie Bouloux, showing the two Nile Rivers 

 

2	1	
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The Sawley Map (a.k.a. the World Map of Henry of Mainz), ca.1110 A.D. 

Oriented with East at the top (#215) 
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A redrawing of the Sawley mappa mundi showing the two Gihon [Nile] rivers 

 
The depiction of the Nile River in many ways dominates the Sawley map’s depiction of 
Africa. The river appears in two parts. One emerges from a source near the Red Sea, 
identified as fialus, and runs west and then north, eventually bifurcating around lower 
Egypt and entering the Mediterranean. The other Nile spans nearly the entirety of 
Africa, beginning in the far west near the Atlas Mountains, before progressing eastwards 
under its biblical name, Gihon, past a basilisk, a tributary (Triton) and a lake (Calearsum), 

1	

2	



The Evolution of the River Nile on Early Maps 
5.34 

	 38	

before disappearing into the sands of Ethiopia. The Sawley map’s representation of the 
two Niles derives from Pliny’s Natural history, as distilled through Paulus Orosius’ early 
fifth-century Historiae adversus paganos [History against the pagans], but with significant 
input from Solinus’ Polyhistor. As has been presented here in the monograph, the dual 
Nile was a standard feature of European medieval mappae mundi, found on early 
examples such as the eighth-century Vatican Easter Tables map (#205), the 11th century 
Cottoniana map (#210), the Hereford (#226) and Ebstorf (#224) maps of c. l300, as well as in 
Islamic geography. The Nile River on the Sawley map resembles these maps in adopting 
the theory of three sections,  (a) a short one springing from a lake (Nilidis Lacus) near the 
Atlantic; (b) a long stretch from a larger lake (Lacus Maximus) running parallel to the 
Southern Ocean, to a second point of submergence (hic mergitur); (c) the Nile of Egypt, 
springing from a Fons Fialus near the Red Sea, penetrating the Montes Nibiae [i.e., Nubia], 
and thence flowing in a southwest direction to the Mediterranean.  Both the Hereford and 
Sawley mappaemundi also introduce a Lake and River of Triton flowing into the Middle 
Nile (in a southwest direction) from the Altars of the Phileni, which are wrongly placed, 
far from the Mediterranean. In Asia the map shows the cities of Bethlehem, Jerusalem, 
Jericho, Persepolis, Babel, Damascus, Troy and others. Mount Sinai is shown in Southern 
Asia near the route taken by the children of Israel through the parted Red Sea. Below it 
the three section tent-like structure is named Joseph’s Barn, which is referring to the 
Egyptian Pyramids. Egyptus Superior is located next to the Red Sea, with the monastery 
of St. Antonius across the Nile. On the African side of the Nile the open horseshoe-
shaped structure is the temple of tempius Jovis [Amon Jupiter] located south of the 
mountain of Catabathmon. 
 Also noticeable on these early medieval mappaemundi that the shape of Africa is 
very truncated. This is for two reasons: (1) these maps only intended to display the 
oikuomene [known inhabited world] and everyone knew that below the equator the heat 
was so intense that it was inhabitable; and (2) no European had explored the southern 
part of Africa. 
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Oriented with East at the top. The two Nile River configuration is displayed in red.  
British Library, Cotton MS Tiberius BV, f.56v (#210)	 
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The Nile is shown in two sections. Flowing eastward from Upper Egypt, it turns west 
and somehow disappears underground to emerge further down and continue its flow 
towards Alexandria and the Mediterranean Sea. 
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Modern reproduction of the Ebstorf mappamundi, 1234 (#224) 
 
Its principal features are the Nile River, bordered by famous ancient cities, strange 
beasts and even stranger men.  The Nile flows out of a lake, in the vicinity of Morocco 
and near the spot where lies the Garden of the Hesperides - included as a heathen anti-
thesis to the Christian Paradise - within the protecting coils of the feathered serpent, its 
guardian.  The river’s course runs at first from west to east, through regions inhabited 
by panthers, ostriches, giant reptiles and so forth; in all, the artist has generously 
scattered about sixty different animals over his map.  Other animals identified by Wilma 
George include an elephant, leopard, hyena, mirmicaleon, monkeys, camelopardalis, 
scarp, deer and tarandrius the reindeer with many types of snake, crocodiles, lizard and 
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flying lizard, ibis and other birds which inhabit what she calls the Ethiopian Region for 
zoological analysis.   
 Approaching the eastern tip of the continent, the Nile disappears into the sand; 
but it emerges to flow in the opposite direction through Egypt, first skirting the region of 
Meroë (inhabited by dwarfs who ride on crocodiles).  At its mouth stands the cities such 
as Berenice, Leptis Magna and Ocea lie here and there along the northern and Atlantic 
coasts of the continent. 
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A reproduction of the Hereford mappa mundi, 1290, oriented with East at the top (#226) 

 
On the right of Palestine is Egypt, which is included in ASIA.  Here the Nile and its delta 
are shown, along with the sphinx and the pyramids.  Cairo is misnamed Babylon, and 
Alexandria is depicted with its lighthouse. Like the Sawley and the Ebstorf mappaemundi 
the most conspicuous feature in Africa on this Hereford mappa mundi is the blue band of 
the Nile running parallel with the ocean.  The river begins as a lake near Mount Hesperus 
and apparently ends as a lake, but it submerges to reappear as the Lower Nile, forming 
Africa’s eastern boundary. Behind the blue band of the river is a grim array of 20 
grotesque figures to indicate the existence of primitive peoples, comparable to those 
displayed on the Vercelli, Psalter and Ebstorf mappae mundi (#220.3, #223, #224). 
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Detail of the two Nile Rivers on the Hereford mappa mundi, obviously very similar to 

the Sawley, Cottoniana, Isidore Munich, and Ebstorf mappae mundi. 
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Zonal world map from Liber Floridus (#217) 

(Herzog-August Bibliothek, Wolfenbüttel, Cod. Gud. Lat I, folios 69v-70r)  
Lambert St Omer, 12th century 41.3 cm diameter Oriented with East at the top 
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Detail showing the basic T-O scheme with the Nile River with two major branches 
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Psalter mappamundi, 1225-1265 A.D., 8.5 cm (3.7 inches) diameter (#223) 

(oriented with East at the top)	 
Manuscript on vellum: BL Add. MS 28681 
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Detail showing the Terrestrial Paradise with the four sacred rivers, Tigris, Euphrates, Ganges 

and the Geon (Nile) flowing out of it and transiting to Mesopotamia and Egypt 
 
 

 
Vesconte world map, ca.1321, 35 cm diameter, oriented with East at the top (#228) 

Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome/Scala 
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Detail showing the Nile River has its source in unspecified mountains and flows 

northwards to the Mediterranean flowing through Egyprus, past numerous castellated 
towns located on its shores. Another river extending westward into the Atlantic 

(possibly the Niger River)  
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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. (#232) Oriented with East at the top. 
Major rivers are shown: the Euphrates and the Tigris enclosing Mesopotamia (which means 

‘between two rivers’), the Nile snaking its way across Africa without emptying into any larger 
body of water, the Rhine coming down from the Alps, and even the Thames meandering past 

Oxford and London. 
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A portion of the Catalan Atlas by Abraham Cresques, 1375. (#235)  

 
On the Catalan Atlas in northeast Africa, a knowledge of the Nile valley as far south as 
Dongala, where there was a Catholic mission early in the 14th century, is apparent. The 
delineation of the Nile River system is vitiated, however, by the conception that it 
flowed from a great lake in the Guinea region, Lacus Nili. This rare speculation on the 
part of Cresques contained at least some partial truth because the Lacus Nili, the Pactolus 
of Strabo, and the Palolus of later maps, which in the Catalan Atlas and subsequent works 
is located in the neighborhood of Timbuktu, may reasonably be identified with the flood 
region of the Niger.  
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The Borgia world map, 1410-1458 (#237), oriented with South at the top 
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Detail showing the Nile extending southward to the mountains on the southern coast, and 
westward. The Nile is separate from “West Nile”, but it is the latter that descends from the 

Mountains of the Moon. Mare Missa believed to be the source of the Nile. And who could resist 
the chance to look, near the headwaters of the Nile, for the Phoenix, which “burns itself in an 

aromatic fire, and in three days is recreated from its ashes”? 
 
 

 
World map by Pirrus de Noha, 1414, (#239), oriented with North at the top and the Nile River 
looking more realistically. Obviously the cartographer followed Ptolemy closely as indicated by 

the enclosed Indian Ocean. 
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A redrawing of the de Virga map, 1411-1415 (#240) showing the Nile River flowing north in two 

branches that originate in the earthly Paradise. 
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Planisfero Antico di Andrea Bianco Che si conserva in Venezia nella Biblioteca di S. Marco, 

copper engraved version (1783) from the first Italian edition by Vincenzio Antonio Formaleoni's 
(1752-1797) “Saggio sulla nautica antica de' Veneziani “, 10 x 9.8 inches/ 25.5 x 25 cm 

 Original map from 1436 (#241). Oriented with East at the top.  
Here the one branch of the Nile goes off to the West and into the Atlantic Ocean; the other branch 

continues South, turns left (East) and continues to the Nubian Gates.  
 



