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TITLE: Hidgen World Maps 
DATE: ca. 1350 
AUTHOR: Ranulf Higden 
DESCRIPTION: In about 1350 a cartographically minded scribe decided to create a 
special map to illustrate an encyclopedic text. The text was Ranulf Higden’s seven-
volume Polychronicon, or universal history. Higden, a monk of St Werburgh’s Abbey in 
Chester from 1299 until his death c. 1363, had compiled it in three versions between 1327 
and 1360. A history of the world from the Creation down to Higden’s own time, the 
book soon became perhaps the most popular encyclopedic compendium of the later 
Middle Ages and was much copied.  

It was only with the second version of 1340 that Higden included a simple world 
map, which he placed at the end of the prologue to the first book, which dealt with 
geography. He chose an all-purpose, 'off the peg' image. Derivatives are to be found in 
most Higden texts with maps.  

The version known as the “Ramsey Abbey Higden map” is different. It comes at 
the very beginning of the volume, with a second map, copied from Higden’s simpler 
map, on the back of the right-hand folio. Its general appearance, and particularly the use 
of an informal documentary hand, suggests the map was created for the purposes of 
private research, which was becoming more common by the 14th century.  

The overall structure may have been copied from a map resembling the Hereford 
mappamundi of c. 1285 (#226). The map's shape permits full use to be made of the page, 
and probably reflects the philosophy of Hugh of St Victor, a German-born Parisian 
theologian and mystical writer who saw the world as an ark for all mortals. Although 
Higden did use the works of some medieval authors, his main sources were the 
traditional classical, biblical and post-classical ones. In traditional style, the history of the 
world can be seen proceeding from the east to the wesy. The blank rectangle at the top 
was supposed to be filled with a depiction of Adam an Eve in the terrestrial paradise. 
Human history then proceeds via the few illustrated or large highlighted features 
representing the major episodes or locations of the various ages and empires. Going 
westwards down the map by way of Noah’s Ark, Babylon and the Tower of Babel, the 
passage of the Israelites across the Red Sea, Jerusalem and Rome, one arrives at Santiago 
de Compostela in Spain (at the bottom). Compostela indicated the completion of the 
evangelization of the world, and thus of human history, and the imminence of the Last 
Judgement.  

Several of the inscriptions on the map are direct quotations from Higden’s text. 
The map meticulously names the main provinces of each continent and contains over 
200 place names, almost all of which are ancient and biblical in Asia and Africa, but 
modern in Europe. Some of the most bizarre peoples name, the hermaphrodites, the 
amazons, men who live from the scent of apples and a variety of one-eyed creatures, are 
located in India. The reference on the map to people sailing to the Holy Land from 
Brindisi in Italy gives an indication of the practical use increasingly being made of maps 
and itineraries by the 14th century.  

Higden devoted the last two books of the Polychronicon to English history, and 
England is highlighted in red on the map. Apart from Cornwall, which is shown as a 
town, 13 towns and cities are indicated: London, Winchester, Exeter, Bristol, Gloucester, 
Worcester, Oxford, Northampton, Stamford, Nottingham, Lincoln, Durham and York. 
Though the coastlines are unrealistic, all these places are approximately in the correct 
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geographical relationship to each another-if one assumes London to be the pivot for 
routes going west, north and north-west. The exclusion of Canterbury is probably 
intentional and may suggest hostility towards its archbishop on the part of the scribe or 
his patron.  

More or less elaborate diagram-maps, in the tradition of the early medieval 
world maps, were still being produced in the 14th and 15th centuries. Ranulf Higden was 
a Benedictine monk at Chester (ca. 1299-1363). That he was English may be significant 
given the English associations of the group of world maps that include the Ebstorf and 
Hereford maps (#224 and #226). As a testimony to its popularity, some 150 manuscript 
copies of the Polychronicon have survived and are illustrated by a world map, all having 
similar geographical content, although their individual form and shape vary 
considerably. On some the map is circular, on some a pointed oval (vesica piscis [fish 
bladder] or mandorla type), and on some it is a rounded oval. The circular Higden maps 
are thought to be simplifications of the earlier oval maps, and they certainly appear in 
later manuscripts. The cities of Rome and Jerusalem are always prominent, but are 
rarely placed in the center of the map. 

