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Figure: T-O Map, BL Royal 6 C I f. 108v (detail; public domain / British Library)

Icons of Self-Identification

Figure: Blue Marble (1972; public domain / NASA)

Icons of Self-Identification

Figure: T-O Map, BL Royal 6 C I f. 108v (detail; public domain / British Library)

Key Questions
▶

What cosmology preceded and informed the medieval world-view?

▶

What geographic understanding of the world do we find in ancient,
medieval, and Anglo-Saxon literature?

▶

What were medieval (world) maps like?

▶

How do the Anglo-Saxons describe the world and their own region?

▶

How do they describe their neighbours?

▶

Who did they imagine lived beyond their horizon?

▶

How did they and their neighbours navigate?

▶

What do we have by way of travel literature?

▶

What are the dangers of approaching medieval literature using
current geographical tools?

Part I: Cosmological Antecedents
Part II: Visualizing the World
Part III: Geography and Navigation
Part IV: Ethnography
Part V: Beowulf off the Map

Greek Physics
▶

Parmenides (ss. vi–v bce): everything is one and unchangeable

▶

Heraclitus (ss. vi–v bce): everything flows

▶

Zeno (s. v bce): motion and change cannot exist

▶

Atomists (Leucippus and Democritus, ss. v–iv bce): everything is
atoms and void

Figure: Zeno’s Dichotomy Paradox (CC-BY-SA Martin Grandjean)

What Keeps Earth in Place?

▶

Thales (s. vi bce): Earth does not fall becaust it floats on water.

▶

Anaximander (s. vi bce): Earth remains in place because
(a) it is central; and
(b) it bears similar relations to objects in all directions, so it is
subject to contradictory forces.

▶

Anaximenes, Anaxagoras, Democritus (ss. vi–iv bce): Earth does
not fall because it is large and flat, covering rather than cutting the
air.

▶

Socrates (s. v bce) subscribed to Anaximander’s view (Phaedo).

What is Earth’s Shape?
▶

Homer (s. ?): circular, bounded
by the ocean (shield of
Achilles).

▶

Anaximander (s. vi bce):
cylindrical, its height one third
of its diameter.

▶

Pythagoras (ss. vi–v bce):
spherical

▶

Eratosthenes (ss. iii–ii bce):
circumference of 252,000 stadia

“

Figure: Shield of Achilles (PD / WMC)

Thus the broad shield complete the artist crown’d
With his last hand, and pour’d the ocean round:
In living silver seem’d the waves to roll,
And beat the buckler’s verge, and bound the whole.
(Iliad bk 18, trans. Alexander Pope)

What Is at the Centre of the Universe?

▶

Anaximander (s. vi bce): Earth

▶

Philolaus (ss. v–iv bce): a Central Fire

▶

Aristarchus (ss. iv–iii): the
Sun

Figure: Pythagorean universe
(public domain / WMC)

Aristotle (s. iv bce) and Ptolemy (s. ii ce)

Figure: Ptolemaic universe (1661;
CC-BY-SA NBL Map Center)

▶

Spherical

▶

Nesting

▶

Geocentric

▶

Earth, water, fire, air, aether

▶

Celestial vs sublunary

▶

Unmoved Mover

Cicero’s Dream of Scipio (54–51 bce)
▶
▶
▶

Concluding fragment from his political treatise De re publica
A dream-vision predicting military and political successes
Alleges that the souls of the just inhabit the Milky Way

Figure: Heavens Above Her (detail; CC-BY-SA Ian Norman)

Cicero’s Dream of Scipio (54–51 bce)

▶

Aristotelian cosmos
▶ geocentric
▶ spherical
▶ nesting

▶

Aristotelian climate zones

▶

Pythagorean harmony of the spheres

▶

Virtuous human souls live in the Milky Way

Cicero’s Dream of Scipio (54–51 bce)

“

‘Follow justice and natural affection, which though great in the
case of parents and kinsfolk, is greatest of all in relation to our
fatherland. Such is the life that leads to heaven and to this
company of those who have now lived their lives and released
from their bodies dwell in […] the Milky Way.’ And as I surveyed
them from this point, all the other heavenly bodies appeared to
be glorious and wonderful, — now the stars were such as we
have never seen from this earth; and such was the magnitude
of them all as we have never dreamed; and the least of them all
was that planet, which farthest from the heavenly sphere and
nearest to our earth, was shining with borrowed light, but the
spheres of the stars easily surpassed the earth in magnitude —
already the earth itself appeared to me so small, that it grieved
me to think of our empire, with which we cover but a point, as
it were, of its surface. (trans. Pearman, Somnium Scipionis, §8)