The Evolution of the River Nile on Early Maps 
5.34 

	 57	

 
Detail showing the two branches of the Nile River 
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Mapa Mondi Figura Mondi, 1442 world map by Giovanni Leardo, 34.7 x 31.2 cm 

Oriented with East at the top  (#242) 
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On this 1442 Leardo world map there are, again, two Nile Rivers. One flows from 
Ptolemy’s Mountains of the Moon; the other branches from the first, forms various lakes 
and finds its way to the Atlantic. Like most medieval cartographers, Leardo makes the 
Nile rise in West Africa. In this interpretation Leardo follows Herodotus, Pliny, Mela 
and other ancient authorities. Ptolemy, however, seems to have had a more correct view, 
placing the sources of the river in the Mountains of the Moon in eastern Africa. Nothing 
daunted, most of the 15th century cartographers who used the writings of Ptolemy 
boldly transferred the Mountains of the Moon to West Africa to suit their theory of the 
river’s course.  Thus, on the Leardo map the Montes Lunae are located on the north coast 
of the West African gulf.   Thence four streams flow north into a lake, out of which the 
Nile makes its way eastward and another stream flows westward into the Atlantic. The 
latter stream represents, perhaps, a combination of the Niger and Senegal Rivers, of 
which some faint knowledge may have been gained through traders who had crossed 
the Sahara. The lower Nile is joined by the River Stapus, doubtless the Astapus of Ptolemy 
or the modern Blue Nile. On the Catalan-Estense map this tributary rises in the Terrestrial 
Paradise, there placed in East Africa. To the mountain range of North Africa, the Carena 
of the Catalan maps, Leardo has added Ptolemaic names. 
 However, later maps created by Leardo show a slightly different configuration/ 
interpretation of the Nile River system. 
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Facsimile of Giovanni Leardo world map, 1448, 34.7 x 31.2 cm (oriented with East at the top) 
“Mappemonde dresse en 1448 par Johanes Leardus de Venise, conservee a Vicenza dans la 
Biblioteque Trento, publicee pour la premiere fois et donnee en facsimile”, in Vicomte de 

Santarem, Atlas compose de Mappe-mondes, 1849, Oxford University, B1 a.10, map sheet 27. 
(#242) 
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Detail showing the one branch of the Nile flowing from the Mountains of the Moon 

located in southern Africa instead of western Africa 
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Andreas Walsperger’s World Map, 1448, Biblioteca Apostalica Vaticana, Rome, Pal. Lat. 1362b 
Oriented with South at the top, 57.5 cm diameter (#245) 
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Detail: Africa, the Nile River, Red Sea showing, again, the two branches of the Nile (westward 

and south/southeast (oriented with South at the top) 
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The Catalan Esense mappa mundi 1450 (#246) Oriented with North at the top 

 
This map aims at covering all the lands of the “Old World”, but also including the whole 
of Africa. The central point is not Jerusalem but near the abode of the mythical Christian 
king Prester John [Presta Iohan], placed in Nubia between the two branches of the Nile. 
Africa occupies most of the southern half of the map. The continent ends in a great arc, 
conforming to the circular frame of the map, and extending eastwards to form the 
southern boundary of the Indian Ocean. On the west, a long narrow gulf from the 
circumfluent ocean almost severs this southerly projection from northern Africa. The 
southern interior is blank save for the legend Africa begins at the river Nile in Egypt and 
ends at Gutzola in the west: it includes the whole land of Barbaria, and the land in the south.  
This outline and legend have been interpreted to imply some knowledge of the southern 
extremity of Africa, and perhaps of a practicable route from the west to the Indian 
Ocean. 
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 Slightly north of Prester John, two rivers flow together and then go onward, as 
the Nile, to Egypt and the Mediterranean. One of the rivers springs from Paradise, the 
other from the west, where it shares a headwater with another river that then flows to 
the west and into the Atlantic. The latter has five tributaries that come from the south 
and out of the gibelcamar. This name quotes Ptolemaic and Arabic traditions, in which it 
usually is the Nile that springs from the Djibal-qomr, the Mountain of the Moon. On 
Ptolemaic, Arabic, and Latin European world maps that note this version of the Nile’s 
sources, these mountains are usually placed south of Egypt. Of course, the Nile’s 
western African source was an alternative discussed in Antiquity. In terms of content, 
we here have Paradise as source of the Nile and an alternative to Paradise as source of the 
Nile worked into one and the same map, but the latter is used for another river close to 
the Nile. Only slightly south of Paradise, a small land bridge, crossed by yet another 
river, connects inhabited northern Africa to the uninhabited or unknown south. These 
parts of the continent are mostly separated by a broad estuary reaching eastward from 
the Atlantic. We may see here a reminiscence of the southern continent (terra australis) 
found on several medieval maps, or it may reflect the great hope of Portuguese seafarers 
of the time that the Indian Ocean was easily accessible—even though Africa reaches out 
far to the south. 

 
 That the great western gulf reflects some knowledge of the Gulf of Guinea is 
more probable. The design of the northern half of the continent in general resembles that 
of the other Catalan charts, but the northwestern coast embodies some details of 
contemporary Portuguese voyages as far as C. ude (Cape Verde) and C. groso.  From this 
evidence, the map is usually dated about 1450.  Near the gulf is the Mountains of the 
Moon, from which five rivers flow northwards to a lake on the western Nile.  This lake 
probably represents the area around the Upper Niger liable to inundation; G.H. T. 
Kimble has pointed out that these rivers may well represent the five main sources of the 
Niger. These Mountains of the Moon are stated to be on the Equator, and the streams are 
called the riu de lor. We may therefore assume that the headwaters of the Niger marked 
the approximate limit of contemporary knowledge in this region, and it is not 
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improbable that reports of the sea to the south had been received. These may have 
induced the cartographer to accept the western gulf of Ptolemy, but to enlarge it 
considerably.  Again, the name Rio del Oro [River of Gold] recalls the inscription on the 
Catalan Atlas (#235) and the classical tradition. The portrayal of the interior thus goes 
back at least to 1375. Therefore, apart from a small portion of the coastline, the map 
owes nothing to Portuguese exploration. 
 Further south, no discoveries are evident in the Gulf of Guinea later than a friar’s 
journey, ca. 1350, recorded in a book called Libro del conoscimiento de todos los reynos y 
tierras [Book of knowledge of all kingdoms and lands]. Nevertheless it is interesting that 
his islands Gropis and Quible reappear on the Catalan-Estense map in the west-east order 
of the friar’s navigation (the cartographer does not change the order to east-west as 
Kimble implies). Nor can we prove a date from the legend to a mountain near the same 
gulf, which may be translated as This mountain is called by the Saracens Mt Gibel Camar, 
which in our language means Mountain of the Moon; this mountain is on the equator. Five 
rivers are shown flowing north from it, one of them a river of gold, flowing through a 
lake not connected with the Nile. This river of gold is different from the Rio del Or 
reported in the Catalan Atlas of 1375 as having been discovered in 1346; that is an inlet in 
the former Spanish protectorate of Rio de Oro. A Mons Lune [Mountain of the Moon] is 
also found by the Gulf of Guinea on the Medici Atlas (#233), whose world map is now 
thought to be 15th century. In the interior the Catalan-Estense map has the land of King of 
Melli said, as on the Paris and Florence maps, to be rich in gold, to which the Modena 
map adds that it is poor in salt, which comes to be worth its weight in gold. Both salt 
and gold in West Africa are mentioned by al-Idrisi (1099-1164, #219). 
 Recollections of medieval maps include the Earthly Paradise with Adam and Eve 
and the tree, here not in Mesopotamia but in Abyssinia, between the eastern branch of 
the Nile and the Red Sea, at a spring from which the four medieval rivers of Paradise 
flow. A legend of the Genoese world map of 1457 (#248) in the Central National Library 
of Florence tells us that some have put Paradise in this part of Africa, while others have 
said it is beyond India. The Catalan-Estense map also gives a short caption on the 
Diamond Mountains, said to be guardians of the Earthly Paradise. In translation: This region 
is the Terrestrial Paradise, an especially lovely place. Paradise is completely surrounded by fire 
whose flames reach the sky. ... In Paradise lies a source divided in four rivers: One is Euphrates, 
the second Tigris, the third Gyon, the fourth Phison.... Isidore speaks about this place saying that 
Paradise is situated in the middle of the Equator.	This is an abbreviated caption from the 
Catalan Estense map describing a circular garden surrounded by flames and placed in 
eastern Africa, from which the mentioned source springs and in which two red figures 
pray under a tree. Placing Paradise in eastern Africa on medieval maps is very unusual 
and is at the same time typical for late medieval mappaemundi that were both bound by 
tradition and innovation, determined by contemplations of salvation history as well as 
practical spatial considerations. 
 A legend on the island of Meroe on the White Nile claims this as the place where 
there is a deep well, on the bottom of which the sun shines; similar ones on the Pizigano 
map of 1367 (Parma) and the Florence Catalan map mentioned give the month when this 
happens as June. The legend of the nefarious Gog and Magog enclosed behind mountains 
is provided in far eastern Asia. 
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The Genoese mappa mundi, 1457 (#248) oriented with North at the top 

 
The division of geographical loyalties at this period is further illustrated in the placing, 
side-by-side, of the Nile sources, located in the Montes Lunæ [Mountains of the Moon], 
after Ptolemy, and this typically medieval legend: Some have represented the Paradise of 
Delights in this region, while others have said that it is beyond the Indies to the East . . . The 
Genoese map is one of the first European medieval mappamundi not to depict the location 
of Paradise. 
 As in questions relating to the Nile, Ptolemy showed himself to be better 
informed than were geographers of later date, even to very recent times, so it also 
appears that his representation of the mountain systems of Asia, though somewhat 
altered by our author, was remarkably well done in the larger general features. 
 In the extreme south of the African continent the Mountains of the Moon are 
represented as snow-covered, with the following explanatory legend: These are the 
Mountains of the Moon, which, in the Egyptian language, are called Gebelcan, in which 
mountains the river Nile rises, and from which, in the summer-time, when the snows melt, a very 
large stream flows. This legend gives us the Arabic name for the Mountains of the Moon as 
Gebelcan, which is doubtless the same as Gebel Camr. The name Djihal-alqamar, 
[Mountains of the Moon], according to a conjecture of Kiepert, was derived in Ptolemy’s 
time erroneously from Djibal-qomr, Blue Mountains. This seems to refer to the snow-
peaks of the Kilimanjaro and Kenya, as seen from a great distance, which mountains 
send their waters toward the interior of the continent. It was doubtless through Arabic 
merchantmen that the Alexandrian geographer derived his information, on a visit to the 
east coast of Africa. Even late in the 19th century the Mountains of the Moon appear on 
maps. 
 The hydrography of Africa is likewise Ptolemaic, especially that which pertains 
to the Nile. The Mountains of the Moon is the source out of which its two branches flow. 
The Blue Nile, however, is represented according to most recent information from 
Abyssinia; this river, uniting with the Atbara, forms one river that flows out of a large 
lake, in which an island is represented. Meroe, however, does not, as with Ptolemy, lie on 
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a river island, but on a river peninsula. Even the irrigation canals, which lead out from 
the Nile in Nubia and Egypt, are represented by the Genoese cartographer. On an island 
in a lake of Abyssinia there appears to be a floating house, and near it the legend: In this 
lake there is an island, Tana by name, which contains forests and groves and a great temple of 
Apollo. This island floats and is driven in whatever direction the winds blow. This legend 
appears to be taken almost verbatim from Pomponius Mela. 
 In Africa, the source of the Nile is described as being located in the Mountains of 
the Moon. While the majority of mountains are painted green and shown in plan view, 
the Mountains of the Moon are depicted in white and in profile, creating an illusion of 
depth. 
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The Fra Mauro mappamundi, 1459, (#249) Oriented with South at the top 

 
In the Fra Mauro mappamundi the detailed knowledge of the northeast African interior 
extends as far as the river Zebe [? Webi Shebeli].  The Nile [Blue Nile] is shown rising 
near a lake, undoubtedly Lake Tana, in the Fountain of Geneth, a name for the source 
which was still in use more than three hundred years later.  Fra Mauro states that he 
obtained this information from natives of the country: 

. . . who with their own hands had drawn for me all these provinces and cities, 
rivers and mountains, with their names all of which I have not been able to set 
down in proper order from lack of space. 