This first Higden map is one of numerous surviving medieval maps known as 
“Higden maps”, due to the fact that they usually appear in manuscript copies of Ranulf 
Higden's (c.1299 - c.1364) Polychronicon. Although they appear in the Polychronicon, the 
maps are not direct illustrations of the text's specific content, but instead represent more 
suggestive analogues. This particular map can be found on folios 1v-2r of British Library 
Royal MS 14 C.ix, a late 14th century copy of the Polychronicon. The manuscript (and 
map) measures approximately 81 cm. x 49 cm. The map contains approximately 280 
inscriptions, which reflect toponyms drawn both from the Roman and late antique 
period, such as those noted in the works of Pliny, Solinus and Isidore of Seville, as well 
as from contemporary writers, such as Gerald of Wales and John Mandeville. 

It is oriented with East at the top, Jerusalem near its center and the heads around 
the map represent the twelve winds. Not too surprising, in Britain (shown in the color 
red, lower left) there are more town symbols than are shown for all the rest of Europe. In 
fact, there are some 39 castellated towns throughout the entire world map, 14 of which 
are in England alone, while there are only four throughout all the continent of Africa. 
Not all of these town symbols are the same, for instance Jerusalem, Rome, Babylon, and 
Santiago de Compostella (Spain) are quite unique, large cathedral-like drawings with 
considerable more detail than the other identified towns. Higden uses red lines to 
separate specified geographic areas. The few mountains that are displayed are colored 
green like the oceans.  

The water areas are shown in green (except for the Red Sea shown in red). 
Islands are shown as blocks of text throughout the sea or ocean. There are 12 wind-
blowers surrounding the map. 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.  Many of the 
descriptive labels are excerpted from the text of the Polychronicon, indicating that its 
creator was familiar with Higden’s book, and perhaps used this very copy to annotate 
the map. This copy is thought to be closest to the original prototype. The oval shape of 
Higden’s maps and its simplification, the vesica piscis, is a particular characteristic of his, 
but not original. The map historian R.A. Skelton implies that a lost prototype (which 
may have been a large world map such as that referred to by Matthew Paris a century 
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earlier) was probably circular and that the oval shape was an adaptation to the shape of 
the codex leaf. It is more likely, however, that the oval shape was derived from the 
practice described by Hugh of Saint Victor of drawing maps in the supposed shape of 
Noah’s Ark (which, by the way, is actually pictured at center-left on the map displayed 
below). 

 
 

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. This manuscript has the ownership inscription of John Wardeboys, 
who was abbot of Ramsey at the time of its dissolution in 1539. England is to the lower left side, 

with a red background. Fourteen cities are represented and identified, including London, 
Winchester, Lincoln, Oxford, Worcester, Gloucester, Norwich, Northampton, York, and Exeter. 
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 The world map of Higden, derived as usual from a variety of Roman sources, is 
found in the first book, and some 21 extant examples can be traced to the 1342 London 
manuscript of the Polychronicon for which stemmata have been developed by Konrad 
Miller, with modifications by R.A. Skelton. 

