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The Patterns and Meaning of a Great Lake in West Africa

GERALD J. RIZZO

The cartographical history of Africa has often left

much to the imagination. The idea of a great inland

lake along the Niger River in West Africa, for

example, has had a rich tradition in written

accounts and on maps from Ptolemy onwards.

One tendency was to dismiss the notion that any

such body of water existed; another was to find

divers ways of reconciling tradition and the sparse

scattering of new ‘facts’ that reached European

mapmakers. The fundamental problem was ignor-

ance about the hydrology of the interior of Africa,

especially in the region of the Niger River. Not until

the nineteenth century was the presumed connec-

tion between the Niger and Senegal rivers laid to

rest, together with the older view that the Niger

flowed underground through the eastern highlands

to the Nile. Only then was the Niger’s actual course

established, flowing first east and then, after a great

bend, south to debouche into the Gulf of Guinea.1

While the attention of historians focused mostly

on the African coastline and the eastern lakes, the

early maps of West Africa had regularly showed a

prominent inland lake on the southern edge of the

Sahara. The cartographical history of this lake has

invited further investigation. In this paper we ask

how did the image originate, by what physical

feature could it have been inspired, and why

should it have been considered important in the

history of the sub-Saharan region.

We approached the issue by looking at four

hundred primary maps dating from 900 to 1900.

The analysis of this database confirmed that one of

the most consistent features throughout the archi-

val record was the image of a lake in West Africa

within the region of the middle Niger River.2 From

maps on which the lake was named (which was

not always the case), we have identified numerous

toponyms, including Nigrite Palus, Nilides Palolus,

Wangara, Sigisma, Guber, Guarda, Bogs of Guarda,

Maberia, Nigris Morass, Dibbie Sea, Lake Dibbie

and Lake Debo. This analysis has led to the

conclusion that whatever the feature was called,

and whatever shape it was given, the mapmakers

were each attempting to portray a common

physical reality. That entity was the fluctuating

area of lakes and branching streams in the middle

course of the Niger River, between Djenné and

Tombouctou known today as the Inland Niger

Delta (Fig. 1).

The inland delta, as a unique local feature, is

shown on modern maps at best as a limited area of

swamp at the southern edge of the Sahara. It is

rarely given a name and remains mostly unnoticed

in the world’s view of modern Africa. Yet, the true

meaning of this great wetland lies in the fact that it

was once home to a thriving civilization centred on

an array of specialized urban settlements near Lake

Debo, in the vicinity of modern Djenné (old Jenné-

Jeno).3 For more than fifteen hundred years

Jenné-Jeno had been the focus of one of the

most dynamic urban agglomerations in the sub-

Saharan interior. What the early maps reflect is
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contemporary knowledge of this entity at different

times in the past.

The depiction of a great lake in West Africa can

be distilled into one of four patterns, with distinct

map stemmata or lines of descent. Each model had

a specific lifespan, so the classification is also

broadly chronological. In the literature, eight

specific accounts, most of which incorporate direct

African testimonies, are quoted to underlie the

different cartographical models of the lake. The first

two models had separate beginnings that came

together in Renaissance Venice to create a third

version that endured for some two hundred years

until the definitive modern form began to emerge

in the early eighteenth century.

The Ptolemaic or Dumb-bell Model

The earliest record of a sub-Saharan wetland or

lake dates from the fifth century BC, when the

Greek historian Herodotus related how a group of

young Libyans crossed the Sahara to mark their

coming of age. They then found themselves in a

vast tract of ‘very great swamps and sundry pools’,

beyond which was a town whose inhabitants were

black, and past which ‘a great river with crocodiles

[the Niger, or the Nile of Negroes] flowed from the

Fig. 1. The Inland Niger Delta, West Africa. (a) Sketch map to show the course of the Niger River in relation to the Senegal

River, with which it was long thought to be joined, and the Egyptian Nile, to which in Antiquity the Niger was said to flow.

(b) Detail of the area of ‘the bend’ of the Niger, showing the braided channel, marshes and lakes of the Inland Niger Delta.