It has been shown that two main causes of the confused representations of northeast 
Africa are the ignorance of the cartographer about the existence of the eastern Sudan, so 
that he telescoped Egypt and Abyssinia together, and the failure to realize that much of 
the hydrographic detail available applied to one river only, the Abbai, and not to a 
number of distinct streams. 
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 The Coptic Church of Abyssinia was in touch with Cairo and Jerusalem, and it 
was doubtless from emissaries of this Church that Fra Mauro obtained some of his 
information.  Near Lake Tana he has the name Ciebel gamar, again, literally Mountain of 
the Moon.  Mr. O.G.S. Crawford suggests that this was the origin of the legend about the 
source of the Nile, and that it was only later that the site was transferred to the Equator. 
 The suggestion is partly retained of a ‘western Nile’ flowing from a great marsh, 
no doubt Lake Chad; beyond this marsh a river flows westwards to enter the ocean by 
two branches to the north of Cape Verde, no doubt the Senegal and perhaps the Gambia. 
Fra Mauro tells us that he was supplied with Portuguese charts and had spoken with 
those who had navigated in these waters. 
 The draftsman places the legendary and fabulously wealthy Christian ruler, 
Prester John and his kingdom of Abassia at the source of the Nile. Ethyopia extends to the 
west and south coasts of the continent.  Thus Mauro weaves Marco Polo’s narrative into 
Arab theory and makes them fit together with the cartographic notions of Abyssinia that 
he had obtained from ‘first-hand sources’. 
 Note the bay under Mauretania in the area of the Senegal River on the west coast 
of Africa. We have seen that bay before on Pietro Vesconte’s map in 1420 and on Andrea 
Bianco’s map in 1436 (#241). That information will fool the Portuguese into thinking they 
can follow the Senegal River to Egypt’s Nile River to reach Ethiopia. If such a route 
existed, it would avoid traveling through the prickly, Muslim-controlled Middle East. 
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Detail showing the Nile River system 
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Zeitz mappa mundi, 1470, 45.7 cm (44 cm wide and 57 cm high),  

Stiftsbibliotek at Zeitz (Saxony), Germany (#251) 
Oriented with South at the top 

Here it is very remarkable that the cartographer re-establishes the island of Meroe in the 
Nile, common to all old maps from Ptolemy, but replaced in Walsperger (#245) by a lacus 
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Meroys.  Today there is no island of Meroe.  The locality lies 17 degrees north, somewhat 
south of the mouth of the Atabar. The Ptolemaic text reads: Beginning from here an island, 
Meroe Regio, is formed by the Nile in the west and by the Astabora River that flows from the east.  
On the Ptolemaic world maps the Astapus approaches the Nile south of Meroe and 
empties an arm into it, forming an island, and is then called Astaboras.  Similarly, to the 
oval lake crossed by the western stream of the Nile, and called lacus affrorum by 
Walsperger, he gives its name as stated in the Catalan Atlas of 1375 (#235), lacus Nÿl, here 
in the form Niliadis lacus.  From the Vesconte world map (#228), it appears in the portolan 
maps in different shapes and is usually said to be auriferous [gold-bearing].  On some 
maps, e.g., Vesconte and Carignano, it is an independent river, always flowing through a 
lake and having no connection with the Nile, on other maps it is a river flowing into the 
Nile in a northeasterly direction, called Gion up to that place and Carixius in the 
following lower course; in the Catalan maps it is called Kareyse. The former is called the 
Nile in some cases only, while the one flowing in the northeasterly direction is always 
called the Nile.  The use of affrorum being presumably explained by a legend on Africa in 
some portolan maps. This legend says that Africa got its name from King Afler, a son of 
Abraham.  The individual legends on the Zeitz map read as follows: In the river Nile and 
its lakes there is plenty of purest gold, but there are many serpents and great crocodiles. 
 

  
A drawing of a re-oriented portion of the Zeitz map showing the Nile River system 
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The  Wieder-Woldan world map, 1485, 17.5 cm diameter (#255) 

 
Regarding the sources of the Nile, the author of the Wieder-Woldan map tries to connect 
Ptolemy’s point of view with the medieval one based on a certain interpretation of the 
Bible (the four rivers of Paradise: the Pison [Fison = Ganges] the Gihon [Nile], the Hiddekce 
[Tigris] and the Euphrates), and shows one of them, flowing from the Lake of Paradise, 
running through the whole length of Africa and uniting the other sources coming from 
the mountains only in the middle of the continent.  
 From Paradise in the Far East stream the four rivers; the Nile following a southern 
course through an eastward extension of the African continent, to flow through its delta 
into the Mediterranean. The river is joined by tributaries, which flow, Ptolemy-style, 
from mountains in central Africa. 
 The Lake of Paradise gives birth to the four rivers of Paradise; in Africa: the 
mountains south of the present-day Tunis, from which a river takes its sources and 
flows to the Mediterranean, southeast of these some other mountains connected with the 
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former by the river Gir; in central Africa Lunae Montes [Mountains of the Moon] with the 
sources of the Nile, three of which are quickly united, mountains in eastern Africa 
(Garbato Mons?) with one more source of the Nile, and three mountains in the southern, 
elongated toward Asia, part of Africa, from the western-most of which run two sources 
of the Nile which soon unite, while from the central mountain, through which runs the 
upper course of the main branch of the Nile, a river flows southward to the Ocean. 
 

 
A portion of the Martellus world map, 1489, showing Africa 

from his Insularium illustratum (#256) 
British Library, Add MS. 15760, fols. 68~69r,London, England; 46.5 x 30 cm/18.3”x11.8” 
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Africa on a reproduction of the world map by Juan de la Cosa, 1500 (#305) 
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The African continent on the Waldseemüller map of 1507 (#310) 
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Africa on a portion of the Ruysch world map, 1507-08 (#313) 
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Fracan (Antonio) Montalboddo, Itinerarium Portugallesium e Lusitania in India [Milano] 1508 
This is a woodcut map that appears on the first page of a Latin translation of Paesi Nouamente 
ritrouvate, originally published in Vicenza in 1507, the earliest printed collection of voyages. It 

includes accounts of journeys in various parts of Africa. In this 1508 edition published in Milan, 
the map is orientated with the west at the top of the page. The map is rudimentary, nevertheless it 

does show the results of Vasco da Gama's voyage 1497-9, delineates the main rivers, a few 
mountain chains and a Portuguese padrao.  

It is the earliest known printed map devoted "exclusively" to a representation of the whole of the 
African continent. (#316.2) Note the branch of the Nile that runs further south 
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Africa as portrayed on the Maggiolo polar world map, 1511, #316 

Note the major splits to the west and east, with the long westward and southward branch just like 
the one above (#316.2) 

 
An early-16th century illuminated map of the Nile River estuary by the Ottoman admiral 
and noted cartographer Piri Reis is shown below. The map, oriented with south up, is 
from the Kitab-i Bahriye [Book of Navigation], which was dedicated and presented to 
Sultan Suleiman I (Süleyman) by Piri Re’is in 1525. Cairo is shown at the top of the map, 
just upstream from the Nile Delta. Piri Reis was a 16th century Ottoman Admiral famous 
for his maps and charts collected in his Kitab-i Bahriye a book which contains detailed 
information on navigation as well as extremely accurate charts describing the important 
ports and cities of the Mediterranean Sea. In 1513 he produced his first world map, 
based on some 20 older maps and charts which he had collected, including charts 
personally designed by Christopher Columbus which his uncle Kemal Reis obtained in 
1501 after capturing seven Spanish ships off the coast of Valencia in Spain with several 
of Columbus’ crewmen on board. 
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"Map of the River Nile from Its Estuary South," by Piri Re’is, 1513 (#322) 
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A segment of the River Nile by Piri Re’is 
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Map of the River Nile Estuary with the Cities of Rashid and Burullus on Each Side, Piri Re’is 
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Africa on a 16th century Islamic map (orient with South at the top) 
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Antarctica on a reproduction of the 1515 globe gores by Johannes Schöner,  

a facsimile from Jomard/ Nordenskiöld (#328) The southern continent showing two lakes, 
each surrounded by mountains, joined by a long river, thought by some to be the source of the 

River Nile in Africa (see also Pomponius Mela #116) 
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Africa as portrayed on the Planisphere of Domingos Teixeira, 1573 
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A much distorted Africa as portrayed on the Vespucci world map, with the Mountains of 

the Moon, 1526, #338 
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Africa as portrayed on the World Map in Bordone’s Isolario, 1528, #343 

Note the two rivers representing the Nile 
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Southern Africa and the Southwestern Indian Ocean  

in the Vallard Atlas, 1547, #381.2 
(oriented with South at the top) 
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L’Africque, 1561, Boileau de Bouillon 
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The River Nile on the 1561 Nicolas Desliens nautical planisphere 
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This map of Africa is one of the great masterpieces by Giacomo Gastalidi, the "cosmographer to 
the Republic of Venice" who produced 109 separate sheet maps during his career. The depiction of 
Africa had long been a special endeavor for Gastaldi. There is evidence to suggest that he had been 
working on a large-scale map of the continent since 1545. He published two small-scale images of 
the Africa; one in his Ptolemy of 1548 and another was included in the second edition of Volume I 

of Giambattista Ramusio's Navigationi e viaggi in 1554. The present map is largely based on 
his great wall mural, featuring geographic details supplied by travel accounts in Ramusio and 
from diverse Portuguese sources. Engraved by Paolo Forlani, the coasts are well detailed and 

feature extensive taxonomy, while the largely mysterious interior is filled with mountain ranges, 
shaded only to west to indicate the perpetual presence of sunshine. This map served as a maquette 

for Forlani's 1564 monumental engraving of the continent, and not only served as the source 
map for many subsequent Italian maps of Africa, but saw its influence cross the Alps to inform 

important editions made by Ortelius, Gerard De Jode and Jean-Baptiste d'Anville. 
Giacomo Gastaldi, most likely thanks to sources he read via the travel writer Ramusio, chose to 

abandon the Mountains of the Moon entirely in his 1564 map of Africa. Instead, he drew a 
massive central lake from which flows the Nile, Zaire (Congo), Cuama (Zambezi), and Spirito 