As mentioned, Higden was a monk of St. Werburgh’s, Chester, from 1299 until 
his death in 1363. Commonly styled the Polychronicon which comes from the book’s 
longer title Ranulphi Castrensis, cognomine Higden, Polychronicon (sive Historia Polycratica) 
ab initio mundi usque ad mortem regis Edwardi III in septem libros dispositum [Ranulph de 
Castro, the surname of Higden, Polychronicon (or Historia Polycratica) from the 
beginning of the world, even to the death of the king in the seven books of the Edward 
disposed], Higden’s Polychronicon became the most popular history book in medieval 
England and, as mentioned above, more than 120 manuscript copies survive today. It 
traces the history of the world from the Creation down to Higden’s own days. It consists 
of seven volumes. Book I is devoted to a geographical description of the world, while 
Books 2 through Book 5 encompass the history of the world. Only the last two volumes 
deal with English history. 
 The Polychronicon is highly traditional in structure and sources. It depends 
largely on classical writings such as Pliny’s Etymologia (especially as transmitted by 
earlier medieval writers and encyclopaedists, notably Isidore of Seville (Book II, #205)), 
on medieval chronicles, on travel accounts such as those of Vincent of Beauvais, 
Giraldus Cambrensis and Marco Polo, on the Alexander legends and, above all, on the 
Bible. Although Higden occasionally interjected stories and observations of his own, and 
sometimes criticized earlier authors, he was generally satisfied with their information. 
He shows little sign of being aware of the advances in knowledge made after 1250. 
Although he was evidently proud of Chester and of the English language, the tone of his 
text is not at all nationalist. Indeed, he is sometimes quite critical of the English.  
 

Right, detail of England on Higden’s world map 
where 14 cities are named. 

 
Higden began work on the Polychronicon early 
in the 1320s and regularly updated it until his 
death in 1363. Other chroniclers contributed 
their own ‘continuations’ to Higden’s text 
until after 1400. Scribal copies of Higden’s 
own work, with his own continuations, have 
survived in three versions: a short version 
which includes events up to and including 
1327; an intermediate version extending the 
narrative to 1340 which was probably written 
in that year (this is the most common of the 
three, with nearly seventy surviving copies); and a final - the rarest-version which goes 
to 1360 and was presumably written shortly after that date. The original manuscript of 
the earliest version is lost, but the copy that the Huntington Library possesses is now 
generally accepted as Higden’s working copy for the intermediate version, which 
contains the text up to 1327 with continuations recording events up to 1352. In this case, 
Higden himself is likely to have been responsible for the additions as well as the core 
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text, and the Huntington Library manuscript, therefore, should be regarded as the most 
authoritative expression of Higden’s own intentions.  
 

 
Detail of Mesopotamia between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, from Ranulph Higden’s 

Polychronicon, England, c. 1350, Royal MS 14 C IX, f. 1v 
 

This particular map is unique in that Jerusalem, Rome, Babylon, and Santiago de 
Compostella (Spain) are accompanied with large cathedral-like drawings with 
considerable more detail than the other identified towns. Several architectural icons and 
city names populate Britain and other areas of Europe. Red lines separate geographic 
regions, green lines and fills denote mountains and seas. A red fill is also used to 
highlight England, Babylon, Jerusalem, and the Pillars of Hercules, as well as the twelve 
winds. Furthermore, the map displays one of the most detailed drawings of Noah's Ark 
- with a ram, a lion, a stag and Noah himself. 
 
