










Rafinesque discredited the Lost Tribe theory, and instead 
thought the people came to the Americas across the Bering 
Strait or island-hopped from Europe, using Atlantis as a stop. 
Almost half a century after   Rafinesque's The American Na­

tions, the Minnesota politician and celebrated crackpot Igna­
tius Donnelly published in 1881 his very popular Atlantis: The 
Antediluvian World, a book that takes Plato's parable as his­
torical fact. Donnelly even mentions Rafinesque and cites an 
extensive passage from The American Nations on the role cata­
clysms played in forming America. Even as late as 1925 serious 
thinkers, like the Mexican philosopher Jose Vasconcelos, were 
still proposing Atlantis as the origin of America's First Peoples. 

The 19th century, as Kevin Young notes in his book Bunk: The
Rise of Hoaxes, Humbugs, Plagiarists, Phonies, Post-Facts and Fake 
News, was filled with claptrap. Rafinesque, while erudite and a 
prolific producer of Latinate names for Kentucky flora and fauna, 
was very much a showman and an entrepreneur. It seems that at 
the end of his life, this polymath with the undisciplined mind of 
an autodidactic became a plagiarist and a humbug artist looking 
for fame and remuneration. While he saw himself as one chosen 
to " [raise] the veil that was thrown over the annals of" the Amer­
icas ( The American Nations, l 5), he is now more remembered as 
the perpetrator of the Walam Olum archeological hoax. Some­
thing that has overshadowed his flashes of insight regarding how 
to decipher Mayan glyphs or his defense of the Bering Strait as a 
means of peopling the Americas.

One of the difficulties with determining Rafinesque's status as 
a hoaxer was the lack of his collection of antiquarian artifacts. 
Fortunately, as to his hand-drawn map, Rafinesque's 1836 book 
The American Nations sheds light on it. In Chapter 2, as he out­
lines the four periods of American geography, he mentions a se­
ries of maps of America he hopes to publish that correspond to 
his four main divisions of American geology:

I-Primitive Geography of America
2-Ancient ditto, or between 1400 and 1500
3-Modern Colonial Geography
4-Modern Independent Geography (SO)
He states that a subsequent publication (presumably one of

the six volumes of The American Nations, or in a newly men­
tioned work, his fllustrations of the Ancient Geography of America)
will reproduce these maps. fllustrations was never published, and
only two of the promised six volumes of The American Nations
saw print.

At the end of chapter 1 of The American Nations, Rafinesque
traces out a slightly different periodization. There is ancient his­
tory, which ends with Columbus, and modern history, which
runs from 1492 on. Ancient history, in turn, is divided into three
periods, rather than two:

l. Antidiluvian period, beginning at the creation, about 6690
years before Columbus according to the Tols, and ending with
the last cataclysm of Peleg, about 3788 years before Columbus.
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Roger Williams, author of A Key into the Language 
of America, was an English clergyman and founder 
of Rhode Island. His book, published in 1643, was 
the first comprehensive study of a Native American 
language in English, focusing on the Narragansett 
language and providing invaluable insight into the 
culture and daily life of the Narragansett people. 

2. Doubtful period, from that epocha [sic] till the reform ofTol
astronomy, 1612 years before Columbus ...
3. Certain period, from 1612 [before Columbus] till Colum­
bus' arrival in 1492. (34-35)
The Doubtful period and the Certain period are further divided

into lesser epochs.
Chapter 3, titled "Cataclysms;' goes on to lay out what these

various antediluvian, cataclysmic periods looked like. His dis­
cussion decribes the map in Transylvania's special collections.

The American hemisphere had then probably two 
great islands in the North and South, with many smaller 
islands between them, in the tropical sea: the Alleghany 
and Atlantis forming two others in the east, and many 
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others studding the two polar regions ... I have endeavored to 
express this first configuration of America in my two maps of 
North and South America; when the Ocean was yet about 
5000 feet higher than it is actually. Whether this cataclysm 
was contemporaneous throughout, or by successive throes 
must be ascertained by Geogony... This was the fourth 
period of terrestrial events in this hemisphere; but the first of 
terrestrial separate existence. (79-80) 

Rafinesque's understanding of pre-Columbian American 
geography and geogony is scattered through several works: 
Ancient History; or Annals of Kentucky ( 1824), Atlantic Journal, 
The American Nations, and The Ancient Monuments of North 
and South America (1838). These accounts mix pre-Lyell geo­
logical notions with early chapters of Genesis, and they bring 
together European travel accounts to the Americas, Plato's 
myth of Atlantis, and Native American cosmologies. A belief in 
long, unmeasured amounts of time where seabeds rise around 
a cluster oflarge islands to form the bulk of the American land­
mass coincides with an affirmation of an 8,000-year-old earth. 
This particular melange of ideas was quite typical in 19th­
century American antiquarian thought. Atlantis, Noah's Flood, 
and cataclysms associated with an obscure reference to the 

division of the earth during the days of Peleg in Genesis 10 and 
I Chronicles 1 are common explanations for American geog­
ony in the 19th century. Such ideas only began to wane once 
continental drift moved from a fringe theory to accepted fact 
in the 1960s due to the work of geologists and oceanograph­
ic cartographers like Marie Tharp, who plotted out the Mid­
Atlantic Ridge in the 1950s. It should be noted that today most 
geologists do not follow a strict and rigid uniformitarianism; 
for example, catastrophes of various kinds, like the Chicxulub 
meteor strike near the modern-day Yucatan Peninsula are rec­
ognized as having had a drastic effect on the landscape. 

The Atlantean notions of Donnelly and Rafinesque are seen as 
crackpot. In part this is because our knowledge of geology was re­
formed by Lyell's seminal text and subsequent developments in 
the discipline. The idiosyncratic histories of geogony produced 
by natural historians trying to reconcile the textual authority of 
the Bible and Plato with observations of the natural world that 
contradict the textual authority make them seem a little off kil­
ter. In the case of Rafinesque, given his role in disseminating the 
Walam Olum account, it is easy to merge this act ofhumbuggery 
with his outdated geological views and fully write him off as out­
landish or unstable, regardless of whether or not he afforded the 

cosmologies of First Peoples an equally important 
weight as biblical accounts in his attempts to un­
derstand the migrations of humans in the western 
hemisphere. 

What makes the map "America Before the 
Floods" interesting is the very myths that we now 
recognize to be erroneous. It is a hand-drawn arti­
fact that gives us a picture of a moment in time be­
fore the advent of the new, reigning paradigm. The 
advance ofknowledge is messy. It is hard to let go of 
preconceived notions to see the world as it is. Ironi­
cally, this visual artifact of American natural history 
encapsulates the provisional nature of knowledge 
and the need to be humble as we sift through the 
past and try to understand the present. 
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This drawing can be found in a notebook titled "Notebooks 
containing a journal kept on Rafinesque's trip from Lexington, 
Kentucky, to Philadelphia, 1826: notes on his travel to New York 
and Massachusetts, 1827; a list of his travels, 1819-1830; natural 
history notes; and drawings, especially of fishes." 
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