Sancto (Limpopo) Rivers. To the east is another, smaller lake at roughly the same latitude, which 
also feeds part of the Nile. Therefore, Gastaldi created an entirely different view of the interior of 
Central Africa, while still embracing Ptolemy’s twin lakes theory. An interesting case is that of 

Giacomo Gastaldi, whose map of 1564 not only does not locate the sources of the Nile at the 
Mountains of the Moon but it does not even mention them. On the contrary, Gastaldi adopts an 

alternative view of a big central lake, which is the source of every big river in Africa, echoing 
perhaps a local tradition. 
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The Nile River on the 1565 world map by Fernando Bertelli 
 Universale descrittione di tutta la terra conosciuta fin qui… 

Note the western branch of the Nile River with numerous lakes  
All of which empties into the Atlantic Ocean 
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Africa Tertia Pars Terrae. [Africa the third continent] Hanover, Heinrich Bünting, 1581.  
 26 x 34 cm, woodcut. Heinrich Bünting (Buenting), a professor of Theology in Hanover, issued 

the first edition of Itinerarum Saccrae Scripturae in 1581.  
The Nile finds its source in the Mountains of the Moon and in a large lake located to the west in 
central Africa. Several large cities and kingdoms noted. The map is based largely upon Sebastian 

Münster's map, first issued in 1540. Large sailing ship and sea creatures embellish the map. 
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Presbiteri Johannis, Sive Abissinorum Imperii Descriptio. [The land of Prester John]  

Antwerp, Abraham Ortelius, 1573, 37 x 43 cm. 
 

This Ortelius map - 'Abyssinia, the Land of Prester John' - first appeared in his Additamentum 
and then in all subsequent editions of the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum. It depicts Africa from the 

Mediterranean to the Mountains of the Moon, which are placed below Mozambique. The two-lake 
system is represented, once again, with its tributaries providing the origin of the Nile. 

 
Interestingly, the source of the Nile—a huge subject of debate amongst 16th century 
mapmakers—is different on this map then on Ortelius’ general map of Africa, which 
was also included in the atlas. Typically, mapmakers thought the Nile River rose from 
twin lakes south of the equator, which were near the Mountains of the Moon. Streams 
from the mountains fed the lakes. Ptolemy describes such a lakes-and-mountains layout 
in his works, although the precise identification of the Mountains of the Moon may have 
been a fourth century addition to his text. 
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Africae Tabula Nova, 1584 map of Africa by Abraham Ortelius, 30 x 50 cm  

The Nile is based on the Ptolemaic concept. 
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The Nile River on the 1585Portuguese world map, unknown artist, Note that there is no 

indication of any “Mountains of the Moon”. 
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Africa in the 1587 atlas by Joan Martines 
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Aegyptus, 1596, Giovanni Antonio Magini 
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Egitto Nuiva Tavola, 1599, Giuseppe Rosaccio 
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Africa as portrayed in Matteo Ricci’s world map, Kunyu Wanguo Quantu, 1602, (#441) 

Note the western branch of the Nile River 
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Aegyptus, 1616, Petrus Bertius 
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Ethiopia and the Red Sea, 1640, from Manuel de Almeida’ Historia de Ethiopia 

 
 The Christian kingdom of Ethiopia, threatened by Turks from the Red Sea and 
surrounded on three sides by petty Muslim warlords, had by the 16th century never 
looked quite so vulnerable. But with the arrival of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean 
came the prospect of a strongly armed Christian ally whose intervention might be 
critical to Ethiopia's survival. A fully fledged Portuguese embassy visited the country in 
1520, during which Francisco Alvares became the first to write a detailed explorers' 
narrative, and in the 1540s a large Portuguese force was instrumental in seeing off a 
Muslim invasion. The result was that a small but significant missionary presence, 
latterly Jesuit, lingered in the country well into the following century. Since their arrival 
in 1577 the Jesuits had recorded some notable 'discoveries', particularly in the region 
around Lake Tana, the great lake from which the Blue Nile rises, while in the south 
Ant6nio Fernandes had made a brave attempt to pioneer an overland route to the Somali 
coast before falling into the hands of tribal leaders.  

In 1613 the Jesuit missionary Pedro Paez received a plot of land for a monastery 
on the shore of Lake Tana. He subsequently travelled widely through Ethiopia and in 
1618 described the springs that he believed were the major source of Tana’s waters, and 
consequently of the Nile itself. In those days Europeans had no concept of a second 
river, the White Nile that flowed even further southward, and those that passed the 
confluence of the two Niles somehow always chose to ignore the wider stream. Paez 
died in 1622 and was succeeded by an even more adventurous traveller, Jerónimo Lobo. 
The Red Sea now dominated by Turkish shipping, Lobo’s first attempt to enter Ethiopia 
from the Indian Ocean came to grief on the Somali coast, but in 1625 he arrived safely by 
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the somewhat unconventional route through Danakil country. He remained in Ethiopia 
until the Jesuits were expelled in 1635, travelling widely and following Paez’s tracks to 
the source of the Nile. Lobo’s voyage back to Portugal was no less exciting. Shipwrecked 
on the Natal coast, he and his fellow survivors hastily constructed boats in which they 
managed to reach Luanda in Angola.  
 

 
Hydrophylacium Africae precipuum, Athanasius Kircher, 1665 

 
Hydrophilacium Africæ precipuum, in Montibus Lunæ situm, lacus et flumina præcipua 
fundens, ubi et nova inventio originis Nili describitur, 35 x 42 cm. From Kircher’s Mundus 
subterraneus . . . (Amsterdam, 1665). [Historic Maps Collection] 
 Kircher’s Mundus subterraneus, dealing with geophysics, earthquakes, and 
volcanoes, was one of his most popular and spectacular works, full of exotic engravings 
and strange theories. (Fascinated with underground rumblings, Kircher had himself 
lowered into Vesuvius shortly after a nearby earthquake in 1638.) Kircher published an 
account from the journal of Pedro Páez, a contemporary Jesuit colleague, who had 
visited Ethiopia in the early 1600s and described seeing the “fountains of the Nile.” 
James Bruce, the English Nile explorer, translated Kircher’s version in his own work, 
Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile (1790): 
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On the 21st of April, in the year 1618, being here, together with the king and his 
army, I ascended the place, and observed every thing with great attention. I 
discovered first two round fountains, each about four palms in diameter, and 
saw, with the greatest delight, what neither Cyrus king of the Persians, nor 
Cambyses, nor Alexander the Great, nor the famous Julius Caesar, could ever 
discover. The two openings of these fountains have no issue in the plain on the 
top of the mountain, but flow from the root of it. The second fountain lies about a 
stone-cast west from the first: the inhabitants say that this whole mountain is full 
of water, and add, that the whole plain about the fountain is floating and 
unsteady, a certain mark that there is water concealed under it; for which reason, 
the water does not overflow at the fountain, but forces itself with great violence 
out at the foot of the mountain. . . . [T]he fountain seems to be a cannon-shot 
distant from Geesh. . . . [Vol. 3, pp. 619-20] 

 
Another Portuguese Jesuit, Jerónimo Lobo, claimed to have passed through the area in 
1629. He offered a different (and fairly accurate) description. 
 

In this territory of Toncua is the known head and sourse of the River Nile, by the 
natives called Abani (i.e.) the Father of Waters. . . . The Head rises in the most 
pleasant Recesse of the Territory, having two Springs, called Eyes, each about the 
bigness of a Coach-wheel, distant twenty paces.… These two springs rise in a 
little field covered over with green and thick wood. . . . This plain is on the top of 
a high mountain, overlooking many spacious Vallies and from this hight 
insensibly descends. . . . At little more than three dayes journey from the Head, 
the River is large, deep enough for vessels to sail in. . . . [A Short Relation of the 
River Nile, of Its Sourse and Current . . . (London, 1669),  pp. 8-11] 

 
Kircher’s map visualizes these descriptions of the source of the Nile, showing the river 
flowing out from under the Mountains of the Moon, through Ethiopian lakes that are also 
linked subterraneously. It is an imaginative exercise, for none of the geography is 
accurate. 
 Ptolemy’s map of Africa [see the map of the continent by Sebastian Münster] 
shows the Nile flowing from two parallel lakes fed by waters from mountains (the 
Mountains of the Moon, though not named there). He cited as his sources the tales of the 
Greek merchant Diogenes and other travelers who claimed to have journeyed inland 
from the coast of East Africa and looked upon two great lakes and snowy mountains. 
Unnamed by Ptolemy, these lakes on later maps acquired the names of Zaire lacus [Lake 
Zaire] and Zaflan lacus [Lake Zaflan]. Sometimes they were aligned side by side; often, 
one was placed forward like a footstep. This tradition in Africa maps continued well into 
the 1700s. Guillaume de L’Isle (1675-1726), often called the father of modern geography 
because of his scientific approach to the subject, was the first cartographer to discard the 
lakes. On his map “L’Afrique dressée sur les observations de Ms. de l’Academie Royale des 
Sciences . . .,” first issued in 1700, he gave the correct source for the Blue Nile as Lake 
Tsana (Tana) in Abyssinia (Ethiopia), no doubt based on the 17th century accounts of  
Portuguese missionaries, including Pedro Páez and Jerónimo Lobo. 
 The first known “expedition” up the Nile was undertaken by two centurions sent 
by the Roman emperor Nero in the first century A.D. They failed, however, to get past 
the Sudd—the great swamp of thickets and aquatic vegetation of the White Nile that lies 
between the latitudes 5° and 10° north in southern Sudan. Not until the 1860s 
explorations of Burton, Speke, Baker, and Grant—further confirmed by Stanley in the 
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1870s—was the puzzle of the lakes resolved. The sources of the White Nile lie in the 
feeder streams and rivers of Lake Victoria; its waters issue out at Ripon Falls 
(submerged now by the Owen Falls Dam) and then course through and out Lake Albert, 
joining the Blue Nile at Khartoum. Conceivably, Lake Victoria and Lake Albert were 
Ptolemy’s two lakes. The Ruwenzori mountain group, on the boundary between 
Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, between Lake Albert and Lake 
Edward, contain snow-capped peaks that reach over 16,000 feet. First identified by 
Stanley in the 1880s, these mountains are now usually associated with Ptolemy’s 
Mountains of the Moon. Scholarship has shown that Ptolemy did not originate the concept 
of the Mountains of the Moon and their role as the source of the Nile River—it was 
probably an inherited Arab idea—but the popularity of Ptolemy’s Geographia greatly 
accounted for the propagation of it. [For a thorough argument, see William Desborough 
Cooley, Claudius Ptolemy and The Nile . . . (London, 1854).] 