Maps in the Polychronicon 
Close to 150 manuscript copies of the Polychronicon have survived, and are illustrated by 
a world map like this one. While different Higden Maps take different shapes, each 
basically contains the same content. In this iteration, the map is contained within an oval 
shape, but is much less detailed than its counterpart on the two preceding folios. It 
contains a few lines outlined in red that separate geographic regions, as well as the usual 
green fill around the exterior of the map, denoting the ocean and certain islands 
surrounding the three continents. In its original presentation, the Higden map is oval 
and belongs to the group of circular world maps reflecting the patristic conception of a 
flat world, disc floating on the waters. It represents the oikoumene surrounded by the 
ocean; The East is above, with the Terrestrial Paradise; Jerusalem is in the center. While 
the design is influenced by the system of division into three continents, their limits are 
unconventional (as in real T-O maps); the geographical trace - coasts, islands, rivers, 
mountains - is as in the larger mappaemundi, with a relative resemblance, and the borders 
of the countries and the provinces have been marked. The geographical content is, as 
Konrad Miller noted, clearly archaic; its compiler ignored travelers from the 13th century 
to the beginning of the 14th. For Europe, it is true, the nomenclature is above all modern, 
although it is already found for the most part in the maps of Ebstorf, Hereford and in 
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Matthew Paris; on the other hand, the names and legends of Asia and Africa as well as 
those of the islands are ancient. At least one name (Appolitana insula, in the Black Sea) 
comes from Classical Antiquity and is not found in any other medieval map, We find all 
the heads of the winds as well as the names of the peoples, provinces and rivers in the 
largest mappaemundi. The more detailed captions come from these or from Isidore of 
Seville or Solinus, and the location of the fabulous creatures follows Solinus. In fact, 
these authors are explicitly cited in two passages on the map. There are only two 
legends that indicate more recent information, one concerning the Tartars of Scythia, the 
other on Christianity in Ethiopia. 
 Maps are found in some copies of the intermediate version of Higden’s 
Polychronicon. Their occurrence or non-occurrence, however, is so apparently arbitrary 
and the design of most of them so unrelated to the text as to prompt questions about 
Higden’s attitude towards maps and about the nature and purpose of these so-called 
“Higden maps”. It is postulated by some historians that the maps found in subsequent 
versions of the Polychronicon were independently developed as opposed to copies from 
one another. 

There is no evidence that Higden himself, unlike his famous predecessor, the 
chronicler Matthew Paris (Book II, #225), was particularly cartographically literate. 
Almost certainly the now-lost original short version of the Polychronicon did not contain 
a map. After a few years, however, Higden evidently concluded that a map would be 
appropriate, and the intermediate and final versions of the text specifically refer the 
reader to a map. Unlike Paris, however, Higden was either unable or unwilling to create 
a map specifically for his description of the world. Indeed, evidence suggests he had 
some difficulty in finding a suitable world map. It is surely significant, as John Taylor 
has pointed out in his The Universal Chronicle of Ranulf Higden (1966), that several of the 
later copies of the earliest version have a blank folio - or a completely unrelated piece of 
text - at the end of the prologue to the first book - exactly where the map is to be found 
in the Huntington Library manuscript.  

The map that Higden finally selected for what is now the Huntington Library 
manuscript HM 132 was probably an already rather ancient model. It presented the 
essentials of his worldview without the frills (such as the texts and illustrations relating 
to the Marvels of the East and to the Bible) found on the great 13th century world maps. 
The map in the Huntington Library manuscript is simple. Its basic structure is to be 
found also on the Beatus and the Anglo-Saxon/Cottonian world maps (Book II, #207 and 
#210) of several centuries earlier, two map types probably deriving from a now-lost later 
Roman prototype and possibly thus going back to the administrative world map known 
to have been made for a portico on the Via Flaminia, Rome, under the direction of 
Augustus’s son-in-law, Vipsanius Agrippa (63-12 B.C., Book I, #118). 

There is no pictorial illustration on the Huntington map apart from the depiction 
of Adam and Eve in Paradise and two dogs’ heads outside the map. Only the principal 
cities, rivers, seas and provinces of the classical world are named, except in Western 
Europe where some medieval place-names appear. Boundaries are picked out in red. 
The map omits all legends, notably those referring to the Marvels of the East or to the 
Bible (with the exception of an indication of the passage of the Hebrews across the Red 
Sea) even though these are dealt with in detail in the text. 
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The absence of any explicit connection 

between illustration and text brings to mind the acute 
observation made by Rudolf Wittkower in relation to 

the divergence between the illustrations and the text in 15th century copies of Marco 
Polo’s travels: ‘Nomedieval artist aimed at a descriptive illustration of a text.  As a rule he 
addressed his public through exemplars ... fixed by long tradition ... [The] medieval reader on his 
side did not expect a literal text illustration, but rather a visual clarification in terms familiar to 
him. As with illustrations, so with maps, Higden may have realized that the map he 
selected was not ideal, but he was not sufficiently cartographically sophisticated to be 
bothered by it. Almost certainly his chosen map was a familiar image that, because of its 
very familiarity, would have been as acceptable to his readers as to himself in providing 
an illustration of the world.  