(Source: Times Atlas of the World, Vol. IV.)
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west towards the sunrise’.4 In the first century AD,

Pliny the Elder gave a similar description of the

Niger River and its lake based on information

obtained from the Berber ruler, Juba II.5 The

earliest known cartographical representation of

this geographical tradition comes from Claudius

Ptolemy’s mid second-century Geography. In his

outline for the Fourth Map of Libya, he lists a river

connecting two lakes, the Nigrite Palus in the west

and the Libya Palus to the east, thus framing the

Niger in the form of a dumb-bell (Fig. 2a).6

Although Ptolemy’s description of Africa was

unavailable in medieval Europe, a similar view was

found in Paulus Orosius’s History against the Pagans.

Orosius was writing in North Africa in the early

fifth century, some two and a half centuries after

Ptolemy. He described a river called Nuhul beyond

the Atlas Mountains that ‘disappears in the sands

and after a short interval, gushes forth into an

enormous lake and then flows eastward’, to sink

again before meeting the Nile.7 Orosius’s account,

which was derived from the late fourth-century

writer Tyconius (Commentary on the Apocalypse) and

in turn used by successive authorities such as

Isidore of Seville (c.560–636) in his Etymologiae and

Beatus of Liébana (d. 798) in his Commentary on the

Apocalypse, gave a wide dissemination to the idea of

a linked pair of lakes along the course of the Niger.

These lakes found their way onto medieval

mappaemundi, notably the Anglo-Saxon (c. early

eleventh century), Guidonis (Guido) of Pisa

(c.1119), Sawley (c.1129), Ebstorf (c.1235), and

Hereford (c.1280).8 This Ptolemaic-Orosian pattern

of dumb-bell lakes persisted on many Renaissance

world maps from the fifteenth to the sixteenth

centuries.9

The al-Idrisi or ‘Braided’ Model

Ptolemy’s account of the geography of Africa was

familiar to early Islamic scholars who continued to

study his work. By the twelfth century, however,

other ideas about the hydrology of the sub-Saharan

interior were also circulating in the Islamic

world.10 A perspective from the west coast of

Africa stems from the Berber Almoravid dynasty in

Morocco, whose history was compiled by the

Muslim historian from Andalusia, Abu Ubayd

Abd Allah, Ibn Abd al-Aziz al-Bakri (d. 1094). Al-

Bakri recounted how a group of Lemtuna people

had moved south from Morocco to an ‘island

which floods in cycles’.11 From the west coast of

Africa, the Almoravids spread the Muslim doctrine

along the Senegal River to the interior of Ghana

and Mali, creating an impression that this river was

conjoined with the Niger in a westward flow.

Under the influence of these Almoravids, an

alternative cartographical pattern began to emerge.

In 1154 Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn

Muhammed al-Sharif al-Idrisi completed his

Nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ikhtiraq al-afaq [The book of

pleasant journeys into faraway lands], a work

which probably incorporated information from

the now-lost silver planisphere that other scholars

at Roger II’s court in Palermo had created a few

years earlier. In his text al-Idrisi describes an island

where gold was traded which he called Wangara,

‘300 miles long and 150 miles wide surrounded by

the Nil [Niger or Nile of the Negroes] on all sides

during the whole year’ (Fig. 2b). Al-Idrisi, however,

must carry the historical burden of projecting an

errant westward direction for a conjoined Senegal-

Niger River which persisted for another five

centuries.12 Nevertheless, his work proved highly

influential in disseminating the notion of a lake

with islands in a braided reach of the Niger River.

The al-Idrisi model gained currency as an

alternative pattern, and during the next five

centuries, Muslim, Catalan and some European

mapmakers adopted the idea for their own maps.

