










Monomotapa





Mwene Mutapa, or Monomotapa, was the title borne by a line of kings ruling an African territory between the Zambezi and Limpopo rivers, in what is now Zimbabwe and Mozambique, from the 14th to the 17th century. Their domain was often called the empire of the Mwene Matapa, or simply Matapa (or Mutapa). Today, it is associated with the World Heritage historical site known as the Great Zimbabwe Ruins, the largest ancient stone construction south of the Sahara, located in the southeastern part of modern Zimbabwe. When the Portuguese first came upon these vast ruins in the early 1500s, they thought they had found the fabled capital of the Queen of Sheba. In further expeditions, the Portuguese gained control of the country during the first half of the 17th century, but were expelled by tribal warriors after a disastrous defeat in 1693. Monomotapa was rumored to be an area of untold wealth in gold—in fact, the high plateau area does have rich deposits—which probably accounts for the prominence of the name on early European maps of Africa.





Prester John





The legend of Prester John (also Presbyter John) held such sway over the European imagination from the 12th through the 17th centuries that most historians believe it developed around some kernel of fact. The story told of a Christian patriarch and king said to rule over a Christian nation lost amid Muslims and pagans in the Orient. Reportedly a descendant of one of the Three Magi, Prester John was a generous ruler and a virtuous man, presiding over a realm full of riches and strange creatures (centaurs, Amazons, giants), in which the Patriarch of St. Thomas resided. His kingdom contained such marvels as the Fountain of Youth, and it even bordered the Earthly Paradise. Among his treasures was a mirror through which every province could be seen. There were no poor people, no dissensions, no vices in his dominions.





Part of the evidence for Prester John’s existence is a letter that he purportedly wrote to the Byzantine emperor Manuel I, in which he claims to be the greatest Christian monarch under heaven and describes at length the wonders of his empire. The popularity and diffusion of this letter, which circulated around 1165, is evident from the fact that almost a hundred medieval manuscript copies of it are known in libraries across Europe. At first, Prester John was believed to be in India. After the coming of the Mongols to the Western world, accounts placed the king in Central Asia; no doubt, over time, there was some confusion with Genghis Khan, the Mongolian founder of the largest contiguous empire in world history. Eventually, Portuguese explorers convinced themselves that they had found him in the Christian country of Ethiopia, which had been mistaken for India since at least the time of Virgil.





Functionally, his locus never really mattered, for Prester John became a symbol to European Christians of the Church’s universality, transcending culture and geography to encompass all humanity. During those “dark” centuries, his legend inspired Europe’s explorers, missionaries, scholars, and treasure hunters, while his kingdom remained out of reach—as was Africa.





The Mountains of Kong





This West African east-west range of mountains was first created by English cartographer James Rennell on his 1798 maps depicting the travels of Mungo Park, who had been sent by the African Association in 1795 to explore the Niger River. Subsequently, the range appeared on almost all Africa maps of the 19th century. Although the mountains were completely fictional, the myth of their existence was perpetuated by later explorers like René Caillié, Hugh Clapperton, and John and Richard Lander. Not until the late 1880s was the range completely eliminated from maps after the defining expedition (1887-1889) of Louis-Gustave Binger, the French officer and explorer who claimed the Côte d’Ivoire for France and was appointed its governor in 1893.





Rennell (1742-1830) was considered to be one of the most prominent geographers of his time, known for critical evaluation of his cartographic sources. Park’s observation of very distant mountains situated in the kingdom of the Kong helped substantiate Rennell’s theory that the Niger, prevented by mountains from reaching the ocean, flowed east for a great distance, emptying into lakes and desert. Later explorers to the area believed they were merely confirming what earlier eyes had seen. As this example demonstrates, a geographic theory based on selective information and stamped with the imprimatur of a major cartographer could lead to an authoritative, but inaccurate, map tradition in African cartography.





The Geographical Bible





The first word on Africa was that of Claudius Ptolemy (ca. AD 90-168), and it was good—for a starting point. Not to be confused with Egyptian kings of the same name, Ptolemy lived in Alexandria and wrote on such subjects as astronomy, astrology, music, history, optics, and geography. His Geographia, written in Alexandria around 160, was a manual on the construction and drawing of maps. What happened to the manuscript over the next thousand years is not known, but fortunately copies of it survived in Greek manuscripts dating between the 12th and 14th centuries and brought to Italy around the year 1400 on the collapse of the Byzantine Empire. These manuscripts were divided into eight books and contained mapmaking instructions with the first fully worked out map projections, tables of towns and physical features with their latitude and longitude coordinates, and (in Book VIII) twenty-seven maps: one world map, ten of Europe, four of Africa, and twelve of Asia.





Of the maps of Africa, only the fourth dipped below the equator, showing the fabled Mountains of the Moon and two lake sources for the Nile, as well as unidentified, vaguely located mountain groups in the west. Virtually nothing else of the continent was known or conjectured. So pervasive was the influence of Ptolemy’s work that printed editions continued to appear across Europe for 250 years (1477-1730), with modern maps added by prominent cartographers to the nucleus of twenty-seven “ancient” maps.





Several features of maps that we take for granted come directly from the Geographia: the convention of placing north at the top, the grid of latitude and longitude lines, and the use of mathematical projections.





Idrs, ca. 1100-1166





The Arab geographer al-Idrs was born in Sebta (Ceuta), a Spanish enclave in northern Morocco, and traveled widely in North Africa, Spain, and even Asia Minor during his early life. Other biographical details are few, including how and why he ended up in Sicily around 1145 as an adviser to Roger II, the Norman king of Sicily. His work for a Christian king would have led other Muslims to regard him as a renegade and probably to shun him. While in the king’s service, al-Idrs constructed a silver planisphere and a world map. Shortly before Roger’s death in 1154, he completed the descriptive text that was intended to be the key to the planisphere, Kitāb Nuzhat al-mushtāk fi ‘khtirāk al-āfāk (“The Pleasure Excursion of One Who Is Eager to Traverse the Regions of the World”), also called the Book of Roger. It is considered one of the greatest works of medieval geography. In compiling it, al-Idrs drew upon Greek and Arabic geographic works, which he supplemented with firsthand observation and eyewitness accounts. The world map had seventy sections: seven climate zones of equal horizontal width, divided by ten equal parts of longitude. Though the planisphere has been lost, copies of the map and the manuscript have survived.





In the part of his map devoted to Africa, al-Idrs showed dual Niles joined at right angles, one running north-south, the other east-west. Several important cities were named, though vaguely located, such as Timbuktu and Tacrour (Tekrour), which were flourishing Muslim cities at the time. His descriptive text provided rich detail about the interior of northern Africa and the trading activities of various regional groups. 





Al-Idrs became the most famous Arab geographer known to Europeans, partly because Sicily was a key meeting place for sailors and traders from around the Mediterranean region and beyond. His world map was a prominent ingredient in the “soup” of geographical knowledge available to medieval cartographers.





Two Lakes and the Mountains of the Moon





Ptolemy’s map of Africa [see the 1554 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 AD. 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 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 associated with Ptolemy’s Mountains of the Moon.