In the course of the 1340s - possibly before Higden had selected a map to fill the 
space left in the text for it - a copyist, perhaps working for Ramsey Abbey, 
Huntingdonshire, created a larger, more detailed and better-executed world map, which 
illustrates the text much more fully. In some ways this work resembles the great maps of 
the previous century with their descriptive texts. Map scholars such as Armando 
Cortesão, R. A. Skelton and David Woodward have all followed Konrad Miller (who, 
however, did not know of the Huntington Library map) in focusing their attention on 
this map from Ramsey Abbey. Undoubtedly it is relatively more informative than the 
Huntington Library map, but there are major problems in terming it the Higden map, as 
has been the practice. First, the Ramsey Abbey map has no proven link with Higden 
himself. Second, the inclusion in the same manuscript of another simpler map that is 
closely related to the Huntington Library map and may, therefore, be a slightly later 
addition to the Ramsey Abbey copy of the Polychronicon, suggests a loss of confidence on 
the part of the copyist - a feeling, perhaps, that with the fuller map he was unacceptably 
stepping out of line. Third, it is worth recalling that the fuller Ramsey Abbey map 
produced no cartographic progeny, whereas the Huntington Library map is related to, 
and is probably the ancestor of, no fewer than ten oval or circular maps, including the 
Evesham world map (#236.2), which were being created up to and into the 1460s.  

If evidence is needed of the decline of cartographic consciousness in England in 
the second half of the 14th century - perhaps as a consequence of the Black Death 
pandemic of 1348 – one needs also to bear in mind that only twenty of the surviving 120 
or so complete Polychronicon texts in Latin (and only those of the intermediate text and 
its continuations) contain maps. Even if a few of the other hundred mapless texts may 
originally have been accompanied by larger, separate maps - in the way that a copy of 
Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia Imperialia may once have accompanied, explained and 
elucidated the Ebstorf world map (Book II, #224) – the likelihood must be that most had 
none. Furthermore, the one copyist of the 1340s who was sufficiently enthusiastic to 
create the more elaborate of the Ramsey Abbey maps, which closely corresponds to 

Detail of the city of Jerusalem and 
the Crucifixion 

http://britishlibrary.typepad.c
o.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/20

14/01/a-map-at-the-end-of-
the-

world.html#sthash.try8iPHW.
dpuf 
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Higden’s text, was an isolated figure. The other copyists became, if anything, less 
cartographically concerned than Higden and their maps even more conventionalized. By 
the 1370s they were creating circular maps (or maps shaped like the aureoles often 
shown surrounding Christ in medieval art), which mostly lacked even the rudimentary 
coastlines and decoration shown on the Huntington Library Map. The relatively high 
level of map consciousness and cartographical skill that had distinguished England and 
the English in 13th century Europe had apparently disipated. 

Ranulph Higden’s world map of c. 1350 shows a walled-off area in the northeast, 
south of the Caspian Sea. That the Caspian is not an inland sea but open to the ocean 
signals this depiction’s conservatism. The text specifies that Gog and Magog will break 
out at the end of the world and do great damage, and that they were enclosed by 
Alexander. Higden’s work seems to have been very popular: around 185 Latin 
manuscripts traceable to Higden’s design. 

See also monograph #236.2, the Evesham world map, for additional information 
on Ranulf Higden. 
 