Although al-Idrisi’s view itself was unknown

throughout most of the Renaissance, other links

spread his version of the lake to Grenada (through,

for example, the writings of ibn Sa’id between

1269 and 1286) and to North Africa (through, for

example, the work of ibn Kaldun, who was writing

in Tunis and Cairo between 1378 and 1402).13

Thence the information would have passed into

Christian European literature through the writings

of missionaries such as Ramon Llull (c.1272), who

wrote in Catalan from Genoa, Majorca and Tunis,

and an anonymous Franciscan friar who left

similar geographical accounts of Africa based on

information supplied by Europeans who had

travelled with the trans-Saharan salt caravans.14

Both Llull and the Franciscan told of a region

where black men lived on ‘an island in the middle

of a Great Lake’ that was formed by five rivulets

spanning ‘twenty days journey in length and ten in

width’.15 Thus we find this West African lake

featured as ‘lacq nill’ in the Catalan Atlas of

Abraham Cresques, 1375, and in the Este map,

c.1450, all associated with Majorca which had

remained under Muslim dominance until 1248.

The lake also appeared prominently on early

Venetian maps such as those by Pietro Vesconte

(c.1320), Fra Mauro (1459) and Giovanni Leardo
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(1452), where it is labelled as a ‘Sandy Sea’.16

Other Venetians, such as the merchants Andrea

Bianco and Alvise Cadamosto produced indepen-

dent but converging accounts of the coast of West

Africa.17 In 1455–1456, Prince Henry of Portugal

had commissioned Cadamosto to sail to Gambia

and the Cape Verde Islands. Cadamosto recounted

how he had been told of a trade that was

conducted in total silence on waters the Africans

‘consider to be the [Inland] Sea’. He went on to

say, ‘there come another race of blacks who do not

wish to be seen or to speak. They arrive in large

boats from which it appears that they come from

islands and disembark . . . leaving gold for salt’.18

Fig. 2. Classification of cartographical patterns for a ‘Great Lake’ in West Africa on maps from the second century onwards:

(a) Claudius Ptolemy’s ‘dumb-bell’ form, with two lakes linked by the Niger River, shown here on the Fourth Map of

Africa from the Ulm edition of the Cosmographia (1482); (b) al-Idrisi’s ‘braided’ form, with the Niger split into two channels

by an island (Wangara), from a sixteenth-century copy of his ‘Book of Pleasant Journeys’ (1154); (c) Giacomo Gastaldi’s

‘Guber/Guarda’ form, with the fortified island of La Guarda in the centre of Lake Guber, on Il disegno della geografia moderna

de tutta la parte dell’Africa, 1564; (d) Guillaume Delisle’s ‘separation’ form, with the Senegal and Niger shown as two

separate rivers, the lake (unnamed) on a branch of the Niger, and the (mythical) Lake Maberia, from his Carte d’Afrique

(1722). (The extracts in Figs. a, c and d are reproduced with permission from the Afriterra Library, Boston, and that in b is

reproduced with permission from the Bodleian Library, Oxford: Pococke MS 375, fols. 3v–4r (1553).)
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Martin Behaim, the Nuremberg map and globe

maker who was in Lisbon between 1482 and 1484,

heard of a great lake in the interior of West Africa

from the Portuguese navigator Diogo Gomes. In

1484 Gomes related to Behaim the history of his

voyage to West Africa between 1455 and 1460.

Local Africans had told Gomes about a ridge of hills

north of Sierra Leone where ‘very large rivers ran

eastward from them, and . . . a certain great river

named Emin [that is, the Niger], and that there was

also a great lake’.19

It was surely Gomes who prompted Behaim to

display this lake so prominently in his depiction of

Africa on his hemispheric map and globe in 1492,

and it must have been Gomes who provided

Renaissance Europe with firm testimony that the

two rivers—the west-flowing Senegal and the east-

flowing Niger—were quite separate. Cartographers

accepted the perception of the lake, but the weight

of al-Idrisi along with the prospect of a westward

conduit for interior trade, kept the view of a united

Senegal-Niger entrenched for two more centuries.