 

 
Detail of the Hydrophylacium in the Mountains of the Moon 
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Nova Aegypti Tabula, 1673, Petrus Montanus,( oriented to the East) 
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 (Sources of the Nile River) Chorographia Originis Nili iuxta observationem Odoar di Lopez 
(with) Chorographia Origin is Nili Seu Fontium Ipsius Ex Arabum Geographia deprompta 

(with) Vera et Genuine Fontium Nili Topoographia facta a Petro Pais:  
Societ lasu Anno 1618: die 21 Apeilis .., 1678, Athanasius Kircher  

 
Rare set of three maps on a single sheet, providing a study of the various theories of the 
source of the Nile River. The first map shows the information derived from observations 
made by the Portuguese explorer Duarte Lopes between 1578 and 1584. The second map 
shows information derived from early Arab cartographic sources. The third map 
(oriented with south at the top) shows the information derived from the Spanish Jesuit 
missionary Pedro Paez, between 1618 and 1621, derived primarily from his Historia da 
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Ethiopia, which would not be published in a printed edition until 1905-1917. Paez is 
credited with the discovery of the source of the Blue Nile River in the mountains of 
Ethiopia (Lake Tana). Paez reported that there were two "fountains" there. 
Theories on the source of the Nile 

Typically, mapmakers thought the Nile River rose from twin lakes south of the 
equator, which were near the Mountains of the Moon. Streams from the mountains fed the 
lakes. Ptolemy describes such a lakes-and-mountains layout in his works, although the 
precise identification of the Mountains of the Moon may have been a fourth century 
addition to his text. 

Sixteenth century mapmakers, including Waldseemüller, chose to follow the 
Ptolemaic model. This was typical of cartographers at the time, who had abandoned 
Ptolemy’s coastlines in favor of the more recent Portuguese outlines yet who also clung 
to Ptolemaic place names for the interior of Africa well into the nineteenth century. 

Giacomo Gastaldi, most likely thanks to sources he read via the travel writer 
Ramusio, chose to abandon the Mountains of the Moon entirely in his 1564 map of Africa. 
Instead, he drew a massive central lake from that flows the Nile, Zaire (Congo), Cuama 
[Zambezi], and Spirito Sancto [Limpopo] Rivers. To the east is another, smaller lake at 
roughly the same latitude, which also feeds part of the Nile. Therefore, Gastaldi created 
an entirely different view of the interior of Central Africa, while still embracing 
Ptolemy’s twin lakes theory. 

In Ortelius’ Africa map included in the original 1570 Theatrum, he also included a 
large central lake, called Cafates. He rejected the name of Zaire-Zembere used by Gastaldi. 
To the east and just slightly north was another, smaller lake. Rivers from the north of 
both lakes wend northward and join to form the Nile. The Zaire (Congo) flows from the 
northeast of Lake Cafates, while the Zuama [Zambezi] exits at the south of the lake. It 
branches into the Spiritu Santo, or the Limpopo. 

In his regional Prester John map, however, Ortelius has brought back the 
Mountains of the Moon. The Nile still branches from two lakes, but the larger of these is 
now called Zaire, as it had been with Gastaldi. Clearly Ortelius continued to review 
sources between drafting the Africa map and the regional map. Contemporaries like 
Mercator, as well as later mapmakers, followed mainly in the two-lake model, including 
iterations of the Mountains of the Moon for centuries. Sandrart has followed de Fer in 
showing the two lakes, but without the mountains as a major feature. 
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Egypte divisée en ses Douze Cassilifs, ou Governmens, 1683, Nicolas Sanson 

This map of Egypt extends from the Mediterranean Sea in the north to Aswan in the south. Most 
of the detail focuses on the Nile Valley, though other settlements are noted where known. The 

country is divided into twelve governorates, or “Cassilifs”. 
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Aegypt, 1688, Robert Morden 
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L'Africa divisa nelle sue Parti secondo le Piit moderne, relationi colle scoperte dell'origine e corso 

del Nilo ... [Africa divided into its several parts according to recent information with the 
discoveries of the source of the Nile.] Venice, Vicenzo Maria Coronelli, 1691.  

2 sheets 59 x 44 cm each. Scale in Italian miles, French, Spanish, German and English leagues, 
sea leagues. Prime meridian through Ferro Island.  

Dedicated to Eccelenza del signor Gran Contestabile Colonna.  
 

This double-sheet map of Africa first appeared in his atlas, the At/ante Veneto. The 
large cartouche in the lower left-hand corner of the west sheet consists of an animal skin 
hanging from palm trees. On the left are an ostrich, a crocodile, a leopard and a lion. A 
camel and a lion appear in full view on the right with an elephant’s head peeping out 
from under the skin. The sea is not decorated but the mainland is embellished with all 
kinds of animals, together with scenes of horsemen in combat with lions and archers 
aiming at a large ostrich-like bird. A most noticeable feature of the decoration on the 
mainland is a scene consisting of a large piece of drapery containing information about 
the source of the Nile, at the very top of which there is an angel blowing a trumpet, 
while another holds one corner of the drapery on which the recording angel has just 
written the legend. To the right is a bearded figure - Father Nile - reclining against a 
bowl from which water is rushing over the back of a crocodile. (#488) 
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Aegypti Tabula, 1694, Pierre Duval 

Egypt divided into three regions – Upper, Middle and Lower Egypt 
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L’Egypte, 1746, Georges-Lous Le Rouge 

Map of Egypt with several classical references. The southern border is shown to extend to Philae 
and the region is divided into Upper and Lower Egypt. Lower Egypt is, in turn, sub-divided into 
the above named region and the land of Heptanome, a term used by the Eastern Roman Emperor 
Arcadius. Finally, in the west of Heptanome are the outlines of two enormous lakes, placed there 

according to the German scholar Johann Matthias Hase. Upper Egypt is in turn labeled as 
Thebaide, orTheban Egypt. 
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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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L;Egitto Antico e Moderno, 1784, Antonio Zatta 
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Egypt, Called in the Language of the Country Missir, 1788, John Harrison 

Detailed English map of Egypt showing the course of the River Nile based on the work of 
D'Anville 
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Islamic Maps 
 

 
 

Umar bin Muzaffar Ibn al-Wardi. Kharidat al-'Aja'ib wa Faridat al-Ghara'ib. [The Pearl of 
Wonders and the Uniqueness of Things Strange]. Late 17th century.  

Oriented with the South at the top, it shows the known world as a sphere surrounded by the 
Encircling Sea, which is enclosed by mountains. Mecca, shown unusually in graphic form, the 

focal point of all spatial references, is near the center of the Arabian Peninsula, which is embraced 
by the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea in the shape of a crescent moon to signify the unity of the 

celestial and terrestrial worlds, a unity of conjoined sacredness. Turkish Constantinople is a red 
crescent “wall” or barrier against the “people of the cross”. At the top, Africa is extended the 
length of the Indian Ocean, but unlike Ptolemy’s map, here the continent does not enclose the 

ocean. The Nile, drawn in red, takes a right-angle turn, possibly reflecting the river’s great bend. 
At the center of the map are the two holiest cities of Islam: Mecca and Medina. The map shows 

China and India in the north and the "Christian sects and the states of Byzantium" in the south. 
The outer circles represent the seas. The manuscript is a cosmology, not meant to be accurate 

geographically, but only to present the reader with a systematic overview of the existing 
knowledge about the world at the time. (#214.1) 

Library of Congress 
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On this particular map, unlike the other world maps attributed to al-Wardi, the northern 
and southern extremities of the oikumene [known inhabited world] are flatten out, the 
countries show boundary lines, and the Nile River is very detailed.  It is curious, judging 
by the date of production that the oikumene is still medieval in construct. While 
obviously these maps were produced after the European “early medieval” period, they 
still reflect the medieval worldview of the Arab cartographers. He calls the area south of 
the sources of the Nile: Rub'a al-Kharab, one of the richest regions in the world. 
 

 
Ibn-Hatib ul-Rumi, 1562, was yet another Arab geographer, who wrote a manuscript on 

geography entitled Navadir el-Gara’ibve Mavarid a‘Aca’ib [Marvellous Things of Creation and 
Wondrous Things in Existence]. This manuscript includes a typical Islamic world map, where 

the emphasis is on the Islamic countries. As customary the map has south at the top. It is a 
Turkish translation dated AH 970 (1562/63 CE) of the work of the Arab geographer Umar ibn al-

Wardi, whose original text is dated 850 AH (1446 CE). The map is a very typical Islamic 
representation of the world. The large sea shown on the left is a combination of the Persian Gulf, 
Arabian Sea, Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean with four floating unnamed islands. That on 
the right is the Mediterranean, with the downward branching Black Sea. The two gold-colored 
circles at bottom left are the Caspian and the Khwarazm [Aral] Seas. To their right the city of 

Baghdad is shown inside a golden circle, located between the Rivers Dejleh and Farat [Tigris and 



The Evolution of the River Nile on Early Maps 
5.34 

	 124	

Euphrates]. The large river at the top is the Nile, which is fed from the Mountains of the Moon 
and passing through a lake reaches the Mediterranean. 

 

 
From a Turkish Translation of al-Wardi (#214.1).  

