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TITLE: Norse World Map 
DATE:  12th-14th century 
AUTHOR:  A. A. Björnbo 
DESCRIPTION: Due to the fact that virtually no maps have survived from the original 
settlement of Greenland, the Danish historian, A. A. Björnbo, who wished to illustrate this 
period in his history of Greenland cartography, was obliged to construct a world map from the 
available cosmographical literature. The original reconstruction was first published in 
Cartographia Groenlandica, 1912.   
 There is particular interest in three points of this Björnbo diagram; the northern half of 
the disc is divided into two equal sections, Asia on the east, which is blank, and Europe on the 
west, the only portion of the map drawn in detail. This division brings to mind the statement at 
the beginning of the Tartar Relation (#243) that the Tartars divided the world into two equal 
parts.  More significant is the position of the islands on the northwest margin of the diagram 
(Helluland and Markland), in the approximate position of those controversial islands on the 
Vinland map.  On the latter (#243), these are balanced by the islands in the east (Insule sub 
aquilone, etc.).   
 This ‘balancing’ of features on the Vinland map was pointed out by Finn Gad in 1966. 
Following up this line of thought, and reversing the outline of the western section of Björnbo’s 
diagram, and placing it on the eastern, thus finding that (i) these outer islands fall on the eastern 
margin in approximately the position of those on the Vinland map; (ii) more significantly, the 
eastern coastline thus obtained for Asia follows with some amendment as the coastline on the 
Vinland map (c.f. the Breton peninsula on Björnbo 
and the prominent cape on the Vinland map.); (iii) 
there is a large sea corresponding quite closely to 
the Great Sea of the Tartars; it is in fact the double of 
the Mare Oceanum in the west.  From this 
repositioning a further interesting feature emerges. 
To give actuality to one of the islands in the west, 
the compiler of the Vinland map may have 
employed a modern outline of Greenland; he has 
done the same in the east, for two of the islands 
bear a plausible resemblance to Australia and New 
Guinea, a resemblance pointed out by Mr. Painter, 
who, however, considers it to be a meaningless 
coincidence. Having obtained the outline in this 
fashion the compiler has fabricated two simple 
names, Northern Islands and Furthest Islands, names 
which do not occur in the Tartar Relation, and 
which display no knowledge of local 
nomenclature.  The whole configuration he then transferred from its circular frame to an ellipse.  
If this line of argument is accepted, according to G. R. Crone, it follows that the Vinland map 
was fabricated at a relatively recent date, as evidenced by the use of Björnbo’s diagram and the 
modern outline of Greenland; that is, after 1912, a date which fits in with the technological 
evidence. The compiler’s aim may have been to produce a world map of interest to collectors of 
Americana, purporting to be authenticated by its association with the Tartar Relation. Contrary 
to what has been claimed, he would not have had to possess an extraordinary knowledge of 
medieval cosmography and cartography. To produce the fabricated map all that was required 
was a reproduction of the Bianco world map (#241), Björnbo’s diagram and a modern atlas.   As 
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Dr. Wallis has mentioned, Professor Eva Taylor pointed out that the ellipse, within which the 
Vinland map falls, corresponds to a diagram in a work on projections published in 1921. Putting 
aside the technological evidence for the moment, all these resemblances cannot be mere 
coincidences. Crone concludes, therefore, that the Vinland map was fabricated some years after 
1912. 
 Erik Vandvik, in Latinske dokument til norsk historie fram til dr 1204 (1959) argues that 12th 
century Norwegian clerical messengers would probably not have regarded Greenland as an 
island. Although Adam of Bremen (about 1075) thought of both Greenland and Vinland as 
islands, to him and his contemporaries the term “island” implied barbarity and remoteness, not 
necessarily a smallish piece of land surrounded by water on all sides. A century after Adam, the 
Historia Noruegice (written around 1170 by a Norwegian cleric) saw Greenland as part of a large 
northern landmass, and The King's Mirror (about 1250) likewise assumed that Greenland was 
part of that mainland. A geographical survey in an Icelandic manuscript, Veidarvisir ok 
borgaskipan (composed about 1300 and partly based on a guidebook written in Iceland before 
1150), tries to locate Helluland, Markland, and Vinland in the ocean south of Greenland and 
hypothesizes that while Vinland may be an African peninsula, the other two names refer to 
islands. On the basis of these and other literary sources, A. A. Björnbo drew a map of how the 
medieval Norse saw their geographical world. This map shows Greenland as part of a vast, 
solid, eastward-connected northern landmass. Both Helluland and Markland are islands, while 
Vinland merges with the African continent. The stretch of northwestern Norway still known as 
Halogaland was also at the time widely thought to be an island. 
 Later sources and common sense lend some support to Vandvik’s argument. Greenland 
is huge and extends so far into the polar regions that circumnavigation was impossible until the 
twentieth century. As late as 1741, the Norwegian Greenland missionary Hans Egede wrote:  

The western side [of Greenland] is known to a latitude of seventy-some degrees. Whether 
Greenland is a big island, or borders in the north on other countries, nobody has yet been 
able to ascertain; but we may safely conclude that it must border on America on the 
northwestern side, for between America and Greenland stretches the ... bay which the sea 
charts call Strat-David after an Englishman, who Anno 1585 is supposed to have been the 
first who found [it], and which is still visited annually by them and other nations for the 
sake of the whale-fishing.  
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A world map from the Marco Polo Manuscript, XIV 

The Royal Library, Stockholm 