Gastaldi’s Lago di Guber/Guarda Model

In the sixteenth century further attention was

drawn to the presence of a lake in sub-Saharan

Africa through the cartographical works of

Giacomo Gastaldi. After outlining the lake on maps

for Pietro Andrea Mattioli’s Italian-language

edition of Ptolemy’s Geography (1548), Gastaldi

created a map of Africa for the walls of the Sala

dello Scudo in the Doge’s Palace in Venice

(1549).20 These maps showed a great lake in

West Africa that was not Ptolemaic in shape and

was only vaguely like the al-Idrisi model. The lake

was clearly a version of his own that merged all the

Renaissance views into one image with a distinc-

tive shape and toponyms. The same prominent

lake appeared in West Africa on the maps Gastaldi

prepared for the 1554 edition of Giovanni Battista

Ramusio’s Delle navagationi et viaggi, with most

of the interior place-names derived from Leo

Africanus’s account of his travels in West Africa,

published in Rome in 1526.21

In 1564, Gastaldi published his landmark eight-

sheet wall map, Il disegno della geografia moderna de

tutta la parte dell’Africa, based on his map for the

Doge’s Palace. The triangular lake he showed in the

middle of the Niger River was labelled Lago di

Guber, as on his earlier maps, but here Gastaldi

added a new detail, a fortified island in the centre

of the lake called La Guarda (Fig. 2c).22 Although

Gastaldi maintained the tradition of a great lake

in the middle reaches of the Niger, he failed to

challenge al-Idrisi’s notion that the Niger and

Senegal rivers were linked and that the united

river flowed to the west. Of all Gastaldi’s maps, it

was the map of 1564 that was to serve as a template

for cartographers, engravers and publishers for the

next two hundred years. In fact, Gastaldi’s Lake

Guber/Guarda appeared on nearly every printed

map of Africa for the next two hundred years, from

those issued by Tramezzino in Venice to such

famous names as Ortelius, Blaeu, Sanson, Speed,

Homann and Coronelli.23

Gastaldi used Leo Africanus’s description of the

fifteen kingdoms in the region south of the Sahara

to place the names Gualata, Ghine (Ginne), Melli,

Tombouctou, Gago, Guber (Gobir), Agadez, Kano,

Bornu and Nubia on his map.24 The toponyms

provide clues to the identity of the interior lake,

but there are problems. Gastaldi was not only

wrong in thinking that the Niger flowed west-

wards, but also in locating several places—

Tombouctou and Guber in particular—too far to

the west (Fig. 3). In order to understand how

Gastaldi’s geography fits the modern map of

the region, we need to shift the names of all the

kingdoms on his map to the east in relation to the

lake (Fig. 4). Once the sequence of Tombouctou,

Agadez and Bornu is moved eastwards, then each

name comes closer to its actual position. Similarly,

when the southern place-names of Ghine, Gago

and Guber are shifted to the east, then Ghine’s

location is closest to the southern edge of the lake

rather than Guber/Gobir, a place which had

neither physical nor cultural links with either the

river or the lake.

Gastaldi appears to have been confused by Leo’s

description of both Ghine and Guber as flooded

regions, although Leo clearly stipulated that

Ghine/Ginne became ‘environed with the over-

flowings of the Niger in the manner of an island’;

whereas Guber was located in a hilly region farther

east.25 Other contemporary sources, such as the

accounts of Duarte Pacheco Pereira (d. c.1530), and

later Arabic and Songhay chronicles such as the

Ta’rikh es-Sudan by the historian Abd al-Rahman

es-Sa’di (c.1652), who lived in Tombouctou, con-

firm that Gastaldi was in error and show that Leo’s

Ghine should, in fact, have been understood as

Ginne [Jenné-Jeno, Djenné], the place in the

middle Niger to which the Juula people came to

trade.26 This lacustrine environment offered ideal

facilities for loading and unloading cargo and gold

brought from the south. Gastaldi’s map sign for the
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fortified island of ‘Guarda’, with its symbolic