This interpretation depicts the two Nile configuration 
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A map of the Nile River system by al-Khwarizmi, 1037 AD 

 
Ptolemy’s works got translated into Arabic in the ninth century. The major mathematical 
minds of the Arabic world soon realized their importance. Al- Khwarizmi was the one 
who made a complete world map, based mainly on Ptolemy, whom he partially reviews. 
In the work of al-Khwarizmi entitled Surat al-ard (ca. 830-840) the Ptolemaic text has 
been modified in many points. However, the only copy of that work that has been found 
includes just four maps, composed of zij tables containing longitudinal and latitudinal 
coordinates. Except for Ptolemy’s influence on al-Khwarizmi, it is believed that his map 
reflects much of the famous world map of Al-Ma’mun (early 9th c.), which is considered 
as the first official cartographic product of the Arabs, which, unfortunately, has not 
survived. The map of the Nile shows its famous cataracts as the river emerges from the 
mythical Mountains of the Moon, crosses the equator and heads north past the lands of 
Nubia, Aswan and the Beja, toward Fustat [medieval Cairo] and the Delta near Dumyat 
[Damietta], where it empties into the Mediterranean Sea. 
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Ibn Hawqal’s world map, Arabic, 980 A.D. oriented with South at the top, 35 x 43 cm 

Here the Nile River seems to be the only river system deemed worthy of illustration. (#214.1). 
 

 
Oblong KMMS world map from a manuscript titled Ashkal al-ard [Shapes of the Earth],  

14th century, 49 x 27 cm, Topkapi Saray Museum, Ahmet 3347, fols. 5b-6a. 
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 al-Idrisi’s world map, oriented with South at the top, 21 x 30 cm (23 cm diameter), 1154  
Bodleian Library, MS Pococke 375, dated 1553/960 H (#219) 

 
This Idrisi map shows the sources of the Nile—not explored by Europeans until the 19th 
century, but evidently known to 12th century Muslim travelers—and the cities of central 
Sudan. The first division of the first climate commences to the west of the Western Sea, 
which Idrisi called the Sea of Darkness.  “In this sea are two islands named Al-Khalibat 
[Fortunate Isles] where Ptolemy began to count longitudes and latitudes (sic) .... nobody knows of 
habitable land beyond that. ” In this southern most section he places a number of important 
towns including the problematical Oulil [Cape Timiris?] that, he tells us, “ is situated in 
the sea not far from the shore and is renowned for salt”.  Much of the trade in this commodity 
with the Sudan was done with the help of ships that carried it from the town of Oulil … 
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. . . a days journey to the mouth of the Nile [i.e., Senegal River, or Nile of 
the Negroes] and mounted the river as far as Silla, Tacrour, Barisa, Ghana . 
. . [and] to all the Sudanese towns. The greater part of the country is only 
habitable on the borders of the Nile for the rest of the country . . . is desert 
and uninhabited. There are arid wastes where one must walk two, four, 
five, or twelve days before finding water . . . The people of Barisa, Silla, 
Tacrour and Ghana make excursions into Lamlam [probably identified 
with the hinterland of the Ivory/Liberian coasts] bringing natives into 
captivity, transporting them to their own country and selling them to 
merchants. 

 
In the second section of this first climate, Idrisi describes, among others, the lost city of 
Ghana, farther to the east,  
 

... the most considerable, the most densely peopled and the largest trading 
center of the Negro countries. . . From the town of Ghana, the borders of 
Wangara are eight day’s journey. This country is renowned for the 
quantity and the abundance of the gold it produces. It forms an island 300 
miles long by 150 miles wide: this is surrounded by the Nile on all sides 
and at all seasons . . . The greater part [of the gold] is bought by the people 
of Wargalan [i.e., Wargla] and by those of Western Maghrib [i.e., Morocco]. 
 

Following the Nile, still eastward, we find the nomadic Berbers who pasture their flock on the 
borders of a river flowing from the east, debouching into the Nile stream. Beyond, in the fourth 
section of his first climate, we come to 

 
. . . the place where the two Niles separate, that is to say, first, the Nile of 
Egypt which crosses the country from the north to south, and second, the 
branch which flows from the east towards the western extremity of the 
continent. It is on this branch of the Nile that most of the large towns of the 
Sudan are situated. 
 

These few extracts are characteristic of Idrisi’s method and his content.  From them we 
see, for instance, that Ptolemy’s authority no longer commanded unreserved adherence; 
Ptolemy placed the Nile River’s source south of the Equator, in the Mountains of the 
Moon, and had no sympathy with the idea of a dual Nile.  We see further that there was 
already, by the 12th century, a regular commercial exchange between the Mediterranean 
Sea and the Sudan, and that reliable information concerning these southern lands was 
beginning to filter through to the European centers of learning.  When we recall that 
exact hydrography of the land of the Western Nile was not discovered until the 19th 
century, Idrisi’s narrative assumes a profound importance.  The authenticity of many of 
the places that he mentions is indisputable.  Thus Ghana (situated near Timbuktu), Silla 
[possibly Ysilgam of the Valseccha portolan chart of 1434] and Tacrour [Tekrour on the 
Senegal] were, for a time, flourishing centers of Muslim culture.  The reference to 
Wangara implies a knowledge of the flood region of the Niger, above Timbuktu; and the 
mention of the salt trade of Oulil suggests that there were, in Europe, faint glimmerings 
of knowledge about the Senegalese coast, even as early as the mid-12th century. 

To the south al-Idrisi pictured a great river, the Nile of the Negroes, a composite of 
the Senegal and the Niger Rivers that flowed from Central Africa west to the Atlantic. 
Via this river the salt trade was carried on with the Sudan. Al-Idrisi described the lost 
city of Ghana (near Timbuktu, on the Niger) as the most considerable, the most densely 
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peopled, and the largest trading center of the Negro countries. In the fourth section of the first 
climate, al-Idrisi located the sources of the Nile in their approximately correct position, 
though he pictured the Nile of the Negroes as joining the Egyptian Nile at that point.  
 

 
 
 

 Like Ptolemy and many mapmakers, al-Idrisi was fascinated 
with the source of the Nile River – the Mountains of the Moon. The 
Greeks believed that the river originated in a range of snow-capped 
mountains and then flowed into a series of vast lakes as shown here. 
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Earliest extant KMMS world map from Ibn Hawqal’s Kitab surat al-ard [Book of the Image of the 

World], 470/1085, 36.5 cm diameter, Topkapi Saray Museum, Ahmet 3346, fols. 3b-4a 
Oriented with South at the top (#213) 
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Al-Qazwini world map from his Monuments of Places, copy dated 1580, (#222) 

Oriented with South at the top. The River Nile is shown with eight tributaries, which join 
together to flow into another lake and thence to the Mediterranean, which is the unevenly shaped 
sea connected at the right to the surrounding ocean and named Bahr-i-Misr [Sea of Egypt]. .  The 
map from al-Qazwini’s work has a flowing Nile instead of a rectangular one and a rather formless 

Mediterranean, though much of the rest has the geometrical stiffness of the true Ibn al-Wardi 
maps. 

Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore, USA, Ref. W 593, ff. 52v-53r, 30.5 cm diameter. 
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Al-Qazwini world map from his “Marvels of Regions”, 1582, (#222) 

University of Manchester Library, UK Arabic MS 313[668] iv, 226 x 135 mm 
The mountain called “mountain of the moon”, and the sources of the Nile are in the extreme 

south 
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 Europeans began to learn about the origins of the Nile in the 14th century when 
the Pope sent monks as emissaries to Mongolia who passed India, the Middle East and 
Africa, and described being told of the source of the Nile in Abyssinia (Ethiopia). Later in 
the 15th and 16th centuries, travelers to Ethiopia visited Lake Tana and the source of the 
Blue Nile in the mountains south of the lake. Although James Bruce in the late 18th 
century claimed to be the first European to have visited the headwaters, modern writers 
give the credit to the Jesuit Pedro Páez who was a Spanish Jesuit missionary in Ethiopia. 
He is believed to be the first European to see and describe the source of the Blue Nile on 
21 April 1618. Páez’s account of the source of the Nile is a long and vivid account of 
Ethiopia. It was published in full only in the early 20th century, although it was featured 
in works of Páez's contemporaries, including Baltazar Téllez, Athanasius Kircher and by 
Johann Michael Vansleb. 
 Europeans had been resident in Ethiopia since the late 15th century, and one of 
them may have visited the headwaters even earlier without leaving a written trace. The 
Portuguese João Bermudes published the first description of the Tis Issat Falls in his 
1565 memoirs, compared them to the Nile Falls alluded to in Cicero's De Republica. 
Jerónimo Lobo describes the source of the Blue Nile, visiting shortly after Pedro Páez. 
Telles also used his account. 
 Modern exploration of the Nile basin began with the conquest of the northern 
and central Sudan by the Ottoman viceroy of Egypt, Muḥammad Ali, and his sons from 
1821 onward. As a result of this, the Blue Nile was known as far as its exit from the 
Ethiopian foothills and the White Nile as far as the mouth of the Sobat River. Three 
expeditions under a Turkish officer, Selim Bimbashi, were made between 1839 and 1842, 
and two got to the point about 20 miles (32 km) beyond the present port of Juba, where 
the country rises and rapids make navigation very difficult. 

 

 
Interpretive drawing of Istakhri’s world map, 1193 (#211) 
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Cedid Atlas [New Atlas], 1804, Mahmoud Ralf Efendi   
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The first folio atlas printed in the Muslim world. Only 50 copies of the Cedid Atlas were 
ever printed of which only 10 complete examples and 7 partial examples are known to 
have survived in institutional collections. The Cedid Atlas was compiled by Mahmoud 
Raif Efendi who served as Secretary to the first permanent Ottoman Embassy in London. 
In fact, this Embassy, established in 1793, was the first permanent embassy by the 
Ottoman Empire to any European country. The goals of the embassy were to strengthen 
diplomatic ties, collect as much European knowledge as possible, and educate a small 
coterie of young Turkish noblemen in the ways of the European courts. The move to 
establish permanent embassies was part of a much larger policy of reform, the Nazam-i 
Cedid [New Order], instituted by Sultan Selim III in an attempt to modernize the Turkish 
government during a period of perceived Ottoman decline. All of the maps in the Cedid 
Atlas, with the exception of the celestial chart, were copied directly from Faden’s General 
Atlas, a copy of which Raif Efendi purchased during his time in London. As Royal 
Geographer to the famously map-obsessed King George III, William Faden's maps were 
generally extremely accurate and contained the most contemporary knowledge available 
to the British government. As such, these were the ideal maps for Raif Efendi to translate 
and bring back to Turkey for further study.  