”

Macrobius’s Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (early s. v)
▶
▶
▶
▶

Classification of dreams and visions
Theology
Cosmology
Neoplatonic character

Figure: Eclipses; Copenhagen, NKS 218 4o, fol. 49v (c. 1150, detail; public domain
/ WMC)

Macrobius: The Cosmos

Figure: Universe; Copenhagen, NKS 218 4o, fol. 25r (c. 1150, detail; public domain
/ WMC)

Cosmological Axioms Relayed by Macrobius
▶

A geocentric universe

▶

A spherical, nesting universe, revolving in response to the World
Soul

▶

Four elements (fire = aether)

▶

A spherical earth

▶

Five climatic zones

▶

Antipodes

▶

An outer ocean surrounding the
three continents

▶

An equatorial true outer ocean sep- Copenhagen, NKS 218 4o, fol. 34r (c.
arating the hemispheres
1150, detail; public domain / WMC)

Figure: Climate Zones,

Macrobius: Climate Zones

Figure: Climate Zones (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Macrobius on Earth’s Shape

“

Some stars were visible which we never see from this region […].
In adding the words which we never see from this region, he adequately
explains why some of the stars are not visible to us. Our abodes lie in such
a position that certain stars can never be seen by us because that portion
of the sky in which they move can never appear to us who live here. This
quarter of the earth, which is inhabited by all the people with whom we
can have any contact, verges towards the north pole, and the spherical
shape of the earth causes the south pole to be plunged into the depths.
(Commentary on the Dream of Scipio ch. 16, trans. Stahl, 152–153)

”
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Conceptual Representations of the World

Figure: Reconstructed Map of Anaximander (s. vi bce; PD / WMC user)

Why Maps Are Circular

Figure: T-O Map, BL Royal 6 C I f. 108v Figure: Climate Zones (CC-BY-SA WMC
(detail; public domain / British Library) user)

[Link: Mercator projection puzzle]
▶
▶

orbis terrarum
heimskringla

▶
▶

middangeard
(≠ -eard)
cf. maailma

▶
▶

midgarðr
útgarðr

Notions of an Encompassing Ocean
Beowulf

Guthlac A
Guthlac B
Death of Edward
Exodus
Andreas
Orosius

suð ne norð be sæm tweonum
leofost / on gesiðes had be sæm tweonum
ðæm selestan be sæm tweonum
þone selestan bi sæm tweonum
þæt se ælmihtiga eorðan worhte, / wlitebeorhtne wang,
swa wæter bebugeð, / gesette
swa side swa sæ bebugeð
Oft we ofersegon bi sæm tweonum / þeoda þeawas
se selesta bi sæm tweonum / þara þe we on Engle æfre
gefrunen
Bryttum […] swa ymbclyppað cealde brymmas
hie gesittað be sæm tweonum oð Egipte
gesittað sigerice be sæm tweonum
Farað nu geond ealle eorðan sceatas / emne swa wide
swa wæter bebugeð
Ealne ðisne ymbhwyrft ðises middangeardes swa swa
Oceanus utan ymbligeþ (Lat. Oceani limbo circumseptum)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: T-O cosmos map (s. xi; photo © Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: T-O Map, BL Royal 6 C I f. 108v (detail; public domain / British Library)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Mappa mundi (reproduction, c. 650; public domain / Konrad Miller)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Mappa mundi (reproduction, c. 650, detail; public domain / Konrad
Miller)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Mappa mundi (reproduction, c. 650, detail; public domain / Konrad
Miller)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Cotton mappa mundi (s. xi; public domain / WMC)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Cotton mappa mundi (s. xi, detail; public domain / WMC)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Cotton mappa mundi (s. xi, detail; public domain / WMC)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Cotton mappa mundi (s. xi, detail; public domain / WMC)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Hereford mappa mundi (s. xiii; public domain / WMC)

Mappae Mundi

Figure: Hereford mappa mundi (schematic reproduction; public domain /
Joseph Jacobs)
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Bede