beacon, would have been wholly appropriate for

the island community of Jenné which, we now

know, was at that time ‘guarded’ by a two-

kilometre stone wall on a marshy site in the

middle of the lattice of the streams and channels of

the Inland Niger Delta. The stronghold of Jenné

had stood as a beacon of independence against the

Tuareg as late as 1434 and had survived a seven-

year siege that ended in 1473 (Fig. 5).27 More vital

as a route node than Tombouctou, the Jenné

community could certainly be described as the

‘guarded’ link on the busy trade routes linking

Saharan salt and the gold that came from forest

sites, some as far away as the highlands of Senegal

in the region of the headwaters of the Niger and

the Senegal rivers.28

The Delisle Separation Model

The information Diogo Gomes had gained from his

African sources (and passed on to Behaim in 1484),

told of a mountain ridge dividing the Niger River

system from that of the Senegal. Although this idea

supported the original Ptolemaic pattern of West

African hydrology, Behaim—and later Gastaldi—

ignored the divide but maintained a single great

lake with a westward-flowing river, as in al-Idrisi’s

model.29

It was not until the early eighteenth century that

the connection between the Niger and Senegal

rivers found on the al-Idrisi- and Gastaldi-inspired

maps was successfully challenged by Guillaume

Delisle, whose plotting of the middle Niger was the

most accurate to date. In 1714 Delisle published his

Orbis Veteribus Noti Tabula Nova, a map of the

western hemisphere, and then, in 1722, his Carte

d’Afrique and Carte De L’Afrique Francoise ou Du

Fig. 3. Giacomo Gastaldi, Il disegno della geografia moderna de tutta la parte dell’Africa, 1564. Copperplate. 8 sheets. Detail

showing the Niger and the Senegal rivers as one river flowing west and debouching into the Atlantic in a number of

distributaries. Note the westerly displacement of Tombouctou (Tombotu), on the northern arm of the Senegal-Niger.

(Reproduced with permission from the Afriterra Library, Boston.)

Fig. 4. (a) On Gastaldi’s maps of Africa, many place

names are shown too far towards the west (see Fig. 3). If

the place-names are shifted eastwards in relation to Lake

Guarda, as in (b), they appear in approximately the

correct position, with Ghine/Ginne at southern edge of

the lake instead of Guber/Gobir.

A Great Lake in West Africa 85



Senegal. On all three, he showed the Senegal and

Niger rivers as quite separate. He also divided the

interior lake into two lakes (Fig. 2d). One lake was

a mythical Maberia, shown as the source of

a westward-flowing Senegal River; the other

unnamed actual lake produced the eastward-

flowing Guien (Niger) River. Twenty-seven years

later, another French cartographer, Jean Baptiste

Bourguignon d’Anville, endorsed Delisle’s depic-

tion of the two separate rivers, both on his own

map of 1749 and in his essay of ten years later,

declaring that the lake in the Niger was the same as

Ptolemy’s Nigrite Palus, and Pliny’s lake Nigris.30

Delisle’s and d’Anville’s separation of the

Senegal and Niger river systems was based mainly

on information obtained from Mandingo and

Bambara traders by French explorers who were

in the region between 1698 and 1720. André Brue,

who had been on the coast from 1691, had

travelled up the Senegal River to Galam in 1698,

where he established Fort St Joseph before being

recalled to France. He returned to the Senegal coast

as governor, and from 1716 to 1720 sent a

succession of expeditions to repair the fort after

its repeated destruction. Eventually the explorers

reached the Falls of Felou. The most valuable

information on the geography of regions still

farther inland came from a Farim, who was chief

of Kaynura, and his son, with whom Sieur

Compagnon lodged in 1716, and from Malade,

a trader from Tombouctou, who in 1719 gave

detailed reports of the commerce and political

situation there.31 The explorers’ reports were

deposited at the French Academy, and the text

was summarized and published in French by Jean

Baptiste Labat in 1728 and 1731, and in English

by Thomas Astley (1745).32 According to these

accounts, the Senegal River flowed westward from

a lake named Maberia, but that lake’s ‘situation

could not be well marked from their report’.33

There continued to be confusion about whether

one or two lakes existed, although any lake called

Maberia was subsequently proved to be mythical.

Delisle, however, with access to more records,

interpreted the accounts to indicate there was

indeed an unnamed lake (close to the Lake

Maberia) from which a river named Guien

(Niger) flowed northeast to Tombouctou.