 
 

Chinese Contributions to Africa’s Depiction on Early Maps 
 In the late medieval period the Chinese became more adventurous and began 
exploring farther afield. The culmination of indigenous Chinese cartography is found in 
the contributions of Chu Ssu-Pen and his successors who, beginning in the Mongol Yuan 
Dynasty (1260 -1368), established a mapping tradition that provided the basis of China’s 
cartographic knowledge which was not seriously challenged until the early 19th century 
(see monograph #227). From what we know of the original map of Chu’s, which was 
simply titled Yü T’u  [Earth Vehicle (i.e., Terrestrial) Map], it was so large as to be 
difficult to handle, not dissected, and probably was in manuscript roll form. For about 
two centuries this great map remained only in manuscript or epigraphic form (rare 
copies in manuscript and the Kuang Yü T’u inscribed on stone in a Taoist temple lasted 
until the 19th century). In 1541 the Yü T’u was enlarged, dissected and revised by the 
Ming scholar, Lo Hung-hsien (1504-1564) and published in the form of a printed atlas in 
about 1555, under the title Kuang Yü T’u  [Enlarged Terrestrial Atlas]. This is the earliest 
copy, albeit derivative, of Chu Ssu-Pen’s work to have survived. 
 In spite of Chu Ssu-Pen’s caution about far-distant regions, it is remarkable that, as 
historian Walter Fuchs has pointed out, Chu and his contemporaries had already 
recognized the triangular shape of Africa. Among the map sheets of Lo Hung-hsien’s 
atlas, one is entitled The Countries in the Southwestern Sea that covers a considerable 
portion of the Indian Ocean and a large part of Africa.  In European and Arabic maps of 
the 14th century the tip of Africa is always represented as pointing eastwards (#246, #247 
and #249), and this is not corrected until the middle of the 15th century; the atlas revised 
by Lo Hung-hsien, however, has it pointing south, and other evidence shows that Chu 
Ssu-Pen must have drawn Africa in this way as early as 1315. Furthermore, in the 
interior of the continent, two rivers are shown flowing north, one emptying into a large 
body of water and the other leading further north but terminated by the margin of the 
map. The name of the latter river was rendered as Ha-na-i-ssu-chin, which is a possible 
corruption of the Arabic words Al-Nil-Azrak, meaning the Blue Nile. The island off the 
east coast is called San-pa Nu, apparently designating the source of the Zanzibar Slaves. 
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On the upper left corner of the map, the coastline turns sharply westward, suggesting 
the orientation of what appears to be the Guinea coast. Between the west coast and the 
inland water body, one sees an area named Sang-ku, a Chinese transliteration of the 
Arabic term Zangue, or the Black People, hence the Congo. Below the inland water area 
and to the southwest of the river discharging into the lake is a name pronounced as Che-
pu-lu-ma. The first three syllables combined are recognizable as a corruption of the 
Arabic word djebel, meaning “mountains”. An obvious conjecture is that it is an elevated 
area that the Arabs called the Ma Mountains, corresponding closely to the titled plateau 
of the Drakensberg, and evidenced by a later map produced in 1402 by the Ming 
cartographer named Ch’üan Chin (#236).  
 Note that this indicates that the Chinese had knowledge of the southern cape of 
Africa at least 80 years before it was confirmed in Europe by the Portuguese expedition 
by Vasco da Gama in 1498. 

 

Kuang Yü T’u  
#227!

! "!

   
LOCATION:  The Library of the Imperial Cabinet of Tokyo, Japan 
 
REFERENCES: 
* Chang, Kuei-sheng, “Africa and the Indian Ocean in Chinese maps of the 14th and 15th   
   centuries”, Imago Mundi, vol. XXIV, pp. 21-30. 
* Needham, J., Science and Civilization in China, volume 3, pp. 551-555. 
*Thrower, N.J.W., Maps and Man, pp. 25-27. 
*Fuchs, W., “The Mongol Atlas of China”, Monumenta Serica, monograph Vlll. 
 
*illustrated 
 

 
 

The Countries of the Southwestern Sea 
 

 
Detail: Africa 
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The "Map of Foreign Lands in Southeast Sea" (Dongnan haiyi tu) (right) and the "Map of 

Foreign Lands in Southwest Sea" (Xinan haiyi tu) (left) from Luo Hongxian's Broad Terrestrial 
Map (Guang yutu, 1541) #227.  

 

 
The Honkoji version of the Kangnido (#236) 

General map of the distances and the historic capitals (chinese: Hunyi jiangli lidai guodu zhi tu; japanese: 
Kon'itsu kyoori rekidai kokuto no zu), Korea, roughly 1402. Ink and paint on paper. Height 220 cm, width 
289 cm. Honkoo-ji Tokiwa Museum of Historical Materials, Shimabara, Nagasaki prefecture. Based on two 
Chinese maps from the 14th century, Shengjiao guangbei tu [Large map that shows the pronounciation of 

place names] and Hunyi jiangli tu [General map of the distances also showing historical capitals (of 



The Evolution of the River Nile on Early Maps 
5.34 

	 139	

China)]. Both maps were brought to Korea in 1368, and put together to one new map around 1402. The 
most obvious feature distinguishing this later version from the original Kangnido is the more correct size 

and orientation of Japan. The geographical knowledge represented in the map beyond China and Korea 
seems mainly a result of 14th century trade connections within the Mongol Empire. On the western edge of 
the map the names Marseille and Sevilla have been identified. Note the depiction of the Cape of Good Hope, 

the second-earliest known to date. Note: The "crack" on the left side of the image is due to the map being 
printed on two adjacent pages in the source, an exhibition catalogue. It is not from the original. 

 
Outside China, sub-Saharan Africa is depicted in a good approximation of the correct 
shape, complete with mountains near the southern tip. The interior of the continent is 
extraordinary: a river with twin sources (the common depiction in Classical and Islamic 
maps of the Nile) starts in the south of the continent, but enters the Red Sea, while the 
Nile, contrary to the information in non-Chinese maps of the era (though in conformity 
with a reported Arab geographical legend that farther south from the Sahara Desert is a 
great lake, far greater than the Caspian Sea) has its source in a vast inland sea. This is likely 
to be based on vague information about the several great lakes in the region of modern 
Tanzania, gained during the course of direct trade between China and southeast Africa. 

 
Detail showing the River Nile, the Mountains of the Moon 
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The quest to discover the source of the Nile goes back centuries and the fascination that 
the river held for explorers and travelers throughout the ages cannot be truly 
summarized by one map. To explorers, the discovery of the fabled source of the Nile 
was equal in importance to the locations of the Empire of Prester John and the legendary 
Seven Cities of Cibola, the discovery of the Northwest Passage and the  search for  El 
Dorado.  In this case however, unlike some of the more esoteric  aspirations  mentioned 
above, empirical evidence demanded that the source of the Nile must be in the interior 
of Africa somewhere. Indeed, maps of Africa based on Ptolemy, the major  cartographic 
authority surviving from the Roman period, show the river arising from two huge 
mysterious  lakes placed in the interior of the continent. 
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Sources du Nil, 1683 

Map showing the source of the Nile River in Bagamedri and Dambea  
(perhaps showing present-day Lake Victoria, one of the Great Lakes of Africa) 
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 Earlier legends about the source of the river Nile in the Lakes and Mountains of 
the Moon were revived in the mid-19th century by missionaries. These notions became 
confused in the 1850s when two German missionaries Jakob Erhardt and Johann 
Rebmann sent home tales of a great inland sea. Claudius Ptolemaeus (AD 90-168) had 
described in his Geography, first printed in 1477, how the Nile flowed from a series of 
lakes which in turn were filled by the melting snows from the Mountains of the Moon in 
East Africa. When therefore in 1848-9 Mount Kenya and Mount Kilimanjaro were 
discovered, native stories of a large inland lake or series of lakes became readily 
acceptable to Europeans.  
 By the 19th century, spurred on by the major discoveries made by Mungo Park 
and  Dr.  David Livingstone, public anticipation associated with the search for the source 
of the Nile had reached a fevered level. The first European to reach the true  source 
would go down in history alongside other legendary explorers such as Magellan and 
Marco Polo. 
 One of the more flamboyant characters associated with this search was Richard 
Francis Burton, traveler,  writer,  soldier,  explorer, spy, scholar, diplomat  and above all,  
linguist,  Burton is now correctly viewed as one of the towering figures of 19th century 
exploration.  Born in Devon in 1821, but brought up in France, he showed an astonishing 
ability as a linguist; so much so that by the end of his life, he was reputed to be fluent in 
forty different languages and dialects.  He left Merton College, Oxford in 1842 and 
joined the Indian Army. There, armed with enormous charisma and an extraordinary 
ability to blend into the local population, he embarked upon a series of adventures that 
soon made him one of the most famous men in London. He was also a gifted and prolific 
writer having authored or edited no less than 43 books by the end of his life in 1890. 
 In the mid-1850s, he had just returned from an incredible journey into Mecca, 
disguised as an  Afghani Muslim. He had written an account of his adventures that was 
causing a sensation in the capitals of Europe as this was the most detailed European 
written work on the Islamic Holy City up to that time. 
 In 1854 he organized an expedition to  cross Somaliland in East Africa; this was 
his first attempt to try to locate the source of the Nile. For this enterprise, Burton 
recruited John  Hanning  Speke, a fellow Indian Army Officer whom he had met at the 
British East India Station in Aden; Speke was a seasoned and experienced traveler, 
having been on expeditions to the Punjab and the Himalayas; whilst there, he had 
collected extensive samples of the local flora, fauna and geology. He was also a 
surveyor. 
 This expedition had barely embarked on its journey when it was attacked by 
hostile Somali tribesmen, possibly due to an earlier altercation between a local guide and 
Speke. Unfortunately, due to the injuries suffered by both Speke and Burton during the 
attack, the expedition had to be aborted. Speke returned to England to recover and  then 
volunteered to serve in the Crimean War. Burton’s recovery took longer as he had been 
severely wounded in his jaw by a spear. 

James Bruce was a giant of a man; loud, vain, boastful, brave and self-reliant; a 
gifted linguist, enthusiastic astronomer and observant amateur polymath. In fact, all that 
one would expect of the archetypal explorer. But what makes Bruce so unusual, almost 
unique among his contemporaries, is that he travelled not for missionary, commercial or 
imperial objectives, but entirely to satisfy a hunger for knowledge and thirst for 
enlightenment. Even the pursuit of fame, always denied but never far from an explorer's 
mind, was for Bruce secondary to personal fulfillment. His narrative, the prerequisite of 
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immortality, appeared seventeen years late, and then only to fill the emptiness left by 
the death of his wife. 