“

Britain, an island in the Atlantic, formerly called Albion, lies to
the north-west, facing, though at a considerable distance, the
coasts of Germany, France, and Spain, which form the greatest
part of Europe. It extends 800 miles in length towards the
north, and is 200 miles in breadth, except where several
promontories extend further in breadth, by which its compass
is made to be 4,875 miles. To the south lies Belgic Gaul. To its
nearest shore there is an easy passage from the city of Rutubi
Portus, by the English now corrupted into Reptacaestir. The
distance from here across the sea to Gessoriacum, the nearest
shore in the territory of the Morini, is fifty miles, or as some
writers say, 450 furlongs. On the other side of the island, where
it opens upon the boundless ocean, it has the islands called
Orcades. (Sellar, Ecclesiastical History, 1.1)

”

Orosius / Alfred

“

The Island Britain
It extends a long way north-east; it is eight hundred miles long, and two
hundred miles broad. On the south of it, and on the other side of the arm
of the sea, is Gallia Belgica; and on the west part, on the other side of the
sea, is the island Hibernia; and on the north part, the Orkney islands.
Ireland, which we call Scotland, is on every side surrounded by the ocean;
and because it is nearer the setting of the sun than other lands, the
weather is milder there, than in Britain. Then on the north-west of
Ireland, is that outmost land called Thule; and it is known to few because
of its great distance. Thus, have we spoken about the boundaries of all
Europe, as they lie. (Orosius 1.1, trans. Lund, Two Voyagers)

”

Alfred’s North

“

In fact, if we take the west side of
Britain, a line from Land’s End to
Cape Wrath (in Sutherland) runs
almost due north, while on the
east side a line from Lowestoft (in
Suffolk) to Peterhead (in Aberdeen)
runs northwest by north. But in
Ptolemy we find Britain extending
northeast ward until it ends in a
point north of the mouth of the
Elbe and almost in sight of Jutland
[…]. Orosius doubtless had similar
misconceptions, and Alfred does not
seem to have known much better.
(Malone, “King Alfred’s North,” 142)

”

Figure: British Isles
(CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Alfred’s North

“
Alfred goes on to say that Britain
has ‘Gallia Bellica’ to the south and
‘Ibernia’ to the west. The southerly
(rather than southeasterly) location
of Gallia Belgica is an inevitable
consequence of the notion that
Britain extended northeastward. For
the same reason we must interpret
Alfred’s ‘west’ as equivalent to our
‘northwest’; in other words, Alfred’s
term of direction here shows a shift
of 45 degrees clockwise. (Malone,
“King Alfred’s North,” 143–144)

”

Figure: British Isles
(CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Ohthere

“

He then continued due north as
far as he could reach in the second
three days. There the land turned
due east, or the sea penetrated
the land he did not know which
— but he knew that he waited
there for a west-north-west wind,
and then sailed east along the
coast as far as he could sail in
four days. There he had to wait
for a due northern wind, because
there the land turned due south,
or the sea penetrated the land he
did not know which. Then from
there he sailed due south along
the coast as far as he could sail in
five days. (Orosius 1.1, trans. Lund,
Two Voyagers, 18–19)

Figure: Scandinavia
(CC-BY-SA WMC user)

A Norse Aberration?

Figure: Hereford mappa mundi (schematic reproduction; public domain /
Joseph Jacobs)

perceived north

m a p n o rt h

Derolez’s Explanation

Figure: Based on schematic Hereford map (public domain / Joseph Jacobs)

Navigation

Figure: Military Compass (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Navigation

Figure: Stars (CC-BY-SA Matthias Krumbholz)

Figure: Stamp with
Sundial (PD / WMC)

▶

stars

▶

sun + sundial

Sundial Navigation

“

A stick (the so-called gnomon) was mounted into the wooden
disc perpendicular to the disc. If the disc was held horizontally
at latitude 61° N during the sailing season of the Vikings (May to
August) and the Sun was shining, then the tip of the shadow of
the gnomon cast onto the disc followed the hyperbolic carving
from sunrise through noon to sunset. Straight and hyperbolic
carvings corresponded to the equinox and the summer solstice,
respectively. After carving the trajectories of the tip of the
gnomon’s shadow into the disc, the Vikings gained an
instrument: the sundial. With it they could locate geographical
north along latitude 61° N from May to August even on the high
seas, provided the Sun was shining. All they needed to do was
to hold the dial’s disc horizontally into the Sun and rotate it
around its vertical axis […] until the tip of the gnomon’s
shadow reached the corresponding carving on the dial. A
notch on the disc then showed the geographical northern
direction. (Horváth et al., “Polarized Skylight,” 772-773)