Provenance: The naming of the relatively unimportant town of Stamford is significant: 
the manuscript’s earliest recorded owner, in the early 16th century, was the abbot of 
Ramsey Abbey in Huntingdonshire, not far from Stamford, suggesting that the 
manuscript may have been created there. Following the dissolution of the monasteries 
(1536-1540), the manuscript came into the possession of Henry VIII, and it remained in 
royal hands unti11757, when it was presented to the recently founded British Museum 
with the rest of the Old Royal library. It became part of the British Library in 1973. 
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Detail of Noah in the ark with a ram, lion, and a stag, from Ranulph Higden’s Polychronicon, 
England, c. 1350, Royal MS 14 C IX, f. 1v  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Outline of Higden’s world map from Scafi 
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Higden mappamundi in the Huntington Library (San Marino, California, HM 132) 14th century 

copy of the Polychronicon



Hidgen World Maps 
#232 

11 

 
An example of Higden’s mandorla or almond-shaped maps is shown here, perhaps representing a 
common Christian symbol of the aureole surrounding Christ. This example measures 35 x 21 cm 
and is oriented with East at the top. It uses place-names to show relative positions/locations and 

virtually no attempts to draw the actual landmasses or bodies of water. 
British Library, Royal MS. 14 C.xii, fol. 9v 
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World Map by Ranulf Higden, 1350, 26.4 x 17.4 cm, Huntington Library, HM 132, fol.4v 
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Another Ramsey Abbey world map by Ranulf Higden, ca. 1350, British Library, Royal MS 
14.C.IX, fol.2v. This manuscript has the ownership inscription of John Wardeboys, who was 

abbot of Ramsey at the time of its dissolution in 1539. At the top of the map is a sketch of Adam 
and Eve at The Fall. Below them to the right is the Red Sea (colored red), interrupted by a label 
marking where Moses led the Hebrews to safely from Herod. The small square islands near the 

middle of the page, set against a green sea, include Crete, Cyprus, Rhodes, and Sicily. 
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Detail of the Garden of Eden, from Ranulph Higden’s Polychronicon, England, c. 1350, 

 Royal MS 14 C IX, f. 2v  
The manuscript (and map) measures approximately 810 mm. x 490 mm. The map contains 

approximately 160 inscriptions, which reflect for the most part toponyms from the Roman and 
late antique period, such as those noted in the works of Pliny, Solinus and Isidore of Seville. 

Of note concerning this Higden Map is the unfinished drawing of Paradise at the top of the map. 
In addition, the usual boxes that note the four cardinal directions are missing from the map. 

Jerusalem, Paris and Rome are accompanied with spare outlines that may indicate a walled or 
cathedral city. A red fill is also used to highlight the Red Sea. 
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Reproduction of a Higden world map from Konrad Miller 
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World map by Ranulf Higden, ca. 1350, 32 x 22 cm, BnF, Manuscrits (Latin 4922 fol. 2) 
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Reproduction of a Higden world map from Konrad Miller 
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Mandorla Mappa Mundi, Map on paper, shows lack of outlines, except of the British islands and 
the squiggle that represents the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, in English manuscript of Ranulf 

Higden, Polychronicon, ca. 1400, 21 x 31 cm Oxford University MS Digby 196, fol. 195r 
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Higden circular mappamundi, 1466, 14cm diameter, British Library, Harl. MS. 3673, fol. 84r 
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 Higden mandorla-shaped mappamundi, the world as an allegory of Christ in Majesty, 

ca. 1350, 21 x 32.3 cm from the Bodleian Library, MS. Tanner 170, fol. 14v 
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Higden mappamundi, 14th century, British Library, 14.C.XII 
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Higden world map, National Library of Scotland 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Hidgen World Maps 
#232 

23 

 
 

Map of the World (ink on vellum), Ranulf Higden,  
Corpus Christi College, Oxford, UK, Ms.89 Higden fol.13v   
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Facsimile by M. Vivien de Saint-Martin, 1874 
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Possible relationships of maps associated with surviving manuscripts of Ranulf Higden’ 

Polychronicon, c. 1390 and the Evesham Map 