Well after Delisle’s time, serious attempts began

to be made to verify the identity of the lake that

had been noted in so many maps and travellers’

accounts through the ages. In 1796, on the first of

two expeditions to explore the Niger, Mungo Park

had seen for himself a separate Niger that flowed

‘slowly to the eastward’ (his emphasis). At Silla, Park

was almost within sight of the lake when he had to

turn back, although not before collecting from local

traders ‘all the information I could, concerning the

further course of the Niger . . . and I heard the same

account in so many different kingdoms, and from

such a variety of people, whose veracity I had not

occasion to suspect’. Park recorded the name of the

body of water as ‘Lake Dibbi’, meaning the ‘Dark

Lake’ in the ‘Region of Riches’, relating that it was

so big that ‘canoes lose sight of land [for] one

whole day’.34 All this was confirmed on his second

journey there in 1805, when he met an elder of the

Somonie tribe, who drew the sketch map which

was eventually published with Park’s diary.35

The Physical Basis

It was in 1828 that René Caillié, on his historic

journey to Tombouctou, reached this lake and

confirmed all the components of this story from a

vantage point at the entrance of the lake he called

Debo:

Fig. 5. Archaeological sites indicating the former density

of population south of Lake Debo, in the vicinity of

Jenné-Jeno, 250 BC to AD 1500. Adapted from Susan

Keech McIntosh, Excavations at Jenné-Jeno, Hambarketolo,

and Kaniana, Inland Niger Delta, Mali, 1981 Season

(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1995), 411,

Fig. 10.13.
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When the river overflows, the lake appears much

more extensive, its banks are no longer perceptible,

and it might be mistaken for an inland sea . . . I could

not recover from my surprise at seeing so great a mass

of water in the heart of this country. There was

something very majestic in the sight. Were a fort built

on one of the three [islands,] it would command the

environs, and the navigation would be under the

control of the possessor.36

Among the myriad of names by which the lake has

been known, Debo remains the only name in

common use today, reflecting the indigenous

Songhai terms for ‘flat-mat’ or ‘royal drum’.37

Finally in 1853, Heinrich Barth surveyed Lake

Debo and positioned it definitively within the

tangled Niger marsh.38 When we applied a

Geographical Information System (GIS) overlay to

fit the earlier maps to our current land-use maps, we

found that Gastaldi’s Lake Guber, Delisle’s anon-

ymous lake and the Lake Debo of today are all the

same feature. The lake that the early mapmakers

wanted to represent lies within 1.5 degrees of the

centre of the modern Inland Niger Delta (15uN,

4uW). This Inland Delta is the ‘great lake’ that from

the time of antiquity was being described as lying in

the midst of the marshes and islands of the braided

Niger River (see Fig. 1). Here, at the southern edge

of the Sahara, a real inland sea spreads out where

the middle Niger forms a broad alluvial fan dissected

by countless channels to form a huge indeterminate

wetland extending some four hundred kilometres

downstream before the waters re-gather into one

main channel at the Niger River bend.39

We started this article with the ancient accounts

and the earliest cartographical representations of a

lake that seemed to be no more than a myth. We

have found four distinctive models in the way the

lake was shown on maps from antiquity to early

modern times. Now the material record of archae-

ological fieldwork has clearly revealed that for

more than fifteen hundred years, a cluster of

specialized urban settlements was prominent in

this part of the African interior among the lakes

and marshes of the Inland Niger Delta (Fig. 5). The

people of the ‘inland sea’ formed a cohesive and

self-sustaining society.40 The enduring lake that

was transmitted from map to map stood for much

more than just a shallow body of water. What we

were meant to see in this recurring image, in effect,

was not just an outline of a lake, but a densely

inhabited region with a vibrant economy. From the

start, the semiotic of the map was always pointing

to the civilization that was centred on Jenné-Jeno,

a ‘sea of busy commerce’.
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also his essay ‘Mémoire concernant les rivières de

l’interieur de l’Afrique, sur les notions tirées des

Anciens & des Modernes’, Mémoires de Littérature de
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