”

Navigation

Figure: Stars (CC-BY-SA Matthias Krumbholz)

Figure: Stamp with
Sundial (PD / WMC)

▶

stars

▶

sun + sundial

Navigation

Figure: Stars (CC-BY-SA Matthias Krumbholz)

Figure: Stamp with
Sundial (PD / WMC)

▶

stars

▶

sun + sundial

▶

birds and whales

▶

sunstone

Sunstone Navigation

“

The weather was cloudy and it was
snowing, as Sigurðr had said it would
be. Then the king had Sigurðr and
Dagr called to him. After that the
king had someone look around outside, and there was no clear sky to be
seen anywhere. Then he told Sigurðr
to say where the sun had got to. He
gave a precise indication. Then the
king had a sun-stone brought out
and held it up, and he saw where
the beam of light pointed from the
stone, and it pointed in exactly
the direction that Sigurðr had said.
(Rauðúlfs þáttr, trans. Faulkes, 17)

”

Figure: Iceland Spar
(CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Sunstone Navigation

Figure: Polarization pattern at twilight (CC-BY-SA WMC user)
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶

Rayleigh scattering esp. marked during twilight
(longer atmospheric distance → more scattering events)
Linear polarization perpendicular to sunrays
Used by insects for navigation
Polarizing stone would reveal sun location
Requires a sky not fully overcast

Sunstone Navigation

“

By rotating such a crystal to and fro and looking at the sky
through it, the sky appears to brighten and fade periodically
[…. T]he Viking navigator could calibrate the sunstone by
adjusting it in such a way that a patch of the clear sky appears
brightest. A line pointing to the true position of the Sun would
then be scraped into the crystal. After such calibration, the
direction of the Sun hidden by clouds can then be determined
by looking at a clear patch of sky through the crystal and
rotating the latter until the sky appears the brightest. The
scratch on the sunstone shows the direction of the invisible
Sun. (Horváth et al., “Polarized Skylight,” 773)

”
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Orosius: Beormas and Finnas

“

It seemed to him that the Finnas and the Beormas spoke almost
the same language. His main reason for going there, apart from
exploring the land, was for the walruses, because they have
very fine ivory in their tusks […] and their hide is very good for
ship-ropes. (Lund, Two Voyagers, 19–20)

”

Egils saga (c. 1225): Finnar and Kvenir

“
“

In the winter, Þórólfr made his journey up onto the fell […]; he
had a good deal of wares with him. He soon met with the
Finnar and collected their tribute and held a trade meeting
with them. It all happened in peace and friendship, but
occasionally with the lubricant of intimidation. (ch. 10)
It was stipulated in law among the Kvenir that the king should
receive a third of the share of plunder, as well as all the bear
hides and sable martens and askraka off the top. (ch. 14)

”
”

Orosius: Estonian Customs

“

“

There is a custom among the Este that after a man’s death he
lies indoors uncremated among his relatives and friends for a
month, sometimes two. The king and other high-ranking men
remain uncremated sometimes for half a year [….] All the time
that the corpse lies indoors it is the custom for there to be
drinking and gambling until the day on which they cremate it.
(trans. Lund, Two Voyagers, 23–24)
There is a tribe among the Este that knows how to cause cold,
and this is why the dead men there lie so long and do not rot,
because they keep them cold. (trans. Lund, Two Voyagers, 25)

”
”

Figure: Reconstructed Pit House (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

The Wonders of the East

“

In one land there are born donkeys which have horns as big as
oxen. They are in that very great wasteland which is in the
southern part of Babylonia. They retreat to the Red Sea,
because of the multitude of snakes called Corsiae which are in
those places. They have horns as big as rams. If they strike or
touch anyone, he immediately dies. In those lands there is an
abundance of pepper. The snakes keep the pepper in their
eagerness. In order to take the pepper people set fire to the
place and then the snakes flee down into the earth; because of
this the pepper is black. (trans. Orchard, Pride and Prodigies,
187–189)

”

The Wonders of the East

“

Ants are born there as big as dogs, which have feet like
grasshoppers, and are of red and black colour. The ants dig up
gold from the ground from before night to the fifth hour of the
day. People who are bold enough to take the gold bring with
them male camels, and females with their young. They tie up
the young before they cross the river. They load the gold onto
the females, and mount them themselves, and leave the males
there. Then the ants detect the males, and while the ants are
occupied with the males, the men cross over the river with the
females and the gold. (trans. Orchard, Pride and Prodigies, 191)