 

 
Bruce’s 1773 map of the Blue Nile accurately plotted its course from the delta, but sowed 

the White Nile as nothing more than a minor tributary 
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Bruce, formerly consul at Algiers, widely travelled in the Near East and fluent in 
Arabic, left Alexandria in 1768 on a personal odyssey to find the source of the Nile. 
Leaving the river at Qena, he diverted to the Red Sea and entered Ethiopia by way of 
Massawa, striking inland to Aksum and Gondar. In November 1770 he rounded the 
western shore of Lake Tana, visited the Tisisat Falls and ascended the 'Little Abbai', the 
lake’s major feed and hence the primary source of the Nile. After a year in Ethiopia he 
set out for Sennar, a kingdom ravaged by inter-tribal anarchy where his life was 
constantly under threat. Descending the Nile to Berber, and taking the notorious 
caravan route to Aswan, he finally reached Cairo, dressed as a beggar, in January 1773.  

Bruce’s Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile became a milestone in the history 
of travel literature. Written for the common man rather than established academia, the 
character of its author, his fears and aspirations, his moments of despair and elation, 
shine through its pages. But in the eyes of its detractors, venomous in their ridicule of 
the towering Scotsman, the book’s scholarly imperfections cast doubt upon the veracity 
of the entire work. Bruce was parodied as a worthy successor to Baron Munchausen, 
while his denial of his Jesuit predecessors, Pedro Paez and Jeronimo Lobo, did him no 
favors, nor did his stubbornness in affirming his Nile to be the major stream. However, 
any attempt Bruce would make to silence his critics faded when he met a premature 
death, falling headlong down a flight of steps while hurriedly conducting a lady visitor 
to her carriage. 
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Skizze einer Karte eines Theils von Ost u Central Afrika” by Justus Perthes published 1856. 
The German map-publisher Augustus Peterman included a map showing the results of 

Rebmann’s and Erhardt’s speculations about the 'Sea of the Mountains of the Moon' in an issue 
of his Geographische Mitteilungen in 1856. The lake of Unyamwesi, as they called it, forms a 

stout 'L' shape stretching southwards from what is now known as Lake Victoria at the Equator 
via Lake Tanganyika to Lake Nyasa. The missionaries seem to have unwittingly conflated reports 

of the three lakes into one great inland sea, the size of the Caspian. The problems of the Nile 
source and of this immense lake were not to be finally solved until H. M. Stanley 

circumnavigated Lakes Victoria and Tanganyika in 1875-6. 
 

Despite this early setback, the lure of the Nile was still very strong for Burton, especially  
as a major German publisher, Justus  Perthes, had just produced a map of the mysterious 
Sea of  Uniamesi,  a vast inland sea purported to be in the center of Africa. Reports of this 
mysterious body of water were brought back by German missionaries, who also 
speculated that it was the source of the Nile. 
 Therefore, in 1856, Burton began to organize another expedition to East Africa. 
He obtained funding from the Royal Geographical Society and again recruited Speke. 
Much has been written about Burton’s choice to add Speke to his expedition  as some 
sources commented that tension between the two men had already become apparent  
and, while it is impossible to ascertain the full reasons for this, it has to be remembered 
that at that time  there were not that many individuals who possessed both his 
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experience, skill set and willingness to undertake such a dangerous journey, especially 
after their initial attempt. 
 Setting out in 1857, unfortunately this expedition was problematic from the 
beginning. The tensions between Burton and Speke surfaced almost immediately. This 
in turn led to a lack of discipline within the organizational and administrative aspects of 
the expedition; there were numerous desertions of guides, guards and bearers.  
Simultaneous to these desertions were the mysterious disappearances of critical supplies 
that either went missing in the bush or were never delivered in the first place. These 
problems meant that that the expedition suffered extraordinary hardship and privation 
leading to both Europeans becoming extremely ill during their journey inland. 
 Marching over seven hundred miles east from Zanzibar into the unknown 
interior of Africa, Burton and Speke finally reached a huge lake, which they both hoped 
was the source of the Nile. However, before they could find the fabled mouth of the 
river, they had to resolve their dire personal situation. The lack of discipline within their 
personnel had grown to outright mutiny and Burton had almost lost his life when he 
had had to face down members of the expedition with a revolver in his hand. By now, 
he was so weak from malaria that he could not walk and had to be carried. Speke was 
also very weak and emaciated; although he was still mobile, he was temporarily struck 
blind due to opthalmia. 
 Thankfully, both of them recovered in a large Arab slavers’ camp on the shores 
of this newly discovered inland sea. In fact, Burton and Speke had just become the first 
Europeans in the modern age to reach Lake Tanganyika. Burton was still delirious and 
weak but he could move while Speke had recovered his sight after some rest. The 
expedition spent the next three months slowly exploring the coast of the Lake and 
looking for the elusive mouth of the Nile. Unfortunately, they had only brought a small 
canoe with them and this craft was not suitable for this kind of exploration. Local guides 
informed them that there was a major river mouth on the North shore of the Lake but 
they were also told that the river flowed into the Lake as opposed to out of it, which 
meant that it could not be the Nile. One of the peculiarities of the Nile is that it flows 
South to North; therefore, water had to be flowing out of its mouth as opposed to into it. 
 Disappointed and despondent, Burton and Speke concluded that their expedition 
had been a failure and it was time to return to Zanzibar. Yet Speke wanted to eliminate 
one last possibility. While they were exploring the shores of Lake Tanganyika, local 
guides had mentioned another sea or lake further north and to the east. So, as they were 
travelling back, Speke took a brief solitary detour. Burton had fallen ill again and was 
too weak to travel with him. 
 While Burton recovered in Kaze or Taboro, labeled a “Arab Settlement” on the 
map above but now modern Tabora in Tanzania, Speke travelled North for over a 
month.   On August 4, 1858, he arrived at a high point, which he named Observatory 
Hill and overlooked a vast expanse of blue water.  Immediately, he named it Lake 
Victoria in honor of the British Queen. Thus, Speke became the first European in modern 
times to reach Lake Victoria. More importantly, Speke became absolutely convinced this 
was the source of the Nile. 
 Having determined the position of the lake, Speke returned to Taboro.  Due to 
their previous difficulties, the expedition was unable to detour and explore Speke’s 
discovery as both men were on the verge of physical collapse. Finally, starved, ill and 
exhausted, the expedition returned to Zanzibar. As soon as they had done so, Burton 
sent a letter to the Royal Geographical Society, enclosing a brief report of the expedition 
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as well as a very rough sketch map of Speke’s trip to Lake Victoria with a comment that 
it was very likely that this vast lake was the source of the Nile. They then sailed North to 
Aden. 
 It is here and at this point that one of the most controversial events in the whole 
affair supposedly took place. Burton was weaker than Speke and at that time, unfit to 
travel. Speke wanted to return to England; apparently, before he left, Burton and Speke 
made a verbal gentleman’s agreement that the latter would wait until Burton returned to 
London before making a joint formal report to the Royal Geographical Society of the 
results of their expedition. Unfortunately, as with many claims and counter claims by 
the partisans in this affair, it has not been possible to prove this one way or the other. 
 Speke arrived in England on May 8, 1859 to a rapturous reception. He was 
lionized by society and sought as an authority; he was immediately offered a contract to 
write an account of the expedition, invited to lecture at the Royal Geographical Society 
and to contribute to their Journal. In short, he was enjoying the fruits of being the 
discoverer of the source of the Nile. 
 Burton arrived back in England on May 21st, to find that to all intents and 
purposes Speke had usurped his position as leader of the expedition. It should be 
remembered at this point that Burton was the driving force behind the project; it was 
due to his fame and experience that the Royal Geographical Society had decided to 
finance the enterprise, it would have been Burton on whom they would have relied as 
the leader and organizer and there was also no doubt that it was Burton who would 
have been the point of contact for the Society. Speke was someone whom Burton had 
recruited after the decision to undertake and finance the expedition had already been 
taken. 
Angrily, Burton reversed his position on Lake Victoria and stated that he now had his 
doubts about its authenticity as the source of the Nile. He also stated that Speke 
certainly had no scientific evidence to support his claim. He had not found the mouth of 
the river, nor even any evidence for its existence. Ultimately, all he had found was 
another large inland lake in Africa. So far as he was concerned, that was a huge step 
from finding the source of the river. 
 One of the difficulties in this matter is that it is impossible to know just how 
proactive Speke was in promoting himself; was he just being swept along by events, 
driven mainly by the Royal Geographical Society’s desire to be perceived as the 
academic body which sponsored the first successful expedition to make this long 
cherished discovery? Or maybe he was being promoted by his new publishers, who 
would want all the free publicity they could get?  Or did he actively set out to claim a 
position as the sole discoverer of the source of the Nile, taking advantage of Burton’s 
absence? 
 However Speke comported himself, there was no doubt that a major breach was 
taking place between the two expedition members. Both were highly gifted, strong 
willed and intelligent individuals who were extraordinary in their ways and both 
strongly believed in their own convictions. 
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Map of the Routes in Eastern Africa  between  Zanzibar, the Great Lakes and the Nile,  by 

John Hanning Speke, published by the Royal Geographical Society in 1864  
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Summary 
These maps reveal the multiple interpretations of the Classical (Greek) perceptions of 
the River Nile and how some maps reflect rumor rather than observations when 
describing a geographical place to the armchair cartographer. In the early geographical 
descriptions the River Nile was described as flowing south to north from the Mountains 
of the Moon in most texts, or, according to Herodotus, also running westward to the Atlas 
Mountains.; and, in the Christian era of the European medieval period, rising from the 
Earthly Paradise along with the three other sacred rivers (Phison (Ganges), Tigris and 
Euphrates), usually in the Far East, and flowing sometimes underground to arise once 
again in Africa. Also the River Nile was chosen in Classical and Medieval times as the 
boundary between Africa and Asia in the tripartite T-O map world. Since there was so 
little empirical knowledge of the interior of Africa, the Senegal and Niger Rivers in West 
Africa were confused with the River Nile even though in most cases it required the river, 
once again, to go underground temporarily before joining the main tributary of the 
River Nile, thus resulting in the presence of two Nile Rivers. Discovering the real source 
of the River Nile would take until the 20th century. Before that many locations were 
claimed. The Mountains of the Moon was the most popular, although the location of these 
mountains varied from South Africa to Central Africa. Lake Victoria for the White Nile, 
and Lake Tana for the Blue Nile are currently the originating points. For a wider 
perspective see the monograph The Evolution of Africa on Early Maps contained on this 
website. 
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A map of the Nile c. 1911, a time when its entire primary course ran through British occupations, 

condominiums, colonies, and protectorates 
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