”

The Wonders of the East

Figure: Panotius, BL Cotton Tiberius B V, fol 83v (c. 1040, detail; public domain /
WMC)

The Wonders of the East

“
“

There are people born there, who are fifteen feet tall and have
white bodies and two faces on a single head, feet and knees
very red, and long noses and black hair. (trans. Orchard, Pride
and Prodigies, 191)
Then there is another island, south of the Brixontes, on which
there are born men without heads who have their eyes and
mouth in their chests. They are eight feet tall and eight feet
wide. Dragons are born there, who are one hundred and fifty
feet long, and are as thick as great stone pillars. Because of the
abundance of the dragons, no one can travel easily in that land.
(trans. Orchard, Pride and Prodigies, 193–195)

”

”

Macrobius: Climate Zones

Figure: Climate Zones, Copenhagen, NKS 218 4o, fol. 34r (c. 1150, detail; public
domain / WMC)

Exodus

“

68

71

74

“

Nearwe genyddon on norðwegas,
wiston him be suðan Sigelwara land,
forbærned burhhleoðu, brune leode,
hatum heofoncolum. Þær halig god
wið færbryne folc gescylde,
bælce oferbrædde byrnendne heofon,
halgan nette hatwendne lyft.

”

Difficulty forced them onto the northern paths: they knew the
land of the Sun-People to be to their south, the
mountain-slopes scorched and the nation brown from the
heavenly coals. Holy God shielded the people against the
terrible blaze there: he covered the burning heaven with a
beam, the torrid air with a holy net.

”

Letter of Alexander to Aristotle

“

[T]here came suddenly one very huge beast bigger than the
others. That beast had three horns on its forehead and was
fiercely armed with those horns. […] Once this beast had drunk
the water, it saw our camp-site, and immediately attacked us
and our camp-site. It was not put off by the burning of the hot
fire and flame that was in its path, but it went and trod on
everything.
(trans. Orchard, Pride and Prodigies, 239)

”

Letter of Alexander to Aristotle

“

Then after that there came horned serpents, the kind of
serpent called Carastis. They were all of different colours, some
red, some black, some white. On some of them their scales
glittered and shone as if they were gold when one looked at
them. And the whole country resounded with the hissing of
the serpents, and we had no little terror of them. But we
shielded ourselves with our shields and slew and killed them
with long-shafted spears, and many also burned in the fires. We
endured these things to the extent that we were fighting and
struggling with the serpents for fully two hours of the night.
(trans. Orchard, Pride and Prodigies, 237)

”

Letter of Alexander to Aristotle

“

When it was daylight next morning I ordered all my guides who
had led me into such hardships to be tied up and their bones
and legs broken, so that they might be devoured that night by
the serpents on their way to the water. And I also ordered that
their hands be cut off, so that thereby those might experience
torment for the torment into which they had knowingly led
and brought us.
(trans. Orchard, Pride and Prodigies, 239)

”

Icons of Self-Identification

Figure: T-O Map, BL Royal 6 C I f. 108v (detail; public domain / British Library)

Vinland (? Vínland)

Figure: L’Anse Aux Meadows reconstruction (CC-BY-SA Dylan Kereluk)

Scandinavian Activity

Figure: Viking Expansion (public domain / Max Naylor)

Wonders of the…West?

“

One morning, Karlsefni and his men saw a speck above the
clearing, glimmering at them, and they called out at it. It
moved; it turned out to be a uniped and it ran down to the
riverbed where they lay. Þorvaldr, son of Eiríkr rauði sat at the
rudder, and the uniped shot an arrow into his small intestine.
Þorvaldr drew out the arrow and said, ‘There is fat about the
abdomen. We have found good land, and yet it may be that
we’ll hardly make use of it.’ Þorvaldr died from this wound a
little later.
(Eiríks saga rauða, ch. 12)

”
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Maps and Mythmaking

1. Chorography not geography
2. Romance not politics

Maps and Mythmaking

Figure: Little Red Riding Hood (CC-BY-SA Andrew Curtis)

Next Week’s Reading

▶

The Wanderer

▶

Solomon and Saturn II

▶

Orchard, “Not What It Was